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INTRODUCTION

This is the fourth collection of Golden Age mystery stories in the American Mystery Classics series, preceded by Golden Age Detective Stories, Golden Age Locked Room Mysteries, and Golden Age Bibliomysteries. It is a series that appears to be successful and for which I have every hope that it will continue until politicians are regarded as symbols of virtue.

The so-called Golden Age of detective fiction, often described as being the years between the two World Wars, more accurately began with E.C. Bentley’s Trent’s Last Case in 1913 and has never really ended, since the many elements that loosely define the books that we regard as of the era continue to be employed. In addition, many of the greatest authors of the Golden Age continued to write for many years after the end of World War II (1945). Some of the best and most popular works by Agatha Christie, Ellery Queen, Rex Stout, Mary Roberts Rinehart, and others were produced in the 1950s, 1960s, and even 1970s.

Any definition of Golden Age mysteries will be a poor one because there are so many books that would never be regarded as part of our understanding of what we think we mean. But, as noted in another context, we know it when we see it. Remember, Dashiell Hammett and Raymond Chandler wrote detective stories in the 1920s and 1930s, yet they are unlikely to be thought of as Golden Age writers in the way that Queen, Christie, John Dickson Carr, and Dorothy L. Sayers, among many others, are.

The puzzle is generally the mainstay of these writers, the raison d’etre of their tales, without being overly concerned with the psychological make-up of the killer, nor are they overtly attempting to take political, sociological, or philosophical positions, as is Hammett, for one example.

Among the characteristics that we expect to find in an ideal Golden Age story are a detective, whether a member of the police, an amateur who happens upon a crime and thinks it would be interesting or great fun to solve it, or a private investigator who, in those between-the-war years tends to have a remarkable ability to solve crimes that baffle the police. Equally noteworthy is the number of law enforcement representatives who give private eyes access to crime scenes, various records, and even assign low-ranking members of the force to assist them, often attaining the apotheosis of their profession by being showered with praise and thanks from the top-ranking cops and agents.

To satisfy our desires for a proper Golden Age story we need a murder and, no matter how violent it may have been, the details are spared the reader. We can read about someone being shot or stabbed or bludgeoned, but we are seldom witnesses as the crime is generally carried out off-stage without granular descriptions of blood, guts, and brain matter splashed across the wall.

Another expectation of Golden Age stories is that the author will have played fair with the reader. If there is a puzzle to be solved, there must be clues to enable the reader to follow along, just as the detective does. It is a rare mystery story that is solved by the reader before the detective has nabbed the murderer but it is a tribute to the author when readers acknowledge that it’s their fault for not have spotted the clues that are enumerated when the denouement arrives, generally in the form of a gloating speech by the brilliant detective who sweetly and subtly tells his audience (and, by proxy) how dim the reader is because they were not smart enough to have spotted all those so-obvious signs of the suspect’s guilt.

There is great satisfaction in a good, fair-play detective story in which the peace and comfort of a community is ripped apart by a heinous crime, often apparently inexplicable and frightening to those in the general vicinity and, if the author is good at the job, to readers. What a relief it is when a familiar detective, or one whose attributes have been trumpeted by the author, arrives at the scene!

We expect justice to be done in a Golden Age crime story and are rarely disappointed. The fact that such an outcome is less certain in much of contemporary crime fiction is one of the attractions of the novels and stories of what was a simpler, safer time—or so we like to think.

Another significant difference between today’s crime fiction and the stories of the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s is the changing language that has evolved into a more sensitive pattern of usage. There may be a great disparity between the attitudes of people nearly a century ago and there are commensurate differences in words in the context of gender, race, and ethnicity. Occasionally, casual use of words before WWII may be offensive to the modern reader but these have not been edited out or rewritten. It is a disservice to the authors who worked in one era to be judged in a different one and absurd to bring today’s tastes and preferences to the language of fiction written before most of us were born

The current volume has many of the era’s most beloved detectives, including Ellery Queen, Hildegarde Withers, and the Great Merlini, as well as some of the most popular authors of the day who did not regularly feature a series character, such as Mary Roberts Rinehart, Frederic Brown, and Melville Davisson Post.

This volume also features some of America’s greatest authors who are not generally thought of as mystery writers, including F. Scott Fitzgerald, Ring Lardner, and Stephen Vincent Benét. While mystery, crime, and suspense may not have been the primary focus of the majority of their work, just wait until you read their distinguished contributions to the literature!

Otto Penzler  
New York      
October 2023





THE AMATEUR OF CRIME

Stephen Vincent Benét

Although he died young, Stephen Vincent Benét (1898-1943) was quite prolific in several literary forms, most notably poetry, for which he won two Pulitzer Prizes, the first in 1929 for the long narrative history of the Civil War, John Brown’s Body, and posthumously in 1944 for the unfinished Western Star, a narrative based on the settling of the United States.

He had writing credits on more than fifty published or dramatically produced works, included eight posthumous in the four years after his death.

Benét was devoted to writing and had his first book, Poetry—Five Men and Pompey (1915), six dramatic monologues in verse, published when he was only seventeen. While he favored poetry, Benét also wrote novels, plays, and short stories, one of the latter being his most famous and enduring work, “The Devil and Daniel Webster” (1936).

This fantasy was for decades required reading in every grade school in America and served as the basis for numerous plays and a 1941 motion picture starring Edward Arnold and Walter Huston. It tells the story of a farmer who sells his soul to the devil and changes his mind, resulting in a jury trial pitting the great orator against Satan (“Mr. Scratch” in the film). Benét was a co-writer of the screenplay with Dan Totheroh.

Among his plays was the libretto for an opera based on “The Devil and Daniel Webster” and, perhaps most successfully, one for which he is not at all known, The Bat, based on The Circular Staircase (1908), a novel by Mary Roberts Rinehart. The stage play made its debut in 1920, with credit for its authorship going to Rinehart and Avery Hopwood but, in fact, it had been ghost-written by Benét. It has been staged relentlessly since then and has served as the basis for several motion pictures, the best-known being The Bat Whispers (1930), starring Chester Morris and Una Merkel.

“The Amateur of Crime” was originally published in the April 1927 issue of The American Magazine.

The Amateur of Crime
Stephen Vincent Benét

And what is your hobby, Mr. Scarlet?” queried Mrs. Culverin kindly of her shyest guest. Her long, pendent earrings of antique crystal winked like tiny stars as she turned upon him the full battery of her celebrated smile.

“Murder,” said the owlish young man in the English dinner-jacket, serenely. Mrs. Culverin gave a slight, pleased scream.

In a day of hostesses who were famous for rules, and hostesses who were notorious for breaking them, Mrs. Culverin achieved unique celebrity as a hostess who seemed to recognize no rules at all. At the moment she was opening her Long Island house for the summer, and the company gathered to celebrate the event could hardly have been more diverse had Mrs. Culverin deliberately planned it so. But Mrs. Culverin never planned anything deliberately.

This particular house party included, among others, Prince Mirko, of Ruritania, head of the Ruritanian debt commission to the United States; his extraordinarily beautiful wife; Baron Kossovar, the Ruritanian Ambassador; Daisy Delight, the cinema star; a bishop; a banker; a bandmaster; the most celebrated dance expert of the moment; two débutantes; the woman’s Olympic diving champion; a blind pianist; a Mr. Lang, who was vaguely spoken of as a big-game hunter, and Peter Scarlet—the last, a pink-cheeked youth with surprised, mouse-colored hair which, together with his enormous horn rimmed spectacles, gave him much of the innocent downiness of a very young owl.

Mrs. Culverin could not remember exactly what he did, or exactly why she had asked him; but, as she was often in the same quandary about many of her guests, the fact perturbed her not at all. He neither smoked opium in his bedroom nor attempted to secrete small articles of silverware about his person—and as these were the only two social solecisms her generous heart admitted, she felt satisfied enough with him, whoever he might be.

But when he spoke of murder, she viewed him with a new and acquisitive eye. So far, it must be admitted, her Long Island housewarming had leaned perilously toward the verge of failure. The bishop, though a liberal bishop, had lifted episcopal eyebrows at the dancer. The banker had insisted on talking statistics. The Olympic diving champion had had too much of a cold to exhibit her skill—and the Ruritanians had been so freezingly polite to each other that a pall of gentility had descended upon the whole assemblage. Mrs. Culverin suddenly remembered, with that vagueness that characterized her memories, having heard of some tiresome, political feud between Prince Mirko and Baron Kossovar.

Now, however, young Mr. Scarlet’s unexpected admission of his unusual hobby seemed to give her a heaven-sent opportunity of redeeming her dinner party. She raised her voice to carry to the end of the table.

“How quaint!” she said, with relish. “Mr. Scarlet knows all about murders—or murdering—which was it, Mr. Scarlet? Do tell us lots about them, anyhow!” And she patted him approvingly on the arm.

The young man, thus abruptly singled out as the object for the stares of the whole company, looked more owlish than ever. A faint pink flush mounted slowly toward his ears.

“Mrs. Culverin flatters me,” he said, looking at his plate. “I don’t know all about murders—or murderers, either. But, yes, I am—interested in them.”

“You are a detective, Mr. Scarlet, yes?” queried Prince Mirko, in his careful English.

“No, Your Highness. Merely an amateur of crime.”

The princess laughed—a long, beautiful ripple of laughter. “An amateur of crime!” she said, giving the words a foreign twist. “Think of it, Mirko! At his age—an amateur of crime! But I thought you were—what is it?—undergraduate at an American university, Mr. Scarlet?”

“I am, Madame. I’m going back to college Monday,” muttered Scarlet, obviously abashed. “But, well—you ought to start in young at any profession, oughtn’t you? And—I’ve had certain opportunities, in a way. At least, my father was in the diplomatic service, so we traveled around a lot when I was a kid—”

A pleased expression crossed Prince Mirko’s face: “If I am right, your father was chargé d’affaires at our capital, Mr. Scarlet—let me see—in my father’s time?”

Scarlet nodded rapidly. “Yes, Your Highness. I was only so high, then; but I remember your father.” He smiled. “I used to be terrified by his beard.”

“And Baron Kossovar—you remember him too?” asked the prince, with an acid smile.

“I’m afraid not, sir,” said Scarlet pleasantly. “I think Baron Kossovar was away from Ruritania at the time.”

“I was in exile—a very unjust exile,” said the tall baron, coldly. His glance and Prince Mirko’s were two rapiers clashing together. Again a constraint fell on the party.

“But, Mr. Scarlet, do tell us all about your murders!” said Mrs. Culverin brightly.

Scarlet grinned boyishly: “They aren’t really my murders, Mrs. Culverin. I’ve just studied a bit—thing fascinated me. I mean—the queer kinds of people who are murderers, and the even queerer kinds who are murderees.”

“Murderees?” breathed Mrs. Culverin. “Murderees?”

“Yes—that’s what Pearson calls them, in his book.” His spectacles flashed. “The people who seem just born and bound to be murdered. Who have the same irresistible attraction for a murderer that—a nice, plump goat has for a hungry tiger.”

“I think it’s all perfectly horrid!” said Mrs. Culverin delightedly. “Do go on!”

“Well,” said Peter Scarlet, “there was the Jamison case, in London. Mrs. Jamison was an ideal murderee. She had an acquaintance, Mrs. Wheen. She knew Mrs. Wheen hated her. She often said so to her friends. She even said, several times, that she was sure Mrs. Wheen would murder her if she got a chance. And yet, for some unfathomable reason, she kept on going to tea with Mrs. Wheen until, finally, of course, Mrs. Wheen did murder her.”

“Served her right,” said Mrs. Culverin, with a beaming smile. “I’m sure, if I ever got the idea that anyone would murder me, I—I’d never so much as ask them to dinner again!”

A general chuckle followed her pronouncement. But Peter Scarlet stuck to his guns. “You wouldn’t—because you’re not a murderee,” he said. “Most people aren’t—most people never contract elephantiasis, either. But there is a certain proportion of people who do both, and a very definite proportion. Of course,”—he spread out his hands—“there are the normal, casual murders, too. But I’m talking of this one peculiar tendency.”

“And you think,” said the somber Mr. Lang, “that you could diagnose—a tendency to be murdered, in an otherwise normal person, as a doctor could diagnose illness in a person who looked perfectly well?”

“That’s what I’d like to do,” said Peter Scarlet ingenuously. “Oh, I know it sounds fantastic, especially from me. But if you could do that and safeguard the murderee, as modern science safeguards the diabetic, why, half our present murders would never occur at all!”

Mrs. Culverin struck in. “But this is marvelous!” she said, her eyes very wide. “Just like numerology and reading your fate in tea leaves, only so much more exciting! Do tell us, dear Mr. Scarlet, because you can, of course—are any of us—murderees?”

Peter Scarlet looked very unhappy. “I couldn’t, honestly,” he managed to reply at last. “I mean—even if some of you did have murderee tendencies—well, you’d allow a doctor some time for a diagnosis and some rather intimate information, wouldn’t you? Well—” He obviously did not wish to go on.

Mrs. Culverin, however, was insistent. “But you could just give us a hint?” she persisted. “The tiniest hint! It would be too wonderful!”

Peter Scarlet’s eyes roved nervously up and down the table. “Well—” he said dolefully, and paused.

“You need not be afraid to say it!” said Prince Mirko, abruptly, with unexpected grimness. “I know there would be rejoicing—in many quarters—if I were to die by violence.”

“And there are others whose murder would please certain men in my country. Myself, for one,” said Baron Kossovar instantly. Again his eyes and the prince’s met, with the impact of steel upon steel. The princess’s hand went nervously to her breast.

Scarlet did his best to smooth over the awkward moment. “Any statesman’s life is always at the mercy of a fanatic’s bullet,” he said, with a little bob at both Ruritanians. “But, oddly enough, if I had to decide at first glance upon the one person in this room who stood the likeliest chance of meeting a violent end, I should select—Mr. Lang!” he ended unexpectedly, with a nod in that gentleman’s direction.

Mr. Lang gave a slight but definite start. For a moment his eyes blazed with anger. Then he gave a loud laugh—and the tension in the room relaxed.

“Not bad at all, for getting out of a hole,” he said, still laughing: “I suppose you could be murdered by a lion—if you’d want to call it that—and my last trip out from Nairobi—” He plunged into a big-game reminiscence, and the talk grew general again.

“Only, I wasn’t thinking about lions,” murmured Peter Scarlet to his plate. But no one at the table overheard him.

Some time later, after the ladies had left the room, Scarlet found himself near the banker.

“You nearly put your foot in it then, my boy,” said the latter, in a low voice, glancing down the table at Prince Mirko and Baron Kossovar. “You know what this Ruritanian debt commission means, I suppose?”

“I know the prince and the baron are old enemies,” admitted Scarlet, “and that the baron is supposed to look for a return of the monarchy—in Ruritania—while the prince is entirely committed to the new republic.”

“Just so,” said the banker. “And if Mirko succeeds in his mission, he and the republic win—and Kossovar’s political future isn’t worth that! On the other hand, if he fails, the republic will undoubtedly go to pot, and Kossovar will be the power behind the return of the throne. The way things are at present, the prince seems sure to win, too,” he added thoughtfully. “He’s going down to Washington, Monday, to clinch it.”

On their way to the lesser drawing room where the Royal Russian Midgets, especially brought down for the occasion, were to perform their celebrated though Lilliputian feats of acrobatics before the dancing began, Peter Scarlet was accosted by the saturnine Mr. Lang.

“What the dickens did you mean by picking me out as a likely target for murder?” he queried, in a tone whose attempted lightness was not wholly successful.

Peter Scarlet looked at him steadily. “I wonder,” he said. “Have you ever shot a Lipmann’s gazelle, Mr. Lang?”

Mr. Lang seemed both amazed and piqued by the odd query. “Lipmann’s gazelle?” he said. “Well, I have, as it happens—managed to bag a brace near Victoria Nyanza. But what the deuce has that got to do with my being murdered?”

“It might have a good deal, under certain circumstances,” said Peter Scarlet cryptically, and turned away.

He watched with apparent interest the agile feats of the Russian midgets, and the little pantomime of “Beauty and the Beast” that concluded their performance. But within his mind, all the while, certain dim, half-remembered pictures were beginning to take on form and color and perspective. He shook his head, wearily—the pictures weren’t very pleasant pictures; and yet he must fit them together, somehow. Only he couldn’t quite recollect a few of the most important ones—yet.

At the end of the little entertainment, as the Blue Boy Blue Blowers began to blare out their invitation to the dance from the larger ballroom, he unobtrusively sought the princess.

She looked drawn and tired—the continual friction between her husband and the baron was obviously telling upon her. He made some compliment, to which she replied mechanically; then his glance fell upon an ornament in her hair.

“I am glad you still keep up the old Ruritanian custom, Madame,” he said.

She laughed a little. “The dagger, you mean? Yes—all our girls pin their hair with a little dagger on feastdays—you must remember.” She withdrew the small, needle-pointed, silver stiletto from the dark coils of her coiffure, so that he might examine it. “It is a family thing,” she said, the weariness returning to her face. “You must have seen many like it in Ruritania.”

Her expression changed, she lowered her voice. “Did you mean what you said tonight—that Mr. Lang was in greater danger of his life here than my husband?” she asked with a sudden, queer intensity, as they paused on their way to the door.

Peter Scarlet looked at her with an expression of humble surprise. “I didn’t say quite that,” he said embarrassedly. “Do you mean that you have any reason to suspect that . . . your husband is in danger here?”

She made a nervous, pathetic little gesture with her hands. “Oh no, no, no!” she said hurriedly. “Oh no—it is impossible—impossible—and yet—”

Baron Kossovar came up to them. “May I have the honor of the first dance, Madame?” he asked, bowing profoundly as the princess replaced the dagger in her hair.

The evening wore on, the Blue Boy Blue Blowers outdid themselves in miracles of syncopation; at last Peter Scarlet found himself ready for bed. Alone in his room, he undressed for the night. Then, with the same neat, unhurried swiftness, he dressed himself completely again. It was no use—he couldn’t sleep till one question at least had been decided in his mind. He left his room and, walking with a singular lack of noise for so ingenuous and blundering a young man, made his way toward the wing of the house where the Ruritanians were quartered.

Prince and Princess Mirko’s suite was on the second floor; Baron Kossovar’s, above, on the third. The house itself was a curious example of architectural misalliance between Long Island and Spain. Odd, useless balconies jutted from it at unexpected corners; there was one at the end of the corridor which Scarlet now traversed, and another, he knew, outside the princess’s bedroom.

As Scarlet came down the corridor, walking more loudly now, a low voice challenged him suddenly. “Who’s that?” said a fierce whisper.

Scarlet stood perfectly still. “It’s Scarlet, Mr. Lang.”

There was a sound of breath taken in. “How in—” said the low voice. Then it changed its tone. “I thought your room was in the other wing of the house,” it said.

Scarlet smiled to himself in the dim shadows of the corridor. “I thought yours was too, Mr. Lang,” he said easily. “But I felt restless, couldn’t get to sleep.”

“So did I,” said Lang, unconvincingly. “Well—I suppose we’d both of us better get back to bed.”

“I suppose so,” admitted Scarlet, strolling on to the end of the corridor. He stepped out upon the balcony for a moment and glanced up.

“H’m,” he said, “that iron stair must go to the third-floor balcony. Convenient little dingus for a burglar, wouldn’t you say?”

“Infernally convenient,” admitted Lang, with a certain tenseness. “Well—” This time his hand fell definitely upon Scarlet’s shoulder, and the latter permitted himself to be led back toward his own wing of the house. Mr. Lang paused outside a door halfway down the Ruritanian corridor.

“Well, here I am,” he said. “Good night, Scarlet. And I wouldn’t go wandering about at night if I were you. It isn’t done—take the word of an older man.”

Scarlet seemed entirely unperturbed by the rebuke. He walked noisily back to his own room and waited there for some time. Then he emerged again, slipped up to the third floor, retraced his way to the Ruritanian wing, and concealed himself on the third-floor balcony. He had hardly done so when the tall figure of Baron Kossovar ascended from the second floor and entered his quarters. Scarlet smiled, and devoted his attention to another point. A little while later his vigil was rewarded by a curious sight that gave him much food for thought. But it was not until half an hour at least had passed that he heard the scream from the second floor.

Twenty seconds later he was outside the door of Prince Mirko’s suite—but the mysterious Mr. Lang was there before him, now rapping upon the door with a sort of muffled fury, now trying to force the lock with what looked suspiciously like a skeleton key.

He saw Scarlet and wheeled. A revolver glittered suddenly in his other hand. “You infernal meddler—” he began furiously, motioning him back; but Scarlet continued to advance.

“Oh, shut up!” he said, somewhat tiredly. “I know you’re a detective—known it for hours. You get in that room—I’ll keep the others back.”

Lang gave him one sharp, very searching glance, then turned back to his work with the key. After a moment the lock yielded—the door flew open.

Scarlet, glancing in at the room over Lang’s shoulder, felt the bristles at the back of his neck begin to rise. Prince Mirko of Ruritania lay on his face in the middle of the luxurious sitting room, dead, with the hilt of a silver dagger protruding from his neck. The princess knelt beside him. Her hands were stained with his blood, her eyes were staring, and the silver dagger ornament was gone from her hair. A tiny handkerchief lay on the floor, and a little white dog ran in circles about the body, moaning and whining.

As Scarlet was turning away, the princess succeeded in rolling the body over on its back. There was a curious incision on the dead man’s forehead—two little slashes that formed a capital T.

When the initial confusion of the event had somewhat subsided, a strange court of inquiry met in the disfigured sitting room. Luckily, Mrs. Culverin’s house was huge, and many of the guests had not been aroused at all. Those who had, Peter Scarlet sent back to bed again, with the news that Princess Mirko’s maid had suffered a minor accident. As for Mrs. Culverin herself, she had risen to the crisis astonishingly, and she now sat patting Princess Mirko’s limp hand with a certain sturdy kindliness that made Peter Scarlet like her better than he ever had before. Baron Kossovar, Lang, and Scarlet completed the party.

Mrs. Culverin rose at last. “Well, Mr. Lang,” she said, “the matter is entirely in your hands. I’ll do and say whatever you tell me. Meanwhile, I’ll go back to my room, unless, Your Highness, you—” She turned to the princess.

“No,” murmured the latter weakly. “No, thank you. You are very kind. But—”

“I know,” said Mrs. Culverin. She gathered her wrapper about her. “Oh, one thing,” she said to Lang, “if I might make a suggestion?”

“Yes, Mrs. Culverin?”

“You’ll find that young man useful,” she said, indicating Scarlet. “His talk about murders may be all bosh—but he knows Ruritanian.” She swept away.

Lang turned to Scarlet. “You do speak and understand Ruritanian?”

Scarlet nodded. “Yes, I’ve kept it up fairly well.”

Lang considered. “Well, I suppose you’d better stay,” he said at last. “Only—no interference—no amateur detecting! And, naturally, if your father was in the Service, you understand the gravity of—”

Scarlet’s face was very grave. “I do. And I shouldn’t think of—interfering. But—I could make a suggestion? If one occurred to me?”

“You could,” said Lang grimly. Scarlet’s spectacles blinked.

Lang turned to the baron and the princess. “I have no wish to put impertinent questions,” he said, with a good deal of dignity. “But you must realize, as I do, the very delicate position in which this murder has placed not only everyone in this house but the Governments of two countries. Prince Mirko was in this country under the protection of the United States. He was murdered while under that protection. Naturally, in view of the diplomatic issues involved, this inquiry cannot follow the normal course of such inquiries. But—I take it you both are willing to help me in finding the murderer?”

The princess stared at him, dry-eyed. “My husband’s murderer must be found,” she said in a dry, toneless voice.

Baron Kossovar stiffened. “Prince Mirko was my political enemy,” he said; “but I am no less anxious than you, Mr. Lang, to find his murderer.”

Lang received their statements gravely. “Thank you,” he said. “Now—you’ll pardon me if I’m frank—there are three ways in which Prince Mirko might have been murdered: He might have been murdered by an intruder from without. He might have been murdered by a servant or a guest. Or—”

“Say it,” said the princess, in a dry, terrible voice. “He might have been murdered by me, his wife.”

“Or me,” said Baron Kossovar rigidly.

Lang made a little bow. “I regret the necessity,” he said; “but we must take every supposition into account. First: the intruder from without. In the first place, my men—and they’re skilled men—have been guarding the gates and so forth since Prince Mirko’s arrival. It would have been practically impossible for an intruder to get past them. In addition,”—he stepped toward the window—“the windows of this room and of Prince Mirko’s bedroom were all locked on the inside when we found the body; and it is a sheer fifteen-foot drop from the windows to the ground.”

“Also,” said the princess, still in that toneless voice, “I had locked the door from my part of the suite earlier in the evening. When I unlocked it again, it was to find my husband dead.” She shuddered.

“I remember,” said Lang noncommittally. “You wished to be alone?”

“For a time, yes—my husband and the baron were talking business; I did not wish to disturb them. Then later, I heard the dog barking and came to say good night to my husband—and then—”

“Yes,” said Lang. “But even supposing the intruder had flown through the walls and got in—how did he get out? We made a thorough search. Of course he might have jumped from one of your bedroom windows, Princess, supposing you did not lock the door as you say you did.”

“I did lock the door,” said the Princess. “And—my maid, and myself, of course, were in our part of the suite the whole time. He could not have concealed himself or escaped.”

“Exactly,” said Lang. “Therefore, if there was an intruder, he is still here. But he isn’t here. Therefore, Prince Mirko was not murdered by an intruder from without.”

He paused. The logic of his explanation seemed inevitable. Scarlet took the opportunity to emerge from his silence.

“May I ask a question?” he said diffidently. Lang nodded.

“You didn’t hear any sound of a struggle—a fall—either you or your maid?” he queried owlishly.

The princess seemed greatly perturbed. “No,” she muttered. “That is strange—strange—yet the door was thick.”

“Very thick,” said Scarlet agreeably. “I wonder you heard the dog through it. Yet you did hear the dog barking.”

The princess moved her hands. “Yes,” she said weakly. “But that was the first we heard. It is—strange—yes, strange!”

It did not seem so strange to Lang. By the expression on his face it obviously seemed either impossible or untrue. But he resumed his questioning, with a scrupulous, heavy fairness.

“Then,” he said, “we come to the valet and the maid. The valet’s room did not communicate directly with the rest of the suite. I saw him go out before Baron Kossovar came to talk with Prince Mirko. He could not have entered again without my seeing him. So we may dismiss the valet. As for the maid—you insist, Princess, that she was under your eye all the time?”

“I do,” said the Princess, in a ghost of a voice.

“Very well,” said Lang. “Then we must dismiss the maid. As for another guest, or servant, getting in from the corridor—I was there on guard. I would have stopped and questioned anyone who came.”

“Yes,” said Scarlet; “you stopped and questioned me.”

“And so you come to us,” said the princess bluntly. Her voice rose. “Oh, it is terrible—terrible!” she said. “You suspect me—you have reason to suspect me! My husband is killed with the little dagger I wear in my hair—I do not hear him killed, though I hear a dog bark afterward—you find me beside his body when you come—you find a handkerchief too, a woman’s handkerchief—you find—” her voice broke—“the mark on his face—And yet, I swear before God, I did not murder my husband!”

Baron Kossovar rose, his eyes burning. “But if you must suspect her, you must suspect me more!” he cried. “I was with him and we were talking, sometimes angrily, till half an hour before you found him dead. I had reason to kill him if I wished. I might have killed him—pretended to say good night to him at the door, so you could hear me and think he was still alive, and then gone back to my room, to be aroused by the news of his murder!”

“Only,” said Scarlet quietly, “in that case, after you had said good night to the dead man, the dead man got up and locked the door after you.”

“Well, he might have had strength enough left to do that,” said the baron impatiently. “Or it might have been done somehow else or—” Then his head drooped suddenly. “No, it is useless,” he said; “I did not kill Mirko; I cannot pretend I did. But you should not suspect her, when you have better reason to suspect me.”

“Ah, my friend, you are very noble,” said the princess, lightly touching his hand with hers.

“You’re both noble,” said Scarlet dispassionately; “but you’re both very silly. There is another possible murderer that Mr. Lang has not mentioned.”

“And that is?” said the latter with a dangerous calm.

“Mr. Lang,” said Scarlet demurely. “He might have got in with his masterkey after the baron left, murdered the prince, relocked the door, and—”

“But what reason would I have to murder Prince Mirko?”

“Oh, you might have had a dozen reasons,” said Scarlet airily. “But you didn’t. Because you wouldn’t have used a dagger. You’d have shot him—or killed him with your hands—in the good old Anglo-Saxon way. On the other hand,” he continued reflectively, “Madame is a Ruritanian and might very possibly use a dagger—especially this one.” He lifted the stained weapon delicately from the table. “But Madame asserts that she lost her dagger-ornament earlier in the evening and did not see it again till she found it in her husband’s body.”

“Yes,” said the princess desperately, “that is true. The dagger fell from my hair. I do not know where. I do not know how. But at first, when I found it again”—she shivered—“I did not see how it could be mine.”

Scarlet blinked. “I see. And then—the handkerchief.” He replaced the dagger and took up a tiny square of fine linen. “Obviously not a man’s handkerchief, from its size, and”—he sniffed it—“scented. But Madame asserts that the handkerchief is not hers, that she found it beside the body.”

“Yes, I have never seen it before. It is not mine,” said the princess, in the voice of an automaton, staring down at her feet as if she saw them already enmeshed in the net which Scarlet’s diffident sentences slowly wove about her. Scarlet went on:

“Third point. The slash on the prince’s forehead—the slash like a capital T. Well, that rather points to the baron, on the whole. At least, Mr. Lang, who has had great experience with Italian criminals, has informed us that a similar T-shaped slash is a common occurrence in political assassinations—the ‘T’ being for ‘Tradditore’ or ‘Traitor.’ Now, the baron’s political views might easily lead him to consider the prince a traitor to their mutual country. On the other hand, the T might be a blind—employed for the purposes of argument by Madame. Curious clues all of them; and yet the most curious thing of all is—that every one points in the same direction—”

“I’m afraid they do,” said Mr. Lang heavily. “Princess Mirko—” he began in an official voice.

“But I did not murder my husband!” said the princess, with a terrified gasp.

“One moment,” said Scarlet bashfully. “Think of the nature of the wound. The prince was a tall man—the wound was high on his neck and slanted down—such a wound as would suggest a tall assassin—woman or man. Now the baron and madame are both tall, but—”

“Stop!” said the baron suddenly. He turned to the princess. “It’s no use, Nadja,” he said. “One of us must speak to protect you. Gentlemen—Prince Mirko’s wife was not even in this suite when her husband was murdered. She was on the balcony of my suite; I had asked her to come there—to talk of a private matter—”

The princess put her head in her hands with a gesture of utter defeat. “Oh, Stanislas, Stanislas!” she sobbed, “you have ruined everything. They will never believe me now!”

“Yes; I think that clinches it, if that’s true,” said Lang with austere triumph. “Gives a better motive than politics. And they both killed him. Princess Mirko—”

But Scarlet cut in before he could finish his sentence. “Oh, what the baron says is true enough,” he said briskly. “I saw and heard them from the other balcony. Only your deduction’s wrong Lang. It wasn’t a love affair—she went because she was worried about her husband. But why do you keep on calling her ‘Princess Mirko’? She isn’t really Princess Mirko, you know,” he went on in tones of shy patience.

The princess raised terror-stricken eyes to his. Lang gasped.

“You mean that woman isn’t the prince’s wife?”

“Oh, yes; she was the prince’s wife, right enough—she merely isn’t and wasn’t Princess Mirko. Have you never heard of a morganatic marriage? If she had been a princess,” he concluded thoughtfully, “the murder, most probably, would never have been committed.”

“I don’t see why?” said Lang, with the air of a baited bull. “And I don’t see why it makes any difference whether the princess was a princess or not. Someone murdered Prince Mirko—if it wasn’t this woman here—what woman was it?”

“No woman murdered Prince Mirko,” said Scarlet quietly.

“A man, then? What man? The baron?”

“Nor was the murderer of Prince Mirko a man, as we think of men.”

“Well, then, in heaven’s name, what was it?” cried Lang, in a sort of fury. “A ghost that walks through the walls? A gorilla? An act of God?”

Scarlet’s eyes, behind his spectacles, danced with little points of light. “On that point,” he said, with deceptive meekness, “I should like to take the evidence of the dog.” He turned quickly to the princess. “The little white dog your husband was so fond of,” he said. “The dog we found running about when we came in—do you remember when he was brought back to your suite this evening?”

“Why, yes,” said the princess, with obvious bewilderment. “Stepan, the valet, brought him up from the kennels when we came back after the dancing; my husband liked to have him in his room at night.”

“Ah,” said Scarlet, obviously laboring under some mounting excitement. He flung open the door of the princess’s room and whistled. The dog came bounding in, ran about for a moment, sniffing, then, lifting his head toward the ceiling, gave a long, doleful howl. The princess burst into tears.

“What in thunder do you think you’ll get from the dog?” queried Lang. “And we know he’s tracked up the carpet,” he added as Scarlet stooped to examine certain dull red paw marks on the floor. Scarlet straightened up, his whole body alive and tense. “Yes, we know he’s tracked up the carpet,” he said, in a voice like a trumpet; “but what we don’t know is how he tracked up the wall!” And he pointed at a spot on the glazed wallpaper above a tall painted wardrobe—a muddy spot, near the ceiling, that looked singularly like the imprint of a dog’s muddy paw.

For a moment none of the others could believe their eyes—and the world seemed to slide and alter into a distorted and monstrous cosmos, where a little white dog could run up a wall like a fly, and a tall prince might be struck dead with a dagger wielded by neither a man’s nor a woman’s hand. Then Scarlet threw open the doors of the painted wardrobe. There was nothing there but an overcoat on a hook, some hats on a shelf above, and a large leather hat trunk beside the hats.

“We’ve looked through that wardrobe already,” called Lang.

“No,” said Scarlet; “you’ve only looked at it. For instance,”—he shook out the overcoat—“here are the same kind of paw marks there are on the wall, only here the marks are bloody. While, as for the hat trunk—”

The dog burst into a fury of barking that drowned the rest of the sentence.

“For heaven’s sake!” shouted Lang, in a final exasperation, “you don’t expect to find the murderer of Prince Mirko inside a brown leather hatbox, do you?”

“That,” said Scarlet, quite unruffled, “is precisely what I expect to find!”

He started gingerly to lift the hat trunk down from its shelf. As he did so, its lid popped open like the lid of a jack-in-the-box, and something bright and tiny struck at his eyes. There was an intense little scuffle for an instant; then Scarlet was holding out for Lang’s inspection a kicking, fighting little creature hardly three feet high. The thing was grotesquely disguised in the stage-garb of a midget Beast, and its distorted lips poured forth a stream of denunciation in a hissing, clucking language that Lang did not understand.

“Permit me to present the murderer of Prince Mirko,” said Scarlet, with a boyish flourish.

“Well, I’ll be—” said Lang, with a long whistle. “One of those Russian midgets that played the pantomime! But what is he talking—Russian?”

“No,” said Scarlet pensively, “Ruritanian. He’s telling the princess—if we may give her her title—that she was always a bad sister to him, and he’s glad he killed her husband; and she’s telling him she hopes he hangs, if he is her brother. You see, the whole was what one might call a family affair,” he added, with a touch of embarrassment.

Some time later, over cigarettes and full glasses, Lang and Peter Scarlet watched the dawn brighten the window of the latter’s chamber, and discussed the extraordinary events of the night.

“But I don’t see yet—” said Lang, and paused.

“Oh, I was very lucky,” said Scarlet. “Very. Knowing Ruritanian—and some of the previous story. And then, hearing the princess and the baron on the balcony. Though, of course, the minute I saw the weapon I knew the baron hadn’t committed the crime.”

“Why?” said Lang, with heavy patience. Scarlet considered. He flushed.

“Sounds absurd—my trying to lay down the law to you,” he said. “But—the baron had motive enough; but he wouldn’t have killed that way. He might hack his enemy to bits with a cavalry saber; he wouldn’t stab him with a toy. It wasn’t in character—as I’d heard of it, and knew it in other Ruritanian nobles of his sort.”

“The princess might have stabbed, though,” said Lang thoughtfully.

“Oh yes—she’d be a stabber, if she’d be anything,” agreed Scarlet promptly. “But I also happened to know that she was devoted to her husband. In fact, she’d as much as told me that she was worried for his safety, earlier in the evening. I know now she was worried on two counts: Baron Kossovar, and the brother she thought she’d recognized among the midgets. She wasn’t quite sure it was he—she hadn’t seen him for years and he was made up as the Beast in the play. That was the real reason she had her talk with the baron above—though the baron used to be in love with her, right enough. She wanted to try and find out if the baron had recognized any of the midgets, either. She didn’t dare ask her husband.”

“Why not?”

“Well, that’s a long story. I’ll cut it as short as possible. But they are blood brother and sister.”

“That beautiful woman and the little deformity? It seems incredible.”

“Not as incredible as it sounds. There have been numerous cases—one or two normal children in a family of giants or dwarfs, and vice versa. But Nadja was the only normal one in her family, except for a brother who died. The other two were midgets—two brothers. The family were small farmers, but proud as Lucifer. They’d been great people, long back. Well, Mirko came along and fell in love with Nadja, so much in love he was ready to make her is morganatic wife; but he couldn’t stick her family—one can see why. And she was in love with him; so she married him. But her being willing to be his morganatic wife struck her family in their sorest point—their pride.”

“They got ready to make trouble; and Mirko, very quietly, had them shipped to England—saw they got an allowance, but were never to come back to Ruritania. This was just the midget brothers, the old people were dead. So the midget brothers—they hadn’t thought much of Nadja when they had her; in fact, they’d been pretty spiteful to her; but now she was their wronged sister—they were going to get Mirko if they ever had a chance. Then the war came along, and one brother died. The one who was left organized a troupe of performing midgets—when Mirko’s allowance stopped coming after Ruritania was invaded by the Germans—and brought them over to America after the war.”

“And—he got into the room—”

“With the help of the others. Bribed them, probably. You saw them do their living tower on each other’s shoulders. Well, they did it for him under the window, and it was just high enough to get him up to the window sill. The window was open—the valet locked it later. Then our friend hid on top of that wardrobe—he’s an excellent acrobat for his size—and he probably swarmed up to the shelf by way of the overcoat and so on. That was how he got the mark on the wall. It looked like a paw mark because he was still wearing his Beast’s costume from the pantomime—perhaps for a blind, perhaps because he didn’t bother to change.”

“While the marks on the carpet?”

“Were some of them his and some of them the dog’s. The handkerchief was his, too; it was scented, because, like many midgets, he was very vain. And the dagger that actually killed Mirko was his—one of a pair of family heirlooms. The princess was speaking the truth when she said she lost hers—it fell from her hair while she was on Kossovar’s balcony. She got up there without your seeing her, by the same sort of little stair there was on the balcony you and I visited. And her maid was waiting for her on her own balcony. That’s why neither of them heard the prince fall when he was killed—or cry out, if he did.”

“I see; and, of course, the actual attack was entirely unexpected.”

“Entirely. The little fiend waited with monumental patience till the prince was alone. Then, at some moment when the prince passed fairly near the wardrobe, he jumped at the back of his neck like a striking snake. You see, we deduced that, because the wound was high and slanted downward, it must have been made by someone tall. But put a short man on stilts and he’s as tall as a giant. Our friend, with the aid of the wardrobe, was much taller than the prince. Then, when he’d killed his man, he marked him with the T—used his own pocketknife that time.”

“T for traitor?”

“No; that was where your Italians misled you. The Ruritanian word for traitor begins with a J. But the Ruritanian word for seducer does begin with a T—and that was what he meant. That was what finally put me on the right track—that and the dog.”

“I couldn’t see why you made so much fuss about the dog!”

“I didn’t see it for a long time—and then everything hitched together, with a sort of flash. The dog hadn’t been there when the midget first got in the room, he was brought into the bedroom by the valet when the Mirkos returned. And he stopped our little murderer from getting away by the bedroom window—his friends must have been ready to catch him in a blanket or something. Your men wouldn’t have found them, except by great luck; they were too small.

“Well, after the murder, the midget made for the bedroom and the dog jumped at him—there are paw marks on the bedroom door. He couldn’t get to the window—the dog wouldn’t let him—so he scuttled back to the wardrobe, climbed up the overcoat, and stowed away in the hatbox. The dog found his master’s body and stopped to whine at it; then he turned back to the midget, who had shut the wardrobe doors from the inside and was safe. But the dog kept barking—and the next minute or so, the princess came back and heard him. Then—you know the rest.”

Lang smiled a trifle dubiously. “And I used to have a fairly good conceit of my own reasoning powers,” he said somberly. “Well—but there’s just one more thing—”

“Yes?”

“For heaven’s sake tell me how I gave myself away to you—on the big-game-hunter stuff. It passed everyone else.”

Scarlet blushed to the tips of his ears. “Well, there had to be somebody like you guarding Prince Mirko,” he said. “And you were the likeliest candidate—the rest were too old or too flabby. So I tried you on the murderee idea. Naturally, if you were what I thought you were, you’d run into more chances of being murdered than the rest of us. And you played up marvelously—but you couldn’t help blinking for just a second. So then I asked you about Lipmann’s gazelle—and when you said you’d shot a couple I knew, whatever you hunted, it wasn’t African big-game!”

“But what the dickens is the matter with Lipmann’s gazelle?” queried Lang heatedly. “Isn’t it an animal you shoot? It sounded all right.”

“Old man,” said Scarlet a trifle sadly, “it isn’t an animal at all, at least to my knowledge. I made it up that minute—out of my own little head!
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Black Murder

Anthony Boucher

In peacetime the whole Shaw case could never have happened. As Officer Mulroon said later: the first attack would have been passed off as natural illness, and besides there never would have been a first attack.

But police work in the spring of 1943 was full of cases that could never have happened in peacetime. Detective Lieutenant Donald MacDonald (Homicide, L.A.P.D.) was slowly becoming reconciled to the recruiting officer who had dissuaded him from joining the Navy. He was necessary here on his job, even though he sometimes wished that he were back in a patrolman’s uniform. His plain clothes did draw occasional sardonic stares.

Even the stripe and a half of Lieutenant (j.g.) Warren Humphreys made him uniform-conscious and reminded him of his frustrated enlistment. But the slight bitterness was effaced by the knowledge that in this case the Navy had had to turn to him because he was a trained specialist who knew about murderers.

“We don’t believe in coincidence in the Navy,” Lieutenant Humphreys had barked over the phone. “When I’m sent out here to pick up specifications on a sub detector, and find the inventor’s suddenly come down with an attack having all the symptoms of arsenic poisoning, I want police action. And quick.”

Lieutenant MacDonald remembered when Warren Humphreys had been his favorite political commentator, and hoped that he diagnosed poisonings more accurately than he had the strength of the Red Army.

Apparently he did. At least the police doctor made the same snap diagnosis after an examination of the comatose inventor, and commended the naval officer for his prompt administration of a mustard emetic followed by milk of magnesia.

“Best I could do with what’s in an ordinary house,” Lieutenant Humphreys said with gruff modesty. “Got to know a thing or two about poison treatment in Naval Intelligence. You never know . . .”

“You’ve made a good start; he ought to pull through. Keep him quiet and give him lots of milk. I’ll send out a male nurse. You can call the lab about six, MacDonald. I’ll try to have a full report on these specimens by then.”

It was now one forty-five. Humphreys had arrived at one and phoned the police almost immediately. The attack, which the household had taken for ordinary digestive trouble, had struck Harrison Shaw at twelve-thirty, after his usual lunch: a tartar sandwich and a bottle of beer.

“The dietetics boys’d say he had it coming to him,” MacDonald observed.

“But it was what he always ate, Lieutenant,” the blind man said. “And it seemed to sustain his energy admirably—enough at least to interest the Navy, if not to bring in any marked practical rewards.”

The slight note of bitterness toward the—professional habit made him think “deceased”—toward the victim caused MacDonald to look at the blind man more closely. He saw a tall, lean man of fifty, with a marked resemblance to the poisoned inventor save for the sightless stare and the one-sided smile that never left his face. He wore a gray suit of unusually fine tailoring and unusually great age.

The suit was like the house. One of those old family mansions in the West Adams district near U.S.C. You saw it from the outside and expected sumptuous furnishings and a flock of servants. You came in and found a barn, and not a servant in sight.

“Let me get the picture straight,” MacDonald said. “The medical report was the first essential. Now that that’s given us something to sink our teeth into, pending the lab analysis, there’s plenty more to cover. I gather you’re Mr. Shaw’s cousin?”

The blind man went on smiling. “Second cousin, yes. Ira Beaumont, at your service, Lieutenant.”

“You’ve been living with Mr. Shaw for how long?”

“Mr. Shaw has been living with me for some three years. Ever since I inherited this house from a distant relative of ours. He felt, and with some justice, that he had as great a right to the inheritance as I, and I was glad to give him some of the space I could not possibly use up in this white elephant.”

“And the rest of the household?”

“First my cousin’s mother came to look after him. Then his laboratory assistant joined our happy household. I began to feel a trifle like the old woman who is so horribly moved in on in the play Kind Lady.”

“That’s all in the house?”

“There was a couple who cooked and kept house, but we could not compete with Lockheed and Vega in wage scales. Mrs. Shaw now takes their place.” He rose and crossed the room to a humidor. “Do you gentlemen care for cigars?”

“No thanks, not now.” MacDonald noted admiringly the ease with which the blind man moved unaided about his own house. There’s something splendid about the overcoming of handicaps . . . a splendor, he reflected, that we’ll have many chances to watch in the years to come. . . . “Then Mrs. Shaw prepared your cousin’s lunch today?”

“As usual. I believe you’ll find her in the kitchen now; I know she’ll be thinking that the family must eat tonight, whatever has happened.”

Lieutenant Humphreys tagged along. The prospect of a Watson from Naval Intelligence somewhat awed the police detective.

“There can be only one motive,” the Naval Watson muttered. “Somebody had to keep him from delivering those specifications to me. And if you can find them, officer, I’d almost be willing to write off the murder as unsolved.”

“We don’t even know yet that they’re lost,” MacDonald pointed out. “When Shaw’s himself again, he may hand them straight over.”

But Humphreys shook his head. “They’re good,” he said cryptically. “They wouldn’t slip up on that.”

There was a sudden slam of a door as they entered the kitchen. Mrs. Shaw, MacDonald thought, was almost too good to be true. Aged housedress, apron, white hair and all, she was the casting director’s dream of Somebody’s Mother. But at the moment she was nervous, flustered—almost guilty-looking.

Wordlessly the Lieutenant crossed the kitchen and opened a pantry door. He saw, at a rough count, a good hundred cans of rationed goods. He laughed. “You needn’t worry, Mrs. Shaw. This isn’t my brand of snooping; I shan’t report you for hoarding.”

Mrs. Shaw straightened her apron, poked at her escapist hair, and looked relieved. “It’s really all for the good of the war,” she explained. “My boy’s doing important work that’ll save thousands of lives, and he’s going to get what he wants to eat whether somebody in Washington says so or not. Why, if he was a Russian inventor they’d be making him take it.”

“We didn’t see a thing, did we, Lieutenant?”

Humphreys made a gruff noise. It was obviously hard for him to resist a brief official lecture.

“Now about this attack of your son’s, Mrs. Shaw . . .”

“I just can’t understand that, Lieutenant. I simply can’t. Harry never was a one to complain about his food. He liked lots of it, but it always set right fine.”

“Mr. Beaumont said he always ate this same lunch?”

“Yes, sir. A white bread sandwich with raw ground round, with a little salt and Worcestershire sauce, and some slices of raw onion. And he drank beer with it. I can’t say I’d cotton to it myself, but it’s what Harry liked.”

“Where was the beer kept?”

“In a little icebox in his laboratory. He always opened it himself. All I did was fix the sandwich.”

“And bring a glass for the beer?”

“No. He liked it out of the bottle, just like his father before him.”

“And where did you keep the meat, Mrs. Shaw?”

“I didn’t. I mean not today. It didn’t get kept anyplace. I didn’t get out to shop till late and I bought it down at the little market on the corner and brought it right back here and made the sandwich.”

“And the onion?”

“I peeled a fresh one, of course.”

“And the salt and the sauce?”

MacDonald impounded the shaker and bottle indicated. “We’ll analyze these, of course. Although no one would take the chance of leaving them here in the kitchen where anybody might. . . . And what did you do with the sandwich after you made it?”

“What should I do, officer? I took it right up to Harry and now he’s . . . Oh, officer, he is going to be all right, isn’t he?”

“He will be. And you can thank Lieutenant Humphreys here that he will.”

“Oh, I do thank you, Lieutenant. I didn’t know what to think at first with Harry so sick and you running around here and wanting mustard and things, but now I see the good Lord sent you to save my Harry.”

Humphreys looked relieved when MacDonald cut through her embarrassing gratitude. “Thank you very much, Mrs. Shaw. Now do you know where we’d find your son’s assistant?”

As they walked down the long empty hall to a crudely improvised laboratory, MacDonald said, “Did you ever see such deliberate suicide before?”

“Suicide? But great Scott, man, you don’t mean that Shaw—”

“Lord no! I mean Mrs. Shaw. She’s told a specific, detailed story that doesn’t leave a single loophole. Unless analysis turns up something in those seasonings, there’s only one person who could conceivably have poisoned Shaw. And that, by her own admission, is his mother.”

The assistant, so far nameless, introduced himself as John Firebrook. He was a little man with a thick neck and a round, worried face. “I don’t believe it, Lieutenant,” he began flatly. “Nobody could want to kill a fine man like Mr. Shaw. It must have been something he ate.”

“Sure. It was with Mrs. Crippen too.”

“And there are too many people at large in this world,” the naval officer added, “who think killing fine men is just what the doctor ordered. Especially fine men who invent sub detectors. And how much do you know about that detector, Firebrook?”

“I know the principles, of course, sir. I helped to work them out, though Mr. Shaw didn’t trust even me with the final details. You remember the man recently who made a seventy-nine cent bombsight out of junk? Well, ours is not perhaps quite in that class, but comparable. It consists of

(censored)

Humphreys nodded happily. “Brilliant, Firebrook. Brilliant. What we need is men like Shaw who can make something out of apparently nothing. If this lives up to expectations, I think the Navy can promise him plenty more jobs.”

“If the Navy will promise us a decent laboratory and materials, we will be happy. It’s fine to make something out of nothing, Lieutenant, but it is nice to work with something too. We have kept hoping that Mr. Shaw would receive a large sum of money from a great-uncle; but the old gentleman has defied all the statistics of life-expectancy. If this detector is a failure . . . I do not know what will become of us,” he added simply.

“Do you know where these specifications are?” MacDonald asked.

“I do not. We could not afford a safe that would be any real protection. Mr. Shaw had his own plans which even I did not know.”

“It’ll be simple,” said Humphreys. “Call your men, Lieutenant, and we’ll search the whole place, starting with this lab.”

“No!” said Firebrook sharply.

“And why not?”

“You see this laboratory? It is cheap, it is insufficient. But it is in perfect working order. I keep it so. I will not have hordes of police trampling through it and destroying that order.”

“Even with warrants?” MacDonald murmured.

“Even with warrants.” Firebrook’s little eyes flashed. “Gentlemen, you will not search this laboratory.”

The officers stared at him for a moment, but his defiant gaze was steady. “My, my!” Lieutenant Humphreys said at last. “The racial passion for order . . . Very well. You’ll be seeing me again—Herr Feuerbach.”

And that was the end of the first phase of the Shaw case.

There was nothing more that Lieutenant MacDonald could accomplish at the rundown mansion of Ira Beaumont until he had the report from the laboratory and could talk to the inventor himself. He stationed Mulroon to watch the sickroom pending the arrival of the police nurse, and Shurman and Avila to guard the outside of the house. Lieutenant Humphreys appointed himself part of the guard too.

“I’m not leaving this house till I hear from Shaw’s own lips where the specifications are. And I’m keeping an eye on that German.”

MacDonald drove slowly back to headquarters. He didn’t like this Shaw business. It was too wrongly simple. There was only one possible suspect, and that one was impossible.

Greed can do strange things to people (was there a lead in that legacy expected from the great-uncle?), and perverted political fanaticism can do even stranger; but could a mother kill her son even from such motives? Worse yet, psychologically, could she kill him by means of her own food, while she calmly broke all rationing regulations to provide him with that food?

He didn’t like it. And he found, as he mused, that he had overshot headquarters. He was driving out North Main Street. He was, in fact, just about opposite the Chula Negra Café.

Lieutenant MacDonald grinned at himself. It was that kind of a case, wasn’t it?

The Noble scandal had been long before MacDonald’s time on the force. He’d gathered it piecemeal from the older men: a crooked captain who had connections, and a brilliantly promising detective lieutenant who’d taken the rap for him when things broke, losing his job just when his wife needed money for an operation . . .

Nick Noble had been devoted to his wife and his profession. When both were gone, there was nothing left. Nothing but cheap sherry that dulled the sharpness of reality enough to make it bearable. Nothing but that and the curious infallible machine that was Nick Noble’s mind.

That couldn’t stop working, even when Noble’s profession no longer needed it. Present it with a problem, and the gears meshed into action behind those pale blue eyes. A few of the oldtimers on the force were wise enough to know how invariably right the answers were. Twice MacDonald himself had seen the Noble mind trace pattern in chaos. And this was just what Noble would like: only one possibility, and that impossible. The screwier the better.

Screwball Division, L.A.P.D., they called him.

He was in the third booth on the left, as usual. So far as MacDonald had ever learned, he lived, ate, and slept there . . . if indeed he did ever eat or sleep. There was a water glass of sherry in front of him. His hair and his skin were white as things that live in caves. A white hand swatted at the sharp thin nose. Then the pale blue eyes slowly focused on the detective and he smiled a little.

“MacDonald,” he said softly. “Sit down. Trouble?”

“Right up your alley, Mr. Noble. A screwball set-up from way back.”

“They happen to you.” He swallowed some sherry and took another swipe at his nose. “Fly,” he said apologetically.

MacDonald remembered that fly. It wasn’t there. It never had been. He slipped into the seat across the booth and began his story. Once the Mexican waitress came up and was waved away. Once the invisible fly returned to interrupt. The rest of the time Nick Noble listened and drank and listened. When MacDonald had finished, he leaned back and let his eyes glaze over.

“Questions?” MacDonald asked.

“Why?” Nick Noble said.

“The motive, you mean? Humphreys thinks spy work. He must be right, but a mother . . .”

“Uh uh.” Noble shook his head. “Why questions? All clear. Let Humphreys hocus you. Awed by the gold braid you wanted, MacDonald.”

The detective shifted uncomfortably. “Maybe. But what do you mean? What’s clear?”

Nick Noble turned sideways and slid his pipestem legs from under the table. “Come on,” he said. “Take me out there.”

He didn’t say a word on the drive out Figueroa. His eyes were shut: not glazed over, as they were when he worked on a problem, but simply shut, as though he were done with it. He opened them as they turned off the boulevard. In a moment he said, “Almost there?”

“Yes. We turn again at the next, then we’re there.”

“Stop here,” Nick Noble said.

MacDonald was beginning to wonder what he’d let himself in for. Conferences at the Chula Negra were one thing, but . . . He pulled up in front of the small market and said, “What goes?”

“Need some meat,” Noble said. “Supper. Come on in.”

MacDonald followed, frowning. At least this was a clue as to how Noble lived outside the Chula Negra . . . The butcher’s counter was sparsely filled. Not so bad as before rationing, but still not overflowing.

Nick Noble said, “I wanted about a pound of ground round.”

The butcher had red hair and a redder face. “Don’t know’s I’ve got any left to grind, but I’ll see. Got your red stamps?”

Noble’s face fell as he groped in his pocket. He muttered something about his other suit.

The butcher said, “Sorry, brother.”

Nick Noble said, “It’s what the doctor said the baby ought to have . . .” He took out a wallet and held it open. It was far from empty.

The butcher said, “Hold on, brother. With a baby . . .” He went into the refrigerating room.

MacDonald stared at the greenbacks in the wallet. It wasn’t possible that Nick Noble should flash such a roll.

The butcher came back with a package in heavy paper. He didn’t weigh it. He said, “One pound. That’ll be ninety cents.”

Noble’s pale eyes rested on the posted list of ceiling prices. “Kind of high,” he said.

“Take it or leave it, brother.”

Nick Noble took it. As he turned to go, a woman came in with a heavy shopping bag. She said, “Frank, I’d like to ask you about that meat I got in here yesterday. My husband’s been . . .”

Frank began talking loudly about the meat quota problem. Nick Noble went on out. On his way he stopped at the grocery department and picked up a quart of sherry.

Back in the car he handed the meat to MacDonald. “Lab,” he said. Then he went to work on the seal of the bottle, and broke off to swat at the fly.

MacDonald grinned. “The Noble touch! So you’ve done it again. Black market, huh?”

Noble nodded. “Food poisoning symptoms pretty much like arsenic.” The bottle glurked and its contents diminished. “Mother hoards for son. She’d buy on black market for him too. But she poisoned him. Same like woman’s husband.”

“ ‘All clear,’ ” MacDonald quoted. “I guess it is. Humphrey’s profession gives him a naturally melodramatic outlook, and it sucked in the doctor and me. We expected poisoning, so we saw it. The lab tests’ll be the final check. All clear but one thing: how come you have all that folding money?”

“Oh,” said Nick Noble. “Sorry.” He handed over the wallet.

MacDonald felt in his own empty pocket and swore good humoredly. “In a good cause,” he said.

He was still grinning when they drove up to Ira Beaumont’s mansion. Shurman wasn’t in front of the house as he should have been. Instead he answered the door. His broad face lit up. “Jeez, Loot, we been tryna get you everywheres.”

“It’s all O.K., Shurman. All cleared up. There never was an attempt at murder.”

“Maybe there wasn’t no attempt. But somebody sure’s hell did murder Mr. Shaw about fifteen minutes ago.”

It was the first time MacDonald had ever seen Nick Noble surprised.

This was the most daring murder that MacDonald had ever encountered or heard of. The murderer had slipped up behind Mulroon, on guard before the sickroom, and slugged him with a heavy vase. Then he had entered the sickroom and slit the throat of the sleeping invalid, leaving the heavy butcher knife (printless, MacDonald knew even before dusting it) beside the bed.

It was a crime as risky as it was simple, but it had succeeded. Harrison Shaw would contrive no more somethings out of nothing for the Navy.

“The method doesn’t even eliminate anybody,” MacDonald complained. “The knife was sharp enough and the vase heavy enough for even a woman to have succeeded. And that damned wheeze Mulroon has from his cold could’ve guided the blind man. Method means nothing.”

“Motive,” said Nick Noble.

The motive seemed indicated by the scrawl on the plaster near the bed. At first glance it looked like blood. A closer examination showed it was red ink. The bottle and a pastry brush (taken from the same drawer as the butcher knife) lay under the bed. The scrawl read:
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So sterben alle Feinde des Reiches!
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