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INTRODUCTION


Often called the Golden Age of the detective novel, the years between the two World Wars produced some of the most iconic names in the history of mystery. In England, the names Agatha Christie and Dorothy L. Sayers continue to resonate to the present day. In America, there is one name that towers above the rest, and that is Ellery Queen.


That famous name was the brainchild of two Brooklyn-born cousins, Frederic Dannay (born Daniel Nathan, he changed his name to Frederic as a tribute to Chopin, with Dannay merely a combination of the first two syllables of his birth name) and Manfred B. Lee (born Emanuel Lepofsky). They wanted a simple nom de plume and had the brilliant stroke of inspiration to employ Ellery Queen both as their byline and as the name of their protagonist, reckoning that readers might forget one or the other but not both.


Dannay was a copywriter and art director for an advertising agency while Lee was writing publicity and advertising material for a motion picture company when they were attracted by a $7,500 prize offered by McClure’s magazine in 1928; they were twenty-three years old.


They were informed that their submission, The Roman Hat Mystery, had won the contest but, before the book could be published or the prize money handed over, McClure’s went bankrupt. Its assets were assumed by Smart Set magazine, which gave the prize to a different novel that it thought would have greater appeal to women. Frederick A. Stokes decided to publish The Roman Hat Mystery anyway, thus beginning one of the most successful mystery series in the history of the genre. Almost immediately, the cousins’ plan to brand the author and character under the same name paid off, and the Ellery Queen name gained an iconic status. 


Although Dannay and Lee were lifelong collaborators on their novels and short stories, they had very different personalities and frequently disagreed, often vehemently, in what Lee once described as “a marriage made in hell.” Dannay was a quiet, scholarly introvert, noted as a perfectionist. Lee was impulsive and assertive, given to explosiveness and earthy language. They remained steadfast in their refusal to divulge their working methodology, claiming that over their many years together they had tried every possible combination of their skills and talent to produce the best work they could. However, upon close examination of their letters and conversations with their friends and family, it eventually became clear that, in almost all instances, it was Dannay who created the extraordinary plots and Lee who brought them to life.


Each resented the other’s ability, with Dannay once writing that he was aware that Lee regarded him as nothing more than “a clever contriver.” Dannay’s ingenious plots, fiendishly detailed with strict adherence to the notion of playing fair with readers, remain unrivalled by any American mystery author. Yet he did not have the literary skill to make characters plausible, settings visual, or dialogue resonant. Lee, on the other hand, with his dreams of writing important fiction, had no ability to invent stories, although he could improve his cousin’s creations to make the characters come to life and the plots suspenseful and compelling.


The combined skills of the collaborators produced the memorable Ellery Queen figure, though in the early books he was clearly based on the best-selling Philo Vance character created by S.S. Van Dine. The Vance books had taken the country by storm in the 1920s, so it was no great leap of imagination for Dannay and Lee to model their detective after him. In all candor, both Vance and the early Queen character were insufferable, showing off their supercilious attitude and pedantry at every possible opportunity.


When Queen makes his debut in The Roman Hat Mystery, he is ostensibly an author, though he spends precious little time working at his career. He appears to have unlimited time to collect books and help his father, Inspector Richard Queen, solve cases. Although close to his father, the arrogant young man is often condescending to him as he loves to show off his erudition. As the series progresses (and as the appetite for Philo Vance diminished), Ellery becomes a far more realistic and likable character.


One characteristic of the Queen novels is an opening situation in which a murder is committed that appears so confounding that it may be insoluble. If it weren’t, the police would handle it and not have to bring Ellery Queen to the scene to help them figure out what happened, how it was achieved, and who did it.


In The Siamese Twin Mystery (1933), the seventh book in the series, Ellery and his father are driving home from their vacation in Canada when they are caught on the side of a mountain as a forest fire roars through the trees, devouring everything in its path. Unable to get down, they have no choice but drive to the top, where they find a house occupied by a retired doctor and his odd family. He welcomes them as they attempt to wait out the blaze, hoping it will consume itself, but it soon becomes evident that they are doomed when the flames come closer and closer.


Although it seems unnecessary under the circumstances, a murder is committed when Ellery finds the doctor shot to death, a game of solitaire in front of him and a torn half of the six of spades clutched in his fist. Soon, a second murder is committed, with a torn half of the jack of diamonds tightly held between dead fingers.


Noted for bizarre elements in their novels, Queen does not disappoint in The Siamese Twin Mystery, as they introduce a dangerous fat man, who has been spotted on the mountain; a woman who adamantly refuses to reveal herself as she skulks in an upstairs bedroom; and the nighttime sounds of a crablike creature, scuttling across the floor of the corridors.


As would be expected, Queen leaps into the mystery and so does his father, who discovers a clue that is so damning that a woman immediately confesses. Ellery isn’t satisfied and keeps digging. Ellery Queen, the author, has introduced in this fascinating puzzler an innovative use of the false confession trope of detective stories, as well a masterful use of another brilliant device often employed in the genre: the dying clue. Discovering the clue and deducing its meaning, and doing it in a rational, fair-play method, is what separates the good mystery writers from those at the pinnacle of the profession.	 


“Ellery Queen is the American detective story,” as Anthony Boucher, the mystery reviewer for the New York Times, wrote, and it would be impossible for any reasonable person to disagree.


The tantalizing puzzles created by the Ellery Queen writing team are irresistible to anyone who enjoys fair-play detective stories, no matter how outre or impossible they may seem. We selected The Chinese Orange Mystery for the American Mystery Classics series because it features one of the most extraordinary scenes in the history of mystery fiction, followed it with The Dutch Shoe Mystery, which some readers have called his masterpiece of observation and deduction, and now with The Siamese Twin Mystery.


 We are confident that you will agree that these have been the right choices—although there still are other Queen novels tempting us. After you have read one or two, you will understand why the London Times wrote that “Ellery Queen is the logical successor to Sherlock Holmes.” 


The American Mystery Classics series plans to bring back into print the greatest authors and books of the Golden Age of the detective novel. Please look at the back of the book to see other distinguished crime novels we’ve included in the line.


—OTTO PENZLER
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FOREWORD


As the keeper of Ellery Queen’s conscience, as it were, I have long felt it my duty so to annoy and shame him as to make him get down in type, between the usual pasteboard covers, the story of his fascinating investigation many years ago on that isolated peak of iniquity known as Arrow Mountain—not, I hasten to explain, in Darien, but in those more indigenous mountains to the north, the Tepees, in the heart of the ancient Indian country.


In many ways it is a remarkable story; not only because of its strange locale, the peculiarity of at least two of its characters, and the melodic theme of fire which ran through it like a Wagnerian leitmotif; but also because it represents, for the first time among Mr. Queen’s published adventures, an investigation conducted wholly without benefit of official interference. For with the exception of his father, Inspector Richard Queen, the scene was utterly unencumbered by the customary impedimenta of murder cases—detectives, police, medical examiners, fingerprint men, ballistics experts, et al.


How this came about in a country like ours, wherein mere suspicion is sufficient to bring a brigade of heavy-footed sleuths tramping over the scene of a crime, is one of the most interesting elements of a story crammed with surprises. I wish you joy of it. 


J. J. McC.


CLAREMONT, N. H.


July, 1933




PART I


“The human element is the only factor that keeps this world from being overrun by untouchable murderers. The complexity of the criminal mind is also its greatest weakness. Show me a so-called ‘clever’ murderer and I will show you a man already condemned to death.”


—Crime and the Criminal by LUIGI PERSANO (1928).




1


THE BURNING ARROW


The road looked as if it had been baked out of rubbly dough in a giant’s oven, removed in all its snaky length, unwound and laid in coils around the flank of the mountain, and then cheerfully stamped upon. Its crust, broiled by the sun, had risen quite as if one of its ingredients were yeast; it erupted like brown cornbread for fifty yards at a stretch and then, for no sane reason, sucked itself in to form tire-killing ruts for fifty more. To make life exciting for the unfortunate motorist who chanced upon that unhappy highway it had been so molded as to slue and curve and dip and wind and swoop and climb and broaden and narrow in a manner truly wonderful to behold. And it raised swarms of dust, each grain a locust ferociously bent upon biting into such damp crawling human flesh as it happened to alight upon.


Mr. Ellery Queen, totally unrecognizable by virtue of specked sunglasses over his aching eyes, linen cap pulled low, the wrinkles of his linen jacket filled with the grit of three counties, his skin where it showed a great raw wet irritation, humped his shoulders over the wheel of the battered Duesenberg, wrestling with it with a sort of desperate determination. He had cursed every curve in the alleged road from Tuckesas forty miles down the Valley, where it officially began, to the present point; and he had quite run out of words.


“Your own damn’ fault,” said his father peevishly. “Cripes, you’d think it would be cool in the mountains! I feel as if somebody’s scraped me all over with sandpaper.”


The Inspector, gray little Arab swathed to his eyes against the dust in a gray silk scarf, had been nursing a grudge which, like the road itself, bucked skyward and erupted at every fifty yards. He twisted, groaning, in his seat beside Ellery and peered sourly over the pile of luggage strapped behind at the lumpy stretch of paving in their wake. Then he slumped back.


“Told you to stick to the Valley pike, didn’t I?” He brandished his forefinger at the rush of hot sticky air.


“ ‘El,’ I said, ‘take my word for it—in these blasted mountains you never know what kind of squirty road you run into,’ I said. But no; you had to go and start explorin’ with night coming on, like—like some damn’ Columbus!” The Inspector paused to grumble at the deepening sky. “Stubborn. Just like your mother—rest her soul!” he added hastily, for he was after all a God-fearing old gentleman. “Well, I hope you’re satisfied.”


Ellery sighed and stole a glance from the zigzag expanse before him to the sky. The whole arc of heaven was purpling very softly and swiftly—a sight to rouse the poet in any man, he thought, except a tired, hot, and hungry one with a querulous sire at his side who not only grumbled but grumbled with unanswerable logic. The road along the foothills bordering the Valley had looked inviting; there was something cool—by anticipation only, he thought sadly—in a vista of green trees.


The Duesenberg bucked on in the gathering gloom.


“And not only that,” continued Inspector Queen, cocking an irritated eye upon the road ahead above a fold of the dusty scarf, “but it’s one hell of a way to top off a vacation. Trouble, just trouble! Gets me all hot and—and bothered. Damn it all, El, I worry about these things. They spoil my appetite!”


“Not mine,” said Ellery with another sigh. “I could eat a Goodyear-tire steak with French-fried gaskets and gasoline sauce right now, I’m so famished. Where the devil are we anyway?”


“Tepees. Somewhere in the United States. That’s all I know.”


“Lovely. Tepees. There’s poetic justice for you! Makes me think of venison broiling over a woodfire …. Whoa, Duesey! That was a daisy, wasn’t it?” The Inspector, who at the peak of the bump had almost had his head torn off, glared; it was quite evident that to his way of thinking “daisy” was scarcely the appropriate word. “Now, now, dad. Don’t mind a little thing like that. One of the normal hazards of motoring. What you miss is the Montreal Scotch, you renegade Irishman! … Now look at that, will you?”


They had reached a rise in the road around one of the myriad unexpected bends; and for sheer wonder Ellery stopped the car. Hundreds of feet below and to the left lay Tomahawk Valley, already cloaked in the purple mantle which had dropped so swiftly from the green battlements jutting against the sky. The mantle billowed as if something huge and warm and softly animal stirred beneath it. A faint gray tapeworm of road slithered along far down, already half-smothered by the purple mantle. There were no lights, no signs of human beings or habitations. The whole sky overhead was suffused now, and the last cantaloupe sliver of sun was sinking behind the distant range across the Valley. The edge of the road was ten feet away; there it dipped sharply and cascaded in green sheets toward the Valley floor.


Ellery turned and looked up. Arrow Mountain swelled above them, a dark emerald tapestry closely woven out of pine and scrub oak and matted underbrush. The bristly fabric of foliage towered, it seemed, for miles above their heads.


He started the Duesenberg again. “Almost worth the torture,” he chuckled. “Feel better already. Come out of it, Inspector! This is the real thing—Nature in the raw.”


“Too damn’ raw to suit me.”


The night suddenly overpowered them and Ellery switched his headlights on. They bounced along in silence. Both stared ahead, Ellery dreamily and the old gentleman with irritation. A peculiar haze had begun to dance in the shafts of light stabbing the road before them; it drifted and curled and eddied like lazy fog.


“Seems to me we ought to be getting there,” growled the Inspector, blinking in the darkness. “Road’s going down now, isn’t it? Or is it my imagination?”


“It’s been dipping for some time,” murmured Ellery. “Getting warmer, isn’t it? How far did that hulking countryman with the lisp—that garageman in Tuckesas—say it was to Osquewa?”


“Fifty miles. Tuckesas! Osquewa! Gripes, this country’s enough to make a man throw up.”


“No romance,” grinned Ellery. “Don’t you recognize the beauty of old Indian etymology? At that, it’s ironic. Our compatriots visiting abroad complain bitterly about the ‘foreign’ names—Lwów, Prague (now why Pra-ha, in the name of merciful heaven?), Brescia, Valdepeñaz, and even good old British Harwich and Leicestershire. Yet those are words of one syllable—”


“Hmm,” said the Inspector in an odd tone; he blinked again.


“—compared with our own native Arkansas and Winnebago and Schoharie and Otsego and Sioux City and Susquehanna and goodness knows what else. Talk about heritage! Yes, sir, painted redskins roamed them thar hills across the Valley and this here mount-ing falling on our heads. Redskins in moccasins and tanned deerskin, braided hair and turkey feathers. The smoke of their signal fires—”


“Hmm,” said the Inspector again, suddenly bolting upright. “Looks damned near as if they were still setting ’em!”


“Eh?”


“Smoke, smoke, you son! See it?” The Inspector rose, pointing ahead. “There!” he cried. “Right in front of us!”


“Nonsense,” said Ellery in a sharp voice; “What would smoke be doing up here, of all places? That’s probably some manifestation of evening mist. These hills play peculiar pranks sometimes.”


“This one’s acting up,” said Inspector Queen grimly. The dusty scarf fell into his lap, unheeded. His sharp little eyes were no longer dull and bored. He craned backward and stared for a long time. Ellery frowned, snatching a glimpse into his windshield mirror, and then looked quickly ahead again. The road was definitely dipping toward the Valley now, and the peculiar haze thickened with every downward foot.


“What’s the matter, dad?” he said in a small voice. His nostrils quivered. There was an odd and faintly disagreeable pungency in the air.


“I think,” said the Inspector, sinking back, “I think, El, you’d better step on it.”


“Is it—?” began Ellery feebly, and swallowed hard.


“Looks mighty like it.”


“Forest fire?”


“Forest fire. Smell it now?”


Ellery’s right foot squeezed the accelerator. The Duesenberg leaped forward. The Inspector, his grumpiness gone, reached over the edge of the car on his side and switched on a powerful sidelamp which swept the slope of the mountain like a broom of light.


Ellery’s lips tightened; neither spoke.


Despite their altitude and the mountain chill of evening, a queer heat suffused the air. The swirling mist through which the Duesenberg plowed was yellowish now, and thick as cotton. It was smoke, the smoke of desiccated wood and dusty foliage burning. Its acrid molecules suddenly invaded their nostrils, burned their lungs, made them cough, brought smarting tears to their eyes.


To the left, where the Valley lay, there was nothing to be seen but a dark smother, like the sea at night.


The Inspector stirred. “Better stop, son.”


“Yes,” muttered Ellery. “I was just thinking that myself.”


The Duesenberg halted, panting. Ahead of them the smoke was whipping in furious dark waves. And beyond—not far, a hundred feet or so—little orange teeth began to show, biting into the smoke. Down toward the Valley, too, were more little orange teeth, thousands of them; and tongues, long nicking orange tongues.


“It’s directly in our path,” said Ellery in the same queer tone. “We’d better turn round and go back.”


“Can you turn here?” sighed the Inspector.


“I’ll try.”


It was nervous, delicate work in the boiling darkness. The Duesenberg, an old racing relic Ellery had picked up out of perverted sentiment years before and had had reconditioned for private use, had never seemed so long-legged and cantankerous. He sweated and swore beneath his breath as he swung it back, forward, back, forward—inching his way around by imperceptible degrees while the Inspector’s little gray hand clutched the windshield and the ends of his mustache fluttered in the hot wind.


“Better make it snappy, son,” said the Inspector quietly. His eyes darted upward to the silent dark slope of Arrow Mountain. “I think—”


“Yes?” panted Ellery, negotiating the last turn.


“I think the fire’s climbed up to the road—behind us.”


“Lord, no, dad!”


The Duesenberg shuddered as Ellery stared fiercely into the murk. He felt the impulse to laugh. It was all too silly. A firetrap! … The Inspector sat forward, alert and quiet as a mouse. Then Ellery shouted and brought his heel down, hard, upon the accelerator. They surged forward.


The whole mountainside below them was burning. The mantle was ripped in thousands of places and the little orange teeth and the long orange tongues were greedily nibbling and licking away at the slope, hostile and palpable in their own light. An entire landscape, miles long, seen in miniature from their elevation, had suddenly burst into flames. In that numbing moment as they rushed back along the crazy road they both realized what must have happened. It was late July, and the month had been one of the hottest and driest in years. This was almost virgin timberland—a tangled mat of tree and bush long since sapped by the sun of its water. It was crumbly tinder inviting flame. A camper’s carelessly trodden fire, or a forgotten cigaret, even the friction of two dead limbs rubbed against each other by a breeze, might have started it. Then it would slither swiftly along beneath the trees, eating its way along the sole of an entire mountainfoot, and suddenly the slope would burst into flame spontaneously as the fire burned through to the dry upper air….


The Duesenberg slowed down, hesitated, lunged forward, stopped with a screeching of brakes.


“We’re hemmed in!” cried Ellery, half rising behind the wheel. “Back and front!” Then, calming suddenly, he sank back and fumbled for a cigaret. His chuckle was ghostly. “It’s ridiculous, isn’t it? Trial by fire! What sins have you committed?”


“Don’t be a fool,” said the Inspector harshly. He stood up and looked quickly from right to left. Below the lip of the road flames were gnawing.


“The odd part of it is,” muttered Ellery, drawing a lungful of smoke and expelling it without sound, “that I got you into this. It’s beginning to look like my last stupidity…. No, it’s no use looking, dad. There’s no solution except to dash right through the thick of it. This is a narrow road and the fire’s already nibbling at the timber and brush beyond.” He chuckled again, but his eyes were hot behind his goggles and his face was damp chalk. “We shan’t last a hundred yards. Can’t see—the road twists and spins…. The chances are, if the fire doesn’t get us, that we’ll go rocketing off the road.”


The Inspector, nostrils flaring, stared without speaking.


“It’s so damned melodramatic,” said Ellery with an effort, frowning over the Valley. “Not my notion at all of how to pass out. It smacks of—of charlatanry.” He coughed and flung his cigaret away with a grimace. “Well, what’s the decision? Shall we stay here and fry, or take our chances with the road, or try scrambling up the slope overhead? Quickly—our host is impatient.”


The Inspector flung himself down. “Get a grip on yourself. We can always take to the woods up there. Get going!”


“Right, sir,” murmured Ellery, his eyes full of a pain that was not caused by the smoke. The Duesenberg stirred. “It’s really no use looking, you know,” he said, pity suddenly invading his voice. “There’s no way out. This is a straight road—no side roads at all…. Dad! Don’t get up again. Wrap your handkerchief around your mouth and nose!”


“I tell you to get going!” shouted the old man with exasperation. His eyes were red and watery; they glared like damped coals.


The Duesenberg staggered drunkenly ahead. The combined brilliance of the three lamps served only to bring out more starkly the yellow-white snakes of smoke wrapping their coils about the car. Ellery drove more by instinct than sense. He was trying desperately, beneath a rigid exterior, to recall the exact vagaries of the insane road ahead. There had been a curve…. They were coughing constantly now; Ellery’s eyes, protected by the goggles as they were, nevertheless began to stream. A new odor came to their tortured nostrils, the smell of scorched rubber. The tires….


Cinders speckled their clothes, dropping softly.


From somewhere far below and far away, even above the snapping and crackling about them, came the faint persistent scream of a country fire siren. A warning, thought Ellery grimly, from Osquewa. They had seen the fire and were gathering the clans. Soon there would be hordes of little human ants with buckets and flails and handmade besoms swarming into the burning woods. These people were accustomed to fighting fires. No doubt they would master this one, or it would master itself, or providentially rain would come and smother it. But one thing seemed certain, thought Ellery as he strained into the smoke and coughed in hacking spasms: two gentlemen named Queen were destined to meet their fate on a blazing road along a lonely mountain miles from Centre Street and upper Broadway, and there would be no one to watch their exit from a world which had suddenly become impossibly sweet and precious….


“There!” shrieked the Inspector, jumping up. “There—El! I knew it, I knew it!” and he danced up and down in his seat, pointing to the left, his voice a wild blur of tears, relief, and satisfaction. “I thought I remembered one side road. Stop the car!”


With a wildly beating heart Ellery jammed on his brakes. Through a rift in the smoke appeared a black cavernous gap. It was apparently a road leading up through the steep and almost impassable tangle of forest which matted the chest of Arrow Mountain like a giant’s hair.


Ellery wrestled powerfully with the wheel. The Duesenberg darted back, screamed, surged forward with a roar. In second gear it bit into a hard-packed dirt road set at an alarming angle to the main highway. The motor whined and keened and sang—and the car clawed its way up. It gathered speed, creeping up. It hurtled on, flashing up. Now the road began to wind; a curve, a swift wind inexpressibly sweet, scented with pine needles, a delicious chill in the air….


Incredibly, within twenty seconds, they had left fire, smoke, their fate and their death behind.


It was utterly black now—the sky, the trees, the road. The air was like liquor; it bathed their tortured lungs and throats with coolness that was half warmth, and they both became silently intoxicated upon it. They gulped it down, sniffing mightily until they felt their lungs must burst. Then they both began to laugh.


“Oh, God,” gasped Ellery, stopping the car. “It’s all—all too fantastic!”


The Inspector giggled: “Just like that! Whew.” He took out his handkerchief, trembling, and passed it over his mouth.


They both removed their hats and exulted in the cold feel of the wind. Once they looked at each other, trying to pierce the darkness. Both fell silent soon, the mood passing; and finally Ellery released his handbrake and set the Duesenberg in motion.


If the road below had been difficult, this ahead was impossible. It was little more than a cowpath, rocky and overgrown. But neither man could find it in his heart to curse it. It was a boon sent from heaven. It kept winding and climbing, and they wound and climbed with it. Of human beings not a trace. The headlights groped ahead of them like the antennae of an insect. The air grew steadily sharper, and the sweet sharp arboreal smell was like wine. Winged things hummed and dashed themselves against the lights.


Suddenly Ellery stopped the car again.


The Inspector, who had been dozing, jerked awake. “What’s the matter now?” he mumbled sleepily.


Ellery was listening intently. “I thought I heard something ahead.”


The Inspector cocked his gray head. “People up here, maybe?”


“It seems unlikely,” said Ellery dryly. There was a faint crashing from somewhere before them, not unlike the sound of a large animal in undergrowth far away.


“Mountain lion, d’ye think?” growled Inspector Queen, feeling a little nervously for his service revolver.


“Don’t think so. If it is, I daresay he’s in for more of a scare than we. Are there catamounts in these parts? Might be a—a bear or a deer or something.”


He urged the car forward again. Both were very wide awake, and both felt distinctly uncomfortable. The crashing grew louder.


“Lord, it sounds like an elephant!” muttered the old man. He had his revolver out now.


Suddenly Ellery began to laugh. There was a comparatively long stretch of straight road here, and around the far curve came two fingers of light, as if fumbling in the darkness. In a moment they straightened out and glared into the Duesenberg’s own brilliant eyes.


“A car,” chuckled Ellery. “Put that cannon away, you old lady. Mountain lion!”


“Didn’t I hear you say something about a deer?” retorted the Inspector. Nevertheless he did not return the revolver to his hip pocket.


Ellery stopped the car once more; the headlights of the approaching automobile were very close now. “Good to have company in a place like this,” he said cheerfully, jumping out and stepping before his own lights. “Hi!” he shouted, waving his arms.


It was a crouching old Buick sedan that had seen better days. It came to rest, its battered nose snuffling the dirt of the road. It seemed occupied by only one passenger: a man’s head and shoulders were dimly visible behind the dusty windshield, illuminated by the mingling lights of the cars.


The head popped out of the side window. Away from the disfiguring glass, its every feature was sharply limned. A tattered felt hat was jammed over the man’s ears, which stood away from the enormous head like a troglodyte’s. It was a monstrous face: gross, huge, wattled, and damp. Frog’s eyes were embedded in lumps of flesh. The nose was broad and flared. The lips were tight lines. A big unhealthy face, but somehow hard and quieting. The owner of that face, Ellery felt instinctively, was not to be trifled with.


The eyes, luminous slits, fastened on Ellery’s lanky figure with batrachian steadiness. Then they shifted to the Duesenberg behind, surveyed the indistinct torso of the Inspector, and clicked back.


“Out of the way, you.” It was a rumbling voice, harshly vibrant in its bass tones. “Get out of the way!”


Ellery blinked in the strong light. The gargoyle head had retreated behind the translucent shelter of the windshield again. He could see a suggestion of vast humped shoulders. And no neck, he thought irritably. Indecent of the fellow. Ought to have a neck.


“I say,” he began, pleasantly enough. “That’s not nice—”


The Buick snorted and began to snuffle forward. Ellery’s eyes flashed.


“Stop!” he cried. “You can’t go down that way, you—you surly fool! There’s a fire down there!”


The Buick halted two feet from Ellery and ten feet from the Duesenberg. The head popped out again.


“What’s that?” said the bass voice heavily.


“Thought that would get you,” replied Ellery with satisfaction. “For heaven’s sake, isn’t there anything remotely resembling courtesy in this part of the domain? I said there’s a very neat and thorough conflagration raging down below—must be past the road by now, so you’d better turn round and go back.”


The froggy eyes stared for an instant without expression.


Then: “Out of the way,” the man said again, and touched his gears.


Ellery stared incredulously. The fellow was either stupid or insane.


“Well, if you want to be smoked up like a side of pork,” snapped Ellery, “that’s your affair. Where’s this road lead to?”


There was no reply. The Buick kept impatiently edging up inch by inch. Ellery shrugged and trudged back to the Duesenberg. He got in, slammed his door, muttered something impolite, and began backing off. The road was much too narrow to permit lateral passage of two machines. He was forced to back into the underbrush, crashing through until he smacked against a tree. There was barely enough room for the Buick to pass. It roared forward, kissing Ellery’s right fender none too gently, and disappeared in the darkness.


“Funny bird,” said the Inspector thoughtfully, putting away his revolver as Ellery steered the Duesenberg onto the road again. “If his mug was any fatter it would just naturally float away. The hell with him.”


Ellery uttered a savage chuckle. “He’ll come back soon enough,” he said; “damn his infernal cheek!” and thenceforward devoted his whole attention to the road.


They climbed, it seemed, for hours—a steady upgrade which taxed the powerful resources of the Duesenberg. Nowhere the faintest sign of a habitation. The forest, if it were possible, grew thicker and wilder than before. The road, instead of improving, grew worse—narrower, rockier, more overgrown. Once the headlights picked out directly in the road ahead the glowing eyes of a coiled copperhead.


The Inspector, perhaps as a reaction from the emotional disturbances of the past hour, frankly slept. His low snore throbbed in Ellery’s ears. Ellery gritted his teeth and pushed on.


The branches overhead dipped lower. They kept up an incessant rustle, like the gossip of old foreign women in the distance.


Not once through the interminable minutes of that remorseless ascent did Ellery catch sight of the stars.


“We escaped dropping into Hell,” he muttered to himself, “and now, by George, we seem headed straight for Valhalla!” How high was the mountain, anyway?


He felt his lids droop and shook his head angrily to keep himself awake. It was unwise to doze on this journey; the dirt road twisted and pirouetted like a Siamese dancer. He set his jaw and began concentrating upon the turmoil in his empty belly. A cup of steaming consommé, now, he thought; then a smoking rare cut of thick sirloin, with gravy and browned potatoes; two cups of hot coffee….


He peered ahead, alert. It seemed to him that the road was widening. And the trees—they seemed to be receding. Lord, it was time! There was something doing ahead; probably they had reached the crest of this confounded mountain and would soon be slipping down the road on the other side, bound for the next valley, a town, a hot supper, and bed. Then tomorrow a swift trip south, refreshed, and the day following New York and home. He laughed aloud in his relief.


Then he stopped laughing. The road had widened for excellent reason. The Duesenberg had pushed into a clearing of some sort. The trees receded left and right into the darkness. Overhead there was hot, thick sky speckled with millions of brilliants. A wilder wind fluttered the loose crown of his cap. To the sides of the expanded road lay tumbled rocks, from shards to boulders, out of the crevices and interstices of which sprouted an ugly, dried-up vegetation. And directly ahead …


He swore softly and got out of the car, wincing at the ache in his cold joints. Fifteen feet in front of the Duesenberg, boldly revealed in the headlights’ glare, stood two tall iron gates. To both sides ran a low fence built out of stones unquestionably indigenous to this forbidding soil. The fence stretched away divergently into the darkness. Beyond the gates for the short distance illuminated by the headlights ran the road. What lay still farther ahead was cloaked in the same palpable blackness that covered everything.


This was the end of the road!


He cursed himself for a fool. He might have known. The winding of the road below had not circled the mountain. It had merely seesawed erratically from side to side, following, now that he thought of it, the line of least resistance. This being the case, there must be a reason for the failure of the path to spiral completely about Arrow Mountain in its ascent to the summit. The reason could only be that the other side of the mountain was impassable. Probably a precipice.


In other words, there was only one way down the mountain—and that was by the road they had just climbed. They had run headlong into a blind alley.


Angry with the world, the night, the wind, the trees, the fire, himself and all living things, he strode forward to the gates. A bronze plaque was attached to the iron grille of one of them. It said simply: Arrow Head.


“What’s the matter now?” croaked the Inspector sleepily from the depths of the Duesenberg. “Where are we?”


Ellery’s voice was gloomy. “At an impasse. We’ve reached the end of our journey, dad. Pleasant prospect, isn’t it?”


“For cripes’ sake!” exploded the Inspector, crawling down into the road. “Mean to say this God-forsaken road doesn’t lead anywhere?”


“Apparently not.” Then Ellery slapped his thigh. “Oh, God,” he groaned, “flay me for an idiot! What are we standing here for? Help me with these gates.” He began to tug at the heavy grilles. The Inspector lent a shoulder, and the gates gave balkily, squealing in protest.


“Damned rusty,” growled the Inspector, examining his palms.


“Come on,” cried Ellery, running back to the car. The Inspector trotted wearily after. “What’s the matter with me? Gates and a fence mean human beings and a house. Of course! Why this road at all? Someone lives up here. That means food, a bath, shelter—”


“Maybe,” said the Inspector disagreeably as they began to move and swung in between the gates, “maybe there’s nobody living here.”


“Nonsense. That would be an intolerable trick of fate. And besides,” said Ellery, quite gay now, “our fat-faced friend in the Buick came from somewhere, didn’t he? And yes—there are the tracks of tires…. Where the deuce are these people’s lights?”


The house was so near it partook of the nature of the darkness about it. A wide gloomy pile which blotted out the stars in an irregular pattern. The Duesenberg’s headlights focused upon a flight of stone steps leading to a wooden porch. The sidelamp under the Inspector’s guidance swept to right and left and disclosed a long terrace running the entire length of the house, occupied only by empty rockers and chairs. Beyond the sides lay the rocky brush-covered terrain; only a few yards separated the house from the woods.


“That’s not polite,” muttered the Inspector, switching the lamps off. “That is, if anyone lives here. I have my doubts. Those French windows off the terrace are all closed and it looks as if they’ve got blinds drawn right to the floor. See any lights in the upper story?”


There were two stories and an attic floor beneath the slate shingles covering the gabled roof. But all the windows were black. Dry bedraggled vines half covered the wooden walls.


“No,” said Ellery, a note of misgiving creeping into his voice, “but then it’s—it’s impossible that the house is untenanted. That would be a blow from which I should never recover; not after our fantastic adventure tonight.”


“Yes,” grunted the Inspector, “but if anybody lives here why the devil hasn’t some one heard us? Lord knows this rattletrap of yours made enough racket coming up here. Lean on that horn.”


Ellery leaned. The klaxon on the Duesenberg possessed a singularly disagreeable voice; a voice, one would have said, capable of rousing the dead. The voice ceased and with pathetic eagerness both men bent forward and strained their ears. There was no response from the lifeless pile before them.


“I think,” said Ellery doubtfully, and stopped. “Didn’t you hear some—”


“I heard a blasted cricket calling to his mate,” growled the old gentleman, “that’s what I heard. Well, what the devil are we going to do now? You’re the brains of this family. Let’s see how good you are getting us out of this mess.”


“Don’t rub it in,” groaned Ellery. “I’ll admit I haven’t displayed precisely genius today. God, I’m so hungry I could eat a whole family of Gryllidae, let alone one!”


“Hey?”


“Salatorial orthopters,” explained Ellery stiffly. “Crickets to you. It’s the only scientific term I remember from my Entomology. Not that it does me any good at the moment. I always said higher education was perfectly useless against the ordinary emergencies of life.”


The Inspector snorted and wrapped his coat more closely about him, shivering. There was an eerie quality about their surroundings which made his usually impervious scalp prickle. He strove to drive away the unaccustomed phantoms of his roused imagination by thoughts of food and sleep. He closed his eyes and sighed.


Ellery rummaged in a car pocket, found an electric torch, and scrunched across the gravel to the house. He mounted the stone steps, tramped across the wooden flooring of the porch, and searched the front door in the light of his torch. It was a very solid and uninviting door. Even the knocker, a chunk of chipped stone fashioned in the shape of an Indian arrowhead, was darkly forbidding. Nevertheless Ellery lifted it and began to pound the oak panels. He pounded with vigor.


“This,” he said grimly between assaults on the door, “is beginning to resemble a nightmare. It is utterly unreasonable that we should go—” rap! rap! “through the ordeal by fire—” rap! rap! “and emerge without the customary rewards of penitence. Besides—” RAP! RAP! “I would welcome even a Dracula after what we’ve gone through. Lord, this does remind me of that vampire’s roost in the mountains of Hungary!”


And he pounded until his arm ached without evoking the faintest response from the house.


“Oh, come on,” groaned the Inspector. “What’s the use of knocking your arm off like a fool? Let’s get out of here.”


Ellery’s arm dropped wearily. He flicked the torch’s beam over the porch. “Bleak House…. Get out? And where shall we go?”


“Hell, I don’t know. Back to get our hides scorched, I guess. At least it’s warm down there.”


“Not me,” snapped Ellery. “I’m going to get that lap rug out of the luggage and camp right here. And if you’re sensible, dad, you’ll join me.”


His voice carried far through the mountain air. For an instant only the hind legs of the amorous cricket answered him. Then without warning the door of the house opened and a parallelogram of light leaped out onto the porch.


Black against the light, framed by the rectangle of the door, stood the figure of a man.
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THE “THING”


So suddenly had the apparition appeared that Ellery instinctively retreated a step, tightening his grip on the electric torch. From below he could hear the Inspector groaning with a sort of pleasant pain at the miraculous appearance of a Good Samaritan at a time when the last hope had fled. The old man’s heavy step crunched on the gravel.


The man stood in the foreground of a dazzlingly illuminated entrance hall which, from Ellery’s position, disclosed only an overhead lamp, a rug, a large etching, the corner of a refectory table and an open doorway at the right.


“Good evening,” said Ellery, clearing his throat.


“What d’ye want?”


The apparition’s voice was startling—an old man’s voice, querulously crackling in its upper tones and heavily hostile in its undertones. Ellery blinked. With the strong light shining in his eyes all he could see of the man was a silhouette, revealed by a steady glow of golden light pouring on him from behind. The outline, which made the man look like a shape created by the luminous tubes of a neon sign, was that of a shambling, loose-jointed figure, long arms dangling, sparse hair sticking up at the top like singed feathers.


“Evening,” came the Inspector’s voice from behind Ellery. “Sorry to be bothering you at this time of night, but we’ve sort of—” his eyes yearned hungrily at the furniture in the entrance hall—“we’ve sort of got ourselves into a jam, you see, and—”


“Well, well?” snarled the man.


The Queens regarded each other with dismay. Not an auspicious reception!


“Fact of the matter is,” said Ellery, smiling feebly, “that we’ve been forced up here—I suppose this is your road—by circumstances beyond our control. We thought we might get—”


They began to make out details. The man was even older than they had thought. His face was marble-gray parchment, multitudinously wrinkled, and hard as stone. His eyes were small, black, and burning. He was dressed in coarse homespun that hung from his emaciated figure in ugly vertical folds.
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