













































































STAIRWAY TO MURDER 25

“Mr. Connor, the one way to
handle a Gordian knot is to cut
it. Simply express your regrets
and tell him that after review-
ing the matter you have changed
your mind. You have been ad-
vised that the time, the public,
are not ready. Surely as a pub-
lisher you must have a dozen
stock excuses.”

“True, that we have. But with
a man like him it would kick
the Santy Claus right out of his
heart.”

“I shall see that he loses noth-
ing by your decision. I would
further appreciate your arrang-
ing airplane transportation for
his immediate return to the
chalet. Charter a private one.
Please tell him I shall be there
when he arrives.”

After a businesslike discussion
of the money-transfer angle
Mabel hung up. She prepared to
go into further instructions to
Miss Nest ©~ when something
about Miss Nest's expression
checked her. It was so bleak
except for the eyes and they,
although swimming, did suggest
an impossible combination of
pleading, shocked anguish and—
surely this must be a mistake—
disgust.

“Oh Mabel no! Just a mes-
sage saying you needed him
would have been enough. This
way it’s like 2 revenge.

“Nonsense. Revenge is always
a waste of time and a stupidity.
This is a matter of discipline.

Later I'll buy him that gun he
wants.”

“You're hard, Mabel. Very
hard, and I simply cannot let
this drop. All his life Hyacinth
has had his dream of someday
being publicly recognized as a
poet. Well, his dream has come
true for him, Mabel, and I really
don’t know what this dreadful
disappointment will do to him.
It's what he’s been living for.
It’s funny the things that keep
people living on, people who are
placed in unimportant positions
in life, the kind that are difficult
to rise from.”

Queer, Mabel thought, that
this incident of Hyacinth’s defec-
tion should have ripped the veil .
from Miss Nest’s lifetime role
of being a handy robot. She
asked with a genuine curiosity,
“What’s yours, Miss Nest?
What keeps you going on?”

“Why your mother, of course.
She was kind to me and I love
her. I'm stilk close to her, in a
sense, when I am with you and
maybe that makes her happy. I
like to think that she recognizes
me when 1 visit her at the
sanitarium during my vacations.”

Mabel was annoyed, sharply
so, almost to the point of affront.

“So that’s where you spend
them.” _

“Yes. There is quite a nice
little boarding house very near
it. I go and sit with her and
then say good-bye until the next
time.”
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passing here as Rosamund
Armitage; but the police know
her best as Kate Allfield, and
her nickname is The Mug.”

Peter’'s eyes were following
the girl yearningly across the
room.

“There ought to be some
hideous punishment for bestow-
ing names like that,” he de-
clared; and the Saint grinned
absentmindedly.

“I know. In a story-book
she’d be Isabelle de la Fontaine;

but her parents weren’t thinking

about her career when they
christened her. That’s real life in

our low profession—and so is

the nickname.”

“Does that mean there’s com-
petltlon in the field?”

“It means just that.” Simon’s
gaze was sweeping systematically
over the other guests; and at
that moment he saw. the men
he was looking for. “You see
that dark bird who looks as if
he might be a gigolo? Face like
a pretty boy, till you see it’s just
a mask cut in granite. . . . That's
Philip Carney. And the big fel-
low beside him—just offering
the Dempster-Craven a ciga-
rette. That's George Runce.
They’re two of the slickest jewel
thieves in the business. Mostly
they work the Riviera—I don't
think they’'ve ever been in Eng-
land for years. Kate was talk-
ing in the plural all the time,
and 1 wondered who she
meant.”

Peter’s mouth shaped a si-
lent whistle.

“What's going to happen?”

“I don’t know definitely; but
I should like to prophesy that
at any moment the lights will
go out—"

And as he spoke, with a
promptness that seemed almost
uncanny, the three enormous
cut-glass  chandeliers  which
illuminated the ballroom simul-
taneously " flicked out as if a
magic wand had conjured them
out of existence; and the room
was plunged into inky black-
ness. ,

The buzz of conversation rose
louder, mingled with sporadic
laughter After trying valiantly
to carry on for a couple of bars,
the orchestra faded out irregu-
larly, and the dancers shuffled
to a standstill. Over in one cor-
ner, a facetious party started

singing, in unison: “Where —
was — Moses — when — the
— lights — went — out?”

. And then, rising above every
other sound, came Mrs. Demp-
ster-Craven’s hysterical shriek:

f(Help/IJ

There was a momentary si-
lence, broken by a few
uncertain  titters. And Mirs.
Dempster-Craven’s voice rang
wildly through the room again.

“My pendant! My pendant!
Put on the lights!”

Then came the shaip vicious
smash of a fist against flesh and
bone, a coughing grunt, and the
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was congested by traffic, was
cataclysmic.

At five o'clock there was no
one in the bank save the acidu-
lous maiden lady who was em-
ployed as teller and actually did
the cashier’s work. The ground-
glass front door was closed and
locked. The heavy, spherical
safe stood open. The stranger
entered through the back door
of the little frame structure,
flourished a revolver under the
maiden lady’s nose — and
that worthy woman promptly
fainted.

No one saw the arrival of
the stranger. The manner of his
departure remained a secret. An
attack of wild hysteria on the
part of the elderly teller when
she roused from her faint gave

first tidings to the town. Inves- .

tigation disclosed the fact that
more than six thousand dollars
in currency had been removed
from the safe.

In that respect the robbery
was akin to the others which
had shaken the country and
well-nigh  destroyed its eco-
nomic fabric. Liberty bonds
and other paper—readily ne-
gotiable—had been left un-
touched. Only money had been
stolen. The group of masculine
hens who cackled on the veranda
spanning the front of Simpson'’s
Drug Store decided unanimous-
ly that the series of holdups was
the work of a single man.

Counter to that theory ran

the fact that in each robbery the

erson present at the time of
the holdup had furnished- a dif-
ferent description. The first
time it was a tall, broad man
wearing puttees, a black mask,
a gray flannel shirt open at the
throat. The second time it was
a short, slender man who wore
the garb of a farmer. The per-
son who had rifled the Mer-
chants & Planters Bank was
described as a man of medium
size whose face was covered by
thick, black whiskers.

Disguises! That was the com-
munity idea. Of course each rob-
bery might have been committed
by a different man, but the
similarity in the method of each.
. .. Still, the success of the first
could have implanted the idea
in the brain of another man. It
was unlikely; yet the descrip-
tions of the holdup man’s
physique varied.

Ellery Simpson held forth ex-
haustively upon the subject of
hysterical inattention to detail at
times of such excessive stress.
The porch club at his drug store
was well satisfied with its solu-
tion of the series of bank rob-
beries within the county. Yet it
was not content to drop the sub-
ject. Each member of the volu-
ble gathering had a few words
to add to the speech of the last
man, while the attenuated drug-
gist sent his nasal, unpleasant
voice rasping out upon the
eardrums of all. Ellery Simpson
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“It had better be you,” he
said.

Gonsalez went to the little
front drawing room and found
the girl standing with her back
to the window, her face in
shadow.

“I would rather you did not
put on the light, please,” she
said, in a calm, steady voice. “I
do not wish to be recognized
if you meet me again.”

Leon smiled.

“I had no intention of touch-
ing the switch,” he said. “You
see, Miss—" he waited expec-
tantly.

“Brown,” she replied, so defi-
nitely that he would have known
she desired anonymity even if
she had not made her request in
regard to the light. “I told your
friend my name.”

“You sece, Miss Brown,” he
went on, “we have quite a num-
ber of callers who are particu-
larly anxious not to be recog-
nized when we meet them again.
Will you sit down? I know that
you have not much time, and
that you are anxious to catch a
train out of town.”

She was puzzled.

“How did you know that?”
she asked.

Leon made one of his superb
gestures.

“Otherwise you would have
waited until it was quite dark
before you made your appoint-
ment. You have, in point of fact,
left it just as late as you could.

She pulled a chair to the table
and sat down slowly, turning
her back to the window.

“Of course that is so,” she
nodded— “Yes, I have to leave
in time, and I have to <t it
fine. Are you Mr. Manfred?”

“I am Gonsalez.”

“I want your advice,” she
said.

She spoke in an even, un-
emotional voice, her hands
lightly clasped before her on the
table. Even in the half-dark, and
unfavorably placed as she was
for observation, he could see
that she was beautiful. He
guessed from the maturity of
her voice that she was in the
region of twenty-four.

“I am being blackmailed. I
suppose you will tell me I
should go to the police, but
I am afraid the police would be
of no assistance, even if 1 were
willing to risk an appearance in
court, which I am not. My
father-—" she hesitated—"is a
government official. It would
break his heart if he knew. What
a fool I have been!”

“Letters?” asked Leon, sym-
pathetically.

“Letters and other things,”
she said. “About six years ago
I was 2 medical student at St.
John’s Hospital. I did not take
my final exam. for reasons
which you will understand. My
surgical knowledge has not been
of very much use to me, except
. .. well, T once saved a man’s
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armed chauffeur, on her way to
deposit the jewels in the vault
of a city bank.

“General Havelock - Dexter
was not at Willowgate when
the thieves struck. Immediately
on his arrival in this country he
went to Granfield, where his
mother is seriously ill. He is ex-
pected to return to the city for
a civic reception next Tuesday.”

The paper was right, Grier-
son decided—the attempted
robbery at Willowgate had been
clumsy—simply because it was
not his style of job at all. He
had bungled it badly and its
only real value lay in the fact
that it had demonstrated, once
and for all, that he was not cut
out for the vulgar hurly-burly
of common housebreaking.

His power lay in subtler kinds
of virtuosity—in an expert use
of make-up, an astonishing gift
for mimicry, in poise and good
taste and penmanship. And all
these would be employed in the
tour de force of his career—an
impersonation of General Have-
lock-Dexter at his own bank,
and the straightforward, unclut-
tered withdrawal of his dia-
monds from the vault.

It was hazardous, he knew.
But with the right overtones of
audacity, worthy of a man of
his caliber.

The plan, fixed to the last
detail now that the signature
had been mastered, would swing
into operation at two o’clock.
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He checked in his
mind:

Clothes: Gray flannel suit,
heavy suede shoes, pink shirt,
soft green hat, the General's
regimental tie.

Fzgure: Grierson and the
General were about the same
height and weight—a little ex-
tra padding at the shoulders
would render them almost in-
distinguishable from the rear.

Make-up: The thin precision
of his own moustache replaced
by the bushy extravagance of a
gummed-on' version of the Gen-
eral’'s. A careful replica of the
black eye-patch. The hair, with
an added dusting of silver at
the temples, would pass, he de-
cided.

Voice: Perfected by long la-
bor after hearing the General
speak as guest of honor on a
radio  program — high-pitched,
abrupt, with the faintest sugges-
tion of a stammer, a brook-no-
nonsense edge to it.

Demeanor: Rather belliger-
ent, the conversation bristling
with military clichés and marked
by general lack of refinement.

With these things accounted
for, Grierson could see no re-
maining loopholes. Once at the
bank, he would immediately de-
mand the manager and explain
that his wife needed her jewels
to attend a dinner-party that
night, and was far too busy to
call and collect them herself.
His signature would no doubt

it over



















































CONVERSATION IN CHINATOWN

to the exclusion of every other
interest.”

“Was Olga Saratov interest-
ed in California?”

“I was her friend. She saw
California through my eyes.”

“Her own interest was awak:
ened by no special scene—no
single element of the California
picture?”

After a moment, “The only
California story thaf really in-
terested her was the Red Moun-
tain affair. She knew every
angle of that web of fraud from
start to finish.”

“Red Mountain—you mean
the big cinnabar mine?”

Russell nodded. “Discovered
a hundred years ago and still a
big producer.”

Abruptly, “Is Hans Ritter a
friend of yours?”

Russell’s eyes widened. “Of
course he is a friend of mine.
He’s the president of Cinnabar
Limited. They own the Red
Mountain propertnes He is a
good friend of mine. He turned
over all the old Red Mountain
records to me.”

“Did she know Ritter?”

“She met him. I introduced
him to her three years ago.”

“You really think that Ritter
is a good friend of yours?”

“He was a good friend when
I was digging into the Red
Mountain records. He’s more
than a good friend now. He is
one of the dosest friends I
have.”

125

“Cinnabar Limited controls
neatly all the quicksilver mines
in the United States, doesn’t it?”

“All the quicksilver in the
United States and then some,”
Russell answered. = “Cinnabar
Limited 1s the biggest quick-
silver outfit in the world.”

“After Wong Lok left your
employ, who cooked for you?”

“Two or three cooks followed
him. There was a Polish wom-
an, and then there was a Japa-
nese boy, Sugi Matsuta, and
then—"

“How long did Matsuta work
for you?”

“He worked for me two
years or so. He went back to
Japan. When he left me he got
me another Japanese man—the
one who works for me now.”

“Was Matsuta a good cook?”

“He was good at everything.
His cooking was cosmopolitan
in its flavor, to say the least.”

“Did that ever strike you as
being a bit unusual?”

“Of course. I was in luck.
There are lots of unusual cooks
in the world. A friend of mine
in Palo Alto has a Russian ad-
miral cooking for him.”

“Do you ever hear from Sugi
Matsuta’

“I had one letter from him
after he got back to Japan.”

“You may hear from him
again within the next few days.”
James Lee bLield out his hand to
Frank Russell. "I'll see you
again before long, Mr. Russell.


















