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One

I AM NOT one of those people who like to spend vacations collecting sunburn and aches. My idea of a vacation is to rest quietly in the shade of a blonde, perhaps flexing the wrist muscles now and then to stir the sugar in another round of old fashioneds. So, when my chief in the War Department approved my six-day leave, I thought I was all set. I had laid in a stock of bourbon for old fashioneds before the liquor shortage, and I had been far-sighted enough to marry the blonde two years before. Unfortunately I had forgotten how my wife Arabella can attract trouble when she has time to make the effort. Real trouble. The kind that comes in .30 and .45 caliber packages. I could have had a quiet vacation if I had added merely one more ingredient to my first old fashioned … knockout drops.

The first twelve hours of my leave were perfect. I spent ten of them sleeping, had a leisurely brunch, and settled down in a deck chair on the lawn to nip at my first daytime drink in ages. What with being out of practice I got four drops of bitters into it instead of three, but it was still good. The low Virginia hills rambled around the horizon in haphazard and unmilitary fashion — very pleasant after the geometric crags of The Pentagon.

I thought happily of my desk in A-2 of Army Air Forces. For six days the IN basket of some other guy would be creaking under the priority cables and buckslips and memos. For six days I didn’t have to battle any vicious red EXPEDITE tags. I could feel my nerves relaxing and starting to ship messages around my body by slow freight.

From inside the house came cozy domestic sounds. Faint crashes. A distant gasp. A whiff of smoke. It sounded as if Arab might be cooking. It was nice of her to devote the first day of vacation — hers as well as mine — to whipping up something tasty. Her job as principal clerk in an Ordnance Branch hadn’t given her any more leisure in the past twenty months than mine had given me. Her footsteps sounded on the porch and then swished through the tall grass on the lawn behind me. I would have to cut that grass some day.

“Hello,” I called. “Baking chocolate cake?”

She stood behind my chair, and said in a tearful voice, “No.”

“Raisin pie? Blueberry muffins?”

“I — I wasn’t cooking anything, Andy.”

“It sounded like cooking. What were you mixing up?”

She sniffed, “I was mixing seventy-four per cent potassium nitrate, sixteen per cent charcoal, and ten per cent sulphur, but something went wrong.”

My mind added those ingredients slowly, and then the answer jabbed me and I whirled around and yelled, “GUNPOWDER!”

She was standing behind my chair with her fingers laced into a knot and her feet toeing in like a little girl reporting for a spanking. From her appearance you might have thought she had taken a shower fully dressed and then had patted herself with coal dust instead of talcum. Her hair drooped like seaweed, and only a few glints of gold shone through the grime. In the wet dress her body looked young enough for middy blouses.

I grabbed her. “Are you hurt? Did it burn you?”

“I’m all right, Andy.”

I sighed in relief, and kissed her. It was nice, even allowing for the ten per cent sulphur. “I heard you coming across the porch,” I said, “so I know we still have a porch. But I’m afraid to look at the house. Do we still have it?”

“I didn’t do any real damage,” she explained, snuggling closer. “You see, I knew it might be dangerous and I rigged up a bucket of water overhead, fixed so I could dump it at a moment’s notice. I don’t think I was a fifth of a second behind the flash. That’s a system they use in powder plants, only there it works by electronics.”

“Memo to Mrs. Arabella Blake. Subject: Gunpowder. You are hereby directed to quit making it.”

“First indorsement. To Andrew Blake, Captain, A.C. Phooie.”

“Aw listen, Arab, what do you have to make gunpowder for?”

“Because I like to shoot guns. I can’t get shotgun or rifle ammunition so all I can shoot are flintlocks and such. But you need black powder for flintlocks and that’s almost impossible to buy.”

I groaned. I hadn’t realized, when we were married, that we weren’t moving into a love nest but into an arsenal. I hadn’t realized that I was marrying the runner-up in the North American Women’s Small-Bore Skeet Shoot. That was shotgun stuff, of course, but Arab didn’t discriminate against rifles and pistols. Personally, I don’t like hand arms. I prefer nice stable guns, like the seventy-fives we had in R.O.T.C. at Princeton back in the early Thirties. A seventy-five doesn’t wobble no matter how much a guy shakes. I don’t like hand arms but it’s not true, as Arab once claimed, that I’m scared to death of them. It’s just that I’d rather live with a houseful of trained cobras.

The worst thing about Arab’s guns is that they come in handy. She can track down trouble the way a detector spots land mines. I used to be an antique dealer in peacetime, and after we were married Arab dug up a gang of antique furniture crooks so fast that the whistle of lead almost drowned the chime of wedding bells. When she first came to Washington, in the full of ‘42, she ran a one-woman campaign against loose talk. This brought us a close acquaintance with some very unpleasant people who were in the business of listening to loose talk.

Recently she had started collecting antique firearms: snaphances, matchlocks, U.S. Martial pistols … and, of course, shooting them. We had been forced to leave a comfortable Washington apartment and move ten miles out in Virginia to a house where she could hold target practice without disturbing the Military District of Washington. We have no neighbors within a mile and Arab can shoot as much as she likes without bothering anyone … except me.

“You’d have made some man a wonderful wife,” I grumbled, “back in the days of stone axes.”

“Andy, would you love me more if I gave up guns?”

“I might have a chance to love you longer.”

“A mousy woman wouldn’t be good for you, Andy. You’d just sleep all the time if you hadn’t married an alarm clock like me. Look how you were rusting before I came down here in forty-two. And right away I got you into that loose talk business and you won a promotion.”

“I almost won a military funeral.”

“And they gave you the Legion of Merit.”

“It was a toss-up. Between that and a court martial.”

“And now you’ve been a captain ever so long and I know you’re up against a tough Table of Organization, but they’d revise that T/O if you were more of a spark plug.”

I complained, “I work myself dizzy at The Pentagon.”

“But you don’t get as much done as you did a year ago. Right after that loose talk business you were ripping through red tape like double-O shot through cobwebs. But now it has you all tied up. You’re too cautious. I bet you don’t even say hello to people any more except through channels.”

“We have certain methods of procedure,” I said stiffly, “that must be followed by all personnel. We — ”

“The trouble is, I haven’t had time to give you my personal attention. Just stand still and let me look at you, Andy.”

She backed away a few steps. Maybe I should have laughed, because she did look like Cinderella before the beauty parlor treatment. But at the moment I didn’t really notice the dishmop droop of her hair and the smudged face. All I could see were two very grave and honest blue eyes, studying me.

As she looked at me, I shivered. I knew what she was seeing. An unplanned, angular face. Sandy red hair that usually looks like a wilted whisk broom. A long body hung together as carelessly as a folding wooden cot. She was seeing a guy who never got past the first cut of a football or basketball or baseball squad and who was voted Most Unlikely to Succeed by his classmates at Old Nassau and who had dreamed along in the antique business while other guys were getting names as coming young men in important lines of work.

Ever since the wedding I had been afraid that some day she would look carefully at me and realize that she must have been nuts. She was a Reynolds, of the Philadelphia Main Line Reynolds. What with all the money and social position in the family, a Reynolds girl could have a fairly wide choice of men even if she had two heads and lived in a bottle. Arab has only one head … the one that Life ran on the cover the time they did an article on Main Line debs. You needed an M-4 tank to be sure of getting to her through a stag line. So she had picked me. I sometimes think the doctors are lying when they say she has 20/20 eyesight.

“Bring in the jury, will you?” I said. “The accused is getting nervous. And what am I charged with?”

“With blocking traffic, darling. But I think you can be reformed.”

“I don’t want to be reformed. I like being safe and sane, and so regular that people set their watches by me.”

“I don’t mind them setting watches by you, Andy. But I do object to calendars.”

“Well,” I said, “I don’t know what to do. There isn’t any local dragon, or I’d sally forth and let him bite a few choice red points from me.”

“We could at least get you out of that deck chair, as a start. I read an advertisement for an auction of antiques, downtown. That shouldn’t be too strenuous, and it might liven you up a bit.”

“Would there,” I asked suspiciously, “be any antique firearms in this auction?”

“What if there are?”

“Oh, nothing,” I sighed. “Let’s go.”

I carried the deck chair onto the porch and folded it sadly. My plans for a lazy afternoon were shot. I had no suspicion that the deck chair would gather yellow Virginia dust all through my leave. Nothing warned me that, during the next five days, I would look back longingly to those quiet idyllic times when nothing happened except for Arab making a slight mistake in combining potassium nitrate, charcoal, and sulphur.

We dressed and walked a mile to the main highway, where we caught one of the hourly buses into Washington. It was a hot day: the sort of day on which, in peacetime, most government offices shut at noon and everyone goes into hiding. In wartime a day like this one always brings everybody into Washington’s cramped shopping center. The auction rooms on F Street were crowded, although there was a half-hour to go before the sale opened. Apparently a lot of money was being invested in antiques these days. I heard a couple of people telling each other that you got good honest workmanship and materials when you bought antiques, which was more than you could say for modern wartime merchandise.

I grinned, because at the moment they were admiring the worm channels on a carved press cupboard attributed to seventeenth century Connecticut. I didn’t know when the worms had been at work, but I knew when the cabinetmaker had been. The press cupboard was about as antique as Arab. Wood worms don’t crawl on the surace of wood, digging ruts with their noses. They burrow through the wood. Before they reach the surface they stop, go into a pupa stage, turn into Death Watch beetles and hammer their way out. Worm channels can only be exposed by chisel and saw and plane, and of course honest craftsmen don’t use wormy timbers. The early Connecticut press cupboard was a phony.

That was no special reflection on the firm holding the auction, however. It wasn’t guaranteeing anything. It was merely selling off a collection for somebody, and maybe the auctioneer didn’t know about worm channels. Lots of people don’t.

It wasn’t a bad collection, on the whole. The owner hadn’t been stung more than average. I spotted a nice Pennsylvania slat-back chair, an authentic Sheraton whatnot veneered in satinwood and bird’s eye maple, a Willard clock, and a pair of andirons with uprights cast in the form of Hessian soldiers. Andirons of that type were popular after the Revolutionary War; our ancestors liked to spit tobacco juice at them. Probably they would be bought and cherished by some nice old lady.

As I went around I played a game, scribbling the lot numbers and the price I thought the item might bring. I put down ninety bucks for the slat-back chair, twenty-five hundred for the Sheraton piece, a hundred and twenty for the Willard clock and fifty dollars for the andirons.

I checked up on firearms and found that Arab hadn’t pulled a fast one. There were a few, but no more than might be expected in a sizable collection. The only really interesting thing about the firearms was that they were monopolizing the attention of the two best-looking gals in the place: Arab, and a high-octane redhead with a skin as pale and clear as one of Hepplewhite’s ivory inlays. Quite a bit of the ivory skin was on display. The white piqué sports dress didn’t reach her knees and the bolero jacket, meant to keep the sunback modest, hung over her arm. It was the sort of outfit that could only be worn by a girl who wasn’t troubled by sunburn, freckles, or blushes. She was studying a double-barrel flintlock pistol as if she meant to shoot a guy with it.

One of my theories is that you can tell a lot about a girl by her legs. Even if the theory is wrong, I don’t feel that the time is wasted. The redhead had long slim legs with lean ankles. There was no fat on them; when she moved, muscles twitched under the skin. She hadn’t acquired the muscles by sitting in a chair and crossing her legs. She had won them the hard way … in a chorus line, or in trying to get into the Nationals at Forest Hills, or maybe doing full Gainors from the high board.

An elbow tried to make kindling out of my ribs, and Arab said crossly, “I suppose you’ll claim her legs merely reminded you of something by Chippendale.”

“Chippendale,” I said, “went in for cabriole legs … bowed legs. No, I wasn’t reminded of Chippendale.”

“Aren’t mine nice too, Andy?”

“The only reason I look at competition is to make sure you still have it licked.”

“Thank you, Andy. Only I wish you didn’t have to spend so much time making sure.”

A red-faced man mounted a platform just then, and the crowd edged forward. We tried to get to the inadequate row of folding chairs and missed out. A couple of assistants collected the antiques that had been on display, and took them up front. I leaned against the wall and began to enjoy myself. It had been a couple of years since I had attended an auction, and I had almost forgotten the excitement of watching dealers jockeying for position and bidders fighting each other and occasional nice pieces going at a bargain. The Sheraton whatnot brought four grand, which was on the stiff side, while the Willard clock slipped through at sixty bucks. One of the dealers nabbed it; you wouldn’t have suspected by his face that he had a sure hundred per cent profit.

The auctioneer knocked down the Hessian andirons for fifty-three bucks to a nice old lady. That gave me a perfect score, because I had picked the price within three bucks and the type of buyer. I hoped nobody would ever tell the nice old lady about the tobacco juice. The next item was a double-barrel pistol, which ought to go for about thirty bucks according to my list. I’m not an expert on old firearms, but even a dealer who specializes on furniture has to learn a little about them. Rusted Kentucky rifles and dueling pistols with missing locks have a way of bobbing up when you buy a complete collection from somebody.

The auctioneer chanted, “Now we have Lot Number Sixteen. Here’s a fine specimen of late eighteenth-century coach pistol. English make. Flintlock. Double-barreled. Complete with flannel-lined case, bullet mold, and a dozen bullets. Just the thing to hang over your fireplace. Who’ll start it at fifty dollars?”

I grinned. Coach pistols with plain stocks and barrels, and by unknown gunsmiths, weren’t going to panic the house like that. If he wanted fifty bucks he’d better load the thing and point it at somebody.

“Ten dollars,” said a girl nearby.

It was the high-test redhead, bidding on the pistol she’d been examining earlier. She had greenish eyes that I’d rather have slanted at me over a cocktail glass than over a fifty-caliber steel barrel. I watched her while the bidding went up a buck or two at a time. One foot tapped the floor, and she snapped bids almost before her few opponents had finished making theirs. Her voice had husky tones in it, like a fire crackling. The white piqué clung to her figure here and there, and I got the impression that she wasn’t wearing her woolies underneath.

Because of watching her I lost track of the bids for a minute, and so it was a shock when I realized what was happening. The bids were rocketing up five bucks a jump. Somebody across the room had just made it seventy dollars. I squinted again at my list. It wasn’t logical. Even in London, where an English pitsol would do better than here, seventy bucks would be silly. I hadn’t studied the piece carefully before the auction, but I would have remembered if there had been a silver plate marked “Joseph Manton, Patent and Crown.” If the pistol could be attributed to Manton, or to the Ketlands or Nock or Mortimer & Wogdon or any of the other famous English gunsmiths, the auctioneer would have made a big point of it.

“Eighty-five,” the redhead called in a whiplash voice.

“Ninety.”

Only one person was bidding against her: a man on the other side of the room. He made his bids in a hoarse whisper like a tout giving you a horse in the next race. So many people were between us that I had trouble spotting him. I stood on tiptoe and moved around and finally got a peek. He was a jockey-sized guy with a starved face, and ears that looked like handlebars from a bicycle. It was difficult to get a long look at him; he kept wriggling through the crowd like a minnow.

The bidding was taking ten-dollar leaps now. The redhead saw the little guy’s last raise and bumped the pot to one-fifty. One hundred and fifty dollars for a coach pistol you could duplicate at forty if you tried one of the half-dozen mail-order dealers. The redhead was getting worried. Her scarlet-tipped hands wrenched at her white pocketbook. Across the room the hoarse voice said a hunnert and sixty, and the girl jerked as if she had been slapped. She tried to see across the room by standing on tiptoe, but it wasn’t much use. In her spiked heels she was already on tiptoe.

“One-sixty,” the auctioneer chanted. “Who’ll make it one-seventy? Going at one-sixty, going — ”

The redhead took a deep breath. “Two hundred,” she snapped.

Whispers made a taffeta rustle through the crowd, and a lane began to open across the room. People were moving away from between the bidders, the way people clear a space for a fight. The little man didn’t seem to like it. His minnow wrigglings were more frantic. He darted behind one group, then another, and suddenly there was nobody to hide behind and the redhead saw him.

A scream jabbed my eardrums. The girl had screamed, but not in fright. There was almost a hawklike note in it. She screamed, and ran across the room toward him faster than I’d have thought anybody could run in three-inch heels. The little guy fáked a dash toward the front of the room, made a half-spin and whipped out through the doorway to the street. The girl flashed after him.

For a couple of minutes there was a lot of gasping and shoving, and by the time I reached the doorway nothing could be seen. On the crowded street a few pedestrians were looking up F Street as if somebody had sprinted past them, but the redhead and little man had vanished. I went back inside.

It took the auctioneer ten minutes to get things moving again. He tried to coax someone to pick up the bidding at two hundred bucks but failed. Finally he laid the pistol aside in the apparent hope that one of the bidders would return.

Crowd psychology is tricky. Bidding had been lively for the first sixteen lots, but now the crowd was bored. The excitement over the pistol made everything else an anticlimax. The slat-back chair, for example, which I had picked to bring ninety bucks, went at forty-seven. It didn’t take more than a half-hour to close out the remaining lots. Neither the redhead nor the little guy had returned, and because it was an absolute auction the pistol had to be sold. Quite a few people were interested in the weapon but not to any great financial extent. The one-dollar bids made me yawn and I went outside to wait for Arab, who always stays until the end of everything. All that fuss over an old pistol irritated me, anyway. I could have seen the sense in a fuss if it had been, say, a Duncan Phyfe sideboard.

Arab came out in five minutes, and we headed for the Virginia bus terminal. “What did that hunk of iron pipe bring?” I asked.

“Sixty-two dollars and fifty cents, darling.”

“The person who bought that rod,” I said, “made a down payment on a time bomb. The redhead and the half-pint weren’t bidding in the hundreds just to make the auction a success.”

“I didn’t see the half-pint,” Arab said. “There were so many people in the way. What was he like?”

“Little. Little and mean-looking. I got a hunch the new owner of that rod will meet a lot of unpleasant people. Who bought the thing?”

She took my arm and skipped once and said happily,

“I did.”


Two

A SHIVER frisked over my skin like a black widow spider. We had just started to cross E Street at Twelfth. I looked quickly around, yanked Arab out of the way of an oncoming taxi, reached the opposite sidewalk safely, and peered up at the windows of the buildings in front of us. I don’t quite know what I expected to find. Maybe a figure behind us raising a keen-edged East Indian khouttar, or a murderous lunge from the taxi, or a face leering down from behind a poised bowlder in a window of the building.

But the figure behind us was a WAC who shrank from my glare and went down the street nervously, making sure she had all her insignia. The danger overhead was from pigeons. The empty taxi had stopped in plenty of time for the traffic light, and the driver was an authentic Washington hackie because he was waiting haughtily for customers to try to claw their way into the cab. At the very least I had expected him to give us a honeyed, sinister invitation to enter.

“What are you looking for?” Arab asked. “Didn’t you hear me say I bought the gun?”

“I heard you. I was looking around for trouble. It seems to be slightly delayed.”

“Everything is, nowadays, darling. You can’t expect peacetime service.”

I asked gloomily, “Is it too much to hope that you didn’t leave our address at the auction place?”

“Well, I had to give them a check and of course identify myself and give my name and address. But I didn’t give your name and address.”

“Swell,” I said. “I’ll move right out. Didn’t you suspect that leaving our address puts us right in the middle of a very queer racket?”

“Oh, Andy, you wouldn’t put down a mystery novel after the first chapter, would you?”

“Nope. Before the first chapter. I don’t like books or people to breathe clammily on the back of my neck. Where is the pistol?”

She lifted a neat package she had been holding under her arm, almost hidden by her big pocketbook. She gripped it firmly, as if I might snatch it.

“Don’t worry,” I snapped. “I won’t try to throw the thing away. Getting rid of a pistol, even an old one, is about as easy as abandoning a body. And anyway, our visitors wouldn’t know we had thrown it away.”

“What visitors?”

“The ones we’ll be having tonight, or maybe the next night. The ones who’ll be looking for our welcome mat under a nice dark window.”

She gave a delighted shiver. “You ought to thank me, Andy. You seemed interested in that red-headed girl. Maybe I’ve given you a chance to meet her.”

“I would just as soon,” I said, “meet the business end of a blowtorch.”

“There’s nothing dangerous about a blowtorch,” she cooed, slanting her eyes at me, “as long as you hold it properly.”

“Women,” I snarled, “are like hand grenades. There isn’t any right way to hold them. The only right thing is to get rid of them … fast.”

“Andy?”

“Huh?”

“Andy, you didn’t really mean that, did you?”

“Don’t mind me,” I sighed. “Men are always yelping against their fate, and then marrying it anyway. I wouldn’t be happy without you. I might be a better insurance risk, but I wouldn’t be happy. So let’s go home and have fun staying away from lighted windows.”

We climbed on our bus at the Virginia terminal at Twelfth and Pennsylvania, and I made Arab sit with me in a back corner where we couldn’t be seen easily by people outside. Nobody suspicious appeared before we left. That made me feel a little better, but not much. It would be simple to get our address at the auction place … as easy as parting with five bucks.

Ordinarily I do a lot of grumbling about the time it takes a bus to get from Washington to The Pentagon. Most of our Virginia buses are prewar — pre-World War I, I believe. They toil across Fourteenth Street Bridge and then wearily tackle the loops leading to The Pentagon. Half the time we have a new driver who doesn’t know the loops. When that happens, getting to The Pentagon is like living in the seventeenth century and hunting for the Northwest Passage. But right now the bus trip couldn’t be too slow for me. I didn’t want to go home. I wanted to get off in the concourse and cancel my leave and sleep on a desk for the next two months. Of course I knew that Arab wouldn’t go along with that.

“I’ve been wondering,” she said. “Might that scene between your redhead and the little man have been cooked up? To get a higher price for the pistol?”

“But they didn’t get a much higher price, and they lost a couple of grand on the rest of the auction because it seemed so tame after the pistol business. It doesn’t add up. Just in passing, lay off that your redhead business. I am not a guy who mixes either drinks or women. And I already have a blonde.”

She snuggled against me, and murmured, “I know how you like your old fashioneds, Andy. But how do you like your blondes?”

“I like my drinks strong and my blondes weak. But nobody pays any attention to my likes.”

“Andy, why did your — the redhead — fail to come back? Why didn’t the little man come back before the auction ended?”

“All I can do is guess. She went after him as if she either wanted to carve him into hors d’oeuvres or hold him for the law. If he got away, he might have been too scared to come back. She might have caught him and yelled for a cop, or lost him and gone on hunting. Either way she wouldn’t get back.”

“Thank you, Andy. You always make things clear.”

“I hope I make it unpleasant, too. Because that’s what it’s going to be.”

We arrived home and found everything peaceful. I mixed an old fashioned for my nerves, and a fruit salad type of drink for Arab, who doesn’t know any better than to like the things. Then I hung around within sneering range while she opened her package. She went “ooooh” and “aaaah” until I couldn’t stand it any longer and had to look at the pistol.

“What do you make of it?” she breathed.

“It is,” I said, “a late Eighteenth Century double-barreled English coach pistol. Flintlock. Complete with flannel case and a dozen rounds. Just the thing to hang over your grave.”

“Oh Andy, don’t be so difficult! Doesn’t it just ooze mystery?”

“Sure. Note the secret staircase built into the right barrel. Observe the trap door in the powder pan, leading to a pit filled with pit vipers. Glom onto the map of Cap’n Kidd’s treasure carved in the stock.”

“All right, be difficult. But if we’re in for trouble, the best way to stop it is to find out what the mystery is.”

“Correction. The best way is to hang this rod up on our porch with a spotlight on it and a sign announcing TAKE ONE.”

“Look at it, Andy. Pick it up.”

I don’t like pistols. Usually I handle them the way I’d brandish a porcupine. My fingers touched the butt … and I almost yelled. The thing seemed to jump into my hand. It sat up like a trained cobra. I looked down horrified as the browned barrels swayed back and forth, back and forth. Both serpentines were at full cock, and the bits of flint in them gleamed like fangs. Some trick of balance made you want to squeeze the butt and single trigger.

“How did those serpentines get cocked?” I asked hoarsely. “They were okay when I picked it up.”

“You did it, darling. I saw you. As you picked it up, your thumb reached out automatically and cocked them. The same thing happened to me.”

I eased the hammers down, and watched the flints scrape along the frizzens and nose aside the pan covers. “This thing is built for murder,” I said.

“I felt that, too. And it’s more than just perfect balance, Andy. I’ve handled a lot of pistols. This one has the balance of a ballet dancer, but that doesn’t account for it.”

“Wait a minute. It’s not mysterious. We’re just victims of psychology. We expect this hunk of iron to pull deadly tricks and so it does them. But only because we teach it the tricks. Like my thumb cocking it. This thing needs to be debunked.”

I laid it down carefully, watching my thumb all the time, and located a long pencil. The first thing to do with a gun, even an old one, is to find out whether or not it is loaded. Old weapons can be even more dangerous that way than modern firearms. Old guns were difficult to unload. A man had to spend a couple of minutes putting a twisted wire called a worm into the barrel, screwing it into the lead ball until it took hold, withdrawing the bullet, and then loosening the packed charge and shaking it out. Sometimes the owner unloaded by firing the piece; maybe up the chimney, the way Shakespeare describes in The Merry Wives of Windsor. At other times the owner didn’t want to waste the load and left it in the piece. Every once in a while you find an ancient hand gun that has been loaded for a century … and powder doesn’t always lose its explosive properties as it ages.

There was no powder in the priming pan of this pistol, but it is possible to ignite a main charge in other ways and I was taking no chances. I put the pencil down both barrels in turn, measured how far it went, and compared the measurement with the distance between muzzles and touch holes. They matched closely, which they wouldn’t have done if there had been a charge in either barrel. I examined the pistol closely. The single trigger fired both barrels at once when both serpentines were cocked; if you wanted to fire one barrel you merely cocked one. The steel was browned to prevent rust. I couldn’t check the sear assembly without going into the tedious job of taking it apart, but the mechanism worked smoothly and seemed to be in fine shape.

There was no chasing or ornamentation except for one thing, which had been hidden previously as the pistol lay in its case. On the left side a small silver plate had been let into the walnut stock and fastened with silver pins. The autioneer hadn’t thought to look at the plate through a magnifying glass. I studied it through a glass and saw an aged tracery. There was a date: 1791. And there were two words. They came whispering out of the past with a cold, deadly message: Spare Naught. I put the thing down. I could feel sweat coming out on my body like prickly heat.

“What did you find?” Arab asked breathlessly.

I told her, and explained, “It might add ten or twenty bucks to the value, as far as the average collector is concerned. As far as I’m concerned, it makes me willing to pay somebody ten or twenty bucks to take it away. This cannon has all the winning qualities of a mad dog.”

“That’s your psychology again. But haven’t you found out anything about the mystery?”

“Nope.”

“Then we’ll just have to wait for visitors, won’t we?”

From the edges of my eyes I saw a goblin face smear itself against a front window. I would have yelled, but the yell met gulps coming down my throat and the traffic jam almost strangled me. The choking gave me a moment to think, and I realized that even lovely faces look odd when puttied against a window. The face had been a girl’s, and had been framed by hair the color of embers.

“We won’t have to wait long,” I said. “I’m gonna have a chance to prove that blondes and redheads don’t mix.”

Arab jumped to the door, yanked it open. The redhead’s hand was lifted to knock and so she almost announced herself by rapping politely on Arab’s nose. It didn’t get the girls off to a good start. There might have been fireworks, except that each wanted something that the other could supply.

“How do you do,” Arab said. “Please come in.”

“Thank you.” The redhead’s voice had warm cello notes in it, and she walked into the room as if modeling chinchilla. “I hope I didn’t startle you. I wasn’t sure I had the right place.”

“It’s quite all right,” Arab said. “I’m afraid the window left a smudge on your nose.”

“I shouldn’t have done that, should I?” She dusted her nose with a handkerchief, stared at Arab’s print dress, and cooed, “So sorry to break in on you when you’re not dressed for company.”

“I do look frowsy,” Arab said. “And I was admiring your outfit at the auction. You looked so nice in it … as if you’d just stepped out of a bathtub and hadn’t quite reached for a towel.”

I cleared my throat and said, “I hate to be the innocent bystander at times like these. May I referee?”

“Why Andy, whatever do you mean? Miss Uh, this is Captain Blake. I’m Mrs. Blake.”

“I’m so glad,” the redhead murmured, as if the relationship was a great surprise to her.

“Did you think we weren’t married?” Arab snapped.

“My dear! Did you think I meant that? I meant I’m so glad to meet you and Captain Blake. I’m Katharine Hawley. K-a-t-h-a … you know, like Kit Cornell.”

“Maybe,” I said, pointing to part of Arab’s arsenal hanging on the wall, “maybe I should just load two of those things for you, and leave.”

“What are you talking about, darling?”

“Yes,” Miss Hawley echoed. “I hope you haven’t misunderstood us, Captain. I did come to talk about a gun, by the way.”

“What a coincidence,” Arab said. “We were just talking about one. Could it be the same?”

Our visitor walked to the table and touched the Spare Naught pistol with a finger. “It’s this one. You weren’t bidding on it while I was at the auction, Mrs. Blake.”

“That’s right.”

“So it was really just curiosity that made you buy it.”

“Don’t look at me,” I said. “The Blake family motto is Curiosity Killed the Cat.”

“He comes from a long line of mice,” Arab said. “Sometimes it’s most discouraging. I bought the pistol. Yes, I was curious.”

“But it doesn’t really mean anything to you, does it?”

“Not yet.”

“It’s terribly important for me to have it. And it wouldn’t be important to you. Won’t you sell it to me?”

“Why,” Arab said, “was that little man bidding on it … just to spoil your disposition?”

“I’ll pay you the two hundred dollars I had bid for it.”

“Put it in War Bonds,” Arab said. “You have some information. We have the pistol. Would you consider trading?”

“But … but Mrs. Blake, it’s a very personal matter!”

“I could forget all about it afterward,” Arab said in a wheedling tone. “I really don’t poke my nose into other people’s business.” Her attention was caught by the slightly hysterical noises I was making, and she added crossly, “No I don’t!”

Katharine Hawley — “a” as in Katharine Cornell — gave an embarrassed laugh. “Well, all right,” she said. “But it’s one of those family stories that sounds unbelievable. My family is from Warrenton. The Hawleys of Warrenton.”

“Warrenton, Virginia?” Arab asked.

“Yes.”

Arab said brightly, “You went to school up north and lost your accent, didn’t you?”

“The Hawleys have no Southern accent,” the redhead said coldly. “We consider it provincial. We’ve been there, oh, a frightfully long time, and the pistol has been in our family for most of that time. We came to think of it as the Luck of the Hawleys.”

“Good or bad?” I asked.

She gave me a stare of the type usually reserved for the field hands. “Good luck, of course,” she said. “You might say that we became superstitious about it. Especially my father. He believed that nothing could go wrong while he had the Luck of the Hawleys. He became involved in a very bitter business feud with another man. This other man — I won’t mention his name — knew of Father’s superstition. He arranged to have it stolen, by that rabbity man you saw at the auction.”

Arab said, widening her eyes, “And of course your father thought his luck was gone!”

“Exactly. He lost his confidence, made mistakes. Then, somehow, the pistol got into that auction, and a friend of ours recognized it a few days before the sale and telephoned us. I came here to buy it, but that nasty little man had heard of it, too, and tried to outbid me. I lost my head when I recognized him. I wanted to have him arrested.”

I said, “Might I suggest that the man whose collection was sold today, by his heirs, was your father’s enemy? The one who had arranged for the theft? And, of course, the little guy would know the pistol would bob up when his dead employer’s things were sold. Probably he wanted to buy the pistol and make you pay a terrific price for it.”

Kit Hawley gasped, “Why … why you’re wonderful! I thought I had concealed that so well.”

“It just seemed to fit,” I said modestly.

“So of course you’ll sell me the gun, won’t you?”

I sneaked a glance at Arab, and saw that even my contribution hadn’t been enough. Arab was yawning. I said in a rather hopeless way, “A mighty touching story.”

“Yes,” Arab said. “It touched everything but the truth.”

“How dare you!” the redhead cried. “I ought to — ”

I said, “Let’s be sensible about this. Sister, we gave you a break on your performance. We stayed for the whole show. Most people would have walked out in the first act.”

Kit Hawley looked at me and suddenly smiled and sat down and hauled out a pack of cigarettes. “Was I as bad as all that?” she asked cheerfully.

“You were awful,” Arab said. “Andy gave you the best part … that business about your father’s enemy and the late owner of today’s collection being the same person.”

“I thought I was pretty good,” Kit said, “for such short notice.” She snapped a wooden match alight with a perfect fingernail, and asked, “Would a Southern accent have helped? I never could handle one.”

“It wouldn’t even have gone over,” I said, “with music by Cole Porter.”

“I never could act,” she said. “I had a screen test once, back when I first broke into show business. It was so bad that afterward the director didn’t even have the heart to make a pass at me.”

“I figured maybe you had done some dancing,” I said.

“Uh-huh. Tap and acrobatic. But I’m slowing up now. Well, you two want me to lay it on the line now, don’t you?”

“Yes,” Arab said, “and make this good. Why did you hand us all that fruit cake?”

The redhead crossed her legs, and I found a spot on the ceiling to watch … just to keep peace in the family. “I thought maybe a sad story would save me money,” she said. “You might not have had the heart to play bandit to a flower of the Old South. The real yarn is straight business, and it gives you a chance to take me for plenty without feeling like heels. I work for a dealer in New York. Art, antiques, and all that.”

“What’s his name?” I asked. “I used to be in the business.”

“I’d rather not use names. Do you mind?”

“I mind,” Arab said suspiciously. “But go on.”

Kit said, “We have a client who goes for guns. Guns that have a history. He’ll pay almost anything. We ran down this one for his collection. By itself the pistol isn’t much. But we have papers, old letters and things, that trace it back to Dick Turpin.”

“If the provenance is good,” I said, “you got something.”

“The what?”

“Provenance. The proof of the pistol’s origin and subsequent ownership. Its genealogy.”

Arab said, “Dick Turpin was an old-fashioned Dillinger, wasn’t he?”

“Uh-huh. Back in the stand-and-deliver days in England. He worked the stagecoaches.”

“Then that,” Arab said, “accounts for your interest in the pistol. But how about the little man?”

Kit said, “If you know anything about antiques and art, you know that a lot of jockeying goes on among dealers to nail down rich collectors. One dealer in New York has been doing nip-ups trying to steal this client of ours. The little guy works for him. I located a Colt that Jesse James used, and bought it and was carrying it along the street and that little rat grabbed it right out of my hand and beat it. Later it turned up in our client’s collection. We could have squawked, but it might have made our client sore. That was the first time I saw the little guy and today was the second. I don’t know what I’d have done if I had caught him, but I didn’t.”

“How does it sound?” Arab asked me.

“Sounds good.”

“I never heard of any collection like that,” Arab grumbled.

“There are plenty of collections of all kinds that never get publicity,” I said. “Word gets out about a valuable collection and bing! the tangible personal property assessor sprints around with a bill. If the collector ducks publicity, all he has arc a few old stamps or second-hand furniture or rusty firearms.”

“Do I get the pistol?” the redhead asked.

Arab stood up and kicked the leg of her chair. “Oh heck,” she said. “I suppose so. But wait a minute. I have to go upstairs.”

She left us, and I heard her feet scuffling the stairs like the feet of a little girl sent to her room. This was tough on her. She had built up an exciting mystery about the Spare Naught pistol and now it turned into merely a little dirty work between dealers, and a long-dead bandit. Arab wouldn’t want a bandit alive or dead. She’d want him alive and shooting.

Kit Hawley moved to a chair beside me and leaned close and placed a hand on my knee. It was meant to look like a confiding gesture and to send small throbs up through my body. It did. “Captain Blake,” she said, “you are going to let me have the pistol, aren’t you?”

“Sure. Arab’s the only one you had to worry about. You could have sold me a yarn that Louis the Fourteenth used it to crack nuts. But you did nicely, on your second try. You’re a smart girl. By the way, I like having my knee squeezed, but it isn’t part of the price.”

She sat up. Her eyes looked as green and watchful as the eyes you sometimes see at night in the woods, casing a campfire. “You don’t believe me,” she said.

“Look. You want the pistol. You have my vote. Do I have to believe you, too?”

“Why do I have your vote if you don’t believe me?”

I sighed. People are always putting me into spots where I have to explain that I am not a hero. “Sister,” I said, “this heater has trouble written all over it. It doesn’t take a big red sign saying DANGER EXPLOSIVES to scare me. I even run from signs saying WET PAINT.”

She stretched, catlike, and murmured, “How did it happen you didn’t see the DANGER CURVES sign on that blonde of yours?”

“I was driving with one hand and not watching the road. She — ”

Heels clicked on the stairway. Heels sounding as gay as castanets. I had been feeling pretty good but now my stomach took an express to the basement. Arab had found out. I should have known that she had gone upstairs to peek in our Encyclopædia Britannica, which we keep beside the bed to settle the arguments Arab likes to start while I’m trying to go to sleep. She skipped into the room and handed Kit Hawley a slip of paper.

“Thanks for the bedtime story,” Arab said. “Kindly do not slam the door as you leave.”

Kit looked at the paper, shrugged, and stood up. “I’ll give you a call now and then,” she said. “Maybe you’ll change your mind. By the way, have you any children?”

“Not yet,” Arab said.

Kit opened the door, smiled at us. “That’s good,” she said. “I always think orphans are so pitiful, don’t you?” She closed the door quietly and the sound of her footsteps faded away.

Arab waited a minute, then said, “Andy?”

“Um?”

“You didn’t ask what was on that slip of paper I gave her.”

“Gosh, I forgot. I was so busy trying to ward off a chill that I forgot.”

“Andrew Blake, if I thought you knew all along, and were going to let her have the gun on a phony story …”

“What an idea,” I said in a hurt tone. “You shouldn’t have ideas like that. How did you trap her?”

She got a pad of paper and a pencil, scribbled something, and handed it to me. “That’s what I gave her,” she said proudly.

I read: DATE ON PISTOL: 1791. DICK TURPIN: 1706–1739. “That’s swell,” I said. “It couldn’t have been owned by Dick Turpin because it was made fifty-two years after he was hanged. You’re a smart girl, thinking of that. Are you smart enough to have bought a shovel?”

“A shovel? What for?”

“On account of,” I said gloomingly, “they come in handy for digging foxholes.”


Three

ARAB did her best to cheer me up. She cooked an excellent dinner and hovered over me like a prison chef over a condemned man. She chatted lightly about ballistics and trajectories and hollow-nose versus steel-jacketed bullets … anything to take my mind off my worries. I left the table with a mild case of shell shock. I remember wandering into the living room, clinging to sanity by keeping my mind on the fact that one type of bullet would penetrate eighteen inches of white pine. That was the sort of bullet that appealed to me: one that was only interested in penetrating white pine.

During the evening she kept bringing me firearms from her collection as hopefully as a puppy bringing bones. She brought me snaphances and a hand cannon and a rare duck’s-foot pistol that shoots in four directions at once. She dug up a double-barreled coach pistol, probably made by Simon North, and coaxed me to notice how closely it resembled the Spare Naught job. She cleaned guns and practiced aiming them and snapping triggers until I almost screamed. All Arab’s firearms made very savage snapping noises.

At ten o’clock I checked the doors and all the windows and went up to bed. I was in bad shape. I was so beaten down that I didn’t even yell when Arab joined me and sneaked her feet, icy as usual, into the small of my back. A little tune began dancing through my head; a tune I’d danced to, way back in prep school. Only I wasn’t using the regular words. My brain had worked out the beginning of a new chorus. It cheered me, a little.

“What on earth are you humming?” Arab asked.

“Just an old song.”

“It sounded like Say It With Music.”

“Uh-huh. But I have some new words. I dedicated them to you. Want to hear them?”

“It sounds lovely and romantic,” she said, snuggling closer. “Sing it.”

My voice doesn’t quite have the timbre of an old violin. More like an old cigar box, I suppose. But now it rose to the occasion. I crooned:



Say it with bullets

Steel jacket bullets

Somehow they love to be tolt

To the bang of Luger and Colt — 



“You’re crazy,” Arab giggled. “Is there any more?”

“I got stopped there. I couldn’t fit Winchester or Remington into the meter.”

“You aren’t really worried, are you, Andy? We can handle any trouble that comes along.”

“I don’t want to handle trouble. I don’t even want to touch it with a ten-foot pole.”

“Maybe we ought to get a watchdog. One of those huge fierce ones that grabs and hangs on. In case of burglars.”

“No dog of mine is gonna be trained to hang onto burglars. I want a little yapping one that scares them away.”

“Probably nothing will happen,” Arab yawned. “Good night, Andy. It’s been a lovely day.”

I shuddered, but not enough to jar the mattress off the bed. After a while I drifted off to sleep and had one of those dreams in which you shoot and shoot at burglars without any effect except to make them peevish. Some time after midnight I awoke. Arab was nudging me. It wasn’t the sort of sleepy nudge that tells me to get back into my third of the bed, but the sort of nudge that can mean anything from look - at - that - horrible - hat - she’s - wearing to don’t - look - now - but - I - think - we’re - being - followed.

“Andy,” she whispered, “there is a noise downstairs.”

I listened. Definitely there was a noise. It could be almost anything, however, and I like to take an optimistic view of noises in the night. “Wind,” I said. “Rattling windows.”

She pointed to the curtains in front of our open windows. They were not moving. “Just a ground-floor wind, hmmm?” she said.

“Mice, then. Lots of mice in these old houses. Big ones.”

“From the sounds, this one is big enough to enter in the Kentucky Derby.”

“You certainly are a comfort to have around,” I snapped. “How are you at rattling chains and going oooooh in cellars?”

“If you’re not going to look into it, I am!”

I got out of bed angrily, jammed my feet into slippers. “Okay,” I growled. “Don’t wear black too long. It doesn’t become you.”

“Wait a moment,” she said, rummaging in the bedside sewing table. “You’d better take this.”

I looked at the weapon she held out. Arab doesn’t go in for the tiny pearl-handled jobs that women are supposed to prefer. She doesn’t like pistols that just peck holes. She likes ones that excavate. The rod she handed me looked big enough to require a caisson. It was a .45-caliber Colt military model. Ordinarily I would have had no part of her artillery, but this time I needed it to make a plan click.

“Cartridge in the chamber?”

“Yes. Just cock the hammer. And please be careful, Andy.”

“A fine time to think of that. You’d push a guy off a diving board and then tell him not to get wet. All right, where is that burglar?”

“Not so loud, Andy. He’ll hear!”

“He’ll hear plenty!” I shouted.

I leaped to the bedroom door, wrenched it open. I yanked back the slide of the big automatic. The ejector spit out a bullet. I didn’t really have to do it, but the slide of a Colt makes a nasty and unmistakable noise. There was a laundry hamper on the landing. I tipped it downstairs and charged after it with scalping yells. If little yapping dogs can scare away burglars, I could too. I thundered into the living room, switching on the hall light as I passed. A window was open, and the burglar had had plenty of time to get away through it.

I ran to the window, yelled, “Come back here!”

I shoved the big Colt through the opening, turned my head away, and began squeezing. My arm leaped and bucked to recoil, and bellows of sound went barreling away through the night. Petals from Arab’s rose bushes fluttered like moths in the moonlight. The hammer clicked. I leaned against the sill, panting.

A small voice quavered down from our bedroom, “D-did you kill him, Andy? Oooh, I shouldn’t have got you mad!”

“He got away,” I yelled. “Through the window.”

“Oh, Andy, I’m so glad. I mean I’m glad you didn’t hurt him. I’ll throw on a few clothes and come down.”

Bare feet padded over my head as she went to the closet. I grinned, thinking how I’d won myself a reputation at a bargain price both with Arab and with the burglar. Probably he was only touching ground every third step. I turned away from the window and saw a pair of muddy shoes against the wall of the living room near the entrance. They were cheap sport shoes of fake alligator. There was nothing remarkable about them, except that inside them were feet.

I forced myself to see what went with the feet. Pin-stripe trousers, bagged and shiny at the knees. Blue pin-stripe coat, tight over a skinny frame. Polka-dot bow tie. A neck that would take maybe a size twelve collar if they make such things. An Adam’s apple was shuttling like a ping-pong ball between bow tie and chin.

Under the snap-brim hat were handlebar ears and a thin sparrow face. It was the little guy from the auction. A flashlight dangled from one limp hand. From the other hand a blackjack hung by a leather thong; it was made of alligator hide and matched his shoes. The way he was shaking he would have the wallpaper rubbed down to plaster in another minute. I walked over to him, took the jack from his limp fingers, and tucked it under the waist band of my pajamas. I patted him and made sure he had no pistol.

Then I stepped back and said, “You got me.”

He put up a shaking hand, stammered. “Oh no, pal. Oh no I ain’t. I wouldn’t lift a finger, so help me. Don’t put the slug on me, pal.”

This had only taken a few seconds, so far, but already I could hear Arab’s feet clicking around in mules. “Keep your voice down,” I snarled. “I tell you, you got me! What do you want, that coach pistol?”

“I don’t want nothing, pal. I haven’t took nothing. I wouldn’t even of slugged you, pal. So help me, the way you boiled down them stairs give me the screamin’ meemies.”

“You came after that coach pistol,” I growled. I got the case from the mantel, made certain that the pistol, powder flask, and bullets were inside, and shoved it at him. “Take it!” I ordered.

“It’s a frame,” he said hoarsely. “Are you gonna drill me and claim I was heeled?”

Arab’s footsteps were in the hall now. “I will drill you,” I whispered, “if you aren’t out of here in five seconds.”

His tongue flicked over blue lips, and he scooted across the room. One of his feet skidded momentarily on a .45 cartridge case. I shut my eyes and waited for the crashing fall that would give everything away. But he recovered his balance and whisked silently out through the open window.

Arab was clattering down the stairs, now, and I called, “I’m afraid he got that pistol you bought.”

She ran into the room, hair streaming like flames in a breeze, and flung herself against me. “You were so brave,” she cried, “and I was heartless sending you down. And I don’t care about the pistol as long as you’re all right.”

Her negligee wasn’t fastened and her body felt warm and sleek and vibrant under its sheath of silk. My blood started to surge through arteries in irregular pulses, like a conga line. Her body seemed achingly soft and childish … except in one place. Something was digging into my lowest ribs.

“You must be losing weight,” I said. “One of your ribs is jabbing me.”

“One of my ribs?” she murmured. “Why Andy, I thought …”

We both investigated at the same time. My fingers touched plaited leather. I gulped, and for a moment my mind went blank and all I could do was say feebly, “It seems to be a blackjack.”

Arab took it and moved away from me and twirled it slowly by its strap. She looked at me in a speculative way, and said, “It does look like a blackjack, doesn’t it? He must have dropped it, and you picked it up and forgot.”

I laughed. It sounded like a pebble rattling in a tin can. “That’s right,” I said.

She walked slowly across the room to the window, studying the floor. She bent and picked up something. “Is your foot bruised, Andy,” she asked.

“No, why?”

“You haven’t been outside, have you?”

“No. What’s this all about?”

She held up a small shiny object. “We have here, gentlemen of the jury,” she said in a cold tone, “a cartridge case from a forty-five Colt automatic. We could prove by microscopic examination that it came from the weapon Captain Blake is now holding, but I believe the defendant will concede the point.”

“What are you playing?” I asked nervously. “Who’s the defendant? Of course it’s from this pistol, but — ”

“The defendant concedes the point. Furthermore the case is warm, so we may assume that it was one of those recently fired in Captain Blake’s weapon. Observe that the open end is bent, as if stepped on.”

“What if I did step on it?”

“Recall,” she said, “that Captain Blake admitted he does not have a bruised foot. Note that his slippers are very thin. Consider the strength of this cartridge case, and the unlikelihood that a man in thin slippers could have stamped it out of shape without hurting his feet … how am I doing, Andy?”

I peeked at the cartridge case. I know when I’m licked. “Note also,” I said weakly, “the bit of mud on the rim. Recall how that dope Blake denied having been outside. Tie all this up with the blackjack, and we don’t even have to make the poor guy confess.”

“The way you leave clues around, you certainly would be a fine criminal.”

“I don’t want to be a fine criminal. I’m not the type. I’m the law-abiding type.”

“Really? You’ve just been accessory before and after the fact of burglary. Probably you even coaxed him to steal that pistol.”

“One thing I didn’t do,” I grumbled, “was invite him here. You did that when you bought the pistol. Now maybe we can have some peace.”

Arab’s eyebrows arched into tepees. “Peace?” she said. “How interesting. It was my impression that war had just been declared.” She turned and marched upstairs.

I shut the window sadly. The lock had been jimmied open and wouldn’t hold now, but it didn’t matter. The Spare Naught pistol was gone. There would be no more trouble from outside the house, but there would be plenty from inside. I clumped upstairs and tried to coax Arab to speak to me, and failed. She didn’t even look at me. I would have won more attention in the bed if I had had a hard shell and had been a quarter-inch long.

I awoke the next morning with sunlight hurting my eyes. A blue jay was perched on the window sill practicing to be a calliope with the circus. For a minute I lay there, my back turned to Arab, working up indignation. I had saved us plenty of grief by getting rid of the pistol. I had no reason to feel ashamed. I was going to make Arab be sensible. I practiced saying “This nonsense has got to stop” under my breath until I achieved the proper forceful tone. Then I turned over and said it aloud, violently. The blue jay did a back flip off the sill, but that was the only reaction. Arab wasn’t there … and a most ominous-looking note was pinned to her pillow. It announced:



Dear Andy — 

I know you aren’t interested in helping me get back my pistol, so I’ll have to do it myself. I thought of a good lead and I’ve taken the car to run it down.

Love … Arab

P.S. — It’s now four-thirty a.m., or 0430 as we say in the Army. Will telephone you by ten.



My stomach came out of a half-loop and flipped over in an Immelmann. The note hadn’t been quite what I had expected, but it was just as bad. When I first saw the note I thought she was headed for a divorce court, and it was no consolation to know that she was merely aiming at a morgue. It was eight-thirty now. She had had four hours to find trouble … much more time than she usually needs. I dressed, went downstairs, and had breakfast, although the soft-boiled eggs wouldn’t have been any more difficult to swallow if I had left them in their shells. The minutes until ten o’clock went by with each second feeling like the throb of a headache. Finally the phone rang.

“Hello, darling,” she crooned.

“What are you trying to be,” I growled. “A one-woman suicide squad?”

“Oh Andy, I’m having such a lovely time! And it’s not suicidal at all. It’s sort of thrilling, like walking a tight wire.”

“That’s no tight wire. It’s the trip wire of a booby trap. You come home.”

“What? Just when it’s getting to be fun? Oh no! And I’ve located one of our parties already and I’m going to be finding out lots and lots of things.”

“Where are you and what have you found out?”

“I won’t tell you a thing,” she said gaily. “You’d just try to spoil my plans. Goodby, darling. I’ll keep in touch with you now and then.”

I yelled into the mouthpiece and rattled the receiver but she had hung up. I took a deep breath, sat down. It would do no good to play she-loves-me-she-loves-me-not with tufts of my hair. This called for my brain to start a program of setting-up exercises. I had to find Arab, and the only way was to locate the trail of her playmates. Two groups were interested in the pistol, not counting the Blakes. There was the redhead, who might or might not be working alone. There was the little guy, who was obviously not working alone. Back of him somewhere would be a crooked dealer or a crooked collector. Hunting for a crooked dealer would be the best idea because he would be easier to find and because, if a crooked collector were involved, he would be likely to have a shady dealer working for him. It didn’t seem too hopeful but it was the only plan that occurred to me.

I looked through Arab’s collection for something that would bring out the larceny in a crooked dealer, and finally found what I needed. It was the prize of her collection: a .36-caliber job in blued steel with a heavy barrel and smoothly rounded cylinder, the latter engraved with a scene of a stagecoach robbery. The barrel carried the phrase that makes any gun bug breathe faster: “Patent Arms M’g Co., Paterson, N. J., Colt’s Pt.” It was one of the rare pistols with which Mr. Samuel Colt had launched the quick-firing era in the eighteen-thirties.

I cocked the hammer and watched the concealed trigger snap out, then eased the hammer down. It was a baby to treat with respect, from any point of view. If I remembered the checkbook stub correctly, Arab had paid seven hundred bucks for this man eater. Probably she hadn’t been stung, either. Paterson Colts have been known to bring as high as two thousand dollars. If a crooked dealer was operating in the Washington area, the Paterson Colt ought to locate him for me.

But that wouldn’t be enough. I might find a crook who wasn’t my man, and so I needed another test. That was tougher. The best I could think of was a plan for using the second coach pistol Arab had shown me last night … the one resembling the Spare Naught weapon. Maybe the guy I was after was interested in any English coach pistol of this type. Or maybe he would mistake it, momentarily, for the Spare Naught job, and give himself away. I wrapped each pistol in a cloth and stowed them in a brief case. I collected a list of antique dealers from the yellow section of the phone book, and headed for the bus stop.

I had no fun during the next few hours. Washington was hot, and the brief case dragged at my arm, and dealers were scattered all over the downtown area. Some of the places weren’t worth a visit; I could peer inside and tell that they never handled anything more exciting than willow ware. Most of the dealers to whom I talked knew nothing and cared nothing about antique firearms; at any other time I would have been happy to meet so many sensible people. In a dozen stops I found only one dealer who identified the pistol as a Paterson Colt, and he was honest.

“If you’re interested in antique guns,” he said, “there’s a dealer just outside Alexandria, in Virginia, who does maybe half his business in guns. I’ll give you his address.”

I tucked the slip of paper into my pocket and forgot it, until I was given the same advice four dealers later. By that time I had finished my downtown list, and it was easier to get to Alexandria than to most of the suburban Washington dealers. I walked to the Virginia bus terminal … and began to have a breath-taking feeling that I was being tailed. My senses told me that something had been repeating like a pattern wherever I had been: maybe the same hat, or a face or gesture or something ducking out of sight whenever I turned its way. I suspected that all this was the result of my imagination being drunk and disorderly again, but I couldn’t sober it up.

On the way to Alexandria I studied the other passengers without spotting anything oddly familiar. The best my imagination could do was to draw my attention to traffic behind the bus. Far to the rear, sunlight seemed to be making a familiar pattern of flashes on the windshield and chromium trim of an auto. The car was too far back to identify.

The bus dropped me a half block from the antique shop. I walked to it slowly, studying the layout. The location must have been unbeatable in peacetime. It was just outside Alexandria on Memorial Highway, where you wouldn’t get much business traffic but would get pleasure drivers and people who were already in the mood for antiques because they had just visited Mount Vernon. The shop was a one-story affair of white clapboard, just big enough for a showroom and office.

A white picket fence surrounded its front lawn, on which the skirts of willows swayed like dancers in a minuet. There was a fan-lighted door between small-paned windows. A white sign with Antiques in scroll letters hung at the beginning of the flagstone walk. A sleigh bell tinkled as I entered. Inside, it wasn’t as bright and cheery as I had expected; light filtering in through the green jalousies gave me the feeling of walking into an aquarium. The furniture on display was good. I noted especially a kneehole desk in rosewood and a secretary that might possibly be a Savery. A thin man in his sixties came up to me, drying his hands on an invisible towel. He had been skimped on features; his eyes and nose and mouth huddled as if for mutual comfort in the middle of his face.

“I’m interested in old firearms,” I said, opening the brief case and pulling out the heavy Colt.

He shuddered faintly and moved back. “I’ll get Mr. Stuart, the proprietor,” he said. “I really know nothing about weapons. Mr. Stuart likes to handle that.”

He went up three steps in the back of the shop and entered the rear office. He didn’t like weapons, and I didn’t blame him, considering what he had to live with. The right-hand wall was covered with weapons: matchlocks and snaphances and flintlocks and percussion pieces. Sometimes old guns look friendly and toothless, like old hounds lying by a fire, but there was nothing toothless about these. The steel of hammers and frizzens and triggers had an oily gleam, as if they were ready to shoot. Scattered among the firearms was the nastiest lot of cutlery I’ve ever seen outside of a surgery. There were swords and knives in nightmare shapes, honed until the edges had almost phosphorescent shininess.

One of the long blades had been forged in a flat Scurve, like a snake coiled to strike, and its point was divided into two jagged fangs. I touched it. The razor edge made a whispering sound on my thumb.

A voice behind me said, “A most unusual one, Captain. It is an East Indian torture sword. You would pick and scrape the victim with the jagged points until you wearied of it, then behead him.”

I turned away from the obscene weapon, and said, “If I owned that thing I’d have it made into can openers.”

“Yes,” the man said, “we Americans do not understand weapons like that.”

I took a good look at him. He was apparently the proprietor, Stuart, and he was quite a hunk of male. There were almost seventy-two inches of him, and none of them looked soft. His body had the tapering lines of the head of an Indian war arrow. He handled himself nicely, judging from the silent way he had approached. His hair was blue-black with faint ripples and he wore a Gable mustache. He was a hell of a 4-F to turn loose on the girls they left behind.

He frowned a little as I studied him, and he said, “My clerk said you were interested in firearms?”

I handed him the Paterson Colt, and explained, “I found this in an attic at home. Thought it would make a good fireplace decoration, if I could pick up another like it. One pistol would look unbalanced over a fireplace.”

His slender fingers curled around the pistol as if touch, ing a girl’s body. His eyes were black: all black, like the eyes of a cat in the dark. You couldn’t tell where the pupil ended and the iris began. He smiled suddenly, and I realized with a start that he must have been looking at me for several seconds.

“Do you know much about antique hand arms?” he asked. “Do you know how difficult it is to match them? Gunsmiths didn’t turn these out on assembly lines.”

“I don’t know anything about old guns. All I know is they make nice ornaments.”

He almost sneered at me. “Ornaments?” he said. “This pistol will kill as fast and as far as one of your tommy guns … and more cleanly, if you know how to handle it.”

“Maybe so,” I said. “But who knows how to handle old guns now?”

He smiled and said, “I have fired every one of the firearms you see here. Many of them have better balance than modern weapons. If I were going to kill a man I would take one of the flintlock pistols in this showcase. They shoot straight, you can reduce the charge so that they make little noise, and if you wrapped the bullet in a greased patch there would be no marks on the bullet to identify the pistol. How much did you expect to pay for a mate to your pistol?”

“Oh, I don’t know much about prices on old guns. I wouldn’t want to go over thirty bucks. Ordnance only pays something like forty bucks for modern Colt automatics, so an old one ought to be cheaper.”

He was silent for a moment, and I couldn’t decide whether his blank black eyes were staring at me or off into space. The guy knew firearms. He knew what a Paterson Colt was. In a few seconds he was going to label himself as an honest man or as a crook.

“Captain,” he said, “if I had a mate to this you could have it for … well …”

I tried not to hold my breath.

“… for your thirty dollars.”

A tingle went from my scalp to my toes. Under my breath I crooned, Hello, crook. Aloud I said, “But you don’t have one like it?”

“Unfortunately, no.” He pushed the pistol toward me and said, as if he had just thought of it, “If you want a pair for your mantel you could have these.” He reached into the showcase and brought out a brace of Colt revolvers. They were long-barreled babies stamped U.S.M.R., for United States Mounted Rifles, and they had been made in Hartford sometime after 1850. The condition was merely fair, and they might be worth forty bucks.

“What would they cost?” I asked.

“You can have them for thirty dollars and that pistol we can’t match.”

“Thanks,” I said. “I guess not. This gun must have been in my family a while. Probably it has a history. I wouldn’t want to let it go.”

His lips were a shade tighter than before. “I’m really giving you a bargain, Captain,” he said. “When you match two pistols you increase the value of each. So these dragoon pistols are really worth more than double the value of your Colt.”

“I can understand that. But I don’t know why you should give me a bargain.”

“When a man starts collecting old firearms he usually doesn’t stop with two. I’m giving you a bargain to start your collection. And if you start a collection you’ll be coming back to me.”

The guy was good. I would have to remember that line, to use when I got back into the business after the war. “Thanks again,” I said, “but I feel sentimental about this one.”

He laughed flatly, and gave up. I had to hand it to him again. He was no amateur cheat, because an amateur would have started raising his bid. “Just as you say,” he murmured.

“By the way,” I said, “I have another gun maybe you could match.” I dug into my brief case and brought out the coach pistol that resembled the Spare Naught piece. “How about this?”

He looked at it without a flicker of expression. “Perhaps I can,” he said, and walked toward his office, leaving the coach pistol on the counter.

I almost picked up the weapon and slunk out. If his face had revealed anything, or if he had taken the coach pistol into the back room, I would have been sure I had my man … and while we had been discussing the Paterson Colt he had seemed like a promising candidate. He was crooked, but obviously he was the wrong crook. Now I might even have to buy an unwanted mate to this coach pistol. I felt jittery with disappointment.

He returned from his office and placed another coach pistol beside mine. “Fifty dollars,” he said.

I got out my wallet with nervous fingers and paid him. “That’s fine,” I said. “I’ll just stick it in my brief case. And thanks.”

“Thank you, Captain. And if you change your mind about your Colt …”

“Yes. Yes, sure.”

I backed out of the door and walked rapidly down the street. My legs were trembling as if I were learning to ice skate. In a sense I was … and on mighty thin ice. The pistol I had just bought was a job that sat up in your hand like a pet cobra. It had a small silver plate on the left side of the stock. You couldn’t read the plate with your naked eye, but under a glass you would see the whispered phrase: Spare Naught.


Four

ALL KINDS of wild ideas went gibbering through my head as I tried to account for what had happened. The pistol had been taken last night by the little guy. It had turned up in Stuart’s shop seventeen hours later. Almost certainly the little guy worked for Stuart and had given him the pistol. But how could you account for the fact that people fought and lied and stole to get the pistol one day, and had no interest in it the next? My imagination was inclined to think in terms of time bombs and tortuous motives, but it was silly to hunt for a complicated answer when it wasn’t necessary. There was a simple, logical explanation.

Stuart had wanted something from the pistol. He had obtained it. So the pistol had become merely an antique weapon like any other in his stock; something to be sold at the best price possible. He had sold it to me because it was the type I wanted. There was no reason for him to be suspicious of me. He didn’t know me by sight or name. The purchaser of the pistol at the auction had been a Mrs. Arabella Blake, not an Army captain, and the little guy who had jimmied our window had seen me in pajamas, not in uniform.

That reasoning answered one of my questions, but not the main one. I had found the trail Arab had hit. Now I had to follow it until I spotted her. I wandered down the street, trying to think of a good spot from which to watch the shop. There were quite a few houses, and it would be no pushover to snoop in a residential neighborhood. Ordinarily, people get nervous and call the cops when a stranger hangs around, but since I was in uniform they would call each other up and whisper about Military Intelligence and spies.

Probably a real detective would have had a tricky answer to that problem, but the only solution I could think of was to loiter at the bus stop. It was within sight of Stuart’s shop and might be next best to being invisible. People don’t notice you when you’re doing anything as normal as waiting for a bus. I waited there, turning away whenever a bus came, while the sun drifted lower and the long black tongues of shadows began lapping the sidewalk.

Seven customers entered the shop; four came out with purchases, three without. The elderly clerk walked down the street to a tea room and returned with a package of sandwiches. If he had been on my side of the street I might have been tempted to waylay him for the food. In the dusk of nine o’clock the lights went out in the antique shop. The clerk started walking home, and Stuart came out, locked the door, and went around behind his place. A few moments later a yellow convertible nosed out from a side driveway, with Stuart at the wheel, and eased off toward Washington. I stood there like a wooden soldier. Maybe I should have foreseen it, but I don’t know what I could have done anyway. In these days of gas rationing and cab shortages you don’t just whistle up a hackie and yelp, “Follow that car.”

The convertible slid out of sight … and then brakes squealed beside me. A voice cooed, “Going my way, soldier?”

I opened the door of the old green coupé and got in and slammed the door and growled, “The way you said that was much too practiced.”

“That’s a fine greeting,” Arab said. “I come along just like the cavalry in the westerns, and you call a rescue a pickup.”

“My impression,” I said stiffly, “was that I was trying to rescue you.”

“I’m just teasing, Andy. You’ve been awfully noble and if you weren’t so hungry you’d be glad to see me. There are sandwiches in the glove compartment.” I grabbed them and began eating while we drove upriver. Arab said, “When you finish making small animal noises, please tell me what you’ve been doing. I’ve been dying of curiosity ever since I saw you go into the shop.”

I briefed her on my activities. Maybe I built it up a little in the telling, but I felt good about the job.

She gazed at me as if she wore bobby socks and I could croon. “You’re wonderful,” she murmured. “I’m ever so proud of the way you’re developing.”

“Sure. If I keep on like this, after the war I can get a swell job repossessing cars.”

“Andy, I wonder why he only sold you the pistol, and not the case and bullets and powder flask. Do you think those could have been what everybody was after, and not the pistol itself?”

“Dunno. He might have held back the case so that it would be harder for me to recognize the pistol as stolen-property, if I saw an ad or a police circular on it. You don’t want all the answers, do you?”

“Uh-huh. As soon as you can dig them up.”

“Whoa. This thing is over as far as I’m concerned. Stuart has what he wanted, you have the pistol, and I have you. That ought to make everybody happy.”

“You forget,” she said, “that your red-headed playmate isn’t happy. She doesn’t have anything … yet. This is like musical chairs. Somebody gets left out in the cold every time the music stops.”

I stared ahead glumly, thinking over the truth of this, and saw the rear of a yellow convertible idling around a curve. “I wish you’d pass that guy,” I said. “He’ll think we’re following him. He’ll think — hey, we are following him!”

“Yes, darling.” She saw me reach for the ignition key, and said rapidly, “That would only stop me for tonight, Andy. And maybe your redhead has some unpleasant friends and they’ll be coming around and the only way we can get out of this now is to find out the answers.”

“I wish,” I muttered, “that the Chinese had invented a new method of wife-beating, instead of gunpowder. Think of the trouble the world would have been saved.”

“I know I’m an awful problem, Andy. Would it make you feel better to beat me?”

“Yes. But I’d get into trouble with the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children. Listen, you haven’t told me how you ran down Stuart.”

“That’s a trade secret.”

Something in the way she said it caught my attention. I stared at her and for the first time noticed what she was wearing. A pale blue print dress. A pale blue ribbon knotted in a bow over her bright hair. White shoes and no stockings. I had the answer now. That was the pattern I had been seeing all day. I hadn’t actually seen it, of course. The pattern, whisking behind posts and people and into doorways whenever I turned, had merely registered again and again on my subconscious mind until I got the idea that I was being followed without being able to prove it. And the car that had trailed my Alexandria bus was my own green coupé.

“On second thought,” I said, “to heck with the S.P.C.C.”

“Oh dear,” she sighed. “I bet you’ve figured out my trade secret.”

“You hadn’t found out anything,” I said bitterly. “You just pretended you had, to make me play detective. And all you did was follow me!”

“It made you do more brain work than you’ve done in a year.”

“If one of these guns was loaded,” I muttered, “I’d blow out my brains … if I could find anything to aim at.”

“Are you awfully angry?”

“Just hurt, that’s all. It discourages a man to find he has a mind as keen as a butter knife.”

“Andy, I don’t really think we can back out of this now. But I’ll make a deal with you. Let me snoop around for two more days, then I’ll quit.”

I thought over her proposition. There wasn’t much I could do. If I tried to play the heavy husband she would go right on anyway, and there was something in what she said about being in this too deeply to back out now. “Make it twenty-four hours,” I offered.

“Forty-two?”

“Thirty.”

“I’ll split the difference, Andy. Thirty-six hours.”

“Well, all right. Then you will only have wrecked half my leave. I’ll have three days to recover.”

We shook hands gravely, and I felt better. If I could have looked ahead, I would have felt much worse. I would have decided that there was too good a chance of spending the last three days of my leave in Arlington National Cemetery.

The yellow convertible had been driving steadily upriver on Memorial Highway all this time, while we tailed it at a respectful distance. Now it swung right onto Fourteenth Street Bridge, and Arab speeded up to keep it in sight. Across the bridge Stuart turned downriver and finally swung into the parking lot of a café near the Potomac. Arab pulled our car over to the curb, fifty yards short of the café, and stopped.

“What do you think you’re doing?” I asked.

“I want to wait until he goes inside, and then park in the lot, get a table in the café, and watch what he does.”

“Wait a minute. The guy knows me.”

“What of it? He may not even see you. And if he does, it’s only a coincidence to see you again. He hasn’t any reason to worry about you.”

We argued about it for a while and I lost and Arab drove into the parking lot. We walked into the place, and of course the first person who looked at me was Stuart. He was at the bar, throwing down what looked like his third Scotch-and-water which ought to be close to par for ten minutes. He looked at me, nodded casually. He glanced at Arab. He looked at Arab. He stared at Arab. Then he slid off the bar stool and came toward me with outstretched hand. You might have thought I had just offered him the Paterson Colt for five bucks.

Arab had put on quite an act for him. She was looking at him from eyes as fluttery as blue pansies. Her lips were parted breathlessly. If there had been a puddle in her path, Stuart would have spread his coat over it … maybe without remembering to take off the coat first. Probably he felt dizzy and credited Arab rather than the three Scotches. Personally I thought Arab was hamming the act, but that might have been because she wasn’t putting it on for my benefit.

“Glad to see you again, Captain,” he cried, cornering my hand and churning it as if he were trying to crank an engine.

“Don’t let us interrupt you,” I said.

“No interruption at all.” Still hanging onto my hand, he swung to Arab, and said, “The Captain has probably forgotten my name. He bought an old coach pistol in my shop today. My name is Stuart. Roy Stuart.”

“I’m so glad to meet you,” Arab said in a tiny stricken voice. “I’m Arabella Reynolds. And did you say old pistols? I just love old pistols. I think it was talking about old pistols that started Captain Brown and me on the way to be friends.”

Stuart returned my hand in a used condition and looked at me with a slight sneer. He seemed to feel that, if my knowledge of old firearms got me onto first base with Arab, he was going to have no trouble hitting for the circuit. “Let’s grab a booth,” he said, taking Arab’s arm.

I trailed after them like a pair of old shoes following a bridal limousine. This was going to be a bad evening. Unfortunately I couldn’t do much to stop Arab. I had agreed to give her thirty-six hours, but I hadn’t realized that each one was going to seem like a year off my life. We sat down and had drinks and the bench was too short for my long legs and two mosquito bites started itching and the bartender threw the bottle of bitters instead of just three drops into my old fashioned. The silver-blue lighting system of the café made Stuart’s hair look like water in the moonlight, and carved lean shadows into his cheeks. He and Arab sat across from each other and talked. They began with fifteenth-century hand cannon and worked up slowly through the history of firearms. In an hour they had only reached the arquebus.

At about ten-thirty Stuart excused himself to greet somebody who had just entered. While he was away, I growled, “If you marry the guy while I’m watching, it’s bigamy.”

“Why, Andy,” she said in an aggrieved voice, “I’m only trying to get him to drop some information. And I can’t come right out and ask him why he wanted that coach pistol.”

“Do you have to keep looking at him as if you’d like to take him home?”

“I’m just being nice to him. Do you want me to … sshhh!”

Stuart slid back in beside me and said, “Sorry I had to break away. Told the man I’d meet him here and thought I’d better speak to him.”

“Don’t let us interfere with your plans,” I said. “Please feel free to leave.”

“Oh, Jake just does odd jobs for me. He’ll be glad to wait and blot up a few drinks. By the way, Miss Reynolds …”

I lost track of his words as I turned to peer around the café. I hadn’t liked the sound of that man who does odd jobs for me. There was a thin man perched on a stool far down the counter. I craned my neck, looking over the back of the booth, until I saw his face in the mirror behind the bar. Sweat frosted my face. Jake was the little guy at the auction; the jittery burglar who had visited us last night. I ducked fast. Jake could see Arab in the mirror, but he didn’t know her, and she hadn’t seen him either at the auction or at our house. But Jake would remember me. All he had to do was to saunter down and look behind the partition that now concealed me, and I might be elected bull’s-eye in a game of target practice. And if he identified me, it wouldn’t be hard to place Arab as my wife.

I slumped down into my corner and tried to figure out how to warn Arab. Fifteen minutes went by and I couldn’t get an idea. Finally Arab decided that I was sulking, and tried to cheer me.

“This is awfully dull for poor Captain Brown,” she said. “Would you like to dance, Captain?”

Dancing would mean getting up where Jake could see me. “No,” I muttered.

“Please?”

“I don’t feel like dancing.”

Stuart got out a nickel and put it in the remote control slot of the juke box. “Would I do?” he asked.

Arab glared at me, smiled at Stuart, and said, “Of course.”

They got up and started dancing. I hunted through my pockets. A fiction detective would have had a secret code book, a set of signal flags, a heliograph, and a handie-talkie on him to take care of little messages of the kind I wanted to send. The only paper I had was a blank check, but I had no pen or pencil. I tried to beckon to the bartender, but he didn’t see my gestures. So I had to sit there like an idiot until the nickel’s worth of juke box was finished. Stuart came back to the table alone while Arab went into the powder room.

“Fine girl,” he said. “Lots of pep.” He took another drink, looked at me from bright eyes that were not quite in focus. He was pretty well looped.

“The pep,” I said, “is because of the coke.”

“The what?”

“The coke. Cocaine. She’s a sniffer. Went into the ladies’ room to sniff some, I’d bet.”

“You kidding?”

“So help me. You want to watch your drinks if you’re ever alone with her.”

“What do you mean, watch my drinks?”

“She likes company. Might try to hop up your drinks to make you an addict. Tried it with me once or twice.”

He thought this over, slowly. Apparently he was the type of drinker who can put down a lot without much effect, except for a slowing of mental processes. “Very interesting,” he said. “I suppose maybe she started when her family lost all that money, to keep up her spirits. She was telling me about it while we were dancing. And about her father shooting himself with a Lazarino Cominazzo pistol from his collection. Interesting to think of a seventeenth-century pistol still going on killing.”

“Yeah, they lost everything. She hasn’t a cent, but she goes right on spending. Don’t let her borrow from you. She’s into me for over a grand.”

“A girl like that,” he said owlishly, “ought to get a job.”

“Couldn’t hold one.”

“She might if it happened to be down her alley.”

I stiffened. A chill did a tight-rope act on my spine. So that was the game she was playing! She was working him for a job in his shop. I would just as soon she took up snake charming. “You better lay off,” I said. “She’s on the blacklist of every store between here and Boston. Shoplifting.”

There was a sudden glitter in his eyes, and I got the notion that maybe I was interesting him very much. Maybe he had some specifications that fit a girl like that. I decided to start reforming Arab, but it was too late. She was already coming back to the table. Stuart might have suspected my story if she had come back in a droop, but she was feeling extra gay. It must have made my coke-sniffing yarn look good. Stuart gave me a man-to-man grimace.

“What have you been talking about?” she asked.

Stuart’s lips smiled at her while his little mustache seemed to leer. “About fixing you up with a job.”

“Wonderful! A nice one?”

“I need someone with brains in my shop. All I have is an old guy I dug out of moth balls.”

I said, “You wouldn’t like a job like that.”

“I might. If Mr. Stuart has references.”

“I thought the applicant had to bring the references,” he laughed. “What kind should I have?”

“Oh, a nice bank balance. I don’t like to work for peanuts. And I shouldn’t think a shop like yours, nice as it must be, could make much money.”

He tossed down a jigger of Scotch — his eighth, I think — and leaned across the table. “Listen,” he said, “there’s money in it for a smart operator. There isn’t anything small-time about my business. If I told you about a proposition I’m working on right now …”

“Well?” Arab said.

He laughed. “You’d know too much. How about another short one?”

I spotted a shadowy motion out of the corner of my eye, and shrank back into the corner of the booth. Jake was going past us to the men’s room. Apparently he hadn’t looked at me. Coming back, though, he would be facing me and couldn’t miss getting a look.

The door closed behind him, and I stood up and said, “Let’s go. I’m tired of this joint.”

Arab pouted. “I like it.”

I didn’t have any time to lose. “Come on. We’ll find another place.”

“But I don’t want to leave yet.”

“You’re coming right now!”

“Why, Captain Brown, the way you talk you might think we were married.”

I wanted to scream. I wanted to set off signal rockets and fire alarm guns and ring the tocsin, and all I could do was stage what looked like a jealous scene. Jake would be returning any moment. “I won’t argue,” I said desperately. “I’m going to leave. I’ll wait outside in the car — and not very long, either.”

Arab looked hurt and puzzled. I knew what she was thinking: that I was running out on the bargain I’d made with her. “I’ll come when I’m ready,” she said, almost tearfully.

Stuart got up to let me out of the booth, and followed me toward the exit. “Look here, old man,” he said. “You’re being a little rough on her. The kid needs a job and I’m willing to take her on. I don’t care about her record.”

I took out my last ten bucks and handed it to him as we went outside. “Take care of the bill,” I said.

He kept pace with me across the parking lot. I was a possible future customer, a customer who owned a Paterson Colt without knowing it. “I feel responsible for this quarrel, in a way,” he said. “Maybe I did edge into your evening some.”

I looked around the parking lot. My original plan had been to sit in the car where Jake couldn’t see me, and wait for Arab to come out. If she forgave me and came to the car, I had no more worries. If she gave me the lifted eyebrow treatment and went in the yellow convertible, as she was really justified in doing, I could follow and make sure she stayed out of trouble. But the parking lot was appealingly dark. It might be simpler if something happened to Stuart out here. It would not only be simpler but also more satisfying. Then I could slip around to the kitchen entrance of the café and get somebody to take a message to Arab.

“Buddy,” I said, “you didn’t edge into my evening. I’d say it was breaking and entering and attempted larceny.”

He was crossing me off his list of clients. “Yeah?” he said. “It wasn’t really larceny. It was just like lifting a lollipop from a baby, including the squalls. You want to make something of it?”

I should have smiled sweetly and clipped him as I smiled. His face was hanging in front of me with a sneer on it that begged to be pried loose. Instead of smacking him, I took the face in my open hand and tried to break the shotput record with it. I think I had some notion that it wasn’t right to hit a drunk without warning.

As it turned out, he wasn’t drunk. Not enough to help me, anyway. He staggered, then jumped back at me with a short right hook. It was too fast to block or slip. I jerked my head to ride the sting out of it. A shock lanced through my face and up into my right ear. I slumped forward, pawing at him. Shadows darkened in front of my eyes … and the lights went out.


Five

WHEN I came to, I was sitting in a car and saying, “They should only use bazookas on tanks.”

A voice beside me said, “I guess that thing does feel like a bazooka. Whatever a bazooka feels like.”

I turned my head on rusty hinges. The speaker was a blur. The inside of my head was being used for an old-fashioned Fourth of July celebration, complete with slow-motion rockets and fiery cascades and flaming pinwheels. “You mean he didn’t clip me with his fist?” I mumbled.

“He’s got soft hands,” the voice said. “He couldn’t knock the foam off a beer. From the lump 0n your jaw he musta used that thing he’s always heeled with. It’s like brass knuckles, only it ain’t. It’s kind of a pistol. An old baby.”

I couldn’t fix my attention on anything except what had hit me. Like brass knuckles, but a kind of a pistol. An old baby. A faint memory came back to me. Once Arab had showed me a freak like that. I groped for the name. A knuckle something.

“Knuckle-duster!” I said.

“Yeah. That’s what he calls it.”

I grimaced. I wouldn’t have thought anybody had been cooled with one of J. Reid’s “My Friend” knuckle-dusters since the Gay Nineties. Reid had designed a short-barreled pistol with a wide flat metal butt. If you didn’t want to shoot, you slipped your fingers into a big hole in the butt and used it like brass knuckles. I was learning about antique firearms the hard way.

The fireworks were fading, now, and I could dimly make out the face of the man next to me. “Who are you?” I asked.

“Just a guy wants to be pals.”

I blinked at him. He was on my left, in the driver’s seat of my car. We were still in the parking lot, but the position of my car had been changed. I blinked some more and his face came into focus. It was Jake. I flipped my left arm fast around his neck, locked it tight with my right hand, and yanked hard.

“Make it fast,” I snapped. “What’s the game?”

“Lay off,” he choked. “I ain’t done nothing! You been out thirty minutes and I didn’t even lift your watch.”

That made sense. I let him go, and said, “I bet you priced it, though.”

“So what if I did? It would get you five bucks on a pawn ticket. I ain’t in this for a fin.”

“What are you in it for? Did you spot me in that cafe? Did you tell Stuart who I am?”

He rubbed his throat and gulped. His handlebar ears wiggled with each gulp. “Just because you got a sore jaw you don’t got to give everybody one,” he grumbled. He got out a little pasteboard box of aspirin pills, took one.

“I asked you some questions.”

“I heard ‘em.”

“Is my wife still in there with Stuart?”

“She left with him ten minutes ago.”

“Does Stuart know who I am?”

“You think I’m answering that one for free?”

“Yeah,” I said, tuning up a right hook.

“Now wait, now wait,” he whined, getting his elbow up to cover his face. “I stayed here because I figure we can do each other some good. You slug me and I’ll put out a squawk that’ll empty the café. Then you won’t get no answers. You got nothin’ on me. I didn’t steal that rod last night. You give it to me.”

I let my right arm go slack. Getting tough might be the wrong way to do business with Jake. “All right,” I said. “What’s the deal?”

“I could use fifty bucks.”

“So could I. I have sixty-two cents right now.”

“You got a blank check in your wallet. Guys don’t carry blank checks unless they got an account. I could even give you the loan of a fountain pen.”

“Thanks,” I said. “Any charge for the ink?” I got out the blank check and backed it with a sheaf of old gas station maps. Jake handed me a gold-plated fountain pen, and I said, “This looks expensive.”

“I don’t loan this to everybody.”

I turned on the dash light and squinted at the pen. It. was a presentation pen that had been given to the owner of a famous racing stable. “I’ll bet you don’t lend it to everybody,” I said. “It might be recognized.”

“I done him a good turn. All he used it for was writing the wrong kind of letters to a dame.”

“What do I get for my fifty bucks?”

“The right dope on a couple things you want to know. You don’t get everything … now. We got a real deal to make first.”

I scratched the date and asked, “What name are you using this week?”

“Make it out to cash. The name’s Jake Snyder, but I like a check don’t blab too much.”

I signed the check and handed it to him. He took the pen from my fingers before I could give it to him. “Now,” I said, “did you tell Stuart who I am?”

“What for? He didn’t ask me and he wouldn’t of paid me for it. He thinks a guy should work for a stall and oats. I get one century, one lousy century, off him for breakin’ in your house to get that rod. I don’t like that kind of work. It can get you five to ten from any judge.”

“Tell me everything that happened in the café.”

“Well, I make you in the mirror the minute I come in, and a while later I see you make me too. So finally I go to the can to let you sneak out and I catch this fight from the window. I meet Stuart at the door when he comes in, and he tells me to dump you in your car and move it across the lot. That’s so the dame won’t see your car when she comes out and will think you went home. So I put you in here and get the key from your pocket and move the car. And like I say, the dame leaves with him ten minutes before you come up for air.”

“How much credit do I have left, Jake?”

“Say ten bucks. Forty bucks for tellin’ you that, and for not tellin’ Stuart.”

“Can I buy this one? Why did the redhead make a dive for you at the auction?”

He pulled down his right ear several times and let it snap back. “You can have a piece of it,” he said finally. “She had a rod Stuart wanted and I put the snatch on it while she was carrying it down the street.”

I nodded. That checked with what the redhead had claimed when she was telling her second yarn. “And why did Stuart want the rod?”

“That doesn’t go with the ten-buck package.”

I said, “Telling me you snatched a pistol on the street isn’t worth ten bucks to me, but it ought to be worth a lot more to you.”

“So why? You couldn’t prove I said it. And look, pal, I’m trying to make a deal with you. You treat me right and I won’t hold out. I’ll give you the best horse in the race.”

“Let’s hear about the deal.”

“You be home at ten o’clock tomorrow night?”

“I can be.”

“You be there with two hundred bucks. Cash this time, not a check. It’ll cost me five bucks to get this check cashed without putting my name on it. It would cost me twenty on a two hunnert check. I got something to bring you tomorrow night. And you can have everything I know … only I got to cut in on the big purse.”

“What big purse?”

“Pal, I don’t know all the answers. You got to help find out. That’s one reason I’m declaring you in.”

“One reason? What are the others?”

“Well, like I say, this Stuart pays me off like I’m a hay burner. It’s gettin’ worse than that, too. I got a hunch he’d like to scratch me from the race, seein’ I know so much. And I figure when this Stuart scratches a guy, he stays scratched. Do we go partners?”

“I don’t know, Jake. I’ll dig up the two hundred for you. But going partners depends on your story.”

He sighed, and said, “Okay. But a guy as cautious as you, I don’t see how you got in this dog fight at all.”

“I got into it,” I said grimly, “because my wife likes excitement.”

“It gets a guy about dames, don’t it?” he said sympathetically. “I don’t know why they invented dames. A horse, now, a horse is something you can put on a form sheet. You don’t find a horse coaxing for a mink coat. It don’t ask for nothing except horse hide and maybe a blanket. You don’t find a horse coaxing and saying it never gets taken nowhere. If a horse wants to go somewhere it’s got four legs and it’ll even pull down a purse for you getting there. You take dames. I’ll take horses.”

“I’ll take one dame,” I said, “only I seem to have trouble hanging onto her. Why isn’t Stuart in the Army?”

“Because they don’t give him the saliva test the way they give it to the ponies.”

“Dope?”

“Benzedrine. The stuff truck drivers use to stay in there on long hauls. If a guy knows how, he can bounce his blood pressure off the ceiling with it. This Stuart is a chiseler from away back.”

“Did you know him before this business came up?”

“I knew of him. He helped some of the boys out, like takin’ hot numbers off of rods and fixin’ tommy guns. Don’t get me wrong about this. I never had no part of that racket. I don’t carry a rod. Only a jack. You still got my jack? A guy gets used to just how much snap to put in a jack and don’t want to change.”

“You can have it tomorrow night.”

He climbed out of the car. “Look for me at ten o’clock, pal,” he said, and slipped away into the darkness.

I drove home slowly. I wanted to look for Arab, but I had no idea where to look, and you can’t do much prospecting on an A card. Fortunately she wasn’t likely to get into any awful trouble tonight. Stuart might make a few passes, but Arab could handle that. In fact, having watched her play big league field hockey, with All-Philadelphia girls, the person to worry about would be Stuart. The danger would come when he got cold sober and began to wonder why he had offered an unknown girl a job. If he caught her snooping around his shop, he might start making passes with that knuckle-duster.

She wasn’t home when I arrived. I returned the Paterson Colt and the coach pistol I’d used as bait to their brackets on the wall, and sat down to study the Spare Naught job. It looked just the same as it had last night. It hadn’t been taken apart, or fired. I sat under a bridge lamp and turned the pistol slowly and began to note a queer flicker in the browned steel. It was like looking down into muddy water and catching a glint from far below. The glint came from the underside of the right barrel, near the muzzle. When I held it up to the light there was a patch of browned steel, a quarter-inch square, that didn’t quite match the rest. It was lighter in color; the bright steel underneath showed through the browning.

I got the magnifying glass, studied the patch carefully. Tiny scratches jumped into focus. Something had scarred the pistol deeply enough to bite through the original browning and into the bright steel. The blemish had been covered by a dab of shellac.

I tested it with a knife and found that it would peel. There was only one dab of shellac; the browning on the rest of the pistol was of a permanent type. My discovery proved nothing, of course. The scratch might have been made accidentally. It might have happened years ago. And even if Stuart had scratched the metal purposely, I didn’t know why.

I put the pistol on the table and tidied up a little before heading upstairs. I checked the windows and locked all of them except the one with the broken catch. When I closed it I noticed how smoothly and quietly it slid in its grooves. Not my favorite type of window. When I build my dream house all the ground floor windows will be permanently stuck shut. I emptied the ashtray into the fireplace, and at that moment the phone rang. I jumped. Next to things popping at you from dark corners, a phone shrilling at night in an empty house has most fun with my nerves.

It was Arab. You could have wrapped her tone around a highball glass and saved ice cubes. “I trust you arrived home safely?” she asked.

“Oh yes,” I said, saving my news for the right moment. “And you?”

“You surprise me. I hadn’t thought you were interested enough to ask. I’m at the apartment of a girl who works in my branch. I called her up from the café to ask her to pretend I lived there. I couldn’t very well have Mr. Stuart bring me home, could I?”

“Did he get rough?”

“Mr. Stuart has at least some instincts of a gentleman.”

“I’ll try to model myself on him. What are your plans?”

“I’m going to Alexandria tomorrow to work in his shop. He was giving me a big line about how helpful a girl like me could be in his business.”

“Ah listen, Arab, drop this nonsense and come home and let’s forget everything.”

“We agreed on thirty-six hours.”

“I don’t like it. I like to spend my time reading the comics, not the obit columns.”

“Nothing will happen to me. Did you get a chance to study the pistol?”

I said “Uh-huh” and described my world-shaking discovery.

“It’s not very much, is it?” she said. Then she added plaintively, “Didn’t you worry even a little bit, Andy, about leaving me with Mr. Stuart?”

This was what I had been waiting for. “Sweetheart,” I said, “I spend most of my conscious moments worrying about you. But that wasn’t a conscious one.”

“Andy, darling, what happened!”

“I was just lying in my own gore while you skipped happily away with him.”

“Oh, Andy! And I’ve been so horrible!”

I told her all about it, to the accompaniment of very satisfactory gasps and gulps and small contrite noises.

“You’ve been so wonderful,” she said meekly. “How are you now?”

“In pretty bad shape. You’d better come home and take care of me.”

“I will if you really are hurt, Andy. But if you aren’t it wouldn’t be fair not to let me go ahead with my plan. Are you really hurt?”

I hesitated a moment, then realized that by the time she reached home I could fix things so that anybody would think I needed an autopsy. “Not terribly,” I said, making my voice sound brave. “Of course I lost a great deal of blood, and perhaps my headache is only a bad concussion instead of a fractured skull, and my jaw does seem to have three hinges instead of the usual two.”

“Your voice sounds normal,” she said. “Are you …”

I lost track of what she was saying. A window curtain was fluttering like a shroud. It belonged to the window with the broken lock: the one that moved so silently in its frame. I had closed it ten minutes ago. The only thing I could see behind the curtain was a handkerchief. Ordinarily handkerchiefs have a lot to recommend them. They’re useful things when you want to blow your nose or dry a girl’s tears or play Drop the Handkerchief. But I don’t like the things when they’re tied over the lower part of a man’s face … as now.

“Hang up,” a high harsh whisper told me.

Arab was saying, just then, “… so please don’t fool me, Andy. Are you really cross-your-heart hurt?”

“Not yet,” I said, “but give me five minutes,” and I hung up.

My fingers were wrapped tightly around the telephone, and moving them was like trying to bend icicles. Not much light from my floor lamp reached the window; just enough to gleam on two eyes and the muzzle of a revolver. It looked like a revolver equipped with all modern conveniences.

“Turn away from the window,” the man whispered. “Then don’t move.”

I obeyed, and listened to the scrambling noise as he crawled in through the window. Footsteps shuffled behind me. The man’s left hand, in a gray kidskin glove, snaked over my shoulder, reaching for the Spare Naught pistol on the table. His fingers moved stiffly as if something was wrong with his gloved hand. The hair above my left ear stirred to his breath and I wondered if that patch would be white by morning. The phone suddenly blasted the silence.

His hand wavered, and he hissed, “Hold still!”

I said, “I only hope you have as much control as I have. Even my heart quit beating a minute ago.”

A small chuckle tickled my ear. “You’re smart, big boy.”

His hand picked up the coach pistol and withdrew slowly. I had thought at first that he might be somebody I knew, because whispering is almost a perfect disguise for a person’s normal voice. After watching his gloved hand I wasn’t sure. It looked thicker and clumsier than Stuart’s long thin fingers or Jake’s chicken claws. And anyway I couldn’t think of any reason why Stuart or Jake should be after the pistol again. The guy might be someone who worked with Kit Hawley, because she hadn’t had the pistol yet and wanted it badly. Disguising his voice by whispering would prevent me from recognizing him if we ever met openly. Whoever he was, he was no amateur. He hadn’t pulled the boner of poking me with his rod, which would let me know where it was in case I felt like trying something.

“Keep on sitting still,” he whispered. “Where does the ceiling light turn on?”

“Over by the door.”

He went to it and, between shrillings of the phone bell, I heard him flipping the switch. The light didn’t go on. It never does when you flip it. Something is wrong with the spring and you have to hold the switch down for a couple of seconds before the spring will work. I told him about it. He held the switch down and the ceiling lights came on.

He walked back to his former position behind my chair, and said, “Now I can see everything in the room when I get outside. You sit there. You won’t know when I go away. If you try anything cute, I may be right outside and I’ll let you have it.”

“Don’t worry about me,” I said. “I feel too tired to budge.”

“So long,” he said. “If I ever start selling life insurance I’ll drop in. You’re a good risk.”

I listened to him climbing out through the window. The phone was still whirring frantically. I waited. Arab would take longer to die of worry than I would take to die of bullets. After five minutes I picked up the phone.

“Andy, I was frightened terribly,” she said, and I could hear her teeth chattering. “You weren’t scaring me just for fun, were you?”

“I didn’t know there was any fright left over for anybody else to have.”

“I can’t hear you, Andy. Why are you whispering?”

“Was I whispering?” My voice startled me with its sudden loudness. I must have picked up the whispering unconsciously from my visitor. “Maybe I was. Must have had an attack of laryngitis. Started as a cold in my feet.”

“Andy, Andy, ANDY! Are you going to tell me what happened?”

“Nothing much. Except that I could make a fortune if I installed a pay turnstile at our window with the broken lock.”

“You mean a burglar? Another one? Oh Andy, did you really have a burglar all to yourself?”

“Yeah. A nation-wide shortage of burglars and I get one all to myself. I’m willing to be patriotic, though. I’m willing to join a Share-Your-Burglar campaign and — ”

“What did he want?”

“He wanted the Spare Naught pistol.”

“Well?”

“What do you mean, well? Do you expect to find him stuffed and mounted on the wall? He wanted the pistol. He got the pistol.”

“Darling,” she sighed, “you could show more energy.”

“I use up all my energy just staying alive.”

“What did he look like?”

“He looked like a handkerchief and a pair of eyes and a left hand in a gray glove. He spoke in whispers. I never had a real look at him.”

“Oh dear. I suppose if he rang the doorbell right now you’d never recognize him.”

“I wouldn’t recognize anybody if they rang the doorbell now. Because while they rang out front I’d be going out the back.”

“I think,” Arab said, “I will work just one day at Mr. Stuart’s. I think I ought to be home to take care of things.”

“Especially your burglars. They’ll get tired of only seeing me and maybe stop coming around. Listen, take care of yourself tomorrow, will you?”

“I will. And … and can I bring you anything, Andy? I’d like to buy you something. Do you need a new dressing gown or shirts or anything?”

“Shirts.”

“What kind of material? Poplin or chino or tropical worsted or what? You don’t have much choice in Army shirts.”

“I’m an old-fashioned guy,” I said. “I don’t go for these modern Army fabrics. Just make mine chain mail.”

After hanging up I did a few odd jobs before going to bed. I found some picture wire and hung it around the front and back doors and the window with the broken lock. I lettered three big signs DANGER BOOBY TRAPS and placed them outside the doors and window, and left on enough lights to show them plainly. It was a feeble gesture but it made me feel better. What I needed was a special Andrew Blake Branch of the Morale Services Division, A.S.F.

Nothing disturbed me during the night and I didn’t wake up screaming even once. When I went downstairs in the morning there were no signs of more prowlers. My booby trap signs had had an effect, though. Our quart of milk had been delivered to a spot twenty feet from our porch. It made me think fondly of our milkman. I ought to have a lot in common with a guy like that.

The morning passed slowly. I called the War Department and talked to my chief. I asked him if things were piling up on my desk and if he didn’t think I ought to cut short my leave and get back on the job. He said cheerily that everything was fine and go ahead and rest and enjoy myself and not to come back even a minute before my leave officially ended. I hung up sadly. Everybody seemed to be in a conspiracy to keep me playing pistol, pistol, who’s got the pistol. I took the car and drove to the bank for Jake’s two hundred dollars. I didn’t really want his information, and my checking account could now be tagged Missing in Action, but maybe the only way to get out of this mess was to find out the real score.

I returned to the house and walked into the living room. A pistol was lying on the table. A pistol whose twin barrels gave it the flattened lines of a cobra’s head. A shaft of sunlight lanced cheerily across the room and touched the steel and turned into a sullen brown gleam. Just an old pistol, I told myself, that I’d left out last night in an absent-minded moment. I went about getting lunch, and ignoring the pistol. It wasn’t easy to ignore. My imagination whispered that the pistol was slowly turning on the table, following me with muzzles like blank black eyes.

When I couldn’t stand it any longer, I got the fire tongs and lifted the weapon and dropped it into a drawer. I didn’t have to look for the silver plate let into the stock. It was the Spare Naught job. There was only one thing about finding the pistol that made me happy: I was glad that they had waited until I was away before returning it.

After lunch I went outside and studied the terrain around our house. When we had first moved here I had liked the rustic setting. Now I didn’t. The shrubbery around the house was untamed and merged into thickets of evergreens. Crawling over the thickets was a spider web of a vine. Probably it was something like wild honeysuckle, but it looked as if it ought to have a sinister name, like strangler fig. Perhaps the strangler fig isn’t sinister, but I wouldn’t even like violets if they were called strangler violets.

The trouble with our rustic setting was that it made it too easy to sneak up to the house. A faint path was already showing in the long grass under the unlocked window. Our place needed wide lawns and maybe a battery of floodlights. I got out the mower and began hacking trails through the grass. As I worked I did some more planning on my dream house. It would, I decided, be next to a police station.

Right now, however, the police wouldn’t do me any good. If I dragged them in, they would go around asking people questions, and probably Stuart would find out some interesting things about his new employee. It might be healthy to have a criminal charge ready to try on him for size, before declaring him in on everything that was happening.

Once during the afternoon Arab telephoned. She had slipped out from Stuart’s shop to a nearby drugstore. Nothing exciting had happened to her, she hadn’t learned anything interesting, and she would be home in time for Jake Snyder’s evening visit. I didn’t tell her that the pistol had been returned; she would just be unhappy and feel that people were leaving her out of things. After her call I went back to the mowing. I finished it and did a little sickle and ax work around the place. The final effect wouldn’t have made the Corps of Engineers offer me a majority, but at least people would not have to crawl to get to our windows unseen, instead of walking upright.

It rained briefly around eight o’clock, and because of the early darkness I had to switch on a few lights. I wanted to pull down the shades, but it was too hot. Even with the windows open it was like inhaling somebody’s stale breath. The storm was still boiling up the valley of the Potomac. Pale light shuddered across the sky, and far away you could hear thunder like the flapping of big sheets of tin. It got me, a little. When footsteps clattered up the steps and across the porch, I was out of my chair and flattened against the wall before the door opened. Arab burst in and saw me and made a squeaking noise and dove into my arms.

“I’m so glad to be back,” she cried, “and it was terrible of me not to come home when you were hurt and I’m never going to stay away again.”

I patted her and said, “What’s the matter, Butch? You’re trembling. You weren’t followed here, were you?”

“I … I just started coming apart when I saw you. You looked so big and clean and nice. Not like that man Stuart.”

“What’s he been doing?”

“I didn’t tell you last night because you would have worried. But he was awfully hard to handle and … and tonight he sent his clerk home early, and I had a terrible time getting away. I feel all sticky from his hands.”

“It looks,” I said, “as if I might have some business down Alexandria way tomorrow.”

“You can’t go,” she said, holding me tighter. “I won’t have you getting beaten up again.”

“Hey, wait. I don’t always lose.”

She patted my face and found the lump Stuart’s knuckle-duster had left. “You always lose the first punch,” she sniffed. “Please don’t fight him again.”

“Okay. Sit down and take it easy and tell me about things.”

“There isn’t much to tell. I thought I’d find out lots, but all I learned was that he has a phone book with the numbers of about sixty girls and they send him their photographs with the most sickening bleats written on them. He has exactly nineteen pictures of members of his harem in his office. And he combs his hair every five minutes and reads books on steel and carries a pocket emery wheel and lives all alone except for a daytime maid in a house three miles from his shop and he invited me to move in and — ”

“Forget his sex life,” I said. “It makes me envious. Is he a gunsmith as well as a dealer?”

“No. He used to have a gunsmith working for him, but he was drafted. Why?”

“I wondered about the books on steel. Even if he were a gunsmith. I don’t suppose he’d have to know much about steel. Why does he carry a pocket emery wheel?”

“Maybe to smooth out nicks in old weapons.”

I went to the drawer and brought out the Spare Naught pistol. Arab gasped, and I explained about its being returned while I was away that morning. “I’m wondering,” I said, “if the scratched place on the barrel was made by an emery wheel. What do you think?”

“It could have been. And look! You didn’t tell me about this.” She pointed to a narrow bright groove on the underside of one barrel.

I studied the mark and said, “I didn’t know about it. I just chucked the thing in the drawer when I found it. That groove wasn’t there last night. It’s new, and it was made by a file.”

“But why?”

“Gold,” I whispered. “The secret treasure of the Incas. When Pizarro and his Spaniards were closing in, the Incas molded all their gold into pistol barrels. The pistols have been handed down by unsuspecting owners through the centuries and — ”

“Oh Andy, stop it. Think of something sensible.”

“I’m out of practice. I — ”

“What’s that!” she whispered suddenly.

I jumped. “Don’t do things like that,” I complained.

Then I heard it too. The front doorknob had clicked as somebody turned it. I jumped to the door, yanked it open. Jake Snyder darted into the room, breathing hard.

“Jeez,” he said, “don’t you people ever pull down shades?”

“Hello, Jake,” I said. “Why should we?”

“Handling that rod right out in plain sight. I could of plugged the both of you.”

“Thanks for holding off,” Arab said. “But why would you want to shoot us?”

“Don’t get me wrong,” Jake said. “I don’t carry no rod. But this Stuart would put the blast on you in a second if he thought you was cutting into his racket.”

I said, “He isn’t around, unless you let something slip.”

“How about the Missus?” Jake said, peering at Arab. “You was at his shop today. He couldn’t of tailed you here, could he?”

“Sit down and we’ll get you a drink,” Arab said. “You need one.”

He sidled across the room to a chair away from the windows, and lowered himself into it as if he were testing a hot bath. “I don’t drink,” he said. “It ain’t good for a guy’s nerves.” He pulled out a twelve-pill cardboard box labeled aspirin, shook it, and said, “You wouldn’t have a bottle of aspirin pills, would you? I got none left.”

“A bottle?” Arab asked.

“Yeah. A couple aspirin don’t get me through an evening”

“I have one upstairs,” Arab said. “Don’t start anything exciting until I come back.”

As she left the room, Jake explained, “I had a feeling as I come up that somebody was casing the joint. I guess it was nerves. There’s too much country up here. I don’t like country. Let the horses have it. Give me a nice clean infield inside a mile track. You got the two hunnert?”

I took the envelope out of my pocket and put the little pile of twenties on the living room table in front of me.

“Jeez,” Jake said, “I haven’t seen that much since the last race at Bowie. I got something for you.” He unbuttoned his coat and hauled out a walnut case, a little wider and flatter than a cigar box. “It’s a rod,” he said.

“You said you didn’t carry one.”

“It’s one of them old rods. I held it out on this Stuart. I wouldn’t know how to shoot the thing. It — ” He broke off as Arab came back with a small bottle of aspirin pills. “Thanks,” he said. He shook out one pill, popped it into his mouth, and stuffed the bottle into his pocket. “I was just sayin’ I got one of them old rods here,” he told Arab, patting the box.

“Let’s see.”

“Lemme give you the story first.” He munched the aspirin pill for a minute, then swallowed. “This Hawley dame,” he said, “done a tour last year with a U.S.O. unit. You know, one of them floor shows that goes out and gives the boys a little more to look at than pin-ups. Her unit done some one-night stands up through Italy. She picks up some hot dope about a bunch of old rods some guy got out of Europe, early in the war, and sent over here.”

“Where did she get her dope?” I asked.

“I don’t have all the answers,” he said. “Nobody ever put out no more to me than they had to. The rods had been sent to a party in D.C. She gets back here six months ago and it’s too big for her to swing alone and she cuts this Stuart in on it. The party who got the rods didn’t know the score and had broke up the set and sold them all over the District.”

“The one at the auction was in the set?”

“Yeah. This Stuart and her had to trace each rod and he makes a big play for her and she falls for it only she finds he is giving her the cross and wants everything for himself.”

“When did you get in on the deal?”

“Right at the start. If she located a rod and told Stuart, he would slip the word to me and I would lift the thing before she got to it. Can you picture a guy as dirty as this Stuart?”

Arab said, “It must have been hard to bring yourself to work with him.”

“With me,” Jake said, “it was of course only a matter of business.” He got out another aspirin pill, held it delicately between thumb and forefinger, and studied it like a jeweler appraising a pearl. “It worked good,” he said. “All told I lifted seventeen rods. One more I had to snatch off this Hawley dame on the street. I missed another and had to try for it at the auction. That makes nineteen. I got number twenny here. There was twenny-five in the set, only we got no description or names of buyers on the others. All we know is they’re the kind that got little caps to set them off.”

“Percussion,” Arab said.

“Yeah. This Stuart has been looking all over for them. The nineteen we got ain’t the right ones.” He handed me a slip of paper. “Here’s the name of the party got the set to start with. A guy named Wainwright, a dealer. He kicked off a couple years back, and his old woman sold the stuff. She lives at that address in Georgetown. Maybe you could get some dope from her, but I never figured it was worth a try.”

“Did Kit Hawley,” I asked, “ever think of calling in some law?”

“Why would she do that? She has nothing on this Stuart except the kind of cross that gets guys elected to boards of directors every day. And if the story comes out, whoever has the real rod may get wise and clean up. Besides, I got an idea the Hawley dame is wanted.”

“Wanted by the cops?”

Jake said dreamily, “I got an idea maybe the cops found some long red hairs, and a powder compact with fingerprints on it, and a few other items in the last couple houses where the rods got lifted.”

“Nice framing, Jake.”

“Did I say I done it? For all I know maybe she did break into them houses. Of course the cops ain’t really looking for her because all they got are her fingerprints and red hairs. But that would be plenty if somebody put the finger on her. When she and this Stuart had their fight a couple weeks ago, he told her about these ideas the cops might have and what would happen if she veiled for the law.”

I said, “Now I know everything … except the one thing that really matters.”

Jake put out a thin red tongue, balanced the aspirin pill on the tip of it, and coiled his tongue lovingly around the pill and absorbed it. “I knew you was going to say that,” he said.

“Good,” I said. “I don’t want it to come as a shock to you. But it would be helpful to know what the hell everybody’s looking for.”

“I don’t know.”

I picked up the stack of bills from the table and counted out five twenties. “Jake,” I said, “do me a favor. Take this hundred and play the horses. Forget you ever heard of us. This business has already given me a ticking in the head. Now and then I hear bells. Tonight a seal poked his head up from my coffee and sneered at me. I haven’t even had the fun of drinking myself into this state. Goodby, Jake. It was nasty meeting you.”

Arab cried, “Jake’s doing his best!”

“His best is lousy.”

Jake said indignantly, “If I knew what they’re after I wouldn’t be cutting you in. The way I figure, it ought to be at least diamonds.”

“Sure,” I said. “At least diamonds. Or something better.”

“They could hide a lot of glass in one of these rods.”

“Goodby, Jake.”

“You ain’t even looked at the rod,” he wailed, opening the walnut case and holding it out to me.

“I don’t want to look at it. We aren’t going partners, Jake. The whole business is crooked and all the pistols are stolen and I don’t want any part of it.”

He took his right ear and rolled it into tight folds, working from back to front. His fingers were trembling. “You mean,” he said hoarsely, “you won’t go for this just because it’s crooked?”

“Yeah. Sorry. I hate to wreck your faith in human nature.”

“You … you mean I crossed up this Stuart … for nothing?” His voice went up to a squeak on the last word, and his ear snapped back into place.

“It looks as if. It — ”

Sound ripped into the room. Flat, vicious sound, riding on a lemon-colored squirt of flame. Jake’s hat spun around on his head. It hadn’t stopped spinning before he was out of the chair, diving for the cord of the floor lamp. The walnut case and its contents clattered onto the floor. I wasn’t two spins of Jake’s hat behind him in grabbing at the wall switch. The spring hung for a couple seconds, as usual. In the breath of time the floor lamp crashed down and there was another crack outside and splinters whisked from the doorway right beside my shoulder. The spring clicked suddenly and the room went dark.


Six

I GROPED across the room to the wall and felt along it until my fingers touched a window frame. For a few moments it would be safe to move. The man outside had been staring into a lighted room from close range; now that the room was dark, his eyes would need a little time to get adjusted. I gripped the bottom of the window shade, yanked it down. Then I slid to another window. He might be waiting for this shade to move, but the job had to be done. My body was shielded by the wall, but my hand and arm acted as if they were starting to examine the left rear molar of a lion. My hand almost waved goodby to me. I zipped the shade down.

And suddenly something went WHISSSSHHHH past my nose and there was a hideous clatter and my heart bounced around like a fumbled football.

An arm tensed around me, and Arab whispered, “Andy, get hold of yourself!”

“Where was I shot?” I mumbled.

“In the imagination. The shade snapped up.”

I looked. The devilish thing was at the top of the window, still maliciously coiling its cord around the roller. “Our dream house,” I said weakly, “will have Venetian blinds.”

“We’re like to have to settle for a morgue if some body doesn’t do something,” Arab said. “Step aside, darling.”

She moved to the window and swung a long shiny gadget to her shoulder. Before I could grab her, the muzzle of the thing started blazing like an acetylene torch and concussion rocked the house. The thing was a repeating shotgun, and the runner-up in the North American women’s Small-Bore Skeet Shoot was in form. She stood calmly at the window, spraying the landscape. Finally the shotgun clicked.

“There,” she said.

“I don’t think the cops will like this,” I groaned. “Did you count the bodies?”

“That was only double-O chilled, darling. I set the choke for a wide pattern. You’re the nearest thing to a body I see.”

I peeked out. Sheet lightning wavered in the distance and lighted a landscape lacking in bodies. The bird shot had trimmed the grass better than I had done. I pulled down the window and shade, then repeated on the others.

“It’s okay now, Jake,” I said.

There was no answer.

“Keep your shadow away from the windows, Arab,” I said. “I’m going to turn on a light.” I switched on a floor lamp and peered around the room. He wasn’t in sight. “Jake,” I called. “Jake.” I went through the house and found the back door slightly ajar. I came back and said, “You scared him away.”

“I scared him away? You don’t think that slug he almost caught had anything to do with it?”

“Personally,” I said, “your automatic cannon scared me worse than the bullets from outside.”

“He wasn’t so scared that he forgot your two hundred dollars.”

I looked at the table and saw that the little stack of twenties had vanished. “Maybe he earned it,” I said. “It may cost him that much in aspirin, getting over his shock. What with being shot at and finding a moderately honest guy, he’s had a tough evening. He … what are you doing with that pistol?”

“Loading it.”

I gawped at her. She had just finished ramming a charge into the muzzle of a flintlock dueling pistol from her collection. Now she was tipping powder from a priming flask into the pan. “What,” I said, “do you think you’re going to do with it after you load it?”

She ran to the center hall closet, got out a shooting jacket decorated with match and team skeet-shooting patches. She jammed a few things into the big pockets. Then she skipped up to me and began stuffing things into my pockets.

I backed away, and said, “What goes on? What’s the idea? Sit down and let me call the cops. You — ”

“Nobody’s going to use my nice house as a bull’s-eye,” she said. “The time I put in, upholstering chairs and painting woodwork, and then some lug comes along and thinks he can mess it all up. I’m going out to see about it. I don’t have any shotgun shells left or any modern pistol cartridges, so I’m going old-fashioned. That’s a pistol in your pocket and powder and bullets if you feel like coming too. See you later.”

I lunged at her, but she twisted and ran out through the kitchen. By the time I got to the back door she had disappeared, and the night was black and still and empty. I moved across the back yard with grass hissing softly around my ankles. “Arab!” I whispered. “Arab!” The sound didn’t seem to carry. The air was hot and thick, and whispering into it was like whispering into a blanket. In front of me were the squat dark outposts of the woods: small pines and runty firs, hunching on their roots like crouching men. I slipped past them, called louder. Heat lightning shivered in the sky. The brief glow sent shadows scurrying, and a black shape suddenly loomed over me and lunged.

The rabbit in me took charge. The next thing I knew, I was on our back steps, dripping with sweat and my voice hoarse from yelling for Arab. There was no answer. Off to the northwest thunder chuckled deeply.

“This is swell,” I told myself. “You broadcast the fact that Arab is outside, and then run away and leave her. You’d have done better crawling under a bed. Remember what they teach you in the Army? They teach you that the other guy is at least as scared as you are.”

That thought made me grin a little. Nobody could be as scared as I was. Thinking about being so scared gave me a kind of lift. It was something to brag about, having your teeth chatter so much that they almost bit you to death. I started walking back toward the woods. My jacket bumped heavily against my right hip. I put a hand in the pocket and found the pistol that Arab had shoved in there. It was the Spare Naught job. I gripped the butt and it felt good. Maybe I couldn’t load and shoot it, but it might discourage a guy if I tagged him with the heavy barrels.

I groped through the outpost shrubs and found the place where the shape had lunged at me. It was still there. I knelt and got it against the sky and saw the seven-foot torso of an old oak tree. I stood up and patted it and said, “I don’t have any hard feelings, but you’d, better not be around next winter when I need firewood.”

I began circling our property slowly, keeping a few yards inside the ragged screen of woods. If the prowler was still lurking around the house, he ought to be along my course. Off to my right the lights of the house filtered dimly through trees and bushes and vines. Now and then I lost the glow, and began sweating. It would be easy to go sliding off at an angle farther and farther away from the house, and to be out of earshot if Arab got into trouble.

Something crackled ahead of me. It was a faint sound and might have been cheery if it had come from an open fire. It wasn’t cheery, coming from the spiderweb of vines. I called Arab’s name softly. No answer. I can take a hint. I dropped flat on the ground, and waited. There was no sound. No human sound, that is. Mosquitoes cleared a fighter strip on the back of my neck and came in to refuel. Small tumbling things held a gym meet in my hair. Something that felt like a measuring worm began pacing me off from the right ankle upward. They say that measuring worms are lucky and mean that you’re going to get a new suit of clothes, but this baby gave me the impression that he only measured for shrouds.

My fingers touched a small stone buried in the humus. That gave me an idea. I switched the gun to my left hand and scrabbled quietly around until I had half a dozen stones. I began slamming them at the spot where the crackling had seemed to originate.

Four of the stones clicked off harmlessly through vines and brush. The fifth ticked a leaf and then went THOCK against something. It was either a hollow tree or a man’s ribs. I listened carefully, and after a moment heard a stealthy rustling. It was moving away from the house. Personally I was willing to go home, but I had no guarantee that the prowler wouldn’t return. And I didn’t know where Arab was. She might bump into the guy, and her marksmanship patches wouldn’t mean a thing in the blackness. The only sure way to keep her out of trouble was to play tag with the stealthy noise.

The noise whispered off through the bushes and I followed. Now and then heat lightning wavered across the sky and the toneless woods flamed green around me. Not a pleasant green, but feverish and unhealthy. I stumbled ahead. Trees slammed into me without warning. Vines slipped judo holds on my arms and legs and throat. Twice the rustling stopped, and I crouched, wondering if I had taken one step too many. Each time I felt around for more stones and laid down a barrage. Maybe I got some more hits. Anyway, the rustling started again both times.

I went on for perhaps fifteen minutes, then heard the pad of feet running on packed earth. I broke through a screen of bushes onto an old path. Lightning flickered. A dark figure was sprinting down the path fifty feet away. It’s instinctive with animals and humans to chase things that run away, and I let out a yell and followed. If it had been a long chase I would have remembered to get my brains out of storage. But it wasn’t. Within a few dozen strides the path began swooping downhill. I raced down it, catching glimpses of the figure ahead. I was gaining.

The path swung sharply right alongside a rocky stream bed and veered again and ended in the nicest little trap maybe fifty yards deep cut into steep rock. I had my man. And then a spurt of orange reached out for me. Echoes barreled around in the tiny canyon and a steel jacket went SKREEEEEEEE off a rock ten feet away. I dove for the nearest bush. There was a sizable bowlder in front of the bush, and I hunched up behind it and looked at myself and said, “Blake, what the hell are you doing here?”

At a guess, we were a quarter-mile from the house. Sound can be tricky, and the sides of this ravine might prevent Arab from hearing the shot. There were no other houses within a mile. I prayed that Arab would hear and would have sense enough to call the cops, instead of coming down by herself to help. Meanwhile, things were going to be unpleasant. I wondered how long it would take the gunman to figure out that he had been chased by an unarmed idiot. When he realized that he could saunter to my rock and shoot me, it would shock him. It would shock me, too. I started wriggling backward and another shot spanked the air and pine needles drifted down onto the back of my neck and worked under my collar. They itched. He was doing his best to make life miserable for me.

I got mad and yelled, “Come out with your hands up! I got the draw on you.” That didn’t sound right. “I mean I got the drop on you,” I yelled. It sounded pretty lame.

Another slug took a divot from my bush and wailed off into the distance. I tried to brush the pine needles from my neck and found my left hand nudging my neck with a pistol. It was the double-barreled flintlock that had started all this trouble. I had intended using it as a club and had forgotten it.

I remembered now that Arab had also jammed a primer flask, a powder flask, and bullets into my pockets. In theory I was equipped to make this a real battle: modern on his part, vintage of Bunker Hill on mine. I tried to recall some of the things Arab had told me about shooting old firearms. There was a rule-of-thumb about how much powder: enough to cover the ball. I cupped one of the round lead bullets in my palm and poured powder over it. I stopped pouring when a flicker of lightning showed me a neat cone of black grains. I poured them into the right-hand barrel. Now I needed wadding. I dug out my handkerchief and tore off several bits, hoping that it would do me more good this way than as a white flag.

I wadded the powder, rammed the bullet home, and wadded again. Finally I opened the nipple of the primer flask and let some of the fine grains trickle into the firing pan. I shoved the pistol over my rock. The gunman was hiding in a clump of bushes marked by a light-colored bowlder. I aimed ten feet above his bowlder, and squeezed. Nothing happened.

It turned out that the pistol wasn’t cocked. That irritated me. The thing cocked itself when you didn’t want it cocked, but it let you down when you needed help. I pulled back the serpentine, aimed again, squeezed. Flame spouted from the pan and I squinched my eyes shut and it didn’t go bang and I started to lift the pistol and — BLAM! The bullet whistled up at the clouds, and my right hand came back and bashed me in the nose. I had forgotten that flintlocks don’t go off the instant the hammer falls. The spark has to jump from flint and frizzen to the pan and fire the powder, and the flame from that primer has to spurt through the touchhole and ignite he main charge. Maybe it only takes a second, but I can make more mistakes with guns in a second than most people can in hours.

The echo of my shot was still playing volley ball between the sides of the ravine when the guy in the bushes got sore. Flame jabbed toward me twice. Pine needles showered down, and the flat, spiteful sounds ran the echoes of my shot into the next county. I scowled. He was rubbing in the fact that he had a repeating weapon and I only had a muzzle loader. He had no. sporting instincts.

I went doggedly ahead reloading, sighted again on the bowlder, raised my angle of fire ten feet, and pulled the trigger. This time I held steady for the delayed explosion. The pistol roared and kicked. Lead shrieked off stone and the guy yipped and I had hit his bowlder.

“Listen,” I yelled. “You hurt?”

My pal answered with another slug. He was certainly not a person you’d ordinarily pick as partner in a conversation. I huddled behind my rock and decided not to reload and shoved the pistol into my pocket. The thing was murderous. You tried to shoot way over a man’s head, and the pistol sneaked its muzzle down and refused to miss. If I went on shooting I might kill the guy. The trouble was that I didn’t know how to handle newfangled inventions like guns. Stones were my speed. And there were thousands of assorted ones around. I collected a heap of two-inch stones and began lobbing them over. It was perfectly safe. I could stay down behind my rock and arch cobbles over his rock. Now and then I heaved a handful for variety.

I began getting on target. I heard yelps and thuds and sounds that might be profanity. The stones weren’t big enough to break his head, and the only force behind them was gravity, but they must be annoying. Maybe I could give him a nervous breakdown. There were no more shots. I wondered if he was out of ammunition. He had fired six times, and if he had a revolver it was likely to be one with six chambers. I stepped up my barrage, humming my little parody on Say It with Music.

“Sa-ay it with bul-lets,” I crooned. “Steel jack-et bullets … some-how they love to be tolt … to the bang of Lu-gar and Colt … so say — ”

A dark figure exploded like a partridge from the bushes and made a break for it. I got my feet under me and went in fast and low. Two strides away I feinted a tackle, timed his swerve nicely and smashed him just above the knees. He crumpled like a pile of cardboard boxes. I didn’t give him a second. I slapped on a leg scissors, half nelson, and finger lock. He lay helpless and trembling. I felt pretty good. I hadn’t realized I was so strong. I lifted my head and took my first real look at him … and then could have crawled under a bowlder to live. Inside a frame of tumbled red hair was the white, tearful face of Katharine (with an “a”) Hawley.

“You … you goon!” she wailed.

“There’s been a mistake or something,” I gulped. “Let’s talk it over.”

Somewhere behind me Arab’s voice said, “It’s going to need a lot of talking over.”

“Arab,” I cried. “Gosh I’m glad you got here. I think something awful has happened.”

“So do I,” Arab said.

There was a queer note in her voice. A suspicion began to nag at me, and I asked, “When did you get here?”

“Just this second.”

“You … you mean,” I stammered, “you didn’t see this wildcat shooting at me?”

“I heard shots,” Arab said, “but what I see is you and this hussy practicing Boy Scout knots without a rope. Could you bear to untie yourselves?”

“You got this all wrong!” I yelled, and my voice began going soprano. “You — ”

Kit Hawley sobbed, “He chased me and jumped at me and … and it was terrible. He was like a beast. A ravening beast!”

“I guess I’m not good enough for him,” Arab said. “He never does any ravening around me.”

I began unwrapping my leg scissors and half nelson and finger lock. It took longer than it should have done, partly because Kit was secretly making it difficult. I had a little trouble with myself, too. My mind wanted to get away fast, but my body was trying to pull a double cross. It wanted to wrassle some more. When I got my body home I would throw it under the iciest shower it ever felt.

Finally I managed to get to my feet, and I said, “She was shooting at me, and I can prove it. Stand up, will you?”

“What are you planning to do?” Arab asked.

“She has a revolver with six recently fired chambers. I’m going to search her.”

“Oh no you’re not,” Arab said. “Kindly stand up, Miss Hawley.”

Kit got up, sniffling. She was wearing brown slacks and a dark jacket, and under the jacket either a very tight jersey or a loose coat of tan. She was not one of those girls who wear slacks the way 196 pounds of flour wears a barrel. The way she wore them, she could walk past a factory at midnight and get a rise out of the noon whistle. Arab searched her … not roughly, but Kit winced at every pat.

“She doesn’t have a revolver,” Arab announced. “She doesn’t have anything bigger than a funny kind of nail file.”

I walked grimly to the bowlder where Kit had hidden, and found a nickel-plated .32 and brought it back. “Laugh this off,” I said. “If she could shoot straight I’d be lace right now. You’re a fine rescuer. You pop up when the only thing left in danger is my reputation.”

Arab broke open the revolver and sniffed at the cylinder. “Is this yours, Miss Hawley?” she asked.

“Of course it is,” Kit said. “I never claimed I didn’t shoot at him. I did shoot, and it didn’t help me a bit. A girl needs more than a little pistol to fend off that goon of yours. Has anyone a spare howitzer?”

“Call on me,” I said, “any time you want your neck broken.”

“You almost did,” she choked.

“I can hardly believe you needed to shoot at him,” Arab said. “The way he usually acts around girls, you could fend him off with a rubber band and a paper clip.”

“You chilly blondes don’t know how men can be,” Kit said.

“I am not chilly!”

“That beast ought to be in jail.”

“Lady,” I said, “if I could find a good For Men Only jail, I’d break my way in. Listen, Arab. I wanted to keep you out of trouble. I came out of the house and called you. Did you hear me?”

“Yes.”

“I prowled around in the woods and heard a noise and followed it until I hit that path and I saw a figure running and chased him, only it was her, and we got here and she emptied her pistol at me and tried to run and I tackled her. I thought she was a man all the time.”

Arab said, “I thought you had 20/20 vision.”

“It was dark!” I snapped. “It’s still dark. She’s wearing slacks. Slacks look like trousers.”

“Not those slacks.”

“He threw rocks at me,” Kit mourned. “I have bruises all over.”

“Maybe you’d like to explain,” I said, “why you shot at us back in the house.”

“I didn’t! I just came out to have another try at buying that flintlock pistol from you and as I arrived I heard two shots and then a whole war and it scared me and I hid in the bushes. And your husband came along, Mrs. Blake, and he grabbed me and I broke away and I could feel his hot breath on my neck and I ran through the woods and then he cornered me down here. You’d better get in your claim for alimony fast. When I finish suing, there won’t be enough left to keep you in peroxide for your hair.”

“Let’s go back to the house,” Arab said. “There’s an easy way to settle all this. We’ll just check the bullets that came into our living room. If they’re thirty-two caliber …”

“Of course they’re her bullets,” I growled. “She fired two shots up there and had two more cartridges in her pocket and filled the empty chambers and then fired six shots at me. You wait and see if she doesn’t beat it on the way home. And I won’t chase her again for a million bucks.”

Arab took the flintlock from me, rammed powder into both barrels, scooped up a handful of tiny pebbles and wadded them into place. “I don’t think she’ll run,” Arab said. “These pebbles ought to be as good as bird shot. I’d just love a chance to try them out. What was that remark about peroxide?”

“All right,” Kit said, “but remember my tip about the alimony. Let’s go.”

We filed back along the path: first Kit, then Arab, and finally a goon named Blake, who shuffled along like a kid bringing home a bad report card. It wasn’t fair, either. I didn’t deserve that Poor in Deportment. The only bad mark I deserved was in the course entitled “An Introduction to the Study of Women.” It seemed cooler as we twisted through the woods; probably the air was being iced as it passed Arab. All right, I thought, just wait. Any minute now Kit will slip away and we’ll go home and dig thirty-two caliber slugs from the chair and wall and you’ll be very, very sorry. You will beg me to forgive you, but I will stand around with arms folded, like Galahad exhibiting his strength-of-ten but not letting the girls feel his muscles. That will fix you.

In a few minutes we reached the place where I had first struck the path, and Arab decided that we ought to continue along the trail instead of cutting through the woods. That cost Kit her best chance of escaping, but she didn’t seem worried. Several times we went through pitch-dark thickets in which I could hardly see Arab’s figure. It would have been easy for Kit to dodge behind a tree. She didn’t, though. Maybe she was afraid of the pebbles in Arab’s pistol.

The path tunneled to the road a quarter-mile from our house. We arrived home still in single file and went around to the open kitchen door. We entered the house, and Arab went to the cellar to get tools to dig out the bullets. Kit sauntered into the living room as if coming for an evening of bridge. She dropped into my favorite chair and swung her long handsome legs over the arm and stretched herself luxuriously. She tossed shining red hair back from her face. Green eyes looked at me like the eyes of a cat staring at a saucer of milk. She helped herself to my cigarettes.

“You act as if you owned the place,” I growled.

“After I finish with you,” she said, “I will.”

“Going to brazen it out, huh? You know you can’t get away with it.”

 “Heh-heh,” she said. “Have you any last request before I throw the switch?”

“If I had a last request it would be for a hairbrush and fifteen minutes alone with you.”

Arab came in from the kitchen and said coldly, “What was that about wanting fifteen minutes alone with her?”

“I wish,” I snapped, “that you would eavesdrop on my whole conversation and not just part of it. I said I wanted a HAIRBRUSH and fifteen minutes alone with her.”

Kit said lazily, “They call it sadism, don’t they?”

“He was a swell guy,” Arab flared, “until you led him astray.”

“I led him astray,” Kit yawned, “the way a rabbit does a pack of wolves.”

“Pardon me,” I said wearily, “but will you kindly collect the rest of the evidence before speaking of me in the past tense?”

Arab had brought in an ice pick and a small chisel and a knife. She went to the doorway beside our delay-action light switch, where the second slug had tried to give me a haircut. There was a ragged black hole in the wood. She enlarged the hole, probed inside, and finally something rolled out and clunked on the floor. Arab picked it up. She studied it a moment, tossed it to me. I caught it one-handed and looked triumphantly at Kit and casually at the hunk of lead.

And then I went cold all over. You couldn’t have coaxed this slug into a thirty-two with a sledge hammer.


Seven

KIT said, “If you’re hunting for words, big boy, you might do worse than scream for your lawyer.”

“Lawyer?” I cried. “What I need to protect my interests is a chaperon. Where’s the other bullet, huh? Where’s the other bullet?”

Arab was already going after it. It had ticked Jake’s hat and bored into the overstuffed chair in which he had been sitting. Arab cut the upholstery at the back of the chair, located it and gave it to me. The padding had stopped the lead bullet without flattening it. At a guess, the bullet would go over .50 caliber. In addition to being almost twice the diameter a .32 revolver would take, it was unmarked by rifling and must have been fired from a smooth-bore pistol.

I whirled toward Kit and shouted, “Where’s your other gun? Where did you hide it?”

“I don’t have another gun,” she cooed. “I think that anything bigger than thirty-two caliber is unladylike, don’t you?”

“You better come clean. I’ll find it. I’ll find it if I have to turn over every leaf in Virginia.”

“Blake,” she mused. “Blake. It’s a good name. Headline writers like short names. BLAKE INDICTED. BLAKE DENIES ALL. BLAKE GETS LIFE.”

Arab nestled up against me, sniffling, and dialed the buttons on my shirt. “I’m going to stand by you, Andy,” she choked.

“I DON’T WANT ANYBODY TO STAND BY ME!”

“I’m going to, though, Andy. Even if I — I don’t mean anything to you any more.”

I had trouble breathing. It felt as if I had gills instead of lungs. Finally I managed to say, “I didn’t do anything. She’s lying. She had another gun.”

“Sit down, Andy, please. Now listen, darling. I understand. You’ve been working hard in The Pentagon. You got a leave. It must have been like a soldier coming back from months and months on a beachhead. You saw this … this pin-up girl. You lost control.”

I let her push me into a chair. I mopped my forehead, and said, “There must be twenty-five thousand women in The Pentagon. Even a guy like me gets a tumble from some of them. My idea of a vacation would be on a beachhead. She had another gun!”

“Andy, you haven’t thought this out. Whoever fired these bullets was an expert. He missed you and Jake by an inch. She fired six shots at you down in the ravine and came how close?”

“Ten feet,” I muttered.

“Ten feet. So she isn’t any good. And besides — ” She broke off suddenly and scrambled for something under the couch. It was the weapon Jake had brought: a heavy military pistol of the percussion type. She peered at it, then asked, “Did you get a good look at this when Jake opened the case?”

“Not very good. Why?”

“I did. There were no marks on the barrel. Now look.”

She brought it to me and I stared at it and saw the same kind of shiny scratch on the barrel that had been on the Spare Naught pistol when I bought it back from Stuart.

“That was done,” Arab said, “while we were all out in the woods.”

“Stuart!” I said hoarsely.

“Of course it was Stuart,” Kit said. “Anybody could figure that.”

I jumped up. “He may still be around,” I cried. “What are we sitting here for? He might start blasting. He — ”

“He’s gone,” Arab said. “Why would he hang around? He scared Jake away, and he tested this pistol. Don’t worry about him.”

“Don’t worry about a guy who shoots up your house and burgles it?”

Kit patted a yawn back between crimson lips. “Petty bandit stuff,” she said. “Sex crimes are more interesting.”

I lowered myself slowly into the chair. My body felt old and shriveled … a body that would interest no one but an Egyptologist. Kit looked me over like a surgeon deciding where to make the first incision. Arab’s blue eyes were misty. A gulp quivered down her throat. She was going to forgive me. She was going to dose me with forgiveness like a mother dealing out castor oil. And I couldn’t do anything about it.

“I don’t suppose,” I muttered, “you would consider not testifying against me, Arab? A wife can refuse to testify against her husband, you know. Then it would just be my word against hers.”

“That wouldn’t be honest,” Arab said. “After all I did see you … you …”

I said numbly to Kit, “What do you want? I don’t have much. There’s the stamp collection I made as a kid, and some fishing rods, and a set of four silver spoons. They started giving me one spoon each birthday when I was born, but I suppose they were already discouraged about me by the time I was four. I cleaned out my bank account today for Jake. What do you want?”

“Right now,” Kit said, “a mirror. I must look awfully second-hand.”

She got up and swaggered with her showgirl stride to the mirror beside the doorway. She peered into it. The floor lamps didn’t throw enough light for her. Her hand reached for our delay-action wall switch, pressed it down. And held it down until the spring clicked and the lights went on.

I rocketed out of the chair. All of a sudden my rheumatic thoughts turned into little lambs at play and blood fizzed through my body like champagne and I clouted the three-and-two pitch for a home run. I walked toward Kit, smiling. She flattened against the wall and her face whitened.

“Heh-heh,” I said softly. “Have you any last request to make now that you have thrown the switch?”

“Keep away from me!” she cried. “What are you talking about?”

“Outside of my wife,” I crooned, “only one person knows that this wall switch must be held down for a couple of seconds before the spring works. The other person was here last night, held me up, and stole a pistol. All I saw was the person’s hand, wearing a glove. You wore two gloves on that hand, didn’t you? No wonder I didn’t suspect you. The hand looked too big to be yours.”

“Make him stop,” she wailed. “He’s lying. It’s a frame. I never — ”

Her right hand sneaked into her jacket pocket and brought something out, and I grabbed her arm before she could get rid of the object. “Watch this,” I told Arab, and began prying open Kit’s hand. It was like opening an oyster, but finally I unclenched her fingers. On her palm lay a tiny three-edged file. “You’ve certainly been a big help, darling,” I said to Arab. “You searched her and said she had a funny kind of nail file. What do you think she has, talons?”

“I wouldn’t be surprised,” Arab gasped. “But … but what does it all mean?”

“It’s a metal file! It’s the one that made the file marks on the Spare Naught pistol.”

Arab took it and tested it in the groove of the pistol. “It fits, Andy,” she said.

“Any three-edged file would fit,” Kit cried. “Let me go!”

“Tell you what,” I said. “Let’s call in the police and go scientific. It shouldn’t be difficult to find out if the metal in the teeth of your file came from this pistol. Shall we, Kit? May I call you Kit? I don’t like being formal with a girl after assaulting her. Shall we be scientific, Kit?”

Her arm went limp and her eyelashes fanned down over sullen green eyes. “No,” she muttered.

“You admit you held me up last night?”

“Yes.”

“Did I assault you tonight?”

“No.”

“The prosecution rests,” I said. I took a deep breath. “It needs a rest,” I said weakly.

“Can I go now?” Kit asked.

“Oh no,” Arab said. “Now we want the whole story. Or else.”

Kit said slowly, “All right.”

“Then let her arm go, Andy. But don’t start talking until I get my notebook and pencil. I want to take this down.”

Arab raced up the stairs, and I freed Kit’s arm. She rubbed her wrist, then the plumed lashes lifted and she said, “You aren’t such a low-gear guy after all, are you?”

“Once in a while,” I said, “a man has to push right up to the speed limit.”

She smiled and took a step toward me. “They set speed limits awfully low. Did you ever think of breaking one?”

The look in her eyes made me feel like a visiting steak in a lion’s den. I wished Arab would hurry. “Yes,” I said. “I’ve often thought of breaking speed limits. Often and unfavorably.”

“Then stop thinking. Let your impulses take over.”

“My usual impulse,” I said, “is to run away.”

“Are you going to run now?” she asked softly.

Her lashes fluttered and she came very close and I shrank back and suddenly there was a flicker of motion and a right hook caromed off my ribs. It wasn’t a ladylike hook. An inch lower and it would have tagged my solar plexus and I would have been down on the carpet trying to swim. I teetered backward, and Kit darted to the front door. It stuck for a moment. I got off my heels, caught her just as she yanked it open.

What she did with her curves for the next five seconds I don’t know. All I caught were angles. Hard ones. Elbows and knees and knuckles. I felt like a bush league catcher trying to block a couple of Yankees from home plate. I hung on dizzily and Arab got excited and her shoes rattled on the floor overhead as she raced to the stairs.

The angles melted suddenly. A slim, breathless body pressed against me, and arms looped silkily around my neck and lips quivered on mine. When I breathed it was like inhaling the fumes of a warm sweet liqueur. I’ll never boast about my impulses again. Maybe my impulses told me to run away but they couldn’t have said it out loud.

The next thing I knew, Arab was standing on the bottom step and calling, “Andy! Andy!”

I managed to tilt my head back and croak, “It’s her fault.”

“Andy Blake, you let her go!”

“She tried to run and I’m stopping her!”

“You’re the one who’d better run! If you don’t let her go …”

I dropped my arms. Kit went through the half-open door like a quarterback spinning through guard. I slammed the door and threw the bolt.

“There,” I said. “You see? She socked me and made a dive for the door and I grabbed her and you came down and she tried to frame me again. And neither of us is going to try to catch her. I’d just as soon catch a high fever.”

Arab’s lips were trembling and tears made blue mirrors of her eyes. “She was kissing you,” she wailed.

“Before you got here she was killing me.”

Arab blinked and the tears vanished and her pointed chin was suddenly very firm. “I’ve been too quiet and refined for you, have I?” she said. “I’m a chilly blonde, am I?”

“I never said that. She did.”

“Andrew Blake, come here.”

“What for? Now listen, Arab, you’ve got a funny look in your eyes. I — ”

A slender hand pounced at my wrist, seized it. Arab may look soft, but she’s about as frail as a steel vise. I could identify the queer look in her eyes, now. It was the look I had once seen in her eyes when she was playing for All-Philadelphia Girls and a Boston forward was cutting in to try to steal the puck. I had an odd feeling that I was the puck.

“Come here,” she said.

“What do you mean? Hang off, will you? I didn’t do anything!”

She trapped my other wrist. Her eyes were the blue of volts hurdling a spark gap. “Kiss me,” she said. “Kiss me the way you kissed her.”

I stared at her in a stricken sort of way. A guy might look for tears at a time like this. Or cold silence. Or a fight. This was as unexpected as Kit’s right hook. Maybe I ought to read a book on feminine psychology sometime … except that you can’t trust books by men, and women seem to be too busy acting out problems in feminine psychology to take time to write about the problems. I had been brought up to think of the feminine soul as a temple. Maybe it was, but down in the basement there seemed to be a small cosy chamber of horrors.

“I didn’t kiss her,” I said.

“Then,” Arab flared, “kiss me the way you should have kissed her!”

“Arab, I — ”

A soft warm mouth caught the words as I tried to form them. I tried to be stern and dignified. I tried to appeal to her finer instincts. But I couldn’t get out a word. The fragrance from her hair and skin made me dizzy and I could feel her legs trembling against me and my blood cells went skipping through my body like little boys with matches. I swept her up into my arms and started upstairs.

“You beast,” she murmured happily.

Somewhere in my head a lonely sane thought called a warning to me. At the time I didn’t listen. But the lonely thought was right. It was trying to tell me that I would never live up to the advance billing …

A caroling voice, clear and untrained as the voice of a child skipping rope, wakened me the next morning. Now and then the song was punctuated by gasps and screams and the clatter of a broken dish. Arab was preparing breakfast.

Most women seem to find household chores dull and tedious, but not Arab. Getting breakfast, for her, is as breath-taking as an adventure out of Grimm’s Fairy Tales. Arab’s role is that of the good little princess, while our household appliances are the ogres. The coffee pot bubbles over like a witch’s cauldron. The gas stove is a dragon breathing fire at the most unpredictable moments. Pixies switch the water faucets. The automatic toaster sits on the table like an ill-tempered gnome, gripping the toast until it chars, and then throwing it onto the floor. Somehow Arab wins through, and breakfast appears and we live happily ever after … until electric washer time.

I showered and grabbed a quick shave and hurried downstairs. I turned the toaster adjustment back to light brown and shut the kitchen window to stop the breeze from blowing out the gas and turned a cup right side up a split second before Arab started pouring coffee into it. She was wearing a skimpy white playsuit, and had a blue ribbon around her sunny hair. She looked so young that it seemed wrong to kiss her anywhere except on the forehead. She showed me a warm new blister on her hand.

“The fat in that horrible old pan jumped at me,” she said.

Two eggs were frying in the pan. It was half full of bacon fat and the gas burner was on all the way and the eggs were leaping like trout. I shut off the burner.

“Our dream house,” I said, “will have to be next door either to a cafeteria or a hospital.”

“You still love me, don’t you? Even if I’m not smart around a kitchen?”

“I love you more, because of it. I keep getting scared I’ll lose you. I never know when I’m going to find the popovers sitting on a chair and you in the oven.”

We set the table and had our usual argument over Arab trying to give me the best pieces of toast. Halfway through breakfast, she asked, “What’s the schedule for today?”

“I want to start a beautiful friendship with a cop. Any cop.”

“What can you offer to interest a cop?”

“Crimes. I understand cops like crimes.”

“Then you’d better go out and commit some, Andy. You haven’t much to offer right now.”

“What!” I yelled. “You mean people can break into my house and clip me with knuckle-dusters and hold me up at the point of a gun and steal my property and shoot up my house and fire bullets at me and it’s no crime?”

“Let’s take them up one at a time,” she said happily.

“I’ll be the cop. You tell your story.”

I peered at her suspiciously. “I got an idea I’m not going to like this,” I said.

“Come on, Andy, please. I want to show you how a cop might take your story.”

“All right, then. But remember I’m a taxpayer and I’ll have your badge if you don’t do your duty. Listen, officer, three nights ago a race track character named Jake Snyder broke into my house to steal an old pistol.”

“How do you know he wanted to steal this pistol?”

“He tried to buy it at an auction earlier in the day.”

“And did he steal it?”

“Uh, no. I gave it to him. You see, I — ”

Arab said in a tough voice, “Compounding a felony, huh?”

“It’s not compounding a felony! You don’t know your law.”

“Whyncha report this burglary?”

“Well, I wanted to get rid of the pistol.”

“So yuh wanted to get rid of this pistol, didja? Why? Yuh shot somebuddy with it?”

I said patiently, “It looked as if a lot of people wanted the pistol. Wanted it badly. Keeping it meant trouble. I didn’t want trouble. So I gave it to Jake Snyder.”

“Have yuh seen this Snyder since?”

“Yes. He came out to my house and we talked and — ”

“Hold everything, bud.” Arab slitted her eyes at me, and barked, “What was you doin’, cookin’ up some deal with him?”

I glared at her. “Let’s forget Jake Snyder,” I said finally. “We don’t seem to be getting anywhere.”

“I’ll say you ain’t, buddy.”

“There is a guy named Stuart,” I growled. “He’s a dealer in antiques, especially weapons. We were standing outside a bar two nights ago, arguing about the way he was trying to steal my girl, and he slugged me with a knuckle-duster.”

She wagged her head sagely. “When two guys get arguing over a dame, somebody’s likely to get clipped. Whyncha slug him first?”

“I was going to, but — ”

“Oh yeah? That’s attempted assault and battery. I oughtta run the both of you in for disorderly conduct.”

“I have an idea,” I said coldly, “that the underworld has bought you out.”

“If you made that crack to a real cop,” Arab said, “you’d be hauled off to jail. Probably you’d even sock your old friend the cop as he started hauling you away. Go ahead, darling. You’re doing fine … fine and costs.”

I took a deep breath and counted to ten by small fractions. After calming myself, I said, “A redhead named Kit Hawley broke into my house two nights ago. She held me up and stole a gun.”

“Whyncha yell for — ”

“I didn’t yell for the police,” I yelled, “because it was the same pistol Jake Snyder took and I had bought it back while trying to keep my wife out of trouble and I was still glad to get rid of it and this redhead was in disguise and I didn’t know who she was! But she came back last night and took six shots at me and I recognized her and grabbed her.”

“You ain’t so dumb, buddy. Let the guys get away but grab the redheads.” She dug a thumb insultingly into my ribs. “Nice work if you can get it, huh? Then whatcha do?”

“Then,” I snarled, “I tried to make her talk.”

Arab jumped up, ran to an imaginary call box, lifted a phantom phone. “Joe,” she snapped, “send the wagon.”

“What’s the idea?”

She scowled at me, turned back to the phantom phone. “I got a guy here admits holdin’ a dame under duress. Yeah, an’ blackmailin’ her for information an’ — ”

I forgot that this was just a game. I shouted, “A fine country where an innocent citizen can’t get justice! A gang of crooks pulls all kinds of stuff on me and when I report it I get accused of compounding a felony and conspiracy and assault and battery and resisting arrest and holding a dame under duress and blackmail! It’s an outrage! It’s — ”

“You forgot disorderly conduct.”

I got up. I got up angrily, without pushing back my chair, and my side of the table got up with me. It made a satisfactory crashing noise. I stamped into the living room. And suddenly my foot skidded on something and my legs went out for the high hurdles without telling the rest of me and I hit the floor. The crashing noise was not satisfactory.

Arab ran to me and knelt and cried, “Oh darling, are you hurt?”

“Sure I’m hurt,” I moaned, rubbing myself. “Why couldn’t I have landed on my head where it wouldn’t have mattered?”

She helped me up, and said, “You mustn’t get so excited. Something always happens when you get excited.”

“Yeah, but why does it always have to happen to me? Why can’t somebody else get hurt when I get excited? What did I slip on?”

She looked at the floor and said, “Why … why you slipped on a bullet! It must be one of the bullets from the cased pistol that Jake brought. You remember he jumped when Stuart shot at him, and the case and pistol and bullets scattered all over the floor?”

“Yeah, but what was a half bullet doing in the case?

What … ah!”

I forgot my aches and dove at the thing. There were two half bullets, close together on the floor. Half bullets don’t roll, so it was obvious that one of my angry steps had smashed down on a whole bullet and it had rolled and split. That seemed mighty odd. Even if I were as tough as I’d like to be, I could stamp all day on a solid ball of lead and it wouldn’t split. I turned the halves over carefully. And Arab gasped.


Eight

THE bullet had been slightly larger than .50 caliber. It had been cut in half after casting, and a quarter-inch hollow had been dug in it and then the halves had been fused together. The hollow in each half was filled with fine sawdust. I carried the pieces of lead to the living room table and carefully dug out the packing.

“Is … is it an explosive?” Arab asked breathlessly.

“Sawdust.”

I prodded the stuff, felt something hard. There were eight tiny objects in the packing. I worked them loose and Arab brought two cups of water and we washed them. They were crystals. Several were the size of pinheads; the largest no bigger than the head of a match. They had facets, but no sparkle or luster.

“Oh gosh,” Arab said, “I thought we had struck diamonds.”

“Weren’t there some more bullets in the case?”

“Lots. A dozen or so. I saw them in the case when Jake opened it and I heard them bouncing on the floor.”

“See if you can find them.”

While Arab scrambled around on the floor, I got out the magnifying glass and studied the crystals. There was an interesting similarity among them. Each had a many-faceted point at one end, and a flat base at the other. I began to get an idea.

“Andy,” my wife said, “I can’t find any others.”

“Uh-huh. We had a visitor, remember? While we were playing tag outside with Kit.”

“Of course. That man Stuart. He put that funny scratch on the pistol Jake brought. Oh-h-h, and he took the bullets!”

“Yep. And when I bought the Spare Naught pistol from him, I didn’t get the bullets that had been in its case. Stick with me, kid, and you’ll be wearing diamonds.”

“Diamonds? But Andy, they can’t be diamonds! They’re too small and ugly.”

“That,” I said, “is because you’re not a machine tool. Machine tools love diamonds like these.”

“I don’t get it.”

“Machine tools are used to make production-line machines. They have to cut and grind and bore hard metals. One kind of machine tool is a grinding wheel. It uses diamond dust to grind hard metals. Other kinds of machine tools are cutters and borers. They use bigger diamonds that are cut to order and cemented in their tips. That’s what these diamonds are.”

“They can’t be worth much, can they?”

“I don’t know. Maybe some of your Ordnance people can tell us. They may not look like much, but a lot of work must be involved in cutting them, and that would add to the value. At a guess, I’d say diamonds like these wouldn’t tempt Stuart to break many laws, but they might pay his expenses while he went after something bigger.”

“Andy, I think it’s wonderful the way you thought all this out.”

I grimaced. “Yeah,” I said, “but I began thinking at the wrong end of my spine.” I rubbed the spot that had made the one-point landing on the floor. “Clues,” I said in disgust. “Leave it to me to work out the hard way to find a clue.”

“But you did find it.”

“Uh-huh. I suppose I’m lucky I didn’t find this bullet as it came out of a pistol.”

“I’m sorry I made you angry, playing cop.”

“You were right. My story would sound fishy to any sensible cop. I should have started yelling for a lot of law at the start, but there was always some reason for not doing it. Maybe I better dig up some more answers before I get the cops.”

“Wonderful! We’ll — ”

“Correction, please. I’ll, not we’ll. Your thirty-six hours are up. Whatever this pistol game is, you’re dummy. Get tough about it and I won’t even let you kibitz.”

“You’re mean.”

“So I’m mean. Call Stuart’s shop and tell him you have another job and can’t come back.”

“But Andy, he doesn’t know that we know he was here last night. I might find out all sorts of things if I went back to his place.”

“He finds out things from you twice as fast. You found out he had a pocket emery wheel and reads books on steel. He found out that you’re a suspicious character and trailed you and found out where we live. The guy is no dope. He’d never have offered you a job if he had been sober that night.”

“Men,” she said loftily, “have been known to offer me things even when they were sober.”

“Sure. Stuart would probably offer you an apartment and a charge account right now … but not a chance to pick up information. He — ”

The telephone bell shouted me down. I answered it, and a voice whispered in my ear, “This is Jake. Jake Snyder.”

“Hello, Jake,” I said. “How are you doing? Don’t answer if it will incriminate you.”

“I’m doin’ okay, so far. Listen, you ain’t sore about me taking a rain check last night, was you?”

“A rain check? I had an idea it was cash, not a check. Two hundred bucks worth of cash.”

“A guy’s gotta have expenses,” Jake whined. “I figure I earn that dough. Jeez, I give you a bale of hot dope and get shot at too. Listen, did that guy give you any more grief after I pulled out?”

“How do you know it was a guy?”

“For my money it has to be this Stuart. He trails your dame home and hangs around and tries to scratch me from the card. Listen, watch yourself. That guy’s a killer. You better go slow. Don’t do nothing till you hear from me. I got a tip to run down.”

“What kind of tip?”

“I can’t give out now. I’m in a pay booth in a drugstore. Listen, this Stuart is on the prowl for me. I get back in D. C. last night and head for my room, and I see some guy hanging around across the street. So I duck into an alley and watch him, and it’s this Stuart. So I lam out of there. So I got to stay on the lam until the heat is off. In a couple days if it looks safe I’ll get this new dope to you.”

“Forget it,” I said. “I’ll cross off the two hundred bucks. Peddle your dope sheet somewhere else.”

“Okay,” he said. “But don’t you and the Missus go snooping around on your own. This guy’s a killer. He — jeez, what was that!”

“What is it, Jake … Jake!”

His voice came through again, hoarsely, “Jeez,” he said, “a guy just looked in the front window. I think it was this Stuart. Listen. I got to lam out the back. Don’t take no chances. I’ll buzz you when it’s safe. I — ”

Something clacked in my ear and the line went dead. I flashed the operator, but all I could get was a sing-song “Num-bah pul-leez.” I hung up. Even if I could coax a phone company supervisor to trace the call, it wouldn’t do any good. If something was going to happen to Jake, neither the cops nor I could get there in time to be of any use, except maybe as pallbearers.

All this time Arab had been listening over my shoulder, breathing like a tame locomotive. “I didn’t hear it all!” she cried. “What’s happening?”

“Jake’s in trouble. Not just with something laughable like the law. Stuart’s tailing him. Jake called from a pay booth and had to scram. He says he has some dope as soon as it’s safe to contact us, and for us to lay off meanwhile. Where’s my cap?”

“Where are you going? Take me along, Andy, please!”

“I’m going to ask about industrial diamonds and scratches on steel, and then I’m going to this Georgetown address Jake gave me. The address of the woman whose husband received the collection from Europe. I want some answers, fast. This thing is getting too hot. And you’re staying here.”

“Andy, no!”

“Yep. Right here. Stuart won’t be back, so I want you here where I know you’ll be okay.”

“All right,” she said wistfully. “You go ahead, then. And stay away from trouble.”

“The warning came too late,” I said, kissing her. “The guy in question is already married. So long.”

I turned right from our house onto the high-crowned road that leads to the main highway, a mile distant. Somebody with either a sense of humor or a lot of civic pride lists our road on maps as “improved.” In a way, of course, it is an improvement over hacking your way back to civilization with a machete. The clay surface was still damp from the thunderstorm early the previous night, and I had to pick my way carefully from one lonely patch of crushed stone to the next. As I went along I began to worry about Kit Hawley. If Stuart was trying to discourage competition, he wouldn’t stop with Jake. He would go after Kit too. I should have asked Jake what time he arrived home last night and found Stuart waiting. It might have been very late. Maybe Stuart had still been around last night when Kit ran out of our house.

Where our road sidles into the main highway, there is a small settlement, and the terminus of a bus line. A bus was waiting. Only four drivers make this final stop, and I had come to know them fairly well. I sat down beside the driver to pass the time until the bus left, and an idea tiptoed into my head.

“Al,” I said, “by any chance has a redhead been riding your bus out to here, lately?”

“You mean a redhead … woo-woo?”

“Yeah. You couldn’t miss her. Don’t give me that honest-husband look. Neither could I.”

“Since you put it that way,” he said, “I rode her back three days ago on the six-twenty p.m. trip. She had on a white sports suit and a black scowl. I said hello and almost hadda walk home.”

“I was hoping you’d seen her last night.”

“Johnny rode her out last night on the seven-twenty from Twelfth and Pennsylvania. Clayton rode her out three days ago.”

“You boys have a pretty good intelligence system.”

“It only works on redheads, blondes, and brunettes. Whatsa idea, Captain, you in the market? You got a blonde would keep most guys scrambling.”

“She does,” I said. “I got as much yen to play with fire as the C.O. of a shell-loading plant. This redhead came to see us and — ”

He said hopefully, “She gonna live out here?”

“No. Who rode her back to D. C. last night?”

“I was hoping for it,” he said. “I had the ten-thirty schedule outta here, and the owl trip. But I didn’t hit the jackpot. One of them wolves musta got the break. I ain’t had time to check with them yet.”

“When does your owl trip leave here?”

“One a.m.”

“And the trip before that?”

“Clayton had it. Eleven-thirty last night.”

“She left our house,” I said slowly, “between eleven-thirty and midnight. She couldn’t have made Clayton’s bus and she didn’t make yours. I wonder if she got a pickup?”

He looked startled. “Gosh,” he said, “there wouldn’t usually be any cars on your road around then. And only a few on the highway.”

“Maybe I ought to check up on her.”

“Maybe you ought. Lot of wolves around these days. You might think so many extra dames would cool them off, but it don’t work that way. That’s a bad time of night for a pickup.”

“That’s what I was thinking. I’m going back to the house and do some phoning.”

“Let me know,” he said.

I got out of the bus and started walking back, keeping to the right side of the road; if I tried to check both sides at once, I might miss something. The rain had swept the road fairly clean, and apparently only three cars had used the road since the rain. No new footprints showed on my side of the road.

When I reached our place I began snooping around the front gate, trying to stay out of sight of the house. If Arab caught me at something as fascinating as this, it would take more than her promise to restrain her. It might take a straitjacket. On the road side of the gate I found plenty of footprints: mine and Jake’s and the milkman’s and postman’s and maybe Stuart’s. I also spotted the marks of the high-heeled shoes Arab had worn last night. Kit had worn low sports shoes with her slacks. Their prints ought to be easy to identify. They … ah!

Just beyond the gate was a narrow print. Just the sole mark, dug in at the toe as Kit ran. It gave me a guilty feeling to remember that she had been in my arms five seconds before she made this print. I would never live that down … and it was highly unfair. Kit would just as soon have left this footprint on my face.

The next two prints skidded sideways as she swung right onto the road. For the next thirty yards there were only sole prints, still tipped down at the toe. Then she stopped, maybe to listen for pursuit, and finally walked on. I followed slowly, bent over. I began to feel pretty good. Back in the Pine Tree Patrol, as a kid, they had had a joke that I couldn’t trail a railroad if they showed me the tracks. It had been a wonderful joke, good as new every Saturday hike. They ought to see me now. They would be sorry about the way they had acted. There would be a ceremony around the campfire and the scoutmaster would get up and say: “To Andrew Blake, Captain, Army Air Corps, by authority of the Scout Commissioner, we award this honorary merit badge in … in …” What had it been, now?

My thoughts strayed away from the campfire and blundered into a haunted house. This was no boys’ game of crossed sticks and bent twigs and three stones piled on top of each other. The footprints in front of me weren’t out of the Boy Scout Handbook. They were the prints of a girl walking toward danger. Toward Stuart. He had been waiting for her. I knew it. I knew it because the gamble of a pickup was so slight and because Stuart wasn’t a guy to miss a chance like this and because the skin on the back of my neck was shivering. And I knew where he had been waiting.

Last night Stuart must have come by auto and parked close by, out of sight. His car hadn’t been near our place to the south, however, or we would have seen it while marching Kit back to the house. That left only the road to the north, up which I was walking.

There was a perfect parking place about four hundred yards from our gate: a clearing in the underbrush, partly curtained by vines and big enough for one car. It might have been a turn-around in the days when our road was a two-rut wagon trail. I followed the footprints toward it. The sun was hot but it didn’t warm the back of my neck. The footprints reached the clearing. And suddenly they tried to sprint.

I didn’t really need the evidence of the tire marks, but there they were in case I was interested. A car had turned into the clearing soon after the rain, judging by the splash marks, and had come out some time later.

Kit’s sprint had only carried her a few yards. A wide-soled print leaped out to meet hers. Then there was a wild dance of footprints. It was ghostly. You stared at the prints and half listened for sound effects. There should have been a scream lingering in the air, the quick scrape of leather on clay and gravel, a thud. But only this record of frightened jitterbug feet remained.
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I GOT down on hands and knees to follow the pattern more carefully. The mud immediately ruined my pants, but it didn’t matter. I wasn’t going downtown after all, because this would give me more evidence than I needed. I crawled slowly, watching the marks of the narrow footprints become fainter … fainter …

Then, without warning, the next footprint, six inches from my nose, sprouted a high-heeled shoe and a slim bare ankle.

My nose almost made a print of its own. I looked up slowly, observing a slender leg with a flicker of muscle under warm toasted skin. By the time my glance reached kneecap level I was feeling brave again. The only real danger in a leg like this is the kind a man usually runs to meet.

“You might at least,” Arab’s voice said, “give a low admiring whistle.”

“Gosh,” I said, getting up, “you certainly startled me.”

“I didn’t notice you taking to your heels.”

“My duty was to stay and investigate.”

“My hero.”

“You certainly get around. The way I’m always meeting my wife you might think I married a harem.”

“If you had, you wouldn’t be meeting this wife.”

“Where did you come from?”

“I saw you prowling around our front entrance, and followed you. Honestly, darling, you’ll never be a great hunter. You’d track a wild animal right into its clutch.”

“I’ll risk it,” I said, “as long as they’re wild blonde animals. Listen. I’ve figured out what happened here.”

“So have I. Kit came down the road and Stuart’s car was hidden here and he grabbed her and they fought. What are you going to do about it?”

“Call the cops. Right away. And this time I have plenty to go on. You can’t talk me out of it.”

“But what happened after they fought?”

“He threw her into the car and drove off. You can see the prints ending right beside the tire marks.”

“Yes, darling, I do see. And I’m curious. Her footprints still show. That means she wasn’t dead or unconscious. The prints are evenly spaced, so she wasn’t struggling at the end. She walked to the car by herself.”

“Quit it, will you? Let me call the cops.”

“Why did she walk?”

“He had a pistol at her back.”

“Then he must have had a. pistol right at the beginning, but it didn’t keep her from struggling.”

I said sullenly, “I want to call the cops.”

“You’ve been so close to the ground that you haven’t noticed things, Andy. What about those scraps of paper beside that bush?”

I looked where she pointed, and saw some torn white bits of paper just beyond the tire marks. “Some picnicker left them,” I said. “Or they were thrown out of a car and blew in here.”

“The paper is dry, darling. Did somebody hold a picnic here after that rain early last night? How did the scraps stay so close together if they blew in here?”

Just at that moment I couldn’t think of the answer. I watched glumly as she collected the scraps and began to play jigsaw puzzle. I growled, “She wrote an appeal for help while battling for her life.” Arab went on with her piece work. I tried again. “That,” I said, “is the mort-gage on her old homestead. He threatened to foreclose it.” Arab paid no attention. I said mournfully, “I want to call the cops.”

Arab fitted the last piece into place. “The cops,” she said, “have apparently been called already.”

I peered down, and gasped. Kit Hawley’s photo was printed on the scraps of paper. It was the sort of photo that movie and stage and night-club press agents put out by the thousands, showing girls with half-closed eyes looking at you over a bare shoulder. But there were two unusual things about this photo: (a) she looked slightly bored, not provocative, and (b) it isn’t usual to find glamour on a poster captioned WANTED FOR BURGLARY.

The sheriff of our own Manassas County, Commonwealth of Virginia, wanted Kit, and had one hundred dollars that said he meant it. The reward seemed silly. Either you would grab a girl like her without charge, what with the law being willing, or you wouldn’t turn her in for ten grand:

The sheriff explained in solemn black type that “the above is wanted on suspicion of burglary on the nights of June 26 and June 28 within this jurisdiction, during which she is alleged to have stolen valuable antique weapons and thereafter attempted to dispose of same to a dealer in antiques.”

Arab said triumphantly, “What do you think of that?”

“Kit ought to sue,” I said. “Just look at that description. Katherine Hawley … even mispelled her name. Red hair, gray-brown eyes — they’re green, as I remember — 5'5", 125 pounds. I know you can’t expect poetry on a wanted poster, but he could at least have spiced it up a little. He could have put in her right weight, which is around one fifteen, and bust and hips and waist measurements and — ”

“Maybe,” she said coldly, “the sheriff didn’t have your inside information.”

I chose to play dumb. It was safer. “I could have told him,” I said innocently. “She has about a thirty-inch bust and hips and a thirty-five-inch waist.”

“I wish she did, darling. She would be able to pass for a barrel. And I wish you would try to fib more convincingly.”

“Me? Fibbing?”

“You know perfectly well she has about a thirty-five-inch bust and hips and a twenty-six-inch waist.”

“Is that good?”

“Good, heck,” she said bitterly. “It’s darn near perfect. I could almost be glad she’s in this mess … except that it’s a dirty frame-up. Jake said something about it last night, didn’t he?”

“Uh-huh. He said he planted a few long red hairs and a compact with Kit’s fingerprints and a few other items in the last few houses he burgled.”

“But how did the sheriff get all this information? You could look at red hair and fingerprints all night and get nowhere, unless Kit’s fingerprints were already on file. And if she has a police record, they’d have one of those numbered full-face and profile photos, wouldn’t they?”

“You’re catching on,” I said, wondering how much she had guessed. “If she had a record, they’d have police photos and would use them.”

“But Jake couldn’t have left her photo and name and description when he burgled those places. That would be too obvious.”

“I’ll give you a theory.”

“Go ahead.”

“Remember I said a theory. It needn’t be the right one.” I was picking my words carefully, because I didn’t want them to bounce back at me later. Arab would never forgive me if she could prove I held out on her. “Cops,” I said, “aren’t much on deduction. They get results by leg work. If I were a cop, and a burglar with long red hair had stolen antique weapons, I’d start making the rounds of pawn shops and antique stores. I’d ask if a woman with red hair had tried to pawn or sell antique weapons lately. If I kept up the leg work, by and by I’d come to — ”

Arab broke in, “To a shop in Alexandria run by a man named Stuart!”

“And he’d say yes, a redhead was in a few times trying to sell old pistols, and maybe he’d even identify them from the descriptions the cop had of the stolen articles.”

“Let me do it,” Arab cried. “He’d give them her name and description and maybe say she attracted him and they had a few dates and here’s the snapshot she gave him. Or maybe he’d say she was a dancer and perhaps the Star or Washington Post might have a picture in their files from her night-club days. And later when the sheriff got out these notices, that man Stuart took one from a post office — you can see where the thumbtacks tore away — and after he grabbed her last night he showed her the poster and said she’d better do what he wanted, or else. And now you can’t call the police, can you?”

“Well, no. Jake’s the only one who can prove it was a frame-up. We don’t know where he is, and probably he wouldn’t testify anyway.”

“We heard him sort of confess doing it.”

“Courts don’t admit hearsay.”

“But we’ve got to do something! I feel sorry for her. Andy, please get busy.”

I collected the scraps of paper. “Okay. I’ll go downtown and get more facts. First I need a clean outfit.”

We walked back to the house and I changed clothes and Arab almost wept, thinking how I was going to rescue Kit and probably Kit would be grateful and couldn’t I just rescue Kit up to a certain point and then let somebody else get the credit? I promised to try, and started downtown once more.

My first stop was at The Pentagon, where I went to Arab’s branch in the Office of the Chief of Ordnance and got the name of an Ordnance major who was said to be an expert on steel and machine tools. I walked to his office, a quarter-mile away. His secretary sent me in. He was a big guy, built along the lines of a pig of iron, and just as I entered he was lifting his desk up and down one-handed.

He flushed a little, lowered the desk as if it had been a cigar box, and said, “Come in, Captain. Caught me trying to keep in shape. They tell me I rate an exercise afternoon once a week but I never have time to take it.”

I introduced myself, and we shook hands. It was like feeding my hand to a hydraulic press. After I got my fingers sorted out again, I pulled a sealed envelope from my pocket, tore a hole in the corner, and shook the eight crystals onto his desk.

“I think these are industrial diamonds,” I said. “Can you tell me anything about them?”

He got out a magnifying glass, pulled his desk close to the window, and studied the crystals. “This one’s from a lathe, I think,” he said, pushing it aside. “These five were probably taken from the tips of cutters. And these two, well, they came from some kind of high-precision machine tool. They’ve been hand-lapped, very beautifully, too. Where’d you get them, or is it hush-hush?”

“It’s not secret. As far as I know there’s no military angle. I found them hidden in a bullet for an old-fashioned percussion pistol.”

“What do you know! Let’s hear about it.”

“Major,” I said, “if I told you the whole story it would take an hour, and you wouldn’t believe it. I don’t believe it myself. My wife bought an old pistol at an auction and a lot of wild things started happening. Unfortunately, my wife likes things to happen. Unfortunately, she’s on leave from Small-Arms Branch and has time to coax things to happen.”

“Small-Arms Branch,” he muttered. “Name of Blake. Is your wife a blonde? Look about sixteen?”

“That’s right.”

“I got it!” he said, pounding the desk until I expected it to turn into firewood. “She’s the girl who broke up that loose-talk gang a year or so back. You too, of course. Don’t mean to take credit from you.”

“Go right ahead,” I grinned. “I just tag along after her. She does the shooting; I’m the muzzle brake. What are these diamonds worth?”

“Most of them, five to fifteen bucks each. Industrial diamonds aren’t worth a fortune. Two bucks a carat, maybe, in rough form. The workmanship is the important thing. Hard to say what these two — the hand-lapped ones — are worth. Lapping is extra-fine polishing, if you didn’t know. I think probably they were lapped to specifications for a particular machine tool. Can’t tell what they’re worth away from the tool. Might have to replace the whole tool, if they were set in the tool and then the whole business lapped. You might get thirty bucks for the bunch. But it might cost the owner of the machine tool hundreds of dollars, and a long delay, to replace them. You don’t know where they’re from?”

“Not yet. I’ve got some other questions too, Major. Why would a man scratch the barrel of an old pistol with an emery wheel? Why would another person make a file mark on the same pistol?”

“You got me,” he said. “Using a file is just screwy, unless the person was trying to remove a mark of some kind. And you don’t need an emery wheel to tell you that old-time pistols were made from low-carbon steel. That’s the only kind of steel they had in those days.”

“You mean an emery wheel can tell you things about steel?”

“Sure. Not too much, but enough for quick analysis, Look. A lot of steel stock of different types is piled in a yard. Maybe the markings have blurred, or you don’t trust them. You need a certain type to fill an order. So you test the stock with an emery wheel.”

“I’m just an amateur, sir. Can you spell it out?”

“It’s all a matter of the kind of spark you get. Certain kinds of steel give you differently shaped sparks. From high-carbon steel you’d get a lot of little stars. Low carbon steel gives you fewer stars, more long streaks. That is, I think so. I’m rusty on it. Then there’s the colors of the sparks. Hanged if I can remember them right now, except that low-carbon would give you a very yellow spark. Got a book on it at home. I’ll bring it in tomorrow, if you like, and you can borrow it. Got any theories why they’d want to test these old pistols?”

“Only one,” I said. “And it’s not good. You could spot a faked antique pistol that way, from what you tell me You could find out whether the barrel was really old, or modern.”

“Not if they faked it by using modern cold-rolled steel, which has about the same low-carbon content as old time steel.”

“Well, anyway, I’ll come in tomorrow for the book, if I may.”

“Fine. I’ll have it here.” He paused a moment, then added wistfully, “If this business of yours gets hot and you need a strong-arm guy, give me a yell.”

“When my wife goes after trouble,” I said, “I usually don’t have breath to yell. But thanks for the offer.”

I went down to the Concourse and caught a bus to Nineteenth and C, and transferred to a trolley going to Georgetown. On the way I tried to make sense out of the facts I had. What, I asked myself, did you get when you added emery wheels and diamonds snatched from machine tools and antique pistols worth a crime one minute and a dime the next and a redhead who picked up hot dope in Italy and a crook like Stuart and a tipster like Jake? The answer was: you got a headache. I couldn’t work out the full story from the facts I had, just as Arab couldn’t have figured out the WANTED FOR BURGLARY poster if she had found only a third of the pieces. Maybe a few bits were in Georgetown, waiting to be collected.

Jake had given me the address of a Mrs. Wainwright on M Street in Georgetown. Her place was a small white colonial house, as exquisite as if put together by a cabinetmaker instead of a carpenter. I took a moment to admire the fanlight over the door, then tapped the worn brass knocker. It made a sweet, resonant sound, like tapping the sound box of a violin. There was a patter of feet, and the door opened. A tiny old lady looked out at me. She had smooth pink cheeks and a snowdrift of hair.

“Mrs. Wainwright?” I asked.

“Why, yes.”

“My name is Blake. I came to you for help on a private matter I’m working on.”

She said, “Please come in, Captain Blake.” Then her lips trembled a little, and she added, “You aren’t trying to cover up bad news, are you? About my grandson?”

“Oh no. Do you have a grandson in the Army?”

“In the Twentieth Bomber Command, those great big airplanes. He’s a gunner. I just had a letter from him yesterday, saying he had polished off two Zeros. I’ve been worrying about him. What does he mean by Zeros? And why do they have him polishing them?”

“They’re Jap fighter planes, Mrs. Wainwright. He shot them down.”

“My! Think of that boy polishing off two Zeros! It seems very impressive. Of course I know it wouldn’t seem that way to you because — ”

“It’s very impressive,” I said. “The only thing I’ve polished off is the seat of a Pentagon swivel chair.”

She patted my arm and said gently, “I know how you feel. The way I do when they only take a half-pint of my blood at the Red Cross.”

I followed her into the living room and sat in a Chippendale double-chair. The mahogany arm felt like velvet. “I haven’t any right to bother you about this matter,” I said, “so please stop me any time you want. Your husband was an antique dealer, wasn’t he?”

“Yes. We had a shop downtown on F Street for about thirty years.”

“Sometime in the past few years did he receive a collection of twenty-five old pistols from somewhere in Europe?”

“Isn’t that odd,” she said. “You’re the third person who has asked about that collection recently. The other two were here, one about four months ago, one about five.”

“The first one was a red-headed girl and the second a leading man type with a Gable mustache. Right?”

“Not nice like Mr. Gable, though. How did you know?”

“Mrs. Wainwright, I’m afraid I can’t explain. All I can say is that something valuable came over with those pistols.”

“I knew it,” she said calmly. “My husband and I both knew it. But we never received the letter that was to explain everything. And by the time the collection arrived my husband had died suddenly and we had paid a great deal of money for the collection and I couldn’t find anything and I had to sell the collection piecemeal. It was quite a loss.”

“Would you tell me all about it?”

She rocked in a frail old ladder-back chair, and said, “My husband and Greg Allison grew up together. I liked Greg so much. He was such a happy little man. He went to Czechoslovakia after the last war, to help build their industries. He was an expert on metals. I think he did research. He was very successful and married a Czech girl and apparently took out Czech citizenship.”

“Why do you say apparently?”

“Because he had such trouble trying to get out, after the Germans broke the Munich Pact and took over the whole country.”

“What kind of work did he do?”

“He was head of a big laboratory. I think it did research in metals. It was in a big plant called Skoda.”

My skin tingled, and a few odd bits of the puzzle fell into place. The Czechs had made some of the best guns and tanks in the world at Skoda. It was one of the first objectives of the German columns that rolled into Czechoslovakia early in 1939. The plans for World War Two were ready, right down to the ACHTUNG! on proclamations for the walls of Warsaw and Rotterdam and Brussels and Oslo and Paris and London and New York. Skoda’s giant works had been given a big role in the German plans. Of course they wouldn’t let a Skoda research chief get away.

A picture of Greg Allison flashed into my mind. I could see a small elderly figure marching grimly through his plant, knocking the diamond points from gleaming machine tools. I remembered the Ordnance Major saying: it might cost a long delay to replace them. One man couldn’t stop the Panzer divisions, but he might delay them. Maybe, there at Skoda, a little guy named Greg Allison had stopped a Panzer division that had been scheduled for Dunkerque.

“Were you going to say something?” Mrs. Wainwright asked.

I cleared my throat, gulped. “He was a good guy,” I said. “Sometime I’ll tell you what I was thinking. He didn’t get out, of course?”

“I don’t think so. The last we heard from him was in June of 1939.”

“What about the pistols?”

“Well, Greg had always collected antique pistols. He used to write us about new ones he had bought. Of course, my husband being in the antique business, he knew enough about old firearms so that he and Greg had a mutual interest.”

“The twenty-five pistols, then, were ones Mr. Allison had been collecting for a long time?”

“Yes. He was trying to cover the history of hand arms in his collection. In April of 1939 Greg wrote that he could get out of Czechoslovakia, with his family, if he paid certain fees and fines amounting to twenty thousand dollars. He wrote that he had nothing left but his collection of twenty-five valuable old pistols. He could send them out of the country for sale.”

“Sure,” I muttered. “The Germans weren’t interested in old weapons. They wanted new ones — other nations could have the old-fashioned stuff. The Germans could always take it back later. But where was your friend going to get the twenty thousand?”

“From us. For the collection.”

“That’s a lot more than they were worth, even with — ” I stopped myself from saying “even with the diamonds.” There would be time enough to explain later, after the whole business was cleared up.

“We knew that,” she said, not noticing the way I had interrupted myself. “But for one thing, we would have done anything to help Greg. And for another, Greg got a hidden message across in his letter. He and my husband used to have a boyhood code. Not anything obvious, but just certain expressions that said one thing and meant another. They had both used it, just for fun, even after they grew up. Greg used a phrase, I forget it now, that meant he was sending hidden treasure.”

“And you sent the money?”

“Yes. It took us a month to get it because we had to sell things. We cabled it, and in June Greg wrote that the money had arrived and that the collection was on its way. There was a code sentence in his letter that meant ‘Wait for next message.’ The collection arrived in August, but I never received another message. Of course I wouldn’t have been able to translate one of their code messages anyway, because my husband died a little while before the collection came.”

“You didn’t get anything like twenty thousand when you sold the pistols, did you?”

“About four thousand. Some of the pistols brought quite a bit, and others very little. I had to start selling them two years ago, and the last one went this past winter. Do you want to know who bought them? I kept a list, but a few names are missing.”

“Did the red-headed girl, and the man, get the list?”

“Oh yes. Both of them took copies.”

I thought about that. Kit and Stuart had a four-month start on that list. There was no use trying to compete on that basis. “I don’t need a copy right now,” I said. “Maybe later. And you haven’t any idea what the ‘hidden treasure’ was?”

“None at all.”

“You’ve been very patient,” I said, getting up. “That collection owes you at least sixteen thousand dollars. Maybe I can get it for you.”

She escorted me to the door, and said, “Please don’t worry about it. I don’t need much. And I still have a few nice pieces of furniture I can sell. I wish you’d come back for tea, Captain, as soon as you can.”

“Thank you. I will.”

“And I’ll tell you a secret.” She stood on tiptoe and whispered in my ear, “You don’t have to bring sixteen thousand dollars to be welcome.”

On my way back to the center of town I discovered that it was almost three o’clock and that it had been a long time since breakfast. I went into a cafeteria. While I ate I sorted my new facts. Things were making a little more sense. A Skoda research expert had managed to smuggle something valuable past the Germans. He himself hadn’t managed to escape, or to inform the Wain-wrights what the smuggled thing was. But somehow the information had inched across the tortured map of Europe, until at last it was picked up by a red-headed dancer in a USO unit.

The answer to all this couldn’t be just the diamonds. Arab had seen twelve bullets in the case Jake had brought. If the diamonds in one slug were only worth thirty bucks, twelve slugs would be worth three or four hundred dollars. Even considering the fact that there had been twenty-five pistols in the collection, there couldn’t have been enough diamonds to start the present crime wave. The diamonds had merely paid expenses; something else was the jackpot. I had to find out why Stuart carried a pocket emery wheel, and why Kit Hawley carried a metal file.

But meanwhile another answer could be picked up nearby: the answer to the WANTED FOR BURGLARY poster. The scraps of the poster were in my pocket. I hunted through them and found the scrap carrying the address of the job press where they had been printed. It was on Fourteenth Street Northwest, only four blocks away.

I had explained to Arab how a cop might have gone in for leg work until he located Stuart’s shop and obtained a description of Kit and her photo. But I had been very careful not to say that I thought a cop had done it. If he had, he was a cop who could make Sherlock Holmes resign from the homicide squad and take a job walking a beat. Jake had said he planted a few long red hairs and a compact with Kit’s fingerprints and a few other items at several places he had burgled. So what would happen? Well, somebody would pick up the compact and say to the lady of the house, “Is this yours?” and there go the fingerprints. The red hairs would go out in the first vacuum cleaning.

Semi-pro crooks like Stuart and Jake would be likely to overestimate cops. They would think in terms of the F.B.I. running down public enemies. But in a minor crime like this, the most you could expect a cop to do would be to dust the window sills with fingerprint powder. And Jake couldn’t have faked Kit’s fingerprints on the sills. The way I saw it, the police didn’t even know that a girl named Kit Hawley existed. The poster was a phony … and I was going to prove it.


Ten

I WALKED to the job printing plant and spread the scraps on the counter and began sorting them. A man in a black apron poked his head into the office and said, over the clatter of a flat-bed press and linotype, “Be with you in a minute.” Then he saw what I was doing, and came to the counter.

“Oh yes,” he said, chuckling. “That poster.”

“Nice reproduction of the photo,” I said.

“You can’t go wrong with hundred-twenty screen on good paper. Did it go over good?”

“I don’t know. How was it supposed to go over?”

“Why, at the party! The crime party this guy was giving.”

“Was that the excuse for it?”

“Now wait, now wait,” he said. There was ink on his face, sticky roller ink, and he was starting to sweat black drops. “A guy came in here last week and got me to make up these posters as a gag for a party he was giving. You get lots of screwy jobs in a print shop. Is there something queer about this?”

“Uh-huh. There is a Manassas County, Virginia. There is a J. J. Copperthwaite, Sheriff. But there wasn’t any party.”

“What was it?” he asked hoarsely. “Blackmail? Framing somebody? What’s the Army in it for? Am I in a bad jam?”

“It’s not Army, and I don’t know whether you’re in a bad jam or not. Would you be able to describe the person who ordered these posters?”

“About five-four. Big ears. Skinny. He took an aspirin pill.”

I swore under my breath. It had been Jake. I should have known that Stuart was too smart to do any job that might kick back at him. “Could you describe him in court?” I asked.

“If I got to. Listen, what’s it all about?”

“I’ll let you know when I clear it up. So long.”

I walked down the street, trying to put myself in Stuart’s place. He had needed to get Jake and Kit out of circulation. I didn’t know whether or not he had had any luck with Jake, but he had taken care of Kit neatly. He had had the poster printed and then had showed it to Kit, either to frighten her into leaving town or into hiding. It had been a nice job, even down to the thumbtack marks on the corners of the poster. Not nice enough to fool Bloodhound Blake, though. I went into a corner drugstore, looked up the number of J. J. Copperthwaite, Sheriff, and called him. I was pleased with myself; any day now J. Edgar Hoover would be around, hat in hand, to ask me to lecture at the F.B.I. Academy.

The call went through, and a deep voice, soft and slow as molasses, answered. I asked for the sheriff.

“This is the sheriff, son.”

“My name is Blake,” I said. “Sheriff, would it be illegal for me to have a fake Wanted poster made up as a joke for a party? A poster using your name?”

“I don’t rightly know, son,” the voice drawled. “I might not like it but I’d have to find out if it’s again the law. What kind of Wanted poster?”

“One saying Wanted for Burglary, and with a girl’s photo on it.”

“Just any girl, son? Or have you some particular girl in mind?”

I decided that there was no reason to hide anything. It wouldn’t hurt to make sure that Kit was in the clear. “A girl named Katharine Hawley,” I said.

“That’s mighty interesting, son. I thought there was some connection. I had a call fifteen minutes ago asking if I had a poster out for a Katharine Hawley.”

My throat tightened, and swallowing was like trying to gulp dry shredded wheat. “Who was the call from?” I asked hoarsely.

“That’s another interesting thing, son. She said she was Mrs. Blake. Any kin of yours?”

“My wife. What did you tell her?”

“I told her I never heard of any Katharine Hawley. She hung up before I could ask what it was all about. I didn’t rightly think that was polite after — ”

“Sheriff,” I said desperately, “I can’t talk now.”

The slow voice sounded hurt. “You don’t,” he said, “want me to think all you Blakes are flighty, do you? Now just take a minute, son, and — ”

“Call you back,” I said, and hung up.

My fingers tripped each other hunting for ten cents, and I called our house number. I had taken Arab too lightly. I had held out on her about the poster, to make sure that she wouldn’t get into any trouble while I was gone. And she had thought about it until she became suspicious, and checked with the sheriff. Before taking Arab lightly I should have got myself in condition by kicking land mines around. The bell at the other end of the line rang and rang. I flashed the operator. She insisted she was ringing the right number. We tried again, and still there was no answer.

I gave up, and ran out onto Fourteenth Street. I had to get home fast. Arab had gone somewhere, probably hunting Kit. It was no use trying to guess where she had gone, but maybe she had left a note. I hailed a few taxis. It would have been a tough job at any time to coax a hackie to make the ten-mile trip to our house; most of them get a limited amount of gas daily, and under wartime regulations don’t have to accept long fares. But right now I didn’t have a prayer. It was after five, and the State Department and Treasury and the buildings along Constitution were pouring people onto the streets. Every taxi in sight was sagging on its springs with a full load.

After wasting five minutes I hurried to the Virginia bus terminal at Twelfth and Pennsylvania, and caught the five-fifteen. The long ride to the end of the line was slow torture. It was almost seven when I stumbled into our house. A note lay on the table in the living room. I read it, and groaned. Arab had written:



Darling — 

I have found out the most exciting thing about the poster. It’s a fake! And I have an idea where Kit may be! I’m not breaking my word because I only promised to forget the pistol business, and this is different. Sit tight and I’ll call you. Love me?

Arab



All I could do was wait, and walk grooves into the floor. Arab hadn’t taken our car, but she could have covered a lot of distance by bus in two hours. I played with the idea of calling the sheriff and trying to coax him to arrest Stuart. It wouldn’t work, though. I didn’t have anything on Stuart unless I could prove he had used the poster to intimidate Kit. To prove that, I would have to find Kit. To find Kit I needed to find Arab. That brought me right back where I had started.

At eight o’clock the phone rang. In my state it sounded like a fire alarm. I knocked over a chair and a table lamp, and reached the phone before the lamp hit the floor. It smashed just as I lifted the receiver.

“Oh!” Arab’s voice said. “What was that?”

“A man here went nuts,” I snarled. “They’re sending guys in white coats for him. He says his name’s Blake.”

“Darling, you mustn’t get so upset about me.”

“I’m not worried about you. I’m worried about me. The Army may feel I didn’t go nuts in line of duty.”

“I’m awfully sorry, Andy, but I had to do it. I called the sheriff and found the poster was a fake and I couldn’t let Kit stay in a jam like that. Listen.”

Another voice came on the line: a soft contralto, with a purr in it like a cat asking to be stroked. “Hello, darling,” the voice crooned. “This is Kit. I’ve decided to withdraw my charges against you.”

“What,” I growled, “were the charges? Orderly conduct?”

She laughed mockingly. “Don’t worry,” she said. “I’ll be good from now on. I’ve decided that your girl friend is okay. So she can keep you. Go ahead and crawl back into cold storage.”

Arab wasn’t on the line but I could hear her say, “You couldn’t get Andy away from me even if you hitched him to a prime mover! And furthermore — ”

“Oh couldn’t I?” Kit asked.

Apparently she put the phone down and there was a funny click and for a moment I thought the connection was broken. But then I heard a faint crackle of voices. I couldn’t catch many words, but it sounded as if flame throwers would be more civilized. I yelled and yelled into the transmitter until I won a little attention.

“Would you mind,” I asked, “calling off the atrocities long enough to tell me where you are?”

“I thought you knew,” Arab said. “We’re calling from that man Stuart’s place.”

I tried to keep my voice down to a scream. “FROM WHERE?”

“From Stuart’s house. It was the logical place for him to take Kit. Because of the poster, she thought the police were after her. But everything’s straightened out now. Don’t get excited. Stuart isn’t here.”

“And if he walks in right now you’ll make him go back because he didn’t yell here-I-come-ready-or-not.”

She giggled. “He won’t come. It’s only eight o’clock. He keeps his shop open until nine We were hoping you’d bring the car for us.”

“I ought to bring a padded cell. How do I get there?”

She described the route to Stuart’s house, in the country three miles south of Alexandria. “Please don’t drive fast, Andy,” she asked. “A quarter-mile before you reach his driveway the road hooks sharply left and there’s an old quarry filled with water to the right. I noticed it walking up here. It isn’t fenced very well and of course it’s a back road and has no lights.”

“Okay. It’ll take me twenty minutes. I’ll blow the horn three times, and you come out. Don’t keep any lights on in the house, just in case.”

“All right, darling. Bye.”

She hung up. I shook my head sadly, wondering how she had ever lived so long. I started to replace the phone … and suddenly my nerves began tingling like live, wires. Arab had hung up, but the circuit was still complete. Somebody was listening.

If the connection had been broken there should have been a dial tone, or an operator cutting in to say number please. There was only silence. It wasn’t a flat absence of sound, but the vibrant silence of a dark room where somebody is waiting, holding his breath. Waiting to jump at you. I held the receiver to my ear for what seemed like hours. All I could hear was my body making all kinds of noise. My heart sounded like a grandfather’s clock in a haunted house. My knuckles squeaked as they tightened around the phone. A gulp went down my throat like a death rattle. And then, across the miles of wire, I heard the sigh of breath being exhaled and the faint click of a receiver. The dial tone came on.

I lowered the phone into the cradle and pried my fingers loose. Either Stuart’s phone was a party line, or it had an extension. I remembered hearing a funny click just as Arab and Kit started squabbling. That had been somebody picking up another phone and getting on the circuit. Whoever it was, the listener had heard where Arab and Kit were, and what they were doing, and when and how they were going to leave. I grabbed the phone book and looked up Roy Stuart. My hand started shaking so that the print blurred.

Both his home and his shop had the same number.

I dialed the number. A thin voice said, “This is the Antique Shop.” It was Stuart’s elderly clerk.

“Is Mr. Stuart there?”

“He just left,” the man said. “Maybe if I run out and call … ohhh, I can see him going down the street. He’s running. I could never catch him or make him hear if I called.”

“Where did he go? This is important.”

“Oh my. I don’t know. He rushed out in an awful hurry, and all he said was close up at the usual time. He left his car at a gas station to have the oil changed, and I suppose he went there to get it, but I don’t really remember the name of the station except that it’s down the road a half mile and — ”

“Then was he going home?”

“Maybe he was. I don’t know. He just came rushing out of his office in the back, where I am now answering the phone, and …”

The voice fluttered on and on. It sounded almost tearful, as if the clerk was afraid he would be blamed for Stuart missing an important call. I said, “His home phone has the same number as this, doesn’t it? Isn’t it just an extension of this line?”

“Oh yes. Or this is an extension of his home telephone. I don’t really know which. It costs him something extra, but then he can take shop calls at home when the shop is closed.”

“How long would it take him to get home?”

“Four or five minutes if he drove fast. The road isn’t good. But it will take him five or six minutes to get to the gas station and get his car. If you want to call him at home in a little while just tell me and I won’t answer the ring here. My, though, it might be somebody else wanting the shop, don’t you think, and if I didn’t answer Mr. Stuart would think I slipped away early and — ”

“Thanks,” I said. “Go right on answering the phone. I won’t bother calling his house.”

I hung up, got out my watch, and laid it on the table. Nine minutes to go. Maybe it had been sheer horrible luck that made Stuart pick up his shop phone to make a call while Arab and Kit were on the line. Maybe dialing from one of his phones made a clicking noise in the other, and he had heard the clicking when Arab called me. I didn’t know and it didn’t matter. All that mattered was that he would arrive at his house in eight minutes and fifty seconds. I thought of dialing the sheriff, but if anything was going to happen nobody could get there in time. Calling in the law might also get Arab and Kit into another kind of jam. Stuart could deny the poster business and yell frame-up. I had to get Arab and Kit out of his house quietly, and in eight minutes and forty seconds. There was only one chance.

My fingers spun the dial again for Stuart’s number. When the clerk answered, I asked in a falsetto voice, “Do you have any antique Persian rugs for sale?”

“No mam,” the clerk said. “We only have furniture and weapons and a little china and glass. Not rugs. If you — ”

“Thank you so much,” I caroled. “Sometimes antique shops do have rugs, don’t they? Goodby.”

I hung up, stared at the watch. Eight minutes ten seconds to go. I waited until the second hand reached the bottom, and called again. This time my voice was gruff and deep. “Joe?” I said. “Listen, Joe. Is that friend of yours from WPB coming over for poker tonight?”

The thin voice at the other end of the line protested, “This isn’t anybody named Joe. This is the Antique Shop!”

“If you’re not Joe,” I bellowed, “whatcha doing on this line?”

“Oh my. You must have the wrong number.”

“Hah! You musta answered the wrong phone. Get offa line!”

“Y-yes sir,” he quavered, hanging up.

I listened for a moment, then hung up also. Not a nibble so far, but it was almost too soon to hope for one. I was fishing. My bait was the jangling of a phone bell and I was trying to catch a girl’s attention and make her curious. Every time the phone rang in the antique shop it rang in the darkness of Stuart’s house. Of course Arab and Kit wouldn’t answer it. They would never suspect that I was calling. They would assume the call was for Stuart, and let it ring. But if the phone rang a few times, was silent for half a minute, rang again, and kept up that process for a while, they might begin to wonder what was happening. They might suspect that it was either an old-fashioned party line or an extension of the phone in Stuart’s shop. Maybe some women can resist dropping in on a party line, but I was gambling on the chance that Arab and Kit couldn’t.

I called again, using a Southern accent and asking for Mistuh Stuaht. It wasn’t a good accent, but it didn’t have to be. I wasn’t dealing with a sharp guy who would get suspicious, or with a man who would get angry at being disturbed so often and who would leave the phone off the hook. I could depend on the worried old clerk running to the phone each time.

That call drew another blank. Sweat came out on me like a million tiny itches. Less than six minutes were left. The second hand seemed to be going faster every minute. I cursed it. I should have called the cops. Maybe a radio squad car had been within striking distance. I should have taken the chance. It was no more a long shot than this plan of mine.

It was time for another call. In a flat nasal voice I asked the clerk to take a message for Stuart. It was hard to keep my voice steady. It didn’t want to be steady; it wanted to come out in gasps.

“Tell him to pick me up a Brown Bess musket,” I said. “One with provenance back to a Committee of Safety. Just tell him Mr. Saltzer called. Got that?”

“Oh yes, Mr. Saltzer. He’ll do his best. Thank you, Mr. Saltzer.”

Still no results. Stuart’s big yellow convertible would be roaring along back roads by now. Maybe he would push the car too hard. Maybe something would go wrong at one of the turns, or where the road hooked sharply left and the quarry waited for a skid. I knew even while I was thinking about it that I was kidding myself. Nothing would happen to him. The yellow convertible was slipping toward the house as smoothly and inexorably as the little second hand was circling its race track.

I made a sixth call, and this time my shaking fingers got me a wrong number. I tried again, messed up the number before I was half through. Three minutes. I had to spend some of that on myself. I got up and walked around the room, forcing air deep into my lungs. After a few moments the urge to scream and smash things vanished. My thoughts became clear and chilly. All I could do was my best. If it wasn’t good enough, and if something happened to Arab and Kit, the urge to smash things could wait until I got Stuart.

I returned to the phone and dialed the number correctly. When the clerk answered, I said, “This is Mr. Saltzer again. I just happened to think, if he can’t find a Committee of Safety musket I might take one with a Tower proof mark.”

“I’ll tell him that,” the old man said. “You can trust him to — ”

A faint click tapped my eardrum. I might have missed the sound if I hadn’t been tensed for it like a sprinter waiting for the gun. I wanted to cheer. The nice old guy’s voice was still prattling on.

“Just a minute,” I interrupted, dropping my voice to normal. “You want to be sure that hold on Arab the linchgate on the cuttlebin isn’t hold on Kit indented too deeply or else the skirm won’t for God’s sake hold on in case I want to display it, don’t you think?”

“You … you’d better talk to Mr. Stuart about it,” he faltered. “I don’t know too much about weapons.”

“Okay,” I said. “Goodby.”

“Goodby,” he said, and his phone clicked into its cradle.

I waited two seconds, then snapped, “Arab! Kit! Who’s there? This is Andy.”

Arab’s voice answered shakily, “Andy, what is it? Why haven’t you started? How did you get on this connection? The phone was ringing off and on and I was curious and picked it up and — ”

“Don’t talk,” I said. “Just listen. Stuart’s shop phone and home phone are extensions of each other. He caught our first call, everything from the time you were scrapping with Kit. He’s on his way home now. At the latest he’ll be there in a minute and a half. Maybe in ten seconds. Are there woods around the place?”

“Yes.”

“Hit for the woods. Work your way slowly and quietly to the road near his entrance. I’ll drive by. I’ll dim my lights twice. Jump into the road when you see that. Got it?”

“Yes, Andy.”

“Okay. RUN!”

The distant phone crashed into its holder, and I raced out to our car.


Eleven

IT WAS already quite dark. Overhead the stars flickered like fireflies. The motor of our green coupé cleared its throat, coughed. I jammed the gas to the floor. The engine spluttered almost hysterically. It was eight years old and had sixty thousand miles under its fan belt, and it wasn’t used to treatment like this. I found myself screaming at it to forget it only had six lousy cylinders and to act like a real car for orice in its life. Sure, I know machines haven’t any souls. I know the coughing was probably just a clog in the feed line. But all of a sudden the spluttering smoothed out and the engine drowned my voice in a soaring howl. I slipped into second. The little coupé scuttled out of the driveway and took the corner in a spray of pebbles.

Eight miles lay before me. I drove and drove and then looked at the speedometer and saw I had covered exactly eight-tenths of a mile. It almost made me crazy. I didn’t get any sensation of speed or progress.

It was like the time Arab was hurt playing field hockey and I had to kill four hours waiting for the hospital verdict. I stumbled into a movie to try to dope myself, and sat tensely while things I didn’t understand happened on the screen. It was like that now. I sat tense and motionless while trees and the road and occasional houses flickered on the windshield. The white cones of the headlights sucked these things toward the car the way a candle flame draws bugs.

Leesburg Turnpike leaped crosswise at me and then made a quick pivot and streamed along underneath. I was getting into the country behind Alexandria now. Four miles to go. Two minutes later I spotted the back road that would lead to Stuart’s place, and swung the wheel until the back road started flowing toward me. It was rough. The coupé started bucking and I eased up on the gas and things began to seem real again. I glanced in the rearview mirror. Ordinarily, if you give a car the works in the Washington area, you can pick up a big enough tail of cops to qualify for a parade down Pennsylvania Avenue. Tonight nothing would have made me happier than a cop. So of course there was nothing tailing me but dust.

A mile to go. I slowed to thirty. Arab and Kit ought to be hiding just off the road near Stuart’s entrance by now, and there was no use roaring up like a bomber and letting him guess the score. Maybe he wouldn’t get tough. But if he was a really dangerous guy, it would be suicide to match my green coupé against the hundred-odd horses in the yellow convertible. I could play this safe and avoid a lot of grief. Stuart was likely to be searching his house right now. If I drove quietly, he would never know I had cruised past his entrance. He would never — 

I shivered. A nasty thought oozed into my mind. Just suppose Stuart wasn’t letting me do his thinking for him. What if he didn’t quite figure things this way? He knew our original plans. He could recognize my green coupé. Just suppose he decided to let the girls wait in the house while he prepared a reception committee for a guy named Blake. If that was the way he had figured I might be getting awfully close to winning a military funeral. Because I was within half a mile of his entrance and — 

Light slapped me across the eyes. Slapped so hard that it hurt. The rearview mirror was ablaze with reflections. Another car was swooping up on me from behind, its headlights boring into the night like muzzle blasts. For a moment the reflections blacked out the road. I hunched low and squinted, and the road came back into focus just in time. Fifty feet in front of my wheels the road hooked sharply left. Straight ahead was a white fence, and blackness. My headlights leaped over the blackness and fuzzed on distant trees. This was the quarry turn Arab had described.

I spun the wheel, cursing the dope who was roaring up behind my car. At his speed he would be passing me on the curve. I tried to hug the far edge to give him room. The guy was an idiot. You might think he was trying to break his neck. His horn blared and I gave up two more inches and the roar of his motor tightened my skin and he started passing. And suddenly I knew he wasn’t trying to break his neck.

He was trying to break mine.

A flash of yellow glinted to my left, and I tried to kick the brake pedal through the floor. The tires let out a startled yowl, then the big yellow convertible smashed into me. He almost handled me like a polo pony riding off a hobby horse. But I had spoiled his timing. In the split-second while my tires scorched the road, he shot ahead just enough to save me from a broadside smash. His car slammed into my front fender. Every bolt and nut in the little coupé screamed. My car teetered, skidded at the white fence.

I grabbed the door handle. For a sickening moment the door stuck. Then my car hit the fence and the shock helped fling open the door and I tumbled out. The ground landed on me like a giant fly swatter. Sunsets flamed in my head. I rolled over and over, trying to dig in with hands and feet and elbows. Another shock stopped me. I lay gasping, and then from below came a hollow splash, and tentacles of water reached up and stroked me and slid quietly back.

I was on the topmost of three shallow ledges cut into the quarry wall. Ten feet out and thirty down, ripples were oozing across the scum on black water. Each one mounded the scum before it burst. Somewhere below those ripples the last gulps of air were rising from a little green car. It had been a good buggy. If the smooth old tires hadn’t grabbed willingly at the road a few moments ago, if the door hadn’t flipped open at just the right time, some of those rising bubbles would have been mine. I got an impression that some thing once alive and friendly was lying down there.

Probably I was drunk with concussion. It would have been smarter to have crossed off the car as so much dead metal, and to have checked on the expiration date of my collision insurance. It would have been brilliant to have thought of my life insurance. Because I was closer to collecting that.

As I stared groggily down at the water, twin fingers of light swept past a few feet overhead, swung back, halted. A third leaped down on a long angle. It was so close I could have touched it. I jerked back. Rock jabbed my shoulders and I flattened against it. The spotlight couldn’t quite get into my corner. I held my breath and wondered if he would edge the yellow convertible closer. A few degrees more angle and the light would tag me. The spotlight fanned the quarry minute after minute without locating me. Then I heard the crunch of feet.

He stood at the edge of the quarry above me for some time. Every few seconds he threw rocks at bits of scum that might be covering a head. He made a slow circuit of the rim, and when he reached the other side I could see him plainly. It was Stuart, of course. He lobbed rocks with his right hand while his left held something that picked up long oily gleams: a pistol. He didn’t know how lucky he was that I didn’t have one. It didn’t really matter, though. His luck was only good for this one performance.

At last he went back to his car. The spotlight gave the quarry a final quick frisking. The idling motor of his car began putting out a soft deep hum, and tires whispered away on the road. It would have been nice to have played it safe and stayed right there. But I had to take a chance on a trap. It might not take him long to find that Arab and Kit had escaped. He would realize that they must be hiding somewhere along the road, waiting for me.

I scrambled up over the quarry rim and wobbled to the road. A quarter-mile away, a red taillight was swinging left into what must be a private driveway. Once I had run the quarter mile in sixty-one seconds for The Episcopal Academy, aided by the fact that a Penn Charter kid two steps behind wanted to smack me in the nose for bumping him at the first turn. I set out to beat that record.

The first stride almost made me yell. There was no more spring in my legs than in a pair of stilts. Each time my feet pounded the road it felt as if I had jumped from a second-story window. Little aches spread through my muscles and joined into big aches. Fire started to smolder in my lungs. I slowed to a walk. Then, up ahead, a horn beeped softly three times. That was the signal I was to have used, originally, to bring Arab and Kit from the house. When they didn’t rush out, Stuart would know something was wrong and would start moving fast. Maybe to search the house. Maybe to search the roadside. I forced myself to jump out of some more second-story windows.

By the time I reached the driveway my legs felt like the stumps of legs. But I couldn’t take time to feel sorry for myself. The driveway cut straight through woods for fifty yards, ending in a small circle touching the porch steps of an old house. The door of the house was on a line with the straight part of the driveway. Stuart had parked his car, motor running, on my side of the circle. His headlights glared at the house, and would have prevented anyone inside the house from discovering that the car was a yellow convertible, not an old green coupé.

Apparently Stuart had dodged to the side of the porch, keeping out of the light, and had crept to the front door. He was there now, flattened against the house beside the door, waiting. It was a picture frozen out of a nightmare. The house looked sallow in the glare. The grass was a bright fevered green, not really like grass, but like the scum on the water-logged quarry. Nothing moved. Not even a moth fluttered in the cones of light. The figure by the door looked like a bug clinging to a whitewashed wall in a cellar.

I ducked back from the driveway and scouted along the road. Every few feet I stopped and called softly, “Arab … Kit.” No answer. I crossed the entrance to the driveway to check the road on the far side. The tableau had changed. The lights still glared at the darkened house, but no figure waited by the door. I ran along the road, calling softly, frantically. No answer. Bushes hunched close to the road and once in a while they stirred faintly. With every passing moment there was less chance that Arab and Kit would step out from the rustling bushes. If I kept on much longer the rustle might be Stuart.

Then a bush shivered violently five feet away and panic screamed along my nerves and I ran, swerving to make myself a poor target. I sprinted for ten yards and swung into the underbrush and hit the dirt. Nobody came after me. I lay still for a minute and began to get mad. I was hitting the dirt an awful lot these days. If I kept on, the worms would want me to take out a union card. I made myself get up and sneak through the woods toward the bush that had shivered.

As I reached the bush, a rabbit hopped out and looked at me. It was too dark to be sure, but he seemed friendly. That was an improvement over the worms; I was being received in better circles. Maybe with a little more practice I could get myself mistaken for a man. I groped through the woods toward the house and soon reached the lawn. The car headlights were still glowing. Stuart was not in sight. The house was dark and silent, and as I stared at it I became more and more certain that Arab and Kit were inside. Something had gone wrong and they had been trapped.

The big house in front of me was as frilly as a lace valentine. It had been built back in the days when both carpenters and dressmakers went in for embroidery. Every inch of the bald silvery wood of its eaves and gables was hung with wooden crochet work. I circled the place slowly, keeping in the shadow of bushes and trees. Once a white curtain moved in a second-story window, but the window was open, and I couldn’t decide whether the curtain had been stirred by a breeze or a hand. I went around again to the rear and crept toward the kitchen door. I reached it safely, tested the knob. It was locked. I began sneaking around the house close to the walls, hunting for an open window.

Halfway to the front I stopped. The bottom half of a window was at head level. It hadn’t been washed in a long time, and on the outside of the glass was the print of a hand and an eerie blob where a face had pressed against the pane. I peered into the room, and as my eyes got adjusted saw the dim outlines of chairs, a couch, a desk. A telephone sat on the desk. I started to move on, halted as a ghostly light angled through the doorway. It moved up and down, probing one side of the room. Then it probed the other side. Finally the light moved into the room and began a slow, careful search.

It was a flashlight with weak batteries, and behind it was Stuart. He moved like a cat on a night’s prowl, stopping to sniff, to listen, to look. He was taking no chances. He had made certain that nobody was flattened against either side of the doorway, within the room, before he entered. He kept changing the relative position of his body to the flashlight. Sometimes he held it far out at one side, then he would switch it to the other. A person in front of him would have found the flashlight a poor aiming point, and he wasn’t letting anyone get behind him. He finished searching the room, went out. I could dimly see a pair of heavy doors closing, and hear the click of a lock. Nobody would get back into the room to hide.

I moved to another window and saw the light begin its goblin dance in a library. Nobody was waiting for Stuart inside that doorway, either, so I left the window. Arab wouldn’t be hiding in closets or under furniture. If she wasn’t beside the doorway, ready to swing a poker or a milk bottle, she wasn’t in the room. I raced around back and to the other side of the house, and couldn’t find an unlocked window. It was just as well; with Stuart locking doors after his search, a first-floor room might be a dead end.

There was nothing to do but try the front of the house. Forsythia bushes screened me until I nearly reached the porch, and then I passed the last bush and the beams of the car headlights hit me. I shivered. Moving forward into the glare was like forcing myself to wade into icy water. The lights turned me into a blind target, and I didn’t dare switch them off because that would warn Stuart. I reached the porch, shinnied over the rail and dropped to hands and knees. There were four windows … all locked. The front door was locked.

I studied the flat porch roof and saw that on each side it overhung the porch too far to be reached from the railing. In front the overhang was not so bad. It looked as if I could stand on the front rail and grab the edge. Of course that meant standing on the rail in full silhouette, with the car headlights behind me. If Stuart happened to glance outside at the wrong moment, I could stop worrying about that appointment to have my lower left wisdom tooth pulled. I took a deep breath, climbed onto the front porch rail. My fingers could only hook two joints over the edge of the roof. It wasn’t enough. I jumped.

My fingers caught, held against the jerk of my body. For a moment I swung like the pendulum of a creaky old clock. A shadow swung with me. It was a huge grotesque thing that slid across the porch floor and up the wall and into a front window. I could see the blob of its head and shoulders swaying insanely on a papered wall inside the house. The muscles of my arms had no more power than so many cotton strings. My stomach shriveled, and seemed to be trying to creep behind my spine. I dangled like a dummy at bayonet practice.

Something creaked inside the house. It was a small noise, but a screech couldn’t have sounded worse. The shock of it went tingling up my arms, and I fought my way up and up until I got first an elbow and then a knee hooked over the roof and finally made it. An open second-story window was ten feet away across the flat roof. I crawled over the sill and inside, expecting a flashlight beam to skewer me any moment.

When nothing happened I stood up and tried to look around. I could feel a leather chair and a smooth table, but I couldn’t see. The roof blocked the headlight beams. I started across the room. My throat was like an old woolen sock. Three people were in this house besides me, and each was likely to take a crack at me first and hold the post-mortem later. It would be no more satisfactory to be knocked off by Arab than by Stuart. I had no idea how to warn her to take it easy. I. felt forward slowly, and suddenly a chill leaped back from my fingertips. Out in the blackness they had touched something cold and deadly.

My fingers had jerked back after the contact. I ordered them forward again. They didn’t want to go. They wanted to crawl into my pockets. They inched forward like a small boy obeying an order to clean up the neighborhood bully. The way my hand was perspiring, you might have thought it had tear ducts instead of sweat glands. My fingertips touched the cold thing again, delicately. It was a steel blade. I stroked it gently to avoid upsetting whoever was holding it. The edge was so sharp that it sang a high faint note under my fingertips. I moved one finger lightly along the blade trying to locate the hilt and felt a sting of pain and a cross-piece at the same moment. It made me sore. I grabbed at the hilt.

My hand closed over rounded ivory. Nobody was holding the thing. It was wired to a wall of the room. I traced the snaky blade down from the hilt. Near the point it separated into a pair of curved fangs. A thought stirred in my memory. This was a mate to the East Indian torture sword I had seen in Stuart’s shop.

I explored the wall and located a fighting ax, a spiked war mace, and a fat dagger that apparently had a pistol barrel concealed along one side of the blade. All were securely wired to the wall; it would be difficult to remove them noiselessly.

The sword episode had taught me a lesson. I was being too cautious. I had been so afraid that somebody was holding the sword that I had cut myself on it. My job was to find Arab without getting tagged by Stuart But if I concentrated too much on ducking him, Arab wouldn’t know I was in the house and might swing at me. She was likely to be holding something knobby when she swung, too.

A plan popped into my head. It would win no prizes at a convention of thinkers, but it was workable … if Stuart was still downstairs. That was the big chance I had to take. He ought to be downstairs. I had watched him long enough to estimate that he should just be finishing his slow search of the library. If my estimate was wrong, I would soon be getting a transfusion … with embalming fluid. I edged into a corner of the room and crouched and got out matches and a cigarette. I struck a match. The light almost paralyzed my eyes, but I managed to start the cigarette glowing. I stood up on shaky legs.

A mirror glinted nearby. I moved in front of it, dragged hard on the cigarette. A face jumped out at me. Not a complete face, but a sketch in crimson highlights. It looked like me, though … I hoped.

I moved slowly toward the door, taking quick drags. If I got away with this, the cigarette people ought to mob me for indorsements. There would be Blake in four colors on the back of a national magazine, leaning nonchalantly against the nose of a B-29. I would be saying: It was the best cigarette I ever smoked, and it made my nerves lie down and purr like kittens. That’s what I would say, and then the Federal Trade Commission would grill me, and I would have to admit that my mouth and throat were so dry that the smoke tasted like sulphur. As for a cigarette calming my nerves, right now they would have sneered at morphine.

The cigarette ad business was nonsense, but thinking about it helped me to get to the doorway. Probably it was a defense mechanism set up by my mind. It helped me to forget the aching blackness beyond the doorway and the way the reflection of my cigarette tip slid along the steel horrors on the wall. It helped to dull the memory of Stuart’s soft voice saying: A most interesting one, Captain. It is an East Indian torture sword. You would pick and scrape the victim with the jagged points until you wearied of it, then behead him.

My shoes touched bare boards in the hallway. I slid along close to the wall, where the boards were not so likely to creak. The house was like a big animal holding its breath. My left hand touched the lintel of a door, and I swung into the room. The glow of the cigarette mirrored on white tile and on chromium fittings. It was a bathroom, empty. I returned to the hall. The cigarette burned my lips and I had to light a new one from the stub. I moved forward again.

The cigarette pulsed red and dark, red and dark. The glow leap-frogged ahead of me each time, eddying in the darkness like a faint pink mist. I was getting used to it now and could make out a few feet of floor and wall at each red pulse. Ten feet from the bathroom loomed another doorway. It was like a black upended coffin set against the paler walls. My heart knocked as if it needed a carbon and valve job. I stepped into the black rectangle. My lungs ached, snatching quick fierce drags of smoke. Something whisked past my face. Whisked so close that a cylinder of ash tumbled from the cigarette.


Twelve

I FROZE. I couldn’t do anything. It might be Stuart. It might be Arab. I took a drag on the cigarette that scorched my throat … and then an arm reached out and grabbed my waist and a slim body began shivering uncontrollably against mine. I bent and kissed warm hair. Lips fumbled softly up over my chin and fluttered like wings on my mouth.

“You bum,” she whispered chokily. “You big bum. Here I am waiting to be murdered, and you come strolling down the hall smoking a cigarette. Don’t you know Stuart’s here?”

“Sure I know,” I whispered. “Keep holding on. I may slip to the floor any moment.” Her arms tightened, and something dug into my ribs. I said softly, “Ow!”

“Oh dear. I forgot. Did it hurt you, Andy? It’s a South Pacific war club, set with shark teeth.”

“Take it away,” I said. “The shark isn’t dead yet. It bit me.”

“Oh Andy, I came so close to hitting you I’ve got the shakes. I was horribly afraid, anyway, because I’ve never hit anybody except with a hockey stick, and that was accidental. I saw a shadow step into the doorway and I started a swing and then the cigarette glowed and something made me shorten the swing. It would have hurt, wouldn’t it?”

“I don’t believe,” I said, “there would have been any pain.”

“Oh, but I wasn’t using the edge. I was using the flat side. Don’t be angry with me, Andy. I’m so terribly glad you got here.”

She hugged my waist again. It was a curiously thorough hug. I whispered, “How many arms are you using?”

“Two. Why?”

“It feels like three.”

There was a flurry of motion around my waist. Arab hissed, “Stay away from my husband!”

A cool husky voice murmured, “Can’t a girl go window shopping?”

“I suggest,” Arab said, “the cheaper stores.”

“Stop it!” I snapped. “Are you two crazy, starting a fight now?”

Kit came so close to me in the darkness that I could feel the warmth of her body. “Fighting!” she whispered scornfully. “Your girl friend couldn’t fight. She’s soft, worrying about using the flat of that club on Roy Stuart. She wouldn’t let me have it. I’d have used the edge.”

I groped around until my fingers closed on Arab’s arm and Kit’s shoulder. “Shut up!” I said, and shook them. It startled them into silence and gave me a chance to listen for Stuart.

The house was quiet. Not quiet enough, though. There was a stirring against my eardrums, as if vibrations too soft to be heard were lapping against them. Then, far away, a click sounded. It might have been a key turning downstairs in the library door.

“He’ll be coming up in a minute,” I whispered. “One extra word from either of you and I’ll shake your finger waves straight. Just answer questions. Why didn’t you get out of here?”

Arab said, “I put down the phone after talking to you and saw an awful white blob pressed against the outside of the window. It was that man Stuart’s face. He didn’t realize I’d seen him. His face disappeared and we didn’t know where he’d gone and he might have been waiting at any door or window we used.”

“The chances were all in your favor, though.”

“No they weren’t. Kit sprained an ankle last night, wrestling with him on the road. She can hardly hobble and she wouldn’t go with me. It was her fault we didn’t try it.”

“My fault, phooey,” Kit said. “You’re the one who wouldn’t go. I told you if you went first and ran as fast as you could, I’d follow.”

“Let me get this straight,” I said. “It sounds as if Kit wouldn’t go because she’d be holding Arab back, and Arab stayed because she wouldn’t desert Kit. I thought you two disliked each other.”

“You put it the wrong way,” Kit said. “I wanted her to scram because her company bored me.”

“I stayed,” Arab said, “because if anyone breaks her neck I want it to be me.”

I gave them a warning shake. “Did either of you think of calling the cops?”

“No,” Arab said. “We knew you were coming.”

I groaned. Any sensible person, knowing that, would have called for the marines, too. “Has anybody a gun?” I asked.

“There are barrels of guns,” Arab said, “all over the house. Pistols and flintlock rifles and blunderbusses. It’s his warehouse. None of them have powder or bullets. What’s wrong with this war club?”

“Its range,” I said gently, “is a trifle short … when you consider that Stuart has a flashlight and a pistol.”

“Ooooooh, I thought we had him on lights, Andy. I took all the fuses out of the fuse box. Is it a good flashlight? I haven’t seen the glow of it downstairs.”

“The batteries are weak. But it must give him ten feet of safety. And he’s coming very slowly and looking everywhere. We’ve got to figure out a way to make him careless.”

“Look,” Kit said, “suppose I sneak down the hall toward the back of the house and groan or something and maybe he won’t stop to look in this doorway and — ”

“Won’t work,” Arab said. “He knows you can’t run. He can let you wait until last. I’ll sneak down there and scream and Andy will smack him as he goes by and — ”

“And,” I said, “I’ll miss and he’ll shoot me.”

“Are you afraid?” Kit asked softly.

“Certainly I’m afraid. What’s that got to do with it? Now listen. We have to do this so you two get away even if things go wrong. I sneak to the bottom of the third floor stairs, just across the hall. When Stuart gets up here, Arab screams not to come any closer or she’ll kill herself. She’ll jump out of a window. And then I run upstairs and he thinks it’s Arab and sprints after me and as soon as he passes this doorway you two slip downstairs and grab his car and beat it. And when he gets to the top of the third floor steps I turn and slug him. Okay?”

“Your number elevens,” Arab sniffed, “are going to sound alluring on those stairs. Anybody can tell the sound of high heels from the sound of men’s shoes.”

“High heels!” Kit breathed. “My mules!”

“Of course!” Arab gasped. “Quick. Take off your shoes, Andy.”

“What do you mean my shoes; have you gone nuts?”

“She’s wearing mules,” Arab said, “because of her bad ankle. It’s a pair Stuart keeps for his girl friends. They’re open toe and open heel, so you can get them on. Quick!”

“They’ll come off!”

“We’ll tie them on. Hurry.”

I sat down on the floor and fumbled with the laces of my shoes. Hands patted over me in the darkness and took off my necktie and somebody ripped off the cloth belt of her dress. I got out of my shoes. Hands tripped each other coaxing my feet into the mules. My toes ached as they were forced down through the straps. Finally they squeezed into place and I could feel hands wrapping my necktie and the cloth belt in a crisscross under my insteps and around my Achilles tendons.

“There,” Arab said. “Try standing up.”

They helped me to my feet and let go and I almost went on my face. All of a sudden I had grown two inches and it was like balancing on the side of a canoe. “I’ll never make it,” I groaned.

“Sure you will,” Kit said. “You’ve got to. You — what’s that!”

We had all heard it. Far down the steps a creak had sounded. Not the friendly creak of an old house easing into a more comfortable position, but the squeal of a board under somebody’s weight. I began sliding across the hall. For a moment I swayed sickeningly, unable in the blackness to figure how to regain my balance. I started falling, but my body hadn’t moved two inches before it bumped softly into the staircase railing … and I was safe. I hung there, trembling, and listened to the creaks inching up the stairway. Then I moved back along the railing, learning how to balance on the mules, and found the steps to the third floor.

A cone of light suddenly groped toward us from the lower stairs. It oozed through the darkness like a yellow fog light in mist. The glow crept up to our level, fingered the railing and puddled across a few square feet of floor. Bits of dust circled in the glow like gnats. Sweaty gleams came from patches of varnish. I watched the light and my muscles turned into dough. I couldn’t get keyed up. Something was wrong with my heart; it was pumping in a heavy straining beat, like a steam engine trying to start a long string of freights. It went CHUFF … pause … CHUFF … pause … CHUFF … pause … chuffa-chuffachuffa chuff … pause … CHUFF …

A voice came from the lower stairs. It said, “I know you’re up there.”

I gripped the railing, hard. Each heartbeat was like a heavy push, trying to unbalance me.

Stuart spoke again. His voice was soft, almost caressing. “You needn’t be afraid,” he said. “It’s silly of you to hide like this. I wouldn’t hurt you.”

The stairs creaked and the light moved upward, slowly.

“I know you’re both here,” he said. “Captain Blake couldn’t get his car started and he decided to be sensible and called me and told me the whole story. Now you two be sensible.”

The flashlight was at the head of the stairway now, and its glow was seeping farther along the hall.

“We’ll just sit down and talk things over,” he said soothingly, “and then I’ll drive you home, Mrs. Blake, and — ”

Arab’s voice cut through his. “No,” she gasped faintly. “No.”

“But I’ll have to take you home,” he chuckled. “What would people think? What would Captain Blake say?”

“Don’t come any closer!” Arab cried. “Don’t! I can’t stand it! Please go away. I haven’t done anything. I …”

I got cold all over listening to her. Her role didn’t call for acting. It called for being scared, and the rising panic in her voice wasn’t faked. Maybe she was wondering if I would freeze and kick away our chances. The light crept down the hallway and Stuart murmured soothingly and horribly and Arab’s voice skirled up toward hysteria and I couldn’t move.

“I’ll kill myself,” she was crying. “I’ll jump out a window! Go back!”

The fuzzy far edge of the light was five feet from her doorway. I tried to get a deep breath and she was waiting for the sound of my heels on the steps and my feet wouldn’t budge and — 

And she screamed.

The sound ripped into my ears like a corkscrew. It shocked my heart into action, and I ran clattering up the steps. Everything happened at once. Arab stopped screaming and Stuart yelled and the flashlight wavered and his feet pounded along the hallway and a crash shook the house and there was a solid CHUNK and then yells and shrieks and gasps and thuds. They had tripped him.

I started racing downstairs. Below, and far back along the hall, the flashlight whirled crazily around on the floor, caromed off a baseboard, and halted, still glowing. A revolver glittered just inside the arc of light. A dark figure jumped toward the light, tripped, and fell in a tangle with two other shadows. I rattled down the last few steps and charged toward them. I might as well have charged into a brick wall. The next thing I knew I was on the floor. My head hummed like a set of musical glasses.

Somebody fell across me and rolled off and somebody else jumped on my stomach. I reached the wall and worked my way upright by leaning against it and teetered back toward the whirling shadows. It was like picking a fight with the paddles of a side-wheeler steamboat. Fists and elbows and knees and feet slammed me around. Once I would have fallen on my face if a roundhouse swing hadn’t propped me up in time. I tried to yell at Arab and Kit to stand back, but I might as well have tried to scream down a pair of noon whistles. I crouched, close to the wall, and groped at the shadows. I touched silk, and before I could yank my hand away a set of nails scorched across it.

Suddenly I felt gabardine. I yanked it toward me and swung a right hook. The second after it landed a blast of flame blinded me and my head was jolted by concussion. I wavered dizzily. When my head cleared, the house seemed achingly silent. For a moment I thought that something had happened to the others, but I saw a wild dance of shadows around the flashlight and realized that my ears had gone dead. I went in again, low and hard. Stuart had a second gun besides the one on the floor. I had to get it away from him, fast.

Somebody caromed off my shoulder and I felt gabardine again. I clawed at him, got an arm. It was the wrong one. A blow skidded off my head and the musical glasses began humming. I hung on desperately with one hand, groping with the other. My free hand blocked his next swing and I grabbed his wrist and swung my other hand over and locked my fingers over bumpy steel. It was the single-shot knuckle-duster. He kicked at me, slugged with his free hand. One of his hooks jarred my eardrums back into place. I could hear screams and yells and the clatter of feet. I hung on and hung on and hung on and finally got the chance I wanted and snapped his hand down and my knee up at the same moment. His fist split open on my knee like a walnut and the knuckle-duster rattled onto the floor.

If he had given me a shove, he could have forgotten me for the rest of the evening. I had taken a lot of battering, and I was dazed and I couldn’t get my feet set in the mules to do any real slugging. But he made a mistake. He locked an arm around my neck and yanked me close and threw choppy hooks with his other hand.

He didn’t have the hands for that six-inch stuff. I let him hold me up while I ripped rights and lefts into his guts. He sagged. His arm loosened. I took a chance and threw a high hard one and it splattered on his face. His head clunked on the wall. Then the mules got me. I started another swing and skidded and fell. It gave him a base on balls. His knees bumped against my head and I heard him running down the hall toward the front stairway. I staggered to my feet and yelled at the girls and for the first time got their attention and they didn’t try to trip me as I clattered after Stuart.

I had to head him off from his car. He might have another rod in it. I pitched wildly down the stairs, burning my hand on the rail, and reached the front door a dozen yards behind him. He raced toward the car, stretching his lead at every stride. Maybe he forgot that the motor was running and that he could get away fast, or maybe he didn’t like the gamble. Anyway, just as he got to the car, he glanced back, and swerved away toward the woods. I put on a sprint, still lost ground. I stopped and tore at the bindings holding the mules on my feet. They wouldn’t budge. Fifty yards away there was a crackling in the underbrush, and silence. I hobbled to the car and commented on this and that. If the paint job hadn’t been a good one it would have blistered.

The girls came slowly toward me across the lawn, Kit leaning on Arab’s shoulder and limping on her bad ankle. I should have been gallant and helped them, but I felt more like throwing banana peels in their path. As the headlight beams touched their faces I studied them hopefully. I didn’t ask much. One black eye apiece would have satisfied me. But aside from a few smudges they looked fresh and unbruised and happy.

“You let him get away,” Kit said.

“That’s nothing,” I said wearily. “You let me get away, didn’t you?”

“But Andy,” my wife said, “we were helping you. Oh, and look at your poor face!” She touched my face gently.

“Be careful,” I said. “Don’t cut yourself. I think somebody left her fingernails in my chin.”

“I do believe he’s trying to steal all the credit,” Kit said. “Look, Buster, if we hadn’t helped, what would have happened to you?”

“Less,” I said.

“But Andy,” my wife cried, “we didn’t hit you! You must be mistaken.”

“Maybe you’re right,” I said. “Maybe my brains got a little addled that time three right hooks hit me all at once. Of course, if you want proof, you might call in an expert to make a moulage of the footprint on my chest. It might turn out to be a six triple A.”

“Let’s see it,” Kit said, reaching for my shirt.

“Let his shirt alone!” Arab snapped.

“Heh-heh,” Kit said, slanting green eyes at me. “Her glance devoured the smooth white column of his throat. Go on, put your dream Daddy into turtleneck sweaters for all I care.”

Arab snuggled up against one of my better bruises, and said, “Pay no attention to her, darling. She’s vulgar. Andy, honest, we were trying awfully hard to help. You waited so long to run up those stairs and I was afraid you weren’t feeling well and so I gave Kit that war club and tripped him as he went by and she took a swing at him as he fell.”

“I shouldn’t,” Kit said, “have used the edge after all. I missed, and the darn shark teeth stuck in the floor and I couldn’t pull the thing loose.”

“Then,” I said, “I’m glad you used the edge. Get these mules off me, will you? If I ever start bending, I’ll keep going right on down.”

They knelt and untied the things. Arab had brought my shoes, and also Stuart’s flashlight and knuckle-duster. The revolver had been kicked somewhere, and she hadn’t been able to find it. She helped me into the shoes.

“Thanks,” I said. “Hop in the car.”

“What’s the matter with our car?”

“It couldn’t swim,” I said.

Her fingers dug into my arm. “The … the quarry?”

“Yep. He ran me into it. I was tooling along as innocently as a kid on a tricycle. I jumped in time, and watched him throw rocks at things in the water that looked like my head.”

“Andy,” she gasped, “I’m never going to let you leave me again.”

“Swell. But who left who this time?”

“That rat Stuart,” Kit said, “certainly plays mean. Let me go back for the club.”

“Get in the car,” I said. “He may know where to find another gun.”

Kit shrugged, opened the door, and slid to the middle of the front seat. Arab looked at her for a moment, then went around to the driver’s side and got in and shoved Kit over to the right-hand side.

“What’s the matter?” Kit murmured. “Isn’t Buster old enough to sit beside the big girls?”

“You may reapply,” Arab said, “when he’s eighty.”

“I’ll never be eighty,” I said, climbing behind the wheel.

“You will too,” Arab said. “When did you get that silly idea?”

“On our honeymoon. When I first started counting bullets by sound instead of sight.”

I wheeled the big convertible around the circle, roared down the driveway, and skidded into the road. There was no use taking chances. We had lost a couple of minutes talking and getting my shoes on, and Stuart might have cut through the woods to the entrance. The real estate around here was large and knobby, and I didn’t want any of it coming through our windshield on the fly. But nothing happened.

We hummed down the road. The headlights picked out a shattered white fence and blackness floored with the glitter of water. Arab took a peak, covered her eyes. I patted her. When we got into trouble together, she thought it was a romp. When I got into trouble on my own, she was horrified. I ought to teach her a lesson some time by losing one of those romps, except that I had never found one that was healthy to lose.

“Now that we’re all one happy family,” I said, “does Kit tell us what it’s all about, or is it still a guessing game?”

“Kit’s on our side now,” Arab said. “She told me everything while we waited for you.”

“I don’t know much more than you do,” Kit said. “It all started overseas when I was with this USO unit. I did a tap routine. We went up into Italy doing shows for the boys, and one day we hit a refugee camp.”

“What nationality were they?” I asked.

“I don’t know. You couldn’t tell. They just sat there at the show with big hollow eyes, never letting out a yip … even the kids. I guess I was an awful flop. I didn’t get anything you could call a hand.”

“I bet you were good,” Arab said. “I bet it was just that they had been kicked around so long, they were afraid to act happy about anything for fear somebody would take it away from them.”

“Thanks,” Kit said. “I never expected a bouquet from you.”

“I don’t really know why we’ve been fighting so much,” Arab said.

“Neither do I,” Kit said. “You’re the first girl I ever met who speaks my language. I wouldn’t give a worn-out girdle for the rest of them.”

“Isn’t it funny,” Arab said, “how you meet somebody and dislike them on sight and then find they’re pretty swell and — ”

“Look,” I said. “Give me the story, will you? Then you two can go off and start your sorority.”

“That’s a man for you,” Kit said. “Wanting all the attention.”

“Andy isn’t usually snappish,” Arab explained. “He’s been under a strain.”

I could have thrown a fit, but it wouldn’t have helped. There was a subtler method. “Okay,” I said. “No story from Kit, no dope about industrial diamonds or the mysterious print shop or the man from Skoda.”

“Andy!” my wife cried. “You found out things. Tell us!”

“Did you say diamonds?” Kit asked.

“I said diamonds.”

“He’s going to be stubborn,” Arab said. “You’d better humor him.”

“All right,” Kit said. “Where was I? Oh yes. Well, after this show, a woman came up to me. She didn’t speak English, but I got the idea somebody wanted badly to see me. We had a little time left, so I went with her. She took me to one of the Army tents they were using.”

“Why did she pick you?”

“It was just chance. This old man had asked her to bring an American, and it happened to be me. He was on a cot, and all I could see were big eyes and white hair and ridges that his bones made under the blanket. He was sick, poor guy. I don’t suppose he’d ever been big, but right then he must have been under a hundred pounds.”

A missing piece of the puzzle began sliding into place. “Would his name,” I said softly, “have been Greg Allison?”

Kit said, “You’ve been catching up with things, haven’t you? Yes, his name was Allison. Who was he?”

“Just a little guy. One of the little guys who stopped the Germans.”

“Oh.” Kit didn’t speak for a few seconds. Then she said, “You’ll think I was a dumb or that I didn’t give a hang. But he told me a wild story about being an American and spending years in a German concentration camp, and I didn’t believe him. He’d told his story to lots of people, and none of them had believed him. You see, there were hundreds of refugees in the camp and none of them had any papers or identification and they all told wild stories and wanted to get over here. How could I know his was true?”

“You couldn’t know.”

“Maybe if I’d believed him,” she said in a harsh voice, “I could have got help, and he wouldn’t have kicked off. It was pneumonia, two days later. He died in three hours. I’d been thinking about him and asked a Red Cross kid to look him up, and when she arrvied he’d just kicked off. Ever since I found out he was on the level, I’ve been wondering if a little hope might have kept him going.”

“Quit it,” I said. “You don’t have to be sorry for him. He’d done his job. What did he tell you?”

“Well, at first I had trouble understanding him in spite of the way he insisted he was an American.”

“He’d been in Czechosovakia twenty years. Enough to make his English rusty.”

“You found out plenty from Mrs. Wainwright, didn’t you?”

“Everything she knew, I think.”

“I didn’t. All I asked was had a man named Allison sent over a bunch of old guns, and where were they. Well, Allison had told me he’d sent these guns to a friend in Washington named Wainwright. He said something terribly valuable was concealed in the collection, and that Wainwright didn’t know about it. I didn’t believe that either. He did a lot of rambling and sometimes he seemed out of his head. He kept saying, test the steel, test the steel. It was all Greek to me. I forgot it the way the others had done, until I was back in this country and came down here five months ago on the promise of a night-club booking.”

“And then you remembered his story and looked up Mrs. Wainwright?”

“Uh-huh. Only I never would have looked her up if the night-club booking hadn’t fallen through. My routines weren’t fast enough. Maybe if you have the stuff to be a star, you don’t slow up around twenty-five, but I never had the stuff. So here I was stranded and had to wait for a guy in New York to wire me money.”

“This is none of my business,” I said. “I’m just curious. Did you tell Mrs. Wainwright about the terribly valuable something? Were you going to cut her in, if you found it?”

“Yeah, I’d want to cut her in. But I didn’t tell her anything. You get suspicious in my racket.” She laughed sharply. “I wasn’t suspicious enough, was I? I certainly picked the worst guy in the country when I spilled everything to Stuart. But I had to have help. I couldn’t locate those guns. So I looked for an expert and found Stuart.”

“People,” I said, “have spent hours telling me all about this. You and Jake Snyder and Mrs. Wainwright. They tell me everything … everything except the one bit of information I want. Now look. Take a deep breath. Get a grip on yourself. What is this terribly valuable something hidden in the collection?”

Arab sighed, and said, “She doesn’t know.”

“Why did he say, test the steel, test the steel?”

“He wouldn’t explain.”

“He must have said something more. Nothing makes-sense unless he did. A guy like Stuart would never get interested unless he knew what he was looking for. Was this valuable thing spread all through the collection, or just in one pistol?”

“Just in one. Allison kept saying, test the steel and you’ll find one that’s different.”

“And if you found it, what then? Was something special hidden in that pistol?”

“I don’t know.”

I groaned. I was ready to give up. Everything made sense up to this point and then went haywire. There was only one more question to ask. I almost didn’t ask it, because it didn’t lead anywhere. But I was curious. “Why,” I asked, “did you use a file on the barrels?”

Kit said, “I was testing the steel. So I could find the pistol that was different from the others.”

I let out a yell and nearly drove into the ditch. “Testing the steel! You mean you thought that up all by yourself? It wasn’t anything Stuart told you to do, back when you were working with him?”

“I thought it up by myself. What’s wrong with it?”

I was starting to shake with excitement. “You weren’t testing steel. You were just making marks. You don’t test steel with a file. You test it by chemical analysis. Or by putting it under stresses and strains. OR BY AN EMERY WHEEL!”

Arab gripped my arm. “You mean Stuart knew what he was doing?”

“Of course he knew! You saw books on steel in his office. And who could have told him what to look for?”

“My God,” Kit said. “I must have.”

“What did you tell him?”

“I don’t know! I can’t remember. Stuart kept asking me about things that poor old guy said and I tried to tell him all the ramblings and — ”

“Stuart’s no expert on steel,” I snapped. “You must have told him the important thing at least twice, maybe more. He’d keep coming back and asking, now did that guy in Italy really say this? You’ve got to think!”

“I … I can’t remember anything like that, except one thing. But that was just silly.”

“I don’t care how silly! What was it?”

“Quite a few times Allison would mention a heat of two thousand degrees and then would talk about testing the steel. Stuart asked me about that three or four times. But that was just silly, wasn’t it?”

I drove ahead silently for a minute. That was it. The last big piece of the puzzle was in place. No wonder bullets had been shrieking around my ears. If it was true, one of the hottest discoveries since the Bessemer process had been kicking around underfoot for a couple of years.


Thirteen

I STARTED to spell it out for them. “There are,” I said, “eight cylinders under this hood in front of us. You ignite a mixture of gasoline and air in the top of the cylinder. The mixture gets very hot very fast. Because it gets hot, it expands. As it expands it pushes the piston head away, and the piston rod turns the drive shaft. But the whole process depends on heat. Maybe the gas gets as hot as seven hundred degrees. Or eight hundred, I’m not sure: Do you know what would happen if the gas were as hot as two thousand degrees?”

“If I did it,” Arab said, “I suppose we’d have a repair bill. I’m just not clever about engines.”

“We’d have a repair bill no matter who did it. The steel of the cylinder walls would corrode and get pitted. Maybe melt. And all in a matter of minutes.”

Kit said, “I know a couple of booking agents you couldn’t melt with twenty thousands degrees.”

“I don’t understand what it’s all about,” Arab complained.

I snapped, “You two aren’t trying to understand! I’m talking about steel. A new steel! Steel that will stand up under two-thousand-degree heat. That ought to mean something to you.” I drove ahead angrily, waiting for apologies and gasps of awe and eager questions.

Finally Kit whispered to my wife, “I thought it was supposed to be diamonds.”

“I sort of hoped,” Arab sighed, “it would be a new gunpowder. That’s what you might expect in a collection of pistols, mightn’t you?”

“Sorry to keep you awake,” I growled. “I’ll try to make it sound important. If there really is a new steel that will take two-thousand-degree heat, and if Kit had the only hunk of it, she could trade it in for the Jonker Diamond and the Kohinoor and have enough left over to play marbles with pearls.”

“I think I’m getting interested,” Kit said.

“And,” I went on, “if Arab had some of this new steel, she could have the best guns in the world … because the steel would stand up longer, under higher explosives, than anything we’ve got.”

“Andy! Honest?”

“Sure. A gun is the same kind of internal combustion engine as the cylinder of a motor. One explosion pushes a piston. The other pushes a bullet or shell. But improving guns is small-time compared to what this new steel might do. Take a destroyer. It has Diesel engines — oil burners. The blazing gas from the oil heats water in a boiler. The steam from the water turns a turbine wheel that turns a shaft that turns the propeller. If you could send the blazing gas from the oil directly against the turbine wheel, you wouldn’t need hundreds of tons of boilers. But you can’t, with the steel we now have. The turbine wheel wouldn’t stand up under the high temperature of the hot gas. It would burn out. With this new steel — ”

Arab gasped, “But then in a car you wouldn’t need an ignition system or cooling system or pistons or valves and … and maybe I’d get smart about engines!”

“You could do it with planes and things too,” Kit said. “Less weight, more speed. Where do you learn all this stuff?”

“I read it somewhere,” I said. “There are gas turbines now, but they aren’t perfected. I read about some that will take a thousand to twelve hundred degrees of heat, by using tricky new steel alloys.”

“But Andy,” my wife said, “how do we know there is such a steel? All we have to go on is the rambling of a poor old sick man. What could he know about it?”

“He was only,” I said, “head of a Skoda research laboratory working on metals, and Skoda was only one of the best arms plants in the world. The Swiss were working on gas turbines before the war. They even offered designs to the British and Germans. Skoda would have known about it.”

Arab cried, “And Mr. Allison was doing the research on it for Skoda, and when the Germans began taking over he hid everything in one of those pistols and shipped them here!”

“Yep. I suspect that he turned out one pistol barrel using the new steel, and faked a patina and attached the barrel to an antique stock.”

“Oooooh,” Kit said. “And that’s why Stuart went around testing the barrels with an emery wheel! Listen, I swiped one from his house. We can do the same thing, Only what do we look for?”

“Sparks. Different alloys give you sparks of different shapes and colors. I’m getting some dope on it tomorrow. And we don’t have to be experts. We’ll get just one kind of spark from authentic old steel. If we get anything different, it has to be the new alloy.”

Kit said, “But Stuart’s tested twenty of those pistols already. Only five are left. Suppose he gets to the right one first?”

I spotted a name on a mail box beside the road, and turned into the private driveway beside it. “I don’t think he’ll have a chance,” I said.

“Where are we?” Arab asked, peering out at a white clapboard house. “I don’t understand. I thought we were going home.”

“I happened,” I said, “to see this address today in the telephone book. It fascinated me. A guy named J. J. Copperthwaite lives here.”

“That’s the sheriff,” Kit said sharply. “Look, am I really clear with the law?”

“You’re the only one of us who is.”

Arab sighed. “I knew this would happen. Andy loves cops. If I ever have trouble holding him, it’ll be when he meets a policewoman.”

I said, “The way you get us in jams she won’t want to hold hands with me. She’ll want to hold handcuffs.”

I switched off the engine, took the ignition key to prevent any nonsense, and walked to the door of the house. The porch light came on in response to my ring, and the door opened. An elderly man in shirt sleeves peered out at me. He was bald, and his head poked forward like a turtle taking a dubious look at the world.

“Sorry to bother you this time of night,” I said, “but I need help.”

He stared at my face, and said, “Son, you need help all right, but the doctor is down the road a piece.”

I grinned. “Do I look that bad, sheriff?”

“We-ll, maybe not. First off, I thought it could be a car smashup. Now I take a good look I see it was just you forgot to duck. I guess maybe you do want to see me. Son, would your name be Blake?”

“That’s pretty good. How did you know?”

“It wasn’t hard. I don’t want to take credit I don’t deserve. Lots of people can remember voices after hearing them on the phone. And I been thinking about you. I been thinking how you Blakes were mighty hasty people and could be heading for trouble. Come in, son, and let’s hear it.”

“The hastier half is in the car, sheriff. And we have a very hasty friend with us.”

“Bring them along.”

I called Arab and Kit, and introduced them. We went inside and sat on a sofa filled with horsehairs. It was as prickly as my conscience. I told him the story from the beginning. Some of the details brought reproachful looks from Arab and Kit, but I didn’t skip anything. I could understand the relief criminals feel when they spill the works.

After I finished, the sheriff sat silently for a minute, galloping his fingers on the arms of his chair. “Son,” he said mildly, “does it appear to you that you were a mite hasty here and there?”

I admitted that a person could get that impression.

“Does it appear to you that once or twice you might of given me a ring? It isn’t I like to drum up business, but when a man’s sheriff he kind of likes to hear about the local crimes.”

Arab said, “It isn’t Andy’s fault at all. He wanted to call the police long ago, and I wouldn’t let him. I said we needed more evidence.”

“Young lady,” he said, “I’m a reasonable man. I don’t insist on people producing a body before I’m ready to admit there’s been a crime. Well, I don’t want to draw too fine a point on it. Let’s just say you Blakes were hasty and let it go at that. I take it you two, and this young lady, are friends now? I take it you’re not charging each other with any little things like house breaking or assault and battery or larceny or carrying concealed deadly weapons or holdup at the point of a gun or reckless use of firearms?”

Kit said, “Did I do all those things?”

“Most of them. But I wouldn’t say your friends here would be more than one count behind.”

“It was just a misunderstanding,” Arab said.

“I must say I’m just as glad,” the sheriff sighed. “It would be a mighty confused case. Well, I better get busy. Your man Stuart is in the next county, but Jim Padgett over there is a friend of mine, and I don’t figure he’ll balk at going with me to serve the warrant.”

I asked nervously, “In some ways our case against Stuart is confused, isn’t it?”

Copperthwaite looked at me and his mild blue eyes narrowed. “I don’t have to worry about the confused part,” he said. “I want him for assault and battery by auto … with intent to kill.”

I shivered. Events had happened so fast since the quarry trouble that I hadn’t had time to think about it. The cold words intent to kill sounded more ominous, now, then the crash of fenders and the plunk of stones into the quarry had sounded an hour or so ago.

“What about his car?” I said.

“It better stay here, son. It’s evidence, and anyway you got no right to drive it. I’ll run you home, and we’ll pick up a warrant on the way.”

The sheriff got out his car and we drove to a judge’s house and I swore out the warrant. When we arrived home, it was nearly eleven. Home looked good to me until the sheriff made us stay in the car while he took a long slow saunter around the outside of the house, and then a look inside. He didn’t have to tell me what he was looking for. If I’d had our car and could have counted on getting hotel rooms, I would have had the girls and myself across the Potomac before you could say BOO.

He came back to the car, finally, and said, “It looks all right to me, son. Just take things easy.”

“You picked a fine way,” I said, “to get me to take things easy.”

He smiled faintly. “I don’t think you need worry, son. Just don’t wander outside far and keep away from lighted windows. Maybe I’m being too careful, but it won’t hurt. I’ll call you when we pick him up.”

“Are you worrying about that man Stuart?” Arab asked. “I’m sure he won’t bother us.”

“Maybe not, maybe not,” the sheriff said. “Only he seems a mite hastier than even you Blakes. I’ll be happier when we pick him up. If we miss him tonight and tomorrow, I want to plaster the story in all the papers, just so he’ll know who will be suspected if anything happens to you three.”

“If you need help worrying,” I said, “call on me. Don’t mind what my wife says.”

“She’s right, though,” Kit said. “Stuart won’t want any part of us from now on in.”

The sheriff ignored her. “If I had a spare man,” he said, “I’d leave him here. But it’s mighty hard to get a man these days what with the draft and war plant jobs.”

Arab said, “Andy is all the man we need.”

The bald turtle head swiveled toward her. “What I had in mind,” he explained, “was a man nobody will shoot at … except by mistake. Good night.”

He waved and drove off, and we went into the house. Arab and Kit sat me in a chair and brought iodine and mercurochrome and adhesive tape and enough bandages to stock a clearing station. They went to work, each on one side of my face. I was pleased to note that they were very friendly now. It was curious, though, that whenever Kit’s hands were being especially soothing on the left side of my face, iodine would set fire to a scraped place on the right side. They finished, and studied the results.

“I hadn’t realized,” Kit said to Arab, “that your side of his face was so badly cut and scraped.”

“It needed a lot of work,” Arab said. She laughed, and it was the kind of sound you get from tapping a full milk bottle. “Of course,” she added, “when you come right down to it, both sides of his face are mine. You don’t seem to have done much except stroke the side you were working on.”

“My side of his face was pretty good,” Kit said. “Don’t you think I ought to wash off some of the iodine and mercurochrome on your side?”

“Not at all,” Arab said. “I think I ought to put some on the other side. He might get tetanus.”

I growled, “Both sides of my face are mine and you know perfectly well I’ve had tetanus shots. Let me see how I look.”

“Let me take you upstairs and show you the guest room,” Arab told Kit. “Then we can have some coffee down here before we go to bed.”

They went upstairs, and I walked over to the mirror. At the first glance I almost yelled for the sheriff. A vicious-looking character was glaring at me. It was the right side of my face and it looked ready to go on the warpath. Arab had created quite an effect with iodine and mercurochrome. I turned the left side of my face toward the mirror, and saw that I didn’t look bad from that angle. Kit hadn’t used any iodine or mercurochrome. She had washed away the dirt, deftly hidden bruises and scratches with boric acid powder. The whole business was very mysterious and indicated that I might have missed a few undercurrents. But of course that was nonsense. Arab and Kit had become friends.

While they were upstairs, I checked all the windows and nailed the window with the broken catch into its frame. I pulled down all the shades. Like the sheriff, I would feel happier when Stuart was either in jail or when he realized that we had told the cops everything. One point to remember was that the three of us must not go outside in a group. If Stuart tried anything, he had to get all of us. That was a consolation. Or was it?

The girls came downstairs finally. They had changed into negligee, and the result was startling. Kit wore a long house coat that Arab had never liked and that she only used when painting furniture. The color was orange; not a sunset orange, but the harsh color of the priming paint used on iron fences. It reflected a sallow glow onto Kit’s face, and made her tumbled red hair look sick and rusty. Arab wore silver-gray tailored pajamas that hinted of cameo shoulders and slim flanks. Her blond hair looked like a candle flame in a breeze.

I stared suspiciously at them, wondering if all this was mere chance. Arab’s face was as shining and innocent as if she had just won a game of hopscotch. Kit was serene. I sighed in relief.

We brought our coffee into the living room. Arab sipped hers, and said, “I hope that nightgown is comfortable, Kit.”

“Yes, darling. It’s fine.”

“It always used to prickle me. But of course my skin is delicate.”

I asked, “What nightgown is this?”

“Well, Andy,” my wife said, “almost all my things are at the laundry, and I could only find a long flannel nightgown for Kit. She’s wearing it under the house coat.”

I frowned slightly. “You mean that horrible outing flannel thing you bought once to wear to a shipwreck party?”

“Why … why yes, I suppose so.”

She didn’t blink as I stared at her. The nightgown was, I remembered, a half-dozen sizes too big for Arab, but of course she had only bought it to wear over other clothes at the prewar party. It had drawstrings at the neck and wrists. It had no waistline and came down to the ankles. I remembered that, and also I seemed to recall that one drawer of Arab’s bureau was crammed with filmy nightgowns and sleek pajamas.

“I should have thought,” I said, “you could have fixed Kit up better.”

“It’s all right,” Kit said. “When you have to borrow somebody else’s clothes you can’t expect to look like a pin-up girl.”

Arab said, “I hope you aren’t too horribly warm.”

“I am a little warm,” Kit said. “But of course I wouldn’t want to go around with just a nightgown on, with Andy in the house.”

Arab giggled. “Andy won’t mind if you want to take off the house coat,” she said. “It’s an awfully warm evening, and in that nightgown …”

“Thanks,” Kit said. “Maybe I will.” She stood up and let the hideous orange house coat slip to the floor.

And Arab screamed.

Kit was wearing a black chiffon and satin nightgown that wasn’t much more than a half-dozen shadows held together by a few gleams. Arab had bought it two years earlier in the hope of shocking me. She had had to put it away, though; when she wore it she looked like a little girl dressing up in her mother’s things. The poor kid had hoped that the nightgown would bring a little wickedness into my life … and now it had.

Kit looked at me and smiled sleepily and coiled white arms above her head and yawned. It was like watching a black panther stretch. I tried to turn away my head, but my neck muscles were bruised from my scrap with Stuart, and it seemed likely that violent turning exercises would be bad for them.

“You swiped that when I wasn’t looking!” Arab cried.

Kit said, “It wasn’t doing anybody any good in your bureau.”

“It isn’t doing anybody any good right now,” Arab snapped. “Especially Andy.”

“Hey, wait,” I said. “It hasn’t shaken me that badly. I could still light a cigarette without giving myself a hot foot. I …”

They weren’t paying any attention to me. Kit said, “Maybe you thought you were getting away with something. Painting your side of his face to try to make him unattractive!”

“You were practically,” Arab said, “making love to the other side of his face.”

Kit said, “And the idea of handing me that horrible house coat and flannel nightgown. You’d have had him running from the house screaming.”

“You deliberately set a trap,” Arab said, “and coaxed me into it.

“Do you want this nightgown back?”

“Certainly I want it back!”

“Okay,” Kit said. “Here you are.”

“Goodby,” I said.

I got out of the room and upstairs before you could say Lady Godiva. I wasn’t being modest, just scared. In other circumstances I might have stayed to catch her act, because Kit was a fine example of what vitamins and hormones and calories can do when they put their minds to it. But the price for this performance seemed high. When I get rid of blood I like it to be to the Red Cross.

If they saw me leaving, they didn’t care. As I prepared for bed I could hear their voices through the closed bedroom door. I couldn’t distinguish words; if I hadn’t known they were talking, I would have said it was the crackling of flames working up to four-alarm size.

Some time later I was dozing and got the impression that either winter had set in or that Arab had come to bed. I awoke, turned over.

Arab sniffled, “You coward.”

“Who, me?” I said groggily.

“Yes, you. You were afraid to stay. You didn’t trust yourself.”

“And if I had stayed I would have been an unfaithful rat.”

“It’s only that I — I love you so much, Andy. I want to be sure of you. And now I don’t know!”

“Look: Kit’s quite a girl and I kind of like her and she has enough sex appeal to ward off chills, but I happen to be in love with you.”

“But … but Andy, you’ve never met a woman like Kit. How do I know you won’t have a — a mad moment?”

“My last mad moment,” I said, “was at age twelve in dancing class. There was a girl with lovely freckles. I kissed her on the cheek. She gave me a bloody nose. Since then I haven’t played around. Good night.”


Fourteen

BREAKFAST dishes were clattering when I awoke the next morning, and I could hear Arab and Kit talking. I went downstairs like a one-man patrol probing a Panzer division for weak spots. The girls were being impossibly bright and cheerful with each other; you might have thought they were running for president of the same woman’s club. They munched dry toast and drank black coffee and chatted about gladiolus. Neither of them could have told gladiolus from giant redwood.

It was all very disheartening, and I slunk away as soon as possible. I went to the phone and called my steel expert in Ordnance and explained that I wouldn’t be down that day to borrow his book.

“But I thought maybe you could confirm a few things for me,” I said. “This racket seems to involve steel that will take a temperature of two thousand degrees, and — ”

“Wait a minute,” my major said. “I thought you said two thousand degrees.”

“I did. You see-”

A strangling noise came over the wire. “Shut up,” he said.

“Huh?”

“Shut up. Don’t talk like that over the phone. This … this thing you mentioned, have you got it?”

“No.”

“Do you know where to get it?”

“No.”

“Do you even know for sure that it exists?”

“No. That is, I think it does, but I can’t swear to it. I’ll come in and give you all the details tomorrow. There’s a police matter on today.”

“It’s just another dream,” he said disgustedly. “For a moment I thought you had something. That all?”

“I know you can’t make me a steel expert in a five-minute phone talk,” I said, “but if I had an emery wheel, and this thing had been made into the barrel of a phony antique pistol, how would I spot it?”

“You could spot that the barrel wasn’t antique, but you couldn’t prove it’s our dream.”

“I just want to spot it as a phony.”

“Antique steel would be low carbon, the equivalent of modern cold-rolled steel. It would give you a very yellow spark. The sparks would be long and streaky and forked at the end.”

“How about our dream?”

“Anything even remotely like that would have to be high carbon. It would be alloyed with tungsten or chromium or nickel or molybdenum or vanadium. Got a pencil and paper? I’ll give you some sample colors and spark shapes.”

I took some notes, and thanked him and hung up. I didn’t have anything else to do, so I got the emery wheel Kit had taken from Stuart’s house, and practiced. I almost drove Arab crazy. I marked up our chromium bathroom fixtures and her three-hundred-dollar tournament shotgun and all the antique weapons in sight. After a couple of hours I began to get the idea. The chromium fixtures gave me a bright spark broken into a lot of tiny starlike shapes, and the modern shotgun fewer stars with more streaks, and the antique weapons the long yellow forked sparks that the Ordnance major had described. I spent quite a long time with the Spare Naught pistol, because on one test the sparks looked a little different than usual. But when I tried it again and again the sparks insisted that it was low carbon and not alloyed.

The phone rang, and a cheerful voice said, “This is the sheriff, son. Everything all right?”

“Sure,” I said. “Why not? You have Stuart by now, haven’t you?”

“That’s just it, son. We haven’t. If he went back to his house at all, he left before we got there. He hasn’t been to his shop today. You got any suggestions?”

“Yeah. Move in with us.”

“I hope it isn’t as bad as that. We got fliers on him going over the teletypes, and I’ll bust the story tomorrow in the papers, and then you won’t have to worry. You remember telling me about a little feller named Jake Snyder?”

“Anything happen to him?”

“The district police can’t find him, but on the other hand they have no corpse that fits. You and those young ladies are sticking close to home, aren’t you?”

“Yes. I’ve been making sure nobody goes out.”

“Good. Ummm, I might be calling every couple hours or so, just in a neighborly way. Just to say hello.”

“That,” I said grimly, “will be comforting.”

He chuckled, “I always like to know where my next body is coming from. Goodby.”

After he hung up, I relayed the information to Arab and Kit. I ran into strong opposition about staying in the house. They sneered at the idea of Stuart coming around. They were tired of being caged. They wanted to go shopping, to see a movie, to get finger waves. I begged and pleaded and finally won grudging co-operation.

The afternoon went by at the pace of a dentist’s appointment. There was no wind, and the humidity was at showerbath level. Leaves hung on the trees like bits of damp wash. The sheriff called twice. He had no news. We ate supper early, and then Arab revolted.

“I’m going out,” she said.

“Over my dead body,” I growled.

“Darling, it will be perfectly safe. I want to go out in the back yard and try our Spare Naught pistol. I’ve been itching to see how it shoots. We only have an hour of daylight left, and I’m not going to waste it sitting in here.”

“No,” I said.

She smiled sweetly, and collected the pistol and lead bullets and a priming horn and black pwoder. I argued, without results. After all, I decided, it wasn’t serious. It would just be in the back yard, and nobody was likely to get tough with Arab when she had a pistol. I let her go, and settled down with a book. I kept reading the first line over and over. As I read it the tenth time, a shot spanked the air. Then another. I knew it was ridiculous to be worried. Arab was doing the shooting, and the two shots were explained by the fact that the pistol was double-barreled. Even while I was telling myself that, I was on the way to the back porch.

Of course everything was all right. A tuft of blue smoke was drifting upward, and Arab was reloading the pistol. She had set up a makeshift shooting stand with an orange crate twenty feet from the back door, near the first clump of evergreens. Fifty feet farther away I could see, through an opening in the woods, a target pinned to a tree.

“It shoots beautifully,” Arab said. “On the first shot I was just outside the black, at nine o’clock. The second ticked the black at twelve. How’s that!”

“Wonderful,” I said. “I’m proud of you. I could fall in love with a girl who screams at air rifles.”

I returned to the living room and read the first line of the book again and it hadn’t improved and two more shots sounded and I threw the book at a floor lamp I had never liked. It missed.

Kit said, “I can’t think of anybody who would be more restful to have around the house. Except maybe a wrecking crew.”

“Sister,” I said, “my nerves feel like barbed wire, and I don’t care who knows it.”

“What are you nervous about?”

“Stuart.”

“That heel. He won’t bother us.”

“You and Arab have both used that line,” I said, “and I don’t get it. Stuart doesn’t know we went to the sheriff. We’re his only competition in hunting for something worth a fortune. He’s a killer. Ask me why I’m nervous.”

“We were his only competition,” Kit said calmly. “But now he thinks we won.”

A breath stuck halfway down my windpipe, as if the air had suddenly turned to cotton wool. I choked for a moment, then managed to whisper. “He … he thinks we won?”

“Uh-huh. Arab and I fixed things. He thinks we have the pistol we’ve all been looking for.”

I rose and walked to the back door. I would have run if I could have trusted my legs. Arab was just starting to bring her sights down onto the target. “Arab,” I called softly. “Come in.”

“In just a minute, darling.”

“NOW!” I yelled.

She turned and looked at me, frowning. Then she shrugged, laid the Spare Naught pistol on the orange crate, and came toward the house. “I hope it’s important,” she said in a hurt tone. “You don’t often shout at me.”

I closed and locked the back door after she entered, and walked into the living room, pulling down shades as I went.

Arab said, “Somebody’s been scaring you again. I wish people would stop.”

“I attribute my long life,” I growled, “to the fact that I shake so much nobody quite knows where to aim at me.”

Kit said, “It’s my fault. I told him that Stuart thinks we have the pistol.”

Arab sighed. “I was afraid of that,” she said. “That’s why I didn’t tell him. But Andy, we’re perfectly safe.”

My legs felt like candles in August. They melted me down into a chair, and I said, “Now let’s have it all.”

“We were mad at that rat Stuart,” Kit said.

“Mainly about the faked poster,” Arab explained.

“of course,” Kit said, “this was before Arab called you on the phone last night. Before we knew he wouldn’t stop at murder. We did it kind of as a gag.”

Arab said, “There were lots of antique pistols in boxes and barrels. And Kit remembered he’d been buying all the old pistols he could find, hoping that he might happen on a few from the Allison collection and maybe the right one. Most of the stuff was junk and probably he wasn’t too hopeful, but anyway he hadn’t got around to testing all the pistols.”

“And I found one of his pocket emery wheels — ”

“And of course Kit knew he’d been using an emery wheel on pistols from the collection, though she didn’t know why — ”

“And so we marked up about thirty with the wheel,”

“And,” Arab concluded breathlessly, “we printed a note with soap on the bathroom mirror saying, ‘Thanks for the emery wheel. We found the pistol.’ ”

There was a faint rattling noise. It might have come either from my throat or from a nearby deathbed. I said hoarsely, “What makes you think we’re safe?”

“It’s simple,” Arab said. “He thinks we have the pistol. It’s worth a fortune. We wouldn’t keep it around the house. We’d rush it to a safe place where he couldn’t touch it. So why would he bother us any more?”

I said, “Let’s pretend I’m Stuart. After you people drive away, I go into my house and decide to fix the cuts and bruises I picked up in the fight. The first thing I see is the note on the bathroom mirror. I realize immediately that I’ve got to stop you from getting the pistol to a safe place. Your home is eight miles away and I don’t have a car, but I can walk. When I arrive here, the house is dark. I can’t take chances. I have to make sure that you’re in … and I’m not sure of that until you get up in the morning. I see you flitting past windows. I could knock off one of you, but I have to get all three. So I wait. You still have the pistol. If somebody leaves, I shoot, because he or she may be carrying the pistol to a safe place. But what I hope for is a chance to pot all three of you at once. So I wait. I’m still waiting … right outside in the bushes.”

“Guess who I’d choose,” Kit said, “if I had to decide between Andy and one of those ravens out of Poe.”

“You don’t scare me,” Arab said. “Stuart could just as easily be in South Carolina by now.”

“Maybe he didn’t go back to his house at all,” Kit suggested. “Then he wouldn’t have seen the note.”

“You recall,” I said coldly, “that the sheriff and his pal searched Stuart’s house? Don’t you think they would have seen the printing on the mirror? Don’t you think the sheriff might have asked us about it?”

“All right,” Kit said. “Why didn’t he ask about it?”

“Andy’s just being superior,” Arab said. “If they didn’t see it, it was because Stuart did … and washed it off. You’d better vote with me for South Carolina.”

I went to the phone and dialed the sheriff’s number. He wasn’t home. His wife gave me the numbers of a half-dozen places where he might be, and I tried each one without success. The only thing left was to wait for him to call. If he called on schedule, we had almost an hour and a half to go, plus the time it would take him to get here after that.

“What’s the program?” Arab said.

“Wait, and read a good book. Maybe I can find a copy of Field Manual 8–50, which I believe is entitled Splints, Appliances, and Bandages.”

“All right,” Arab said, shrugging. “I’ll go out and get the pistol and the other things I left outside.”

“You’re staying inside.”

“Oh, Andy, don’t be silly! I was in the yard twenty minutes and nothing happened. I’m not going to let that fine pistol lie outside and rust.”

“I’ll get the thing.”

“Why should you take the chance?”

“Because,” I said sadly, “you can handle guns, and Kit can handle war clubs. All I can handle is right hooks with my chin, so I’m more expendable.”

Arab followed me to the back of the house. I made her promise not to leave the screened back porch, and I walked down the steps into the yard. The sun was setting, and the light was the color of old fish scales. The air was sticky, hard to pull into my lungs. I noticed how closely the evergreens shouldered to the crate Arab had been using. A man could have crept unseen to her shooting stand. I walked slowly. Somewhere in the bushes a pair of eyes might be watching … eyes as cold and black as gun muzzles. If Stuart was watching, my only protection was the probability that he wouldn’t try taking us one at a time as long as we didn’t seem to suspect anything. If I hurried or showed fear, I might find myself lying on the ground, giving a final twitch.

I reached the crate and collected the pistol and priming horn and powder horn. I tried to whistle, but nothing came out except a dry hissing sound. I started back toward the house. The ground seemed to be miles away, and walking was like the first time on stilts. Blotches of sweat darkened my shirt. The sight of those blotches made me sweat more, because Stuart might wonder why a stroll of forty feet would do that to me. I went slowly up the back steps.

Arab moved forward as if to open the screen door for me. That made the back of my neck try to crawl down inside my collar, because it would make Arab seem suspiciously anxious about me. I glared at her and shook my head slightly, and she moved away from the door. I stepped inside the screened porch and handed Arab the stuff and leaned weakly against the wall.

She said, “At one point I thought you were going to lie down out there and take a nap. Do you know it’s been two minutes since you left this porch?”

“It just shows,” I said, “how quickly a year can pass.”

“Do you really think Stuart was out there?”

“I don’t know,” I said dully. My head ached and I was having a hangover. All my precautions seemed ridiculous now. “I suppose not,” I muttered. “Just a case of Blake was it?” she gasped. “I was upstairs and it sounded like a bomb. Arab, honey, you’re hurt!”

“I’m all right,” Arab insisted. “Let’s go in.”

She picked up the pistol, gingerly, and took the two powder horns. I latched the screen door, locked the kitchen door. We trailed into the living room. Kit set up our dispensary again, and cleaned Arab’s arm. There were several ugly blisters and the wrist was swelling, but otherwise she was all right.

“I don’t understand, I don’t understand,” Arab kept repeating. “I might have put in two powder charges by mistake, but even that doesn’t account for it.”

“Maybe you fired both barrels, too,” I suggested.

“But I didn’t! I didn’t cock the left one. Turn on the overhead light. I want to look at the powder I’ve been using.”

I switched it on, and Arab centered the living room table under the light. She unstoppered the powder horns, turned them upside down. The grains whispered onto the table. When the horns were empty there was a two-inch cone of fine light gray priming powder and a three-inch cone of coarse black propellant. Arab probed delicately in the piles, spreading them out and occasionally herding a few grains off to one side for special attention. Minutes passed. My heart began clip-clopping like hoof beats. There didn’t seem to be any reason for that … until I noticed Arab’s hands. They had started to tremble.

“What did you find?” I snapped.

“Nothing, Andy.”

“Then why are you shaking?”

She said, “I’ve been looking for short cylindrical grains, with single perforations. That would mean I had put some modern nitrocellulose into the horns by mistake. But I can’t find any. I started shaking because I began to realize that something is missing. Powder.”

“Cut out the riddles.”

Kit said, “It isn’t a riddle. She took out two full powder horns. I know because I watched her fill them. She only used six loads — four ordinary shots, the explosion, and the load still left in one barrel. Six loads shouldn’t use half the powder in each horn, even if she double-loaded the last time.”

I took the pencil from Arab’s shaking fingers, and pushed it down the right barrel of the Spare Naught pistol. The pencil went in seven inches. I pulled it out and tried the left barrel. The pencil went in one inch, stopped. I prodded. The pencil point kept stubbing against something.

Arab said, “You’re hitting a bullet.”

“What does it mean?”

“It means,” she said faintly, “that I’m not going to laugh at you again.”

“Is this thing loaded right to the muzzle?”

“Yes, Andy. And I didn’t do it. I might put in a double load by mistake, but nobody could stay absent-minded if the rammer was only going in an inch.”

I shuddered. Everything added up: Arab being in the house for fifteen minutes, and the pistol and powder horns left on the crate in the yard, and the evergreens shouldering so close to the crate that a man might reach it unseen. He would have had time to draw the bullets, fill both barrels with powder to within a couple inches of the muzzles, ram the bullets in again, and slip back into the bushes before I came out.

“What was supposed to happen?” I asked.

Arab’s face looked as if it had been starched. “The barrels were supposed to blow up when I fired them,” she said. “Like a hand grenade. And then you and Kit run out to help me … and that’s it.”

I got up and checked the window shades. They were okay; nobody could spy on us. There was a breathless ache in my stomach. It made me want to scream and get my hands on something breakable. And, for some reason, I wasn’t scared any more. I returned to the table and picked up the Spare Naught pistol. It sat up in my hand as if alive, the twin barrels beginning a slow cobra weave from side to side.

Arab said, “Maybe I’d better draw that load.”

“Let’s not,” I said. “It might come in handy as evidence.” I studied the pistol from various angles. The right barrel wasn’t damaged, although logically it should have peeled open like a banana. “Why didn’t it split open?” I asked.

Arab said, “I don’t know much about the dynamics of an explosion. Even the experts don’t have all the answers. This looks like a freak case. Something about the way it was loaded, or a tricky arrangement of the powder grains, sent most of the force of the explosion out the muzzle. You know, like a bomb wrecking a house but not jarring a glass from the table. One of those one-in-a-million chances.”

I picked up the emery wheel. “Just possibly,” I said slowly, “it might happen a million times in a million.”

Kit gasped, “The new steel! We’ve found it!”

“But you tested it before,” Arab cried. “Stuart tested it. And it was just ordinary steel!”

“The sparks looked different one time,” I said.

I began working the plunger of the emery wheel. Each time I pushed it I could feel spring pressure building up under my thumb, and then there would be a click and a whir and the wheel would scrape bright sparks from the steel. But the sparks insisted on being streaky and yellow and forked at the tip. They kept telling me it was ancient low-carbon steel. And they were lying. It couldn’t be low carbon, and take the punch of that much powder. My thumb started to get sore, and my eyes stung.

Something clinked on the table beside me, and Kit said. “Try that.” It was the three-edged file she had once used.

“That’s no good,” I snapped.

“One of those old test marks of yours touches the place I filed,” she said. “Maybe that’s where you got the different spark.”

I stared at her, then grabbed the file. I rasped a deep scar on the barrel, set the spring of the emery wheel, and forced my trembling hand to steady the wheel over the scar. Arab and Kit closed in on both sides. Fingers dug into my shoulders. I pressed the release lever. And then we all yelled.

Orange sparks sprayed from the metal. Orange, not yellow. They were small and bright, and they didn’t fork at the end. They whirled out and at the tip sharpened into spearheads. I spun the wheel again, and each time the beautiful orange spearheads lanced outward. I went back to the unfiled steel and got the old yellow forked sparks. I studied the notes of my phone talk with the Ordnance major. And there it was: detached arrowhead — indicates high alloy; orange color — characteristic of molybdenum.

My major had added that molybdenum was one of the newer alloy materials; nobody had done much experimenting in using it to alloy steel. Nobody except a quiet elderly man in a Skoda research laboratory.

I tested the left barrel of the pistol and got the yellow sparks no matter how deeply I filed. Allison had taken an old coach pistol, removed one barrel, and substituted a perfect imitation, made from his new steel. I wasn’t sure how he had managed to cover it up. There was a process called remetalizing, though. It was a method for building up worn machine tools by spraying metal onto the worn surface. Then you machined the new surface down to the right size. Allison could have sprayed his new barrel with low-carbon steel as an extra protection for his secret.

Only one thing was left to find. Allison must have sent information with his new steel. You might be able to analyze the metal and discover the alloy and the exact properties of the metal, but you couldn’t discover from analysis what kind of heat treatment he had used, or the temperature and duration of the treatment. Those facts had to be written. And there was just one logical place to hide them. I got a pocket knife and opened a blade and began prying at the silver plate on the stock — the plate that carried the Spare Naught legend. The blade slipped under. I levered it, and the plate came out.

With the plate came a bit of wood the size of a halfsquare of butter. I probed the opening with the knife. A folded onionskin paper fell out, a paper jammed with tiny inked numbers and the long cool phrases of equations. Arab reached for it.

“Don’t touch it,” I said. “The figures don’t mean anything to us. But if your hands are damp, the ink might run.”

I replaced the silver plate and its cube of wood in the butt of the pistol, and looked for a hiding place. It had to be hidden just right. If anything happened to us, the place had to be good enough to fool Stuart, and yet not so tricky that it would never be found by anyone.

“You didn’t put back the paper,” Kit said.

“I’m not going to,” I explained. “We’re keeping that left barrel loaded because it’s evidence. That barrel is just ordinary old steel. If it’s fired with that load in it, the barrel will go to pieces, and maybe the butt would be wrecked and the paper torn to bits.”

I looked up at the light over the table. The bulbs were masked by a shallow white glass bowl hanging underneath. I climbed on a chair and peered inside the bowl. It was empty except for a few dead moths. People cleaned bowls like that, once in a while. I got the pistol and placed it inside the bowl, then poked my knife blade into an open fold of the paper and lifted it and dropped it among the moths. Nobody in her right mind would mistake the paper for a moth, and nobody with normal curiosity would throw it away after finding a pistol there too. I climbed down, and switched off the overhead light. The room suddenly became dim and murky, with only a floor lamp going.

“I don’t get it,” Kit said.

“Outside,” I explained, “is a guy who knows plenty about firearms and something about steel. He must know that the barrel didn’t fly to bits. The way an ordinary barrel would have done with that load. Heck, Arab had the screen door open and was holding the pistol outside to fire it. Stuart must have been right there in the bushes, watching. I don’t claim to be the only person in the world who can add two and two.”

Arab said, “He thought we had the right pistol anyway. Now he knows which one it is. How does that make any difference?”

“He might get reckless, especially since he can’t hope to surprise us now. Try the sheriff’s number, Kit.”

She lifted the phone, and dialed, and frowned. “Something’s wrong with the line,” she said.

“It could be,” I suggested, “the edge of a knife. Let’s leave the floor lamp on, and go upstairs.”

Arab said, “If a fire starts, I’d like to be on the ground floor.”

“He won’t start a fire,” Kit said. “Maybe the pistol would be lost in the mess, and the fire would bring people and he couldn’t hunt for it. Besides we can watch better from upstairs. Isn’t that how you figured, Andy?”

“Well, partly. But mostly I was thinking about us being in a lighted ground-floor room. Suppose a big rock came through that window right now, and the shade ripped, or snapped up. We’d be sitting here like pins in a bowling alley.”

“You have,” Arab said, “the most unpleasant thoughts.”

“I wish you’d kept it to yourself,” Kit said, “until I got upstairs.” She smiled wanly, and headed for the steps.

Arab looked at the piles of powder on the table. “I was going to put that back in the horns,” she said, “but I don’t feel like taking the time. I have more, anyway.” She picked up one of her antique pistols, grabbed an extra powder horn and some bullets, and went upstairs.

I took the poker from the fireplace, then sauntered after them three steps at a time. Arab posted herself at a back window, Kit took one side and I went to the front. The house became quiet suddenly, as if sound had been choked off by a hand. You felt that only a scream would dare break the silence. The upstairs rooms were dark, but outside the fish-belly twilight lingered. Trees and bushes had not quite changed from three dimensions to silhouettes. I could see the lawn and flagstone walk and gate and a few score feet of road. The sheriff would come along that road in an hour or so to find out why our phone had gone dead, and it would be up to me to yell a warning … if I could still yell by then.

Our chances didn’t look too good. Stuart wouldn’t count on having all night, because he would know we might have made a call before he cut the wire. He would act fast. And one thing was certain: he wouldn’t repeat his mistake of last night and let himself be decoyed into another slugging match. This time he knew exactly how many people were in the house. I thought of Arab and wondered what she would do if she saw him sneaking toward the back of the house. When you came right down to it she had never fired a shot at anything alive, only at targets and clay pigeons. She didn’t like killing things. Ordinarily I approved of her attitude, but tonight a touch of bloodthirstiness would have been comforting. It would have — 

I froze. Somebody was walking down the road. Not really walking, though. He was sidling along from one shadow to the next, as if playing a new version of musical chairs. A version in which a man who gets caught without a shadow gets killed. He was a little guy and he wore a hat pulled down over his eyes. There wasn’t enough light for me to see his face, but he looked oddly familiar. He reached our front walk, opened the gate. And suddenly I recognized him.

I yanked back the window curtain and yelled, “Jake! Jake!” He stopped. “Run,” I screamed. “Get cops! Stuart is outside!”

He kept standing there. He wanted to move, but all his body would do was flap a little, like a marionette on strings. His face was a white blur. I didn’t have to see it plainly to know that it was pinched with terror. “Don’t stand there!” I howled. “RUN!”

A shot slammed. It came from somewhere to the right, on the unguarded side of our house. Wood splintered. The gate wrenched itself out of Jake’s hand. And at last he came unstuck. He screamed. Screamed and ran, straight for our porch. Another shot crackled, and lead splattered on a flagstone. Feet rattled on the porch. The house echoed as he screamed and pounded on the front door.

I ran to the stairway. Arab came flying from the back room, and I gasped, “I’ll let him in. Get back to your window. Kit, take over the front.”

A third shot shrieked off our clapboarding as I raced downstairs. I yanked the door open. Jake tumbled in on hands and knees. I jammed the door shut and looked down at him. He was crouched at my feet like a dog, trembling violently.

“Hurt?” I asked.

He got slowly to his feet, still trembling. “Jeez,” he whimpered. “Jeez, he woulda killed a guy. How was I to know he was here? Don’t let him bump me!”

“We’ll have help here in an hour or so.”

“An hour or so?” he cried. “How you gonna keep him off that long? With that poker you got?”

“My wife has a pistol. We’ll be all right. You just take it easy and come upstairs and park on a bed.”

His hand moved jerkily, bringing out an aspirin bottle and fumbling a pill into his mouth. His throat wrestled with the pill, forced it down. “I’m okay,” he said. “I can help. You still got that blackjack you took off me that night?”

“You want to help us?” I asked. “Good stuff. I’ll get the jack.”

I went to the writing desk in the living room and got the blackjack from a drawer. Jake took it eagerly. His thin fingers caressed the leather-plaited handle. He snapped it a few times at the palm of his hand. It made a wet sucking noise.

Arab called down to me, “Andy? Is everything all right?”

“Fine,” I said. “Jake wasn’t hurt. We’ll be up in a minute.”

“I feel better,” Jake said. “I can operate with this.”

“We can use you.”

I’ turned toward the doorway. There was only the slightest whisper in the air. Just one whisper of sound, then a flicker of light and a ping on the back of my head. I tried to grope for a support but things faded and my arms and legs were going to sleep and I went down.


Fifteen

LONG afterward I found myself floating in soft black space. I had escaped from the sort of time measured in seconds or months or light-years. While I drifted, stars were born and threw off planets like sparks and cooled and died. At first I watched coldly, without interest. Then I began to feel lost and hopeless, and gradually I realized that I wasn’t drifting through interstellar space, but was back in my own body.

Everything seemed strange. I tried to open the shutters in front of my eyes and to find a key that would unlock my arms and legs. It was like stumbling through a vacant house that had once been peopled and friendly. When I kept still and listened, I could almost hear the echo of remembered voices.

One of the voices was whispering, “Lie still. Don’t move. Lie still.”

I began running around frantically inside my body, trying to open doors and windows. And suddenly a door opened. Light pricked my eyes, and I winced and threw up a hand to ward off the pain. Beside me someone said “Oh” in a small frightened voice. I peered out through the shadow cast by my hand. I was in the living room of our house. Two floor lamps were lit, and one of them was glaring straight into my face. A few feet away was the library table, centered under the shadowy bowl of the chandelier, and on the other side of the table was Stuart.

He was sitting down and had a pencil in his left hand and was idly smoothing the little heaps of priming and propellant powder that Arab had left on the table. His right hand held a pistol. Tonight he wasn’t going in for anything exotic; the pistol was just a commonplace military model Colt .45 automatic. I would have preferred a collector’s item of the single-shot type.

Stuart was saying, “I heard you whispering to him to lie still, Mrs. Blake. It wouldn’t have done any good. In two more minutes I would have had to coax him to wake up.”

“Jake probably knocked it out of his head,” Arab said.

“Then,” Stuart said, yawning, “he can knock it back in.”

Jake came out of the shadows to the right of Stuart. “I didn’t knock nothing out of his head,” he snapped. “I can cool a guy so he thinks he’s been kissed to sleep.” He glared at me for a moment, snapping the jack against his palm. Light showed pink through his handlebar ears.

Stuart told him, “You said he would wake up in ten minutes. It took fifteen.”

“Jeez,” Jake said, “you can’t clock these things the way you’d clock a workout at Bowie. When you cool a guy you don’t know is his head thick or thin. This Blake has a skull like a pecan.”

I stirred, and found that Arab had been cradling my head against her shoulder. We were on the couch. Kit was on my other side. A spot on her cheek looked like the skin of a green apple.

“What happened?” I asked.

Arab said wearily, “Two people came upstairs and we thought they were you and Jake, but they were Stuart and Jake. Kit tried to throw something and Stuart hit her.”

“It seemed wasteful to shoot her,” Stuart said. “There isn’t enough beauty in the world as it is. Do you feel like talking, Captain?”

“Not really,” I said. “I might manage a small amount of light chatter. Nothing heavy, though.”

“Where is the pistol?”

“Will just any old pistol do?”

“The pistol made of the new steel. The steel that can take a temperature of two thousand degrees. You hid it.”

Arab had given me a cue, in her remark about something having been knocked out of my head. “I hid something?” I said, blinking dizzily. “Where? I don’t remember.”

“Your wife and Kit insisted that you hid it,” Stuart said. “That’s why we’ve been waiting up for you. They claim you’re the only one who knows where it is.”

“You’ll have to give me time. I can’t think straight.”

“I hope five minutes, will do,” Stuart said. “You kindly told Jake that help would be here in an hour or so. Taking the low estimate, we have forty minutes. I’m going to need thirty-five of them.”

“Get the light out of my eyes,” I mumbled. “And give me a cigarette.”

Stuart nodded to Jake, and flipped a pack of cigarettes and a paper of matches to me. Jake sidled around the table and turned the floor lamp so that it no longer shone directly into my face. I lit a cigarette, took a deep drag.

Apparently I couldn’t have acted more like an idiot if I had rehearsed the role for weeks. I had let myself be mousetrapped with the same trick we had worked on Stuart. Last night Stuart had lost because he thought only two people were in his house. Tonight I had thought that the only danger was from Stuart. And in each case there had been an extra person whom neither of us had suspected. Jake’s appearance on the road and the shots and the terrified dash for our porch had been carefully staged.

I laughed dully, and said, “Who would have thought of Jake playing Trojan horse.”

Jake stared at me. “Maybe I did hit him too hard,” he said. “I wouldn’t play no pony I never heard of. And anyway not unless I knew the jockey.”

“I don’t think Jake is strong on mythology,” Stuart said. “All he knows about Greeks he learned in restaurants.”

“He put on quite an act,” I said.

“That,” Jake said, “was no act.” He peered sideways at Stuart. “For a minute I thought you had a pal was an undertaker.”

Stuart said, shrugging, “I had to make those shots at you look good. You needn’t have worried. We’re partners.”

“Yeah, sure,” Jake said. His tone gave me the impression that, if Stuart owned a bunch of horses running at Belmont, Jake would do his betting at Suffolk Downs.

Stuart said, “You look brighter, Captain. Where is the pistol?”

I scrubbed a hand over my face. “I started down to the cellar with it,” I mumbled, “then … no, wait. Maybe I went to the second floor.”

“His act,” Jake said, “stinks.”

“We only have to watch it for two more minutes,” Stuart said.

Arab pressed close to me. Her face was white as a cameo, and her chin trembled. “You’ve got to give him time,” she protested.

I patted her. She was worrying about the fact that she and Kit had thrown all the responsibility on me. But it had been the right thing to do. It had given us fifteen minutes. It would have given us more if I hadn’t told Jake that help was coming in an hour. I personally had drawn the blueprints for this mess we were in, and it was up to me to get us out. Stalling for time might help a little, but it wasn’t the solution.

Jake was the key to the whole thing. First Jake had crossed Stuart and played on our team. Then he had crossed us and gone back to Stuart. He might switch again if he had a reason … and an opportunity. But it would have to be a powerful reason, and the kind of opportunity that lets a blackjack trump a .45 Colt.

“It may be rude of me,” I said, “but I’d like to ask why Jake crossed us.”

“He didn’t cross you,” Stuart said, yawning. “He was never working with you.”

“Sure,” Jake said, his eyes flickering. “It was just I saw a chance to pick up a couple hunnert on the side. A course the boss was a little worried the night he saw me here, but I bumped into him as I left and we got that straightened out.”

“Dumb, but loyal,” Stuart said.

I said, “You don’t believe that.”

“Of course I believe it,” he said, in the same tone he would have used in telling a child he believed in Santa Claus.

“If I tell you where the pistol is,” I said, “what guarantee do I have that you won’t shoot us?”

The muzzle-black eyes wavered. He seemed upset. “A … a guarantee?” he repeated.

“Yes. You might shoot us so we couldn’t yell for the cops to get back the pistol.”

“Oh.” He rubbed the barrel of the Colt on his chin. Apparently I had given him a new thought, and it bothered him. He was probably thinking that I was either a moron or no gentleman, to have raised such an embarrassing point.

He said finally, “Well, after you give me the pistol, suppose I write a statement for you to sign. In it you will confess to having burgled my house, and in exchange for my not pressing charges you will turn over the pistol to me and will agree not to press any charges you might have. How does that sound?”

Kit snapped, “If you can sell that, you can sell tin cans for church bells.”

“It’s the best I can do,” Stuart said.

He didn’t try to put any conviction in his voice. Perhaps he thought that it would be useless if I had gone through second grade; no agreement forced from a man at the point of a gun would be legally binding. And yet I had a wild desire to believe him. I had never been able to understand why gangsters went along numbly, instead of fighting, when they knew they were being taken for a ride. Now I knew. You clung to a senseless hope that it was all a mistake, that something would turn up to let you off.

My cigarette had burned to a stub. I lit another one from it, shook my head to get rid of the numb feeling, and said, “He’s going to shoot us, Jake. You’ll be on the lam the rest of your life.”

“You heard what the boss promised,” Jake said irritably.

“Think about it for a minute, Jake.”

Jake scowled and looked away. He wasn’t going to think about it. There was no use telling them they could never get away with a triple murder. Stuart was smart. He must have figured the angles long ago, and worked out either a way to make it look like an accident or a way to drop out of sight and still cash in on the new steel. His plan might not turn out the way he expected, but that wouldn’t help us.

“Your time is up,” Stuart said.

“I haven’t remembered yet,” I said. “Go on and shoot. I won’t remember any faster with a couple of slugs in me.”

The dark blue barrel steadied on the table. “Maybe you will,” he said softly, “with a couple of slugs in Mrs. Blake. I’ll count to three. One — ”

“Hold it!” Jake yelled.

Stuart frowned. “What is it?”

Jake mopped his forehead. “Don’t shoot the dame,” he said hoarsely. “I mean not right now. I mean not right here.”

“You mean,” Stuart said, “not right in front of you.”

“Let me give a look for the pistol,” Jake begged. “It’s gotta be in this room on account of look at the powder right there on the table under your hand. I bet I can put my hand right on it.”

“All right,” Stuart sighed. “Go ahead. But don’t take long.”

Jake hurried to the wall switch and turned on the overhead light. I jumped as if the current had ripped through me. Five feet above Stuart’s head the bowl of the chandelier glowed brightly … except for the silhouette of the Spare Naught pistol. It cast a huge shadow over most of the table top. I shuddered. If Stuart noticed the shadow, and glanced up, we would be through. He hadn’t looked up yet. His head was bent slightly, and the pencil in his left hand was busy making whirls and curlicues in the powder. If he moved his hand two inches he could touch the shadow of the pistol.

Jake had started to yank open the drawers of the desk. One of them crashed to the floor. The vibration stirred the chandelier, and the deadly shadow swung back and forth on the table top. Beside me, Arab felt as cold and stiff as a corpse. It didn’t seem possible that Stuart would fail to notice the shadow. I forced myself to watch Jake. There had to be a way to get at him.

He had bumped into Stuart outside our house, the night I had chased Kit through the woods, and Stuart had held a gun on him and Jake had promised to be good. It was easy to explain why Stuart hadn’t shot him then: he could use Jake. The hard thing to explain was why he had decided that Jake could be trusted, and why Jake hadn’t come running back to me with the whole story. Jake had done a good job for Stuart; first he had called me on the phone and tried to scare me off, and then tonight he had mousetrapped me. But why had he done it for Stuart and not for us? If I knew the answer, maybe I could handle him. I thought back desperately over everything Jake and I had discussed the night of the first shooting.

And suddenly I had it.

I asked softly, “How are you getting along in your work, Jake?”

He gave the desk a kick. “Not so good,” he muttered. “Now look, pal, be smart.”

“Yeah?”

He took the aspirin bottle from his pocket. His fingers shook so much that I could hear pills rattling against the glass. He got one out, gulped it. “Yeah,” he said. “Give out, will you? You don’t want nothing messy to happen. You heard the boss say he’d play ball with you. Jeez, he might even cut you in on the take. How about it, boss?”

“Sure,” Stuart said wearily. “Make it fast.”

“See?” Jake said. “See? He’s a good guy. Now look, Would the rod be around here, maybe? Huh?” He moved to the right, toward the bookshelves.

I said, “Nope. You’re getting colder.”

“You mean over this way? Huh? Huh?”

He moved excitedly in the other direction, toward the fireplace. Stuart’s glance flicked up, leveled at me. I lit a third cigarette from the stub of the second, and tried not to let my hand jitter. If Stuart got a hint of what was up, it would be too late to write my will. I watched Jake poke in the fireplace, and thought how eerie it was to be playing a child’s game for keeps.

“Colder,” I said.

Jake moved left again. “Over here? Over here?” he cried.

“You’re warm. Warmer. Warmer! HOT!”

Jake stopped, quivering. He was directly behind Stuart.

“Stop right there,” I said gently. “You’ll never be hotter unless you get the chair some day. If you move two feet either way, you’ll never get out of this room alive.”

Jake turned his body toward me without moving his feet, balancing as if on a tight rope. His face looked whitewashed. “I don’t get it,” he whispered.

“Right in front of you,” I murmured, “is a head. You have a jack in your right hand. If you want to get out of here alive, smack him.”

“Why should I smack him?” Jake shrilled.

Stuart hunched his shoulders a half-inch. He sat tensely, watching my eyes as if they would mirror what was going on behind him. “Yes, why should he?” Stuart said.

“Because you’re going to kill him as soon as you get the pistol. Because he won’t be any more use. Because maybe you can make it look as if Jake plugged us. Smack him if he starts turning, Jake.”

Jake was scarcely breathing. “Why … should … I … smack him?” he choked.

“Because he’ll be turning to shoot you.”

Stuart laughed, but didn’t move. “Tell him to peddle his ghost stories somewhere else, Jake,” he said. “We’re partners. What can he offer you?”

“Sure,” Jake echoed. “What could you offer? It’s a gag. Ain’t it? AIN’T IT?” His voice skirled upward, broke.

“You were afraid I was honest, weren’t you?” I asked. “You remembered me saying, the night Stuart shot at you, that we weren’t going to be partners. I remember almost my exact words. I said that all the pistols were stolen and that I didn’t want any part of the racket. Remember?”

“Yeah,” Jake gasped.

“The pistol you’re looking for,” I said, “is the only one that wasn’t stolen. It’s the one my wife bought at the auction. It’s all ours, Jake. It’s honest. Want a piece of it? An honest piece? Just reach out and — ”

“Jake!”

“Yeah?” Jake said faintly. “Yeah, boss?”

Sweat was dripping like candle wax from Stuart’s forehead. “Come around where I can see you,” he said. “Don’t be a sucker. Don’t — ”

“Don’t be a sucker!” I yelled. “You got him, Jake. He’ll kill you if he gets a chance. Get him. Get him! GET HIM!”

Jake’s right arm lifted slowly, and then Stuart whirled suddenly and his chair crashed aside and the big Colt roared. I leaped from the couch, reached the table while Jake’s shriek and the sound of the shot were still echoing. But I was too slow. Stuart had completed his turn and was waiting. I stopped. Across the table the muzzle of the Colt gaped at me, big and black as a drain pipe. Jake spun off the wall and went down flopping like a load of fish.

“The pistol,” Stuart said in a flat voice. “Fast.”

His hand was already whitening as he got ready to squeeze off another shot, but I had to gamble. I took a drag on my cigarette. It glowed red, and he didn’t put the final ounce of pressure into his squeeze.

“In the bowl of the chandelier right over this table,” I said, watching his eyes.

He reached for it without looking away from me. I heard the fingernails of his left hand scrape on glass. He had to stretch on tiptoe to reach over the edge of the bowl. He continued to look at me, but his eyes were gradually going out of focus as he concentrated harder and harder on what his left hand was doing. Then steel grated on glass and his eyes widened and he glanced upward. I took a deep breath, flicked my cigarette at the powder on the table.

There was a quick hiss, like a cat spitting. Flame sheeted up from table to ceiling, with Stuart’s right hand blackening in it. The flame hung there like sheet lightning for a second, then vanished. The Colt bounced on the floor. Through a veil of blue smoke, I saw Stuart staggering backward. He was screaming like a girl.

I dodged around the table and dove at him. My timing was bad. He pawed away from me and ran for the door. I scrambled up, raced after him. He sprinted along the walk and whirled left onto the road. I gained on him. He ‘was running in odd hiccoughing bursts, and I could hear the rusty squeak of his breath. I cut down his lead. Only thirty feet. Twenty-five. Twenty. A pair of headlights came down the road at us. Stuart halted, swung around. The slim barrels of the Spare Naught pistol gleamed in his left hand. They centered on me. I yelled a warning, hit the dirt.

It went off like a grenade. Bits of steel howled through the air like tiny fire sirens. Ten feet away something crumpled with soft wet sounds. I got up shakily and blinked into the glare of the headlights. The glow touched Stuart, picking out a red gleam here and there. His fingers still clenched the butt of the pistol, but it wasn’t a double-barreled job any more. Where the left barrel had been was a small ragged hole.

The car stopped beside me and a couple of people jumped out and the sheriff’s voice said, “You all right, son?”

“Of course I am,” I said irritably, and fainted.

Some little time later, I found myself on the couch in our living room. I lay there peacefully and let Arab and Kit fuss over me and let the sheriff and his pals take care of everything else. The sheriff had sent one of his men to the crossroads to phone a hospital, and presently an ambulance came. It was too late to help Stuart; it had been too late the moment he fired the left barrel of the Spare Naught pistol. But Jake was alive. He had caught the slug in his left shoulder.

He didn’t look good, but he had enough strength to whisper, “Do I get cut in on the dough, like you offered?” When I nodded, he started to make a fast recovery.

We went over the story several times for the sheriff, and made him happy by suggesting that his arrival had stopped Stuart from escaping. After all, nobody could prove that Stuart hadn’t recognized the headlights of the sheriff’s car … and it would make the sheriff look good in print.

We arranged for him to take the responsibility for delivering the Spare Naught pistol and the wad of onionskin paper to the War Department. I was glad to get rid of the pistol; I would never forget how the thing had crouched in my hand, alive and evil, nosing around for a target. Probably we would never know the history of the pistol for the century and a half before Allison had welded the new barrel onto it. But one thing was certain; it had a criminal record. The pistol had meant murder from the start. It was only chance that the victim had been Stuart.

I walked out to the car with the sheriff and saw him off and went back into the house. I felt relaxed and happy. All my troubles were over. Arab and Kit came out of the kitchen, each carrying a red rubber bag.

Arab said, “You need some rest, darling.” Her blue eyes were as wide as pansies.

Kit said, “It’s about time somebody took care of you.” Her green eyes were innocent as four-leafed clovers.

Their chins looked very firm and set, as if they would fit nicely on the front of a pair of bulldozers.

“Thanks,” I said, a bit nervously. “I do feel tired. What have you got there?”

“I decided you needed a hot-water bottle,” Arab said softly.

“I decided you needed an ice pack,” Kit murmured.

My knees trembled and I cried, “No! You aren’t going to start all that again! Not after what I’ve been through! I don’t want either!”

“Yes, you do,” Arab said grimly, holding out the hot-water bottle. “Which will it be?”

“We want you to choose,” Kit said, holding out the ice pack.

I stared wildly at them. This was no ordinary choice. It was all a part of their feud. And it was idiotic. Kit didn’t want me, and I didn’t want her. The whole thing had started as a mere clashing of whims, but the girls had gone on giving each other dares until they couldn’t back down. It was no use appealing to reason; I would only be talking to myself. And I really had no choice. Choosing Arab’s hot-water bottle would settle nothing, while choosing Kit’s ice pack might settle too many things, and all in the wrong way. If I took the hot-water bottle, I would have to spend hours assuring Arab that I really wanted it and that the ice pack had not tempted me for even one teeny moment. Besides, Kit might go on giving Arab dares.

I stared at them, It was unjust to make a man determine his fate by choosing between a hot-water bottle and an ice pack. It was ridiculous. It was insane. It was maddening. They were brats. I opened my mouth and heard myself yelling, and then the room went red and hazy.

I don’t know what happened. All I know is that the next morning when my head cleared they were both very subdued. They jumped to answer my slightest request. Twice I saw them with their arms around each other’s waists. For some reason they weren’t sitting down much, and I noticed that all the hairbrushes in the house had disappeared.

Maybe there’s a clue in the hairbrushes, but I’ve been afraid to run it down.
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