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Part Two: Vengeance of the Troll
18 Treachery at Troll’s Castle
THE soundless sparks would strike here soon.
Vast and cold, the room smelled of mildew and river slime. Echoes whispered back from the shadows cloaking the faraway walls. A voice wavered on the air as two men confronted each other in the pool of sickly light cast by a lone guttering candle.
The speaker waved a handful of telegrams in a schoolmaster’s gesture of mild warning. His high-flown manner of speech was similarly studied. “I admit myself bereaved, Mister Whethers. You strain to the utmost my faith in that ancient byword, ‘honor among thieves.’ How could you seek to rifle the Troll’s private correspondence?”
The second man twisted his hat in his hands, unthinkingly reducing it to ruins. “Sheepskin, lookit where those come from. Just see what country the Schloss joint is in, for the luvva Pete!” He sucked down a ragged breath. “This guy’s a crummy spy, and he’s playin’ us for traitors. Come on, Sheepskin, let’s get outta this. The Troll won’t find out for hours—”
A new voice broke in. “Pinky, I’m afraid the Troll already knows.”
Pinky Whethers’s hat dropped from nerveless fingers. Blood draining from his face, he turned to face the newcomer.
Weak candlelight barely picked out the scarecrow figure standing halfway across the immense room, but Pinky could see that the man held a large Persian cat. The animal’s eyes glinted in the rays from the candle as its master demanded, “Who are you spying for?”
“Spying?” Pinky protested feebly. “I’m not spyin’ for anyone! I—”
“You know you won’t stand up a minute to Slatt if we bring him in. Why not save yourself the—”
Pinky fumbled an automatic from his trousers waistband. With a grimace of doomed resignation he raised it toward the man called the Troll. His target laughed.
And the sparks flew.
The sparks weren’t electricity. Fat gobbets of energy reflecting sapphire in the cat’s eyes, they made no sound, and they burned no ozone. They passed harmlessly through the wooden table supporting the candle, as they writhed between the Troll and Pinky.
The Troll swayed and his eyes rolled upward, but in a moment his equilibrium returned.
The eerily silent display stopped. The Troll nodded at the floor as he spoke to Sheepskin. “Get rid of it. And, Sheepskin—take a lesson.”
Since the noiseless energy carried no amperage at all, no voltage, Pinky Whethers hadn’t been electrocuted. He wasn’t dead as he sprawled on the bare dirty floor. His lungs still pumped steadily. But his eyes stared blankly, and his mouth hung slackly open.
Pinky Whethers’s mind had been obliterated.
IN the murky hallway before the door of her new apartment, Robin Pace balanced a bag of groceries in one arm. With her free hand she fumbled the key toward the lock.
Suddenly, silently, the door was flung open from within. A hand shot out, grabbed her by the wrist, and yanked.
The brown paper sack spilled its contents in falling. Tin cans and loose onions bounced and rolled along the floor as the hand tugged the girl across the threshold. “Gently, gently,” said somebody, then the door slammed shut behind her. Robin almost followed the sack to the floor. At the last moment, however, her captor seized her other wrist and hauled her upright.
Two men stood before her in the gloom, one hefting a pistol. The raspy breath of the third, the man gripping her wrists, raised goose bumps on the back of her neck.
Robin brought her heel down hard. A gasp of pain and surprise rippled her hair from behind. As one wrist pulled free, she balled that hand into a fist—but then every horse in Macon County, it seemed, kicked her in the nape of the neck. Everything hopped a somersault, and began to turn gray.
* * * * *
Destiny plays strange tricks. For example:
The second most exciting thing in Robin Pace’s life was a letter. It came from a newly endowed scholarship for women in science and offered just enough money to enable her to enroll at Hunter College. The letter arrived a few months ago, in the December after she graduated high school—long after she’d consigned her future to the pile of broken dreams left by the Depression.
The most exciting thing? That happened twelve years earlier. In pigtails and overalls, she’d fallen from an oak tree, in front of a farm bull. People still laughed about that; the old animal was half-blind and never even noticed her breathless dash back under the fence.
Those were the high points in an otherwise very ordinary young life.
It seems far-fetched, then, that a typical girl next door should get tangled up in the fate of entire nations. But maybe that was what Destiny had in store all along—for Robin was born twenty miles down the road from Macon, Missouri, as the ink dried on the Armistice signatures in Europe. November 11, 1918, marked both her arrival and the Great War’s end.
But now, on this late-April eve in 1937, Robin went her way oblivious to issues of war and peace and the weaving of the Fates. This morning she’d moved into her own apartment; today she was a New Yorker!
Her new home occupied the teeming midtown limbo of the East Side that separates Fifth Avenue skyscrapers from East River slaughterhouses. It was better than she’d hoped for: two rooms in back, furnished, with private kitchenette and bath, for twenty dollars. On the whole, a little cleaner and quite a bit cheaper than the women’s hotel she’d used as a base camp for her apartment hunt. Her roommates, fellow freshmen at Hunter and Barnard, would arrive within the next month or so to share the rent.
To Robin—just a few minutes before the fist would slam into the back of her head—the sun plummeting toward New Jersey matched her in its eagerness to end her fifteenth day in the big town. Her street lay nearly empty as she turned the corner from the avenue; all the kids had abandoned stickball half an hour ago for dinner. Comparatively light traffic made the thoroughfare a backwater on the edge of the afternoon vehicular chaos a few blocks over, closer to Times Square.
Looking younger than her years in a blue-and-white sailor suit dress, a hat like Donald Duck’s perched atop her bobbed auburn hair, Robin cradled the heavy sack of groceries in her arms and quickly scaled the three flights of stairs to her rooms.
Like a well-kept cavern, the hallway was a shaft of thickening gray. The light bulb must have died during Robin’s search for a nearby market. She shifted the bag of groceries onto one arm…
* * * * *
The room grew even darker as Robin fought to keep from vomiting. She didn’t lose consciousness, but she did lose interest in her surroundings.
When her stomach felt safe again, and the roaring in her ears faded, Robin realized she was sitting down. The lights clicked on.
“I’m dreadfully sorry, Miss Pace.”
She was flopped down in the easy chair of her little living room, next to her opened trunk still full of textbooks and clothing. The two men who’d confronted her were sitting as well, low in the sagging sofa’s embrace. The third walked over from the light switch and stood next to them. “Let me render all apologies for Mister Slatt’s excessive zeal,” the first man continued.
The professors at college wouldn’t look more scholarly than this fellow, thought Robin as she gingerly massaged her neck. He wore out-of-date gray tweeds and had longish gray hair. His skin, like a page out of a musty old book, showed a gray tinge. Behind pince-nez spectacles on a black ribbon, his eyes were gray as well. They appeared tired but not unkindly.
The second man looked like a taxi driver or a prizefighter, in his faded turtleneck sweater and a smashed-down old visor cap. A long-dead cigar’s shredded remains were jammed into the corner of his crooked lips. His eyes were unreadable.
The third, the one who’d manhandled her, held the only gun now. He resembled most the movie idea of a gangster. The youngest, he wore last year’s snazziest cheap suit, but his slouch made the coat look a couple of sizes too big on him. His upper lip sported fuzz meant for a pencil mustache. This one’s eyes overflowed with hate—unblinking hate all out of proportion to any pain still in his foot.
The professor spoke again. “It was something of a surprise to discover that a tenant had been found for these rooms. I fear we shall have to impose upon your good nature, and your hospitality, for a short while.” The man with the cigar snickered, but a quick glance from the spokesman silenced him.
“We do not wish to cause you any more inconvenience than necessary. Why not enter into the spirit of the proceedings and play the gracious hostess until we depart upon the break of the morrow?”
Robin struggled to sit upright. “What in the heck is this all about?”
The answer was a view straight down the silencer of the pistol. “None o’ your business, doll,” the gun’s young owner said with a cinema sneer. “Now shut your yap!”
The leader’s gray eyebrows arched: why me?
“Oh, come along, Mister Slatt. The young lady is not auditioning ‘Dick Tracy’ walk-ons.” He turned back to her. “Suffice to say that this is the biggest thing since Noah embarked on a sail, Miss Pace! We shall soon be advising President Roosevelt, Chancellor Hitler, and all the rest as to the way the world should spin. Keep your eye on the tabloids in the next few weeks, my dear, and you shall find out soon enough what this portends.”
He realized his voice had risen and stopped to recover his composure. Pointing to a homebrew longwave set placed atop the bureau, he nodded at his companion in the crushed cap. The prizefighter type got up and slouched over to fiddle with the battery-operated radio. This patched-together broadcast receiver, Robin’s first project as a kid, was a poor substitute for her shortwave equipment back home, but it had fit in her trunk. This afternoon she’d already strung an aerial to the roof; soon music blared tinnily from a small speaker.
“How’s that, Sheepskin?”
“Fine, Mister Brandy,” said the boss. “Why don’t we all relax with Mister Dorsey’s band, then?”
* * * * *
With Sheepskin’s permission, Robin gathered up the fallen groceries and made herself a couple of peanut butter sandwiches. She didn’t bother asking if the intruders were hungry, but he told her in three times as many words as necessary that he and his men had already eaten. Slatt’s gimlet eyes, and the blind eye of his silenced pistol, never strayed from Robin. She knew that, despite Sheepskin’s seeming concern, one false move or word could be her last.
At the close of a police adventure on the radio, Sheepskin took out his watch. “Well, gentlemen, it behooves me to descend and search out a telephone. I must ring the boss as arranged and see if all goes according to plan. I suppose I should mention Miss Pace to him as well. Mister Slatt, do not annoy the young lady.”
The young gunman nodded. “Sure, sure.” Sheepskin pocketed his watch and left.
After a few minutes, Slatt growled at his partner. “Aw, shut off that squawk box, Brandy. I’m fed up to here with it.”
Brandy lounged back in the old sofa, wriggling down in among the protesting springs. “Shut it off yourself, kid.”
Slatt cursed as he stalked over to the radio set; then with his left hand he yanked a wire from a battery clip. The aim of the gun in his right didn’t stray an inch from Robin, again in the easy chair.
What, she still wondered, was the point of this? Why would three gangsters invade her apartment and then just sit down to listen to the radio?
She decided to ignore Slatt and his weapon, and to try outstaring Brandy’s unfathomable gaze. Ten minutes fled. Finally: “What’s your story, sister? Kind of young to be all alone in the big bad city, ain’t you?”
From the moment Sheepskin had addressed her by name, Robin knew they’d gone through her belongings, including the two letters she’d received so far from her parents. Nevertheless she said, “I’m almost nineteen! I guess a summer job here will get me used to your tough town, mister.”
“You’re lookin’ for an honest job in New York? Nineteen, and she still believes in Santa Claus.” Brandy twisted in the cushions and reached down to pull a book from the trunk between the sofa and the easy chair. “Studyin’ some hard stuff, huh? Plannin’ to be another Einstein?”
“Yes,” said Robin. “I’m going to be a physicist.”
The gangster snickered. “A scientist in skirts? Don’t make me laugh!” The youngster, Slatt, grinned as well, as he started to sit upon the sofa’s arm.
Robin jumped to her feet, eyes flashing and a scathing retort forming. A gunshot, muffled a bit but still filling the room, broke off her thought in the way only a gunshot can. Something smacked into the edge of the armchair’s back.
Slatt was sinking off-kilter into the cushions’ depths; his backside had missed the sofa’s armrest. The recoil of his pistol shot had flung up his arm, but he was lining it up on Robin again. The automatic’s silencer suppressed enough noise that he expected no one outside the room to recognize the sound as a gunshot.
“Are you goofy?” cried Brandy, knocking the gun to the side. “She’s just havin’ a friendly argument with me!”
In Robin’s anger over that condescending sneer, all thought of the pistol had slipped her mind. But the shot—only Slatt’s awkward position at the moment of firing had spoiled his aim—was like a splash of ice water. Slatt, snarling, raised his free hand to strike his companion. And in that instant the girl sprang into the bedroom, heading for its window. Up slid the sash, with a thump, and through the opening she dove.
Slatt and Brandy catapulted into the room, seconds behind her. Slatt thrust his head out through the drapes as Brandy shouted in his ear, “This is the fourth floor!”
“Yeah?” said Slatt as he drew back in. “There’s a five-story fire escape in the alley, sap!” He slithered out the window.
Brandy stood dumbfounded for a moment. Then he clambered after, his own gun drawn.
* * * * *
The fire escape stairs swung noisily back up, after Robin stepped to the ground. The alleyway boasted only one exit to the streets that she could see nearby, but the gateway was padlocked. Robin took a running jump and hauled herself over the wooden wall.
The streets teemed with people again. Now the kids, pretending not to hear their mothers’ calls, were trying to finish one last game as the streetlamps came on. Robin swerved around a Popsicle-wrapper first base, and poured on speed.
She couldn’t let her pursuers start shooting here. She had to lead them away, and hunt up armed protection.
But not a cop was in sight, for block after block. Robin didn’t dare look back. People stopped and stared, shook their heads, and continued strolling.
The skin of her back crawled in anticipation of the bullets.
Finally, ahead, she spied a policeman twirling his stick. She risked a glance over her shoulder. No gunmen in sight, thank heaven! But then it should come as no surprise that a Show-Me State girl could outrun two subway jockeys.
Still, she panted as she poured out her story.
The husky officer took off his cap and scratched his head. “Sounds nutty. If they was kidnappin’ you, why didn’t they take you off an’ hide you somewhere?”
“It wasn’t me they wanted. I think they were using my rooms as a meeting place, waiting for someone or something. The leader said the biggest thing since the Flood!”
The cop set his hat back on his head. “Let’s just go see if the scoundrels are still waitin’, in that case.” He started off down the street, then turned and beckoned impatiently. “Come on, lass!”
“But—shouldn’t you call for more men? There are three of them, and at least two have guns.”
“They just have to see you comin’ back with the law in tow and they’ll scatter, seems to me,” the patrolman explained. “If they start a little war, nobody’s about to leave ’em in peace to listen to the radio, now will they? I guess your friends will do their waitin’ in the Grand Central Terminal like everybody else.”
Back across the neighborhood they took a route far more direct than the twists and turns that had brought Robin this far. On her street, the kids all pointed and called, earning an offhand salute from the cop. Once inside the building with Robin, he drew his revolver and hefted it confidently.
The girl stopped him halfway up the first flight. “I don’t have my key—the boss, Sheepskin, took it. Why don’t you take me to the station?”
“The window on the fire stairs is open, isn’t it? We get in that way.”
Descending the stairs and heading out the back door with him, Robin continued pleading as the cop shook his head. Gun holstered, he inspected the gateway into the alley. “I thought I saw this leanin’ open. They kicked it off its padlock in their hurry out after you, I suppose?” Robin nodded.
Back behind Robin’s building, the policeman jumped upward for the fire escape. The rusty stairway creaked and wobbled down under the pull of his weight. “What good’s a fire stairs when the doorway outta the alley’s padlocked?” he muttered to himself.
Robin gulped and started to climb. Drawing his revolver again, the patrolman followed. At the third floor he pushed her gently back, motioned her to stay, and climbed the next flight.
The bedroom window still stood open. To the left, beyond the rickety fire stairs, the living room curtains glowed from the lamplight within. “Just hold on a second,” the cop whispered down to Robin, and soundlessly eased his bulk over the bedroom sill. Half a minute later he sang out, “Come on in!”
When Robin entered the living room, he was bending over the easy chair. “Maybe I believed your yarn before, maybe I didn’t—I do now,” he said, indicating the bullet hole. “I guess, after all, you should be comin’ down to the station house and makin’ a statement. Then we could send you back here under guard, or put you somewhere else for the night. You say it seems that after tomorrow they wouldn’t be stayin’ here?”
Robin nodded. “I still wish I knew what they were waiting for, and why here. The apartment next door is empty; the super showed me these both. They could have used that one with no trouble when they found I’d moved in here.”
The policeman’s red eyebrows twisted. “Empty, huh? I’d better give it the once-over. Come on!”
Downstairs, enthusiastic knocking eventually roused the building super, already in his pajamas. Grumbling, he pulled on a much-patched robe, rummaged in a drawer until he found the keys, and led the way back upstairs.
The apartment next to Robin’s was, indeed, empty save for furniture starting to take on dust. A quick search unearthed no signs of any surreptitious occupancy. The patrolman shrugged and let the superintendent shuffle back down to his den.
Robin and the policeman returned to her rooms next door. While the girl searched behind the radio for the duplicate key she’d tossed there earlier, the cop examined the door. “All they were needin’ to get in here was a strip of celluloid. This kind of lock wouldn’t keep out a one-armed—”
A resounding thunk! split the air.
Rough hands fell on Robin as she straightened up and whirled. The cop was sinking to the floor like a rag doll. Over him stood Slatt, brandishing his reversed pistol.
Sheepskin stepped out of the bedroom and spoke to Robin’s captor. “I’m afraid, Mister Brandy, that you’ll have to gag her.” Robin spluttered as a dirty handkerchief was shoved into her mouth. “Mister Slatt,” continued the leader, “will you go out back and secure us some clothesline?”
Within minutes, girl and policeman were soundly tied and gagged. The unconscious cop was dumped in a corner, and Robin was none too gently deposited in the bullet-holed easy chair. “Again, I regret the inconvenience, Miss Pace, but I fear you’ve incurred it by your breach of faith,” said Sheepskin. He appeared genuinely sorry.
Brandy snickered. Sheepskin stared at him with gray reproach.
“Say, Sheepskin,” said Slatt, hate-filled gaze upon Robin. “Ain’t all this razzle-dazzle gonna make it too hot for us here?” Securely tied his target might be, but his pistol’s aim was nevertheless again glued to her.
“I judge not, Mister Slatt. From what we overheard, the constable here thought Miss Pace’s colorful story a wild goose chase. He didn’t bother calling it in. The chances are good that we’ll remain unmolested.”
“In that case, what’d the Troll have to say?” asked Brandy, chewing his dead cigar.
“Ah, my telephone call. The shipment will be coming through in an hour or two. Within two hours more they will start setting it up here. You’ll go through on schedule in the small hours.”
“Fine,” said Brandy. “So now all we do is wait. I hope we have a little less excitement this time—”
In the bedroom, like a crystalline thunderstroke, glass shattered and crashed.
THREE heads twisted involuntarily toward the crash in the next room. When Robin turned back, she saw pistols in the hands of Brandy and Sheepskin. Slatt still stared steadily at her—his was the head that hadn’t turned—but a worried frown had replaced his sneer.
The other two sprinted for the bedroom. The moment they vanished through the doorway, the living room curtains billowed and a whirlwind entered.
The whirlwind was a man. He shot in, feet-first, through the open window—the window four stories above the alley, the one that opened onto empty space rather than onto the fire stairs. As his feet hit the floor his knees bent and then launched him upon Slatt.
Across the room, Slatt brought his weapon nearly to bear upon the intruder. Nearly wasn’t enough. The other man arced through the air and cartwheeled onto his hands. In another moment his heels plowed into Slatt’s chest.
For the second time that evening, Slatt let out a whooshing grunt of pained surprise. He slammed back into the wall, and his pistol went flying.
The gun landed at the feet of Sheepskin, just bursting back through the bedroom door. As Slatt’s attacker bounded to his feet, Sheepskin loosed a shot. Plaster dust blossomed from the wall and settled on the crumpled, dazed Slatt below.
And the intended target was already upon Sheepskin. A flying tackle barreled the head gangster rearward through the doorway, his spectacles trailing on the end of their black ribbon. A baffled squawk from the bedroom signaled Brandy’s misfortune in treading so closely on his superior’s heels.
The mystery man kicked Slatt’s pistol out of reach under the easy chair, then launched himself through the bedroom door.
Imprisoned as much by the easy chair’s yielding grasp as by her bonds, Robin struggled uselessly. In the corner the policeman had regained consciousness, and was just as uselessly bouncing around.
A gun flew out through the doorway. The sound of fists against flesh floated out of the bedroom as well.
On the floor Slatt shook himself like a terrier, flinging off dust and chips of the wall. He didn’t see the new gun on the rug. Hauling himself lurchingly to his feet, he tottered over to the bedroom door. Then a bullet flicked splinters from the doorframe by his head.
The woozy gunman turned and ran from the apartment. It was meant for a run, at least, but struck Robin as more of a wobble. He trailed a plaster miasma.
More unsilenced pistol shots exploded in the next room. Brandy raced out, stumbling over his own feet, and disappeared into the hallway. Glass crunched inside, a window frame creaked, the iron fire stairs sang. Then quiet descended.
And out walked the human whirlwind, unruffled and arranging the cuffs of his well-tailored shirt. He scooped up the abandoned pistol and tucked it under his belt. Evidently Sheepskin had been the one running down the fire stairs.
At first glance it didn’t seem possible that the newcomer had wiped up the apartment with three armed men. He wasn’t more than a few inches taller than Robin and not much bulkier. The second look, though, showed that he carried himself like an apache dancer—or a welterweight.
He was also no more than half-dressed. He wore no hat, tie, or jacket, although his pants and vest looked like two-thirds of a natty three-piece suit.
“Say, Reilly,” the apparition asked the patrolman as he began untying Robin, “how’d you get into this pickle?” Behind the gag, Reilly launched into an unintelligible tirade. The rescuer grinned, an off-balance oxyacetylene smile, and his eyes twinkled as they met Robin’s.
She gingerly raised herself out of the chair and rubbed her arms while the tornado leisurely unwrapped the cop.
“King Hudson, you bad penny,” Reilly exclaimed once the gag was removed. “What’re you doin’ mixed up in this, pray?” He rubbed his head, but evidently it was hard enough that he’d sustained little lasting damage.
“I’ve been spying on Sheepskin Flynn for some time now, pal. I lost track of him in this neighborhood a couple of hours ago, then picked him up again just now. I followed him and his little playmates up the fire stairs, heard the fracas, and here I am. Aren’t you going to introduce us?”
Beaming, Reilly did so from the floor, and King Hudson shook Robin’s hand. “Could you tell me all about it, Robin? You don’t want me to call you Miss Pace.”
She didn’t want to hear herself called that again, no, sick as she’d gotten of Sheepskin’s doing so. She wasn’t sure she approved of Hudson’s deciding it for her, though. At any rate, Robin recounted the odd story again. Her listener’s approving nod at the straightforward recital of her nervy escape at gunpoint was so subtle Robin missed it.
“It’ll be coming through in an hour or two, whatever it may be, huh?” King clenched a fist. “That doesn’t leave us much time.”
Running footsteps, drawing closer, echoed out in the hallway. Three policemen thundered up, revolvers in hand. “Reilly!” cried one. “What’s going on?”
“Whatever it is, it’s all over now, boys,” replied Reilly, still favoring the lump on his head with a protective hand. “We’ve got it under control.”
“We?” asked the scowling newcomer. “We? Oh, it’s King Hudson again, is it?”
Hudson grinned. “Hiya, Harrington. How’s business?”
“Ah, it’s none of yours. Awright, awright, nothing to see here,” Harrington told the gathering onlookers in the hallway. “Go back home, everybody.” The other two patrolmen started herding away the curious apartment dwellers. Harrington turned back with scowl undiminished. “Come on, Reilly, what’s the scoop?”
As Reilly filled in his fellow lawman, Robin asked King, “Didn’t someone break the bedroom window? And how did you fly in through this one?”
“Simple enough. Little Caesar Slatt gave me the inspiration. I just helped myself to some clothesline, too, and alpined down from the roof. I tossed a brick through the other window for a distraction. Sorry.” He grinned. Robin thought he didn’t look very sorry at all.
“How did you climb down a rope holding a brick?”
“Oh, pretty easily, actually. Reilly”—he swiveled away from Robin’s glare—“I’ve got something to do. You mind if I leave?”
“Naw, go ahead, son.”
“Wait a double-dogged minute,” Harrington exploded. “You’re staying right here, Hudson. No—no—you’re not. You’re coming to the precinct house. You’ve turned up at the bottom of a lot of tricky situations lately.”
King’s smile evaporated. The twinkle vanished from his eyes. “Harrington, this is important. More important than you can guess. It’ll waste both our time if you make me call the commissioner, won’t it?”
From Harrington’s sour-pickle expression, Robin judged he’d been the subject of previous chats with the police commissioner. His hands flew up in disgust. “Come on, men, let’s go. Come on, Reilly.”
Reilly held back. “How about Miss Pace? What if those ginks show up again?”
“I’m sure the great King Hudson can protect her better than we poor excuses for cops can.”
King stepped forward. “Hold on! I said I’ve got to go somewhere.”
Harrington stood poised in the doorway. “So long, Galahad.” He clumped down the stairs, the other officers assisting Reilly behind him.
One had confiscated Slatt’s pistol from under the easy chair. Robin realized that King Hudson had been unobtrusively shifting the appropriated pistol in his waistband so it was always shielded from Harrington’s view. If he wasn’t double-jointed, he was an India-rubber man!
King was fuming. Then his expression cleared as, out of the blue, he picked up the text Robin had mentioned as the cause of her getting shot at. “You are studying physics.”
Robin came close to hauling off and socking him. But he continued, “Have you decided what branch?”
Mollified, she considered the question. “Electronics, I’m pretty sure. Last year I was just thinking electrical engineering, but I think the underlying science is what I want to work with. Yeah,” she said with a dangerous glower, “a scientist in skirts.”
Robin’s school grades would have meant instant acceptance by any Ivy League school—Columbia would have been her first choice—but for one thing. Not one of those prestigious universities admitted women. Robin had encountered the world’s dismissal of female students and scientists before Brandy ever voiced it.
“My guess would be this is not a freshman text,” Hudson said—approvingly. He changed the subject abruptly by fixing Robin with a challenging stare. “You seemed to face this dust-up pretty well. Like to take a chance?”
“A chance on what?”
“On saving your country. On bringing your uninvited guests before justice.”
Robin looked in at the broken glass on the bedroom floor. Dresses from the suitcase she’d opened on the bed a few hours ago were strewn about.
Then she eyed the bullet holes in living room chair and wall. “And on getting killed?”
Shrugging his shoulders, King appealed to heaven with upturned eyes. “People are getting killed all over the world. They’re being mown down like grass. I’ve seen it firsthand—I was in on the beginning of this bloodbath over in Spain, for one thing. I’d like to have a hand in stopping some of it.
“Come with me now, take a chance or two! You might save yourself from being crushed under tank treads in Central Park a few short years from now.” His expression altered. “Or do I have to stay and baby-sit you? Dames!”
Just as she had been by Brandy’s remarks, Robin was stung into action. “All right, buster, I’ll show you. Let’s go!”
For a moment King Hudson stood silent, as if his own gibe had surprised him. Then: “Okay! I guess you’ll do. First thing is to locate a certain telephone on Long Island. I have the number.”
“What telephone?”
“The one Professor Sheepskin Flynn was calling. The one where his mysterious boss the Troll is skulking.”
Robin closed the window King had swung in through. The clothesline he’d used swayed slightly in the breeze outside. “I suppose you were already on the rope and about to toss the brick when you heard the phone call mentioned. How in heaven’s name did you get hold of the number itself?” Then she moved to the doorway and surveyed the mess in the bedroom. Broken glass littered the floor; miraculously there was no blood there as well.
“He had it on a piece of paper in his vest pocket. As we were waltzing around I picked his pockets, read that, and put it back.” His eyes glittered. “Neat?”
A man of many talents, thought Robin, modesty foremost—I don’t think! “Pretty neat,” she conceded with a nod, and extricated a coat and hat from the disorder. The spring day’s warmth had vanished with the sun.
They left, trailing more footprints in the plaster dust.
* * * * *
In a nearby cigar store on an avenue corner, King talked with the phone company. Standing by the booth, Robin judged that King was being transferred up the levels of authority. His sentences were muffled, though, by the glass and wood of the booth, and by the rumble of a passing elevated train.
At one point, Robin thought her ears were playing tricks. King seemed to be speaking in a completely different voice! But before she could be sure, he hung up and slipped from the booth.
“Got it,” he informed her, smile ever-present. “Next stop, Long Island.”
He flagged a taxi and they rode some distance uptown. King checked over the automatic he’d appropriated, for one thing noting how many bullets he’d been bequeathed.
“What are you doing in New York at the end of spring when classes start in the fall? You don’t mind my asking?”
Of course it would be ungracious to say Yes, I mind. Robin could not suppress an exasperated sigh. But she answered.
“How can I afford the apartment? I have roommates coming soon, girls from Chicago and Down East Maine. We all arranged summer jobs. I can tell you my parents thought it was a swell idea to get some life lived! I’ll be working in a commercial radio laboratory as an assistant’s assistant. You’d call it a job as bottle-washer if they used glassware in that sort of lab.”
“And you arranged all that from west of the Mississippi?” Robin had thought she didn’t voice that much of a Midwestern accent to New Yorkers. King must have a good ear; yes, that was it…
“The girls, the assistant lab director—we’re YLs. There’s a worldwide spiderweb of radio waves connecting all of us ham operators!” Robin thought she’d squelched King, but his grin suggested otherwise. Somehow this time the grin didn’t irk Robin.
Still, either he knew that YLs were female hams, or he wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction of his asking!
The cab pulled to the curb before a modest mansion.
“Oh, it’s been converted into apartments,” King said. “I don’t own the whole thing.” They walked around back to a garage that had once been ritzy stables. King checked his pocket watch, a big, complicated-looking instrument.
King’s automobile was a sleek, up-to-the-minute roadster. It purred down the city streets and across the Queensboro Bridge. Soon they hummed east on Long Island under the brilliance of a low moon a little past full.
Eventually Robin broke the silence, afraid second thoughts would catch up despite the car’s speed. “You say this affair will affect the safety of the U.S.A. And Sheepskin said his gang would be giving orders to presidents. What exactly is it all about?”
King handled the auto as if he’d been driving since he was knee high. Too good to be true, thought Robin. He considered—again, the inner argument was apparent—and finally said, “Exactly what the plot entails, I don’t know. It’s beyond even my powers to guess the reason behind the takeover of your rooms, for instance. But I know it’s as important and as urgent as I say.
“You see, I’ve crossed the path of Sheepskin Flynn and his boys before. They’re hired guns, but they’re not as dumb as some of their breed. And they gravitate toward a particular sort of employer—one the news sheets or the dime magazines would call a ‘mad scientist.’”
Robin laughed. “Really!”
King’s attention centered so undividedly upon his companion that she feared for their safety, but he guided the auto as if by second sight. “The last time I ran into Flynn was in Nevada three months ago. Remember the papers? Recall what happened in Nevada in January?”
Yes, she remembered. “The weather. The freezing spell in Death Valley—even in January that was very wrong. But that’s silly-season stuff, one of those things the papers grab hold of. A freak.”
“And the red rain, and the negative lightning, and what they did? But it wasn’t just something out of Charles Fort. Someone caused it. A fellow who wore robes and a mask, and called himself Ott.” He shot Robin the same look she’d given him when he picked up her physics text. She fought to keep her expression neutral.
“And although you never read this part, he warned Washington that unless his demands were met, the mad weather would sweep out of the deserts and into the cities…”
Clouds began to creep across the moon’s face, as if the weather were preparing to undergo fantastic, unnatural changes in dramatizing King’s reminiscences. Robin shuddered and, with a forced lightness, asked, “I suppose you’re the one who single-handedly stopped him?”
Again the grin lightened King’s expression, but this time as if at some private joke rather than in self-congratulation.
“Under the circumstances you could say single-handedly, yes,” he answered distractedly. “I did…but I didn’t capture Flynn, Brandy, and Slatt.” The uncharacteristic pensiveness faded, and he continued forcefully. “They got a taste of power then, a nibble at the crusts thrown from the mastermind’s table. Now they’ve acquired an appetite for it.
“Sure, when Ott died—ugh! what a way to go!—they went back to the small time. But a couple of weeks ago they heard something on the grapevine. So did I, but not until just a few days ago. Now they’re leading me to another man who intends to pull off something big, something earthshaking.
“I think I know who this Troll is. I pray I’m wrong. Whoever he may be, as to what he’s planning I haven’t the foggiest notion. But I intend to find out. Tonight it’s shifting into high gear!”
* * * * *
They turned off the highway and headed north along a lesser road, then east again. Invisible beyond the close-set trees to their left lay the waters of Long Island Sound.
“Sheepskin had that number written down. It’s not the boss’s regular telephone then, is it?”
“Very good,” said King. “No, it’s not the regular hideout, or the boss’s home, or whatever. The phone company told me it’s an old number newly reactivated. It’s where something special is ‘coming through’ tonight—within an hour or two of the time I rescued you and Reilly.” He consulted the dashboard clock. “We’re working through that second hour.”
Robin shifted in her seat. The aches from being tightly tied had disappeared; she’d been bound for only a few minutes back in the apartment. Still, her heart was racing like the car’s engine. She had a choice: either excitement or dread. One thought she pushed firmly down was the realization that if Slatt’s aim hadn’t been thrown off when he shot at her, she’d have died tonight.
With time for reflection, Robin felt a little stupid now at letting herself be buffaloed into this chase by an appeal to her pride. But she had to admit she did feel safer with King than she would alone back in her apartment. Why he’d want her underfoot, without just taking a little more time to foist her off on Harrington, was anybody’s guess.
“Within an hour,” she echoed. “That means it could already have happened.”
King nodded. “But they were going to bring Shipment X to your place and set it up. That’s out, so they’ll have to sit tight with it until they turn up an alternate hidey-hole.”
“You’re sure Sheepskin didn’t notice that legerdemain with the number?”
“Positive. The hand is quicker than the eye. We’ll return their visit—equally unexpected but, I hope, entirely unnoticed when it comes to our turn. Have you ever used one of these?” He pulled Brandy’s pistol from behind his belt.
Awkwardly accepting it, Robin answered, “No.”
King plucked the pistol from her fingers and returned it to his waistband. “Someday we’ll have to teach you, but not tonight.”
Robin eyed the firearm. “Don’t you have a gun of your own—and more importantly, a holster? “
“I can take ’em or leave ’em, I decided last year. Long story.”
“Fine, but don’t you think it’s likely you might drop that piece of steel somewhere along the line?”
“Believe me, I can feel where this is located every minute, and whether it moves an inch—it’s not getting away from me.”
Sure, thought the girl, you can keep your undivided attention on the gun! Mister Hyde could assign Doctor Jekyll to a job like that; who’ll you ask? But all she voiced was a snort.
When King grinned at her snort, she rolled her eyes. The byplay ended as the roadster swung onto a gravel road. A mile further along, King brought the vehicle to a silky halt.
The road widened at its dead end to form a turnaround among the trees. From this gravel circle, weather-beaten old wooden steps led down to the beach and the Sound. Through the break in the sparse foliage, a few glimmers of light far across the water betrayed the otherwise invisible Connecticut shore.
The pair stepped from the roadster in a silence broken only by their footfalls crunching in the gravel, the rustling of the branches, and the murmurous lapping of the waves. The last clouds covering the moon swept away.
The shirt-sleeved King seemed unaffected by the chill breeze. “We take to the beach here,” he announced. They picked their way down the crumbling steps, and Robin followed King along the beach to the right.
Some distance down behind them, just visible in the moonlight, a pier reached out amid a few early-launched pleasure craft riding at anchor. The boats’ gentle turning and bobbing in the wind was the only movement on the Sound other than the waves’ insistent up-and-down.
King and Robin strode along, and in a few minutes turned the corner of a rock outcropping. A ghostly blue dot of light glowed on the shore a half-mile ahead. “Here’s where we take to the woods,” said King.
They made their way through the trees close along the beach, where they could catch glimpses of the blue light as they drew nearer. Moonlight spilled through the first leaves of springtime above, enough to point out tangled roots and fallen branches.
Halfway to their destination, King caught Robin’s arm. “Farther in,” he whispered. “See the gent with the Tommy gun?”
Now she did. The man stood on the beach with the submachine gun in one hand and a cigarette in the other. He commanded a view of the entire cove, from the rock outcropping they’d passed to a point well beyond the blue light ahead. In the moonglow Robin could make out a gabled and turreted mansion inshore from the blue dot. No doubt she was overlooking other gunmen in the shadows.
King and Robin stepped even more carefully now. The adventurer instinctively put down his feet where no crackle of brush could give him away. The girl followed closely, all attention on the same task. Angling into the deeper woods, they came across an old path that wandered toward the house and out of sight of the beach.
Very shortly the blue light again materialized, visible through the thicker growth of beech trees. The two skulkers quit the path and cautiously edged up to the woods’ border.
A ragged lawn, its untended long stalks brown from the winter, stretched from the beach to the house. This was indeed a full-fledged mansion—far more sumptuous in its forgotten heyday than King’s Manhattan residence. Now, however, deserted for a decade or more, it presented a sorry spectacle.
Gray in the moonlight, the walls had lost their paint to ten years’ weather. Shutters hung askew from shattered windows. A few unbroken panes at the rear of the first floor glowed feebly, but otherwise it was a dark and cheerless piece of ghost-bait.
Down where the rank grass overhung the beach, a small dock extended over the rocks and into the water. A motorboat brushed against the dock’s float with every wave; five or six men stood on the float.
At the shoreward end of the dock’s ramp an electric lantern blazed blue, throwing its glare out over Long Island Sound. A half-mile out, visible below the few Connecticut lights, a buoy supported another blue signal.
When he’d taken in the surroundings, King turned to Robin. “I’m going to scout around some. You stay right here and don’t budge. You should be safer here than in your apartment.” Before she could protest, he disappeared.
In the breeze under the moonlight the abandoned grass continued to wave. Now, however, one section of its ripples undulated against the wind and moved in toward the house.
Seconds later, a silent specter rising to his feet, King Hudson glided around the building’s corner. The cold stone of the foundations reached to his shoulder; gaping glass-covered holes leading to the basement punctuated the wall. The first-floor rear windows glowed five feet above his head. Before reaching the next corner he came upon a staircase leading up to an enclosed back entry. At the top of the steps, he leaned over and peered in at a window.
It was the kitchen he viewed. In the light of a couple of oil lamps, five men lounged about the room. One other sat at the table. An old-fashioned stick telephone rested on the oilcloth table-covering, and curled up next to it a sleek orange Persian cat lay asleep. King had never seen the seated man before, but he’d recently renewed the acquaintance of three of the others. Next to the mammoth iron stove and the soapstone sink of that gloomy kitchen stood Sheepskin Flynn, Brandy, and Slatt.
The man at the table checked his wristwatch. White-haired and pinch-faced, a skinny scarecrow, he fidgeted like one completely unaccustomed to waiting. To the gangsters, obviously, that sort of thing was a prime feature of their existence.
The old man stood; his ill-fitting suit hung on his frame like a sack. He rapped out a curt sentence. Flynn nodded and sent out Brandy. Then the boss, the so-called Troll, started to speak at length.
Partway between King’s vantage point and the Troll’s position, the two remaining gangsters were engaged in a desultory conversation. The sound of their talking, nearer to King, fuzzed out the intelligibility of the boss’s words before those reached the eavesdropping adventurer.
King withdrew from the window and turned his attention to the entry door. A cigarette case from a vest pocket offered no cigarettes. He considered its selection of sophisticated lock picks, then plucked out a simple skeleton key. Within seconds he was inside, easing the door shut behind.
Before him, stretching away in darkness toward the front of the manor, lay a high-ceilinged hallway. A doorway near him on the left showed light—the passage to the kitchen. Closer to him on that side, a narrow servants’ staircase led to the upper stories.
King Hudson silently ascended.
* * * * *
Hidden among the copper beeches, Robin breathlessly studied the unchanging scene. She saw a man descend the front steps and head down to the dock, where he joined the waiting group. One of the gang smoked a cigarette through, and started on a second.
Then the men on the dock jostled each other, raised their voices, pointed out over the water. Robin’s gaze followed the line of their extended arms.
Out on the Sound, moonlight blazed back from a dripping bulk. A silver shape rode soundlessly out there, like a sea serpent risen from the depths.
TWO men clambered into the motorboat and tried to start the outboard engine. The boat rocked crazily, almost pitching them in. After a couple of futile attempts, accompanied by some inventive cursing, the engine caught with a coughing roar. When the cough subsided, leaving only the roar, they sped out at the point of a wavy V of churning foam to the waiting shadow.
This is it, thought Robin. They’re smuggling in something by submarine!
She began, very cautiously, to wriggle toward the shore from her position where lawn met woods, halfway between dock and house.
A faint ray sprang from the sub as a hatch was thrown open. A hollow clang drifted in over the water. The light outlined men climbing out onto the deck, and a lantern in one of their number’s grip illuminated the outboard launch inexpertly brought alongside. Robin could make out no numerals or emblems on the conning tower.
Clambering to the deck, the men from the shore pitched in alongside the crewmen in wrestling crates up out of the hatch. With great care the shadowy cargo was transferred to the bobbing boat; then, when their craft was fully laden, the two gangsters piloted it back in to the dock. Its gunwales bobbed inches above the lapping waves.
For the return to shore the man at the helm handled it more cautiously. The boat chugged up to the float, and the waiting men began to withdraw the mysterious cargo. Out on the sub’s deck, another pile was growing.
Where, Robin Pace asked herself in mental agony, is King?
* * * * *
King Hudson stepped out into the second story hallway, the flame of a cigarette lighter held high barely relieving the corridor’s gloom. He made for the room directly above the kitchen. At each step, before he let down his foot’s full weight, sensitive toes tested the old boards for squeaky looseness. Despite this precaution he moved speedily.
Moonlight streamed in through tattered velvet drapes in this room, playing upon a large canvas-enshrouded table and its hooded retinue of sheet-covered chairs. Dust carpeted every surface, so King’s trail wound back as clearly as in Robin’s plaster-strewn apartment. The many prints out in the hall showed that the new occupants had explored without more than a step or two into each room.
King returned the lighter to one of a half-dozen snap-fastened vest pockets. Slowly, carefully, he raised a panel in the wall. The coal-dark emptiness of a dumbwaiter shaft gaped beyond.
The car rested above, out of the way. Without pause King swung into the shaft and swarmed down the rails of the counterweight track on the side wall.
Down he climbed, to kitchen level, where faint but distinct voices flowed around the ill-fitting panel. The Troll’s chair was placed only a few feet from the shaft, as King had noticed from the window.
“We’d have to send over an attack force, a small army, to get in from outside the rooms,” King heard one voice say. “The whole point of bringing the equipment over here is lost. I’d counted on the element of surprise. Two men popping out of the very wall! Simple and foolproof.”
“I should deem it advisable to dig in our heels and bide our time,” said another. King didn’t have to strain any deductive powers in identifying that voice. “We must permit the hue and cry to expire,” Sheepskin Flynn continued.
“No. It’s got to be tonight. Events are building too quickly over there. Things are at a fever pitch; he’s going to move soon, very soon. We can’t set it up out here without electrical power. D’you think, Flynn—”
A third voice broke in. “They’re here!” A rustling of milling movement reached King’s ears.
“Bring it in,” the boss said. “Put it in the front rooms.”
“Okay.” The sound of movement, of creaking floorboards and mutterings, grew fainter and disappeared. King strained his ears. He could just make out stertorous breathing. A minute passed; then he ascended.
Sliding out into the room above, the adventurer stood momentarily oblivious to all. A mental tug-of-war showed in his furrowed brow.
“Nope—no idea who this guy is after all,” he breathed as he slipped from the room.
A minute later, down on the first floor, the back entryway door opened and closed as a shadow passed through. Outside at the window, King peered into the kitchen again. The boss sat there alone. He remained lost in thought with chin cradled in one hand, the sunset-colored Persian arching blissfully under the strokes of the other.
King shook his head, then moved on. Back down on the ground he circled around the rear of the house.
On the far side were parked several automobiles and a large van from a national trucking firm. The van sat empty. A driveway led into the trees, back toward the same road from which the gravel dead-end turned off.
Gliding into the shadows at the mansion’s front, King saw the dock activity and the vessel out on the Sound. Both dock and sub deck were stacked with cartons and crates. As the launch started out to the submarine for the second time, the men on shore began to haul their treasure up the lawn’s incline to the house.
King crept back around and into the mansion. Stealthily he prowled about until he discovered a telephone in a front room on the second floor. The phone company must have overlooked the actual instruments when the service had been discontinued with the isolated house’s abandonment. The gang, evidently, had paid to have the number reactivated for the sake of a few hours’ worth of communication.
King lifted the earpiece and clicked for the operator. When she came on the line he spoke in a clear whisper that reached no farther than the doorway, yet was picked up perfectly by the mouthpiece.
“Get me the Coast Guard,” he said as he watched the cargo-laden procession on the lawn below.
Soon he was talking, on a first-name basis, with a Coast Guard desk captain. “Shorty, I’ve got a smuggler sub out here on the Sound. I’d like you to pick them up without any fireworks. Can you do that?”
Shorty said they would. During Prohibition the Coast Guard had tracked down plenty of booze-runners on this shore.
“Good. Here’s where they—” The line clicked, then clicked again. “Near Holmwood, Shorty. Get ’em!” King cried out, then threw down the telephone.
The gang was onto him. Someone had picked up the kitchen extension and heard.
King Hudson whipped to the window and out onto the sloping porch roof. The porch extended back along the house’s sides; as sure-footed as if on a Broadway stroll, he ran along the roof to the mansion’s rear. There, not quite so obvious to the men on the front lawn if they should look up, he shinnied lightly up a drainpipe. A minute after quitting the second floor front, he reached the fourth floor rear.
Perched on the window seat of the turret room three floors above the kitchen, King could see the dumbwaiter panel on the farther wall. But between window and wall, the floor was smothered in dust—dust ready to betray his prints to any searcher.
He heard the gangsters already on the stairs.
* * * * *
Robin had almost reached the shoreside end of the margin between woods and lawn. She saw the launch turn ashore for the third time, and realized no crates remained on the submarine deck. The men there descended into the vessel. Another faint clang echoed eerily. Then, wraithlike, the sub sank back into its element. From shore to shore the waves undulated undisturbed.
As if snuffed by a finger, first on the beach, then on the buoy, the blue lights winked out. The gangster caravan trudged its goods from pier to house. Suddenly a movement caught the girl’s eye.
A figure was running along the porch roof. Fleet as a cheetah, it reached the back end of the overhang and swarmed up a pipe. At the top of its climb it disappeared into a window on the turret.
Then action erupted all around the mansion. Men burst out front and rear, pistols and submachine guns in hand. The crate-carriers gently but hurriedly set down their burdens and drew weapons as well. Within seconds the house stood surrounded.
If the fleeing form had climbed not up but down, he would have been captured immediately. Up the pipe just a second later, and he’d have been discovered in flight.
Robin’s growing excitement winked out like the buoy lights. Cold dread stampeded up and wrapped her in shivers.
Was King as talented as he thought himself? To get out of this he’d have to be!
* * * * *
Sheepskin Flynn and Brandy led the way up the stairs. “The two of you”—Flynn singled out two gunmen—“will guard the stairway. We shall comb every floor, working our way to the summit. Whoever this intruder may be, he’ll not get past us. Is another group emulating us, from first floor to basement? Good.”
Flynn came first to the room directly above the kitchen. Earlier, he and his men had walked the halls without closely investigating the rooms. But now footprints, as clear as if painted, led under his flashlight’s glare over to the dumbwaiter and then back to the door.
“The fellow examined the dumbwaiter shaft—or did he actually enter it before vacating this room? If so,” he pontificated, striding across the room and adding his own prints, “that implies a foray on another floor.” Brandy nodded in agreement.
The gray gangster peered in. His flashlight beam swung between the walls until it bathed the floor at basement level. Then he aimed the flash upward to see the car’s bottom, floors above, flinging back the light. A sliding noise echoed below, and another beam shot through the shaft. “Who’s that?” Flynn shouted.
“Jennings,” came the reply from the basement.
“Let me see you.” Sheepskin Flynn shone the light downward and recognized his man. “Do any footprints sully the dust down there?”
“Only mine.”
“Excellent.” Flynn worked one of the pull ropes at the opening’s edges, making the pulleys and the ascending counterweight shriek like banshees. Down came the car, down past him, and then he poked head and flashlight back into the shaft. Now he could see the traction sheave, the large pulley in the center of the shaft ceiling. Satisfied, he sent the car back up to where it could rise no farther. He heard the lift ring, the anchor for the rope atop the car, clank against the sheave. “Mister Jennings!”
“Yeah?”
“I want you to station yourself by that shaft. If the counterweight moves the merest fraction of an inch, I want you to holler. Imagine Beelzebub with his pitchfork playing your spine like a xylophone. Do you comprehend?”
“Sure!”
As Flynn withdrew his head, another man barreled into this room, raising a small dust storm.
“We found the guy’s footprints from the hall to a phone on this floor and then out the room’s window over the porch!”
“Did you discover any tracks leading back in elsewhere on this level?” The newcomer shook his head; at this the straw boss nodded. “Very well. Let us ascend.”
In every room on the third floor the dust lay undisturbed. Sheepskin sent a group up into the attic space under the main roof above. The fourth floor contained a single room, unattached to the attic—the turret above the kitchen.
Footprints there led from the dumbwaiter and back.
“Our Mister X climbed up the shaft from the second floor, perhaps to minimize the risk of encountering anyone on the stairs. He crossed to the window here, surveyed the environment, then returned to the shaft and climbed back down,” mused Sheepskin. “He vacated it back on the second floor to search out the phone.”
Nevertheless the gray man approached the opening and stuck in his head. The car crowded up above as high as it would go; a good shove again brought a click from the sheave and ring striking. He stared down into Jennings’s flash beam. “Mister Jennings?”
“Nobody got into the shaft!”
“All right. Remain at your post for a few minutes more.” Flynn turned to Brandy. He removed his spectacles and wiped the dust from them. “Let us investigate the roof. If he is not there…well, I have no inkling. There is no way that anyone could have gotten from that telephone to the woods in the interval of time vouchsafed him.”
Sheepskin Flynn was absolutely correct. Nobody could have, not even King Hudson. But when his men returned from the roof Flynn had to reconsider. “The stranger isn’t on the premises. Against all odds he did effect an escape, after all. Are the others searching out into the woods?”
Brandy nodded.
“Very well, then, it behooves us to join in. Let’s go!”
* * * * *
Like beaters in a lion hunt on the African veldt, the cordon around the house spread out through the high grass. Some raced ahead to the forest, some down onto the beach.
Robin Pace did her utmost to make herself scarce. She inched back through the underbrush until shielded from the gang’s view. Then she shinnied up a tree.
In the pale moonlight it wasn’t easy. Moreover, although her sailor suit’s hem only just covered her knees—its short length made her look more thirteen than eighteen—a skirt was hardly the right uniform for this Tarzan stuff. Dead branches cracked alarmingly as Robin brushed against them. In instants, though, she had completely curtained herself in the new spring foliage. None too soon, it turned out, for within a few minutes she heard the searchers crashing about below.
The sounds faded away behind her, moving away from the house. Perched precariously on a swaying bough Robin waited for the gangsters to pass under again with the search abandoned.
But disturbing thoughts shared her niche. The men still in the house couldn’t fail to run down King Hudson. There was no way out of that trap.
* * * * *
Time ticked away in the once-proud derelict of a mansion. Then, excruciatingly slowly—slowly enough to muffle the bite of the pulley system’s squeals—the dumbwaiter car edged down past the opening in the fourth-floor turret room’s wall.
Finally a foot of space yawned between car top and opening top. Grin on his dusty face, King Hudson eased out into the room. He paced to the window, heedless now of tracks, and contemplated the searchers returning across the grass.
Psychology, more than anything else, had saved him. Logic would dictate to Sheepskin that if prints led from hallway to shaft on the second floor, out and back again on this floor, and back to the hall on the second, then the tracks had been made in that order. Who would guess the intruder had actually entered here through the window?
To lay the false trail in the dust up here meant simply walking backward from the window to the dumbwaiter, then carefully stepping in his prints back to the window. An experienced woodsman would have noticed the footprints’ blurred edges. But King counted on the gangsters’ urban inexperience, and on the confusingly overlapping shadows from more than one flashlight.
However, upon walking a second path normally to the shaft, he would find no place to hide. Moving the car up into place to shield himself, above it, from all floors’ view would cause the old lifting system to cry out like a vulture proclaiming King’s doom.
Sheepskin Flynn’s thoroughness had come to the rescue. He moved the dumbwaiter for King. When it ascended past Flynn down on the second floor, the fugitive slid into the shaft on the fourth. Sheepskin sent the car right up against the pulley where, subconscious logic told him, anyone atop would be crushed and cry out.
But a quick glance had shown King Hudson his way out. The shaft was some inches bigger in depth and width than the usual dumbwaiter’s. Tight as it might be, just enough space waited for one of his size to curl around the sheave and ring as they struck together. With one shoulder against the car top and the other against the ceiling, he could arch against the sides and back of the shaft to suspend himself there.
Now, satisfied with the view from the turret window, he returned to the shaft and patiently eased the car back up, half an inch at a time. His muscles still complained from the strain of fighting gravity in such an awkward position for five interminable minutes. As soon as he had the smallest accessible opening exposed beneath the car, though, King re-entered the shaft. Grasping the tracks, he started down.
* * * * *
From her heart-stopping eyrie Robin could hear the gunmen filtering back to the mansion.
“That gazabo must still be hanging around,” she heard a man complain to his companion as they passed below. “Ain’t none of us that chariot could belong to.” They’d found King’s automobile.
“I don’t care if he’s here or in Timbuctoo,” said the other. “He was on the phone to someone outside, wasn’t he? I hope Flynn has the truck all loaded up and ready to roll—fast!”
Amazing as it seemed to Robin, only a few minutes had passed since the ruckus began. Even if King had used the gang’s own phone to notify the authorities, time enough remained for the lawbreakers to make good their getaway from this secluded spot.
Robin lumberjacked down and inched back to the point where the woods met the beach and the lawn. The gangsters were struggling with the boxes again, but they no longer took the stuff into the mansion. Those on the lawn carried their burdens around the house’s front corner, to disappear from the girl’s view. Others came out and down the stairs with the crates that had been brought in before the alarm. They too turned the corner and out of sight.
Quickly she returned to the spot halfway up the forest’s edge where King had left her. There was no sign of him. Had he been captured in the house, unknown to the two she’d overheard? Although he had come out on top in the three-to-one fight at her place, this place contained a regular miniature army of crime. Even King Hudson would find himself hard put to overcome them!
Robin made a decision. King had asked if she were willing to take a chance, but so far she’d done nothing more than hide. It was time to take action before the gang got away. If she could trail them, and lead the police to them, she’d be furthering King’s plans.
He’s probably managed to hide himself in the house, she told herself—rebuilding her confidence in his abilities, unwilling to admit any other thoughts. Yes, probably fuming because he can’t do anything now to stop them.
She found the path and slipped away toward the car. Clouds raced across the moon again, causing light and dark to alternate like the slow erratic blinking of a giant’s eye. The trail led Robin to the beach beyond the rock outcropping, near the wooden stairs. Along the beach and up the steps, then she slid behind the roadster’s wheel. King had left the ignition key; she turned it and trod on the starter.
Something suddenly tickled her shoulder. “Far enough, sister,” said the man behind the gun.
* * * * *
King Hudson, again stationed in the shaft at the first floor level, heard the purring of the cat and nothing more. Then came footsteps, and Sheepskin Flynn’s sonorous voice. “I believe we are packed and ready to effect our departure.”
“Good. Let’s get going.” The sound of the chair scraping back penetrated the panel. But other sounds came nearer now: more footsteps. And King could tell one set belonged to a woman, a woman pulled forward by the others.
Sheepskin swore a very direct oath and continued, “It’s the skirt—” He coughed. “How do you do, Miss Pace? Let me surmise: our visitor was none other than King Hudson.” The men who’d discovered the roadster hadn’t taken the time to read the registration on the steering column, so this was the first mention of the name.
“What?” The boss jumped from his seat. “King Hudson? What are you talking about, Flynn? Don’t be stupid.”
“I try not to be,” said Sheepskin dryly. “That fellow to whom I referred in passing earlier, the one who sent our well-laid plans agley—his cognomen is King Hudson.”
“A professional Lancelot,” the cigar-chewing Brandy supplied.
“Why would somebody claim…?” The boss snapped his fingers. “Of course! The rest of them must have…oh!” This time he slapped his forehead. “How could I have been so stupid myself?”
The next few seconds of silence suggested to King the Troll’s glaring at his hirelings. “I know the man you’re talking about. ‘King Hudson,’ eh? The nerve! If only I’d come face-to-face with that five-way busybody…”
“Then he’s slipped through your manhunt?” Robin taunted. “I thought so!” Unseen, King smiled in the darkness.
The boss spoke in a calm, deadly monotone. “I want this so-called King Hudson found. I know our Mister Hudson all too well; we can’t have him dogging our trail. I want him out of the way.”
King started up the dumbwaiter shaft.
In the kitchen Robin faced Flynn and his boss. Two men held her arms as tightly as possible. “Where did she materialize?” Flynn asked.
“At the car,” said one of her captors. “I left Shaker there just in case.”
The Troll stared at Robin. The cat, cradled in his lathlike arms, stared as well. “How did she and that pest find us here, Sheepskin?”
A number of sesquipedalian sentences flowed before the Troll realized he wasn’t getting any real information out of Flynn. “Enough! Get the van moving. Have Slatt take it to—”
Crash!
The gangsters flinched. Robin tried to wrench free, but the two men kept their grip despite their surprise. “Upstairs,” cried the big boss. “Upstairs!” They heard footsteps pounding along the second-story hallway.
* * * * *
Outside, Slatt leaned against the van, fingers drumming on the metal of the door in a ragged tattoo. The other gang members, equally nervous, milled about.
“Look!” someone shouted.
A man tumbled out of a second-story window and onto the roof of the porch. Now, before an audience of twenty killers who stood by the side of the house, he sprang into space at the front, out and away from the men. Onto the sloping, ragged lawn he flew, knees bending with the impact and sending him into a controlled, shock-absorbing roll. He popped to his feet, glanced at the crowd, and lit out for the pier.
“Come on,” cried Slatt, pulling a new pistol, and the gang surged after their quarry.
The moon burst free of the clouds again. King Hudson raced out onto the dock and into the outboard launch. One sharp pull on the starter cord started the engine humming, then with economical speed King cast off the painter and the boat rocketed away.
The gangsters pounded down onto the float. “Tommy guns, Tommy guns!” Slatt nearly hopped up and down in his rage. A couple of men, who had been the beach guards, broke loose from the pack and let fly with their submachine guns. Lead split the air with a raucous chattering as the little boat pulled farther and farther away.
Slatt’s face turned beet-red around his gingery mustache; he’d recognized King. The boat turned tightly, almost out of range…
Orange flames blossomed from the craft. The noise of the machine gun bullets flying masked the sound of the explosion. Then black smoke mushroomed out; shards of wood erupted upward and fell languidly back into the Sound. A pall of greasy smoke wafted away on the wind.
The young gunman called Slatt was a vision of triumph. He threw his fedora into the air and guffawed a reedy laugh of movie-screen villainy.
“King Hudson is dead!”
THE shouting outside pulled the kitchen group to the porch just in time to witness the conflagration. Robin slumped, aghast, in the grip of her guards.
King Hudson dead! It couldn’t be…
The skinny leader sounded torn between laughter and tears. “That takes care of that. After the longest months imaginable! Well, all the loose ends are tied up now. Let’s move out! Flynn, stash the girl, then meet me at the office. I’m riding with Slatt.”
Slatt, flushed with victory, headed the mob returning from the dock. Flynn wordily passed on to him the order to roll out.
As Slatt settled himself behind the van’s wheel, the Troll picked his way down the front stairs, cat still in his arms, to scramble in beside the triumphant killer. Within moments, the truck vanished among the trees lining the drive.
The rest of the men clambered into their cars, throwing final glances at the water behind them. The motorboat wreckage drifted away in the moonlight.
Bookended in a sedan’s back seat by the two men holding her, the last Robin saw of that lonely spot on Long Island Sound was the sullen flame on the traces of gasoline. And as the cars swung away from the darkened mansion, that too was lost from view.
* * * * *
The fleet of autos reached the highway and lost its identity as a group. Sheepskin Flynn himself drove the one in which Robin unwillingly rode. Farther eastward, away from Manhattan, that car sped; the others headed west.
One of the hard-faced men clutching Robin was Jennings, the gangster who’d searched the basement. “What about Shaker?” he suddenly asked.
The other guard retorted, “You wanna go back and get him?”
Jennings considered this offer. “Nope. Guess he’s savvy enough not to get nabbed if the cops come nosing around. Hey, he’s got a car to make a getaway in, hasn’t he? That Hudson guy’s personal jalopy!”
Between the laughing men Robin squeezed her eyes tightly shut. King dead, she back in the gang’s hands, and the world none the wiser to a mysterious plot slickly running its course. If King had indeed gotten through to the police before being discovered, she imagined, the cops ought to be driving up to the old mansion right now. All they’d find would be a couple of warm oil lamps in the kitchen, nothing more. The grisly remains of the boat catastrophe must already have floated away…
Her despondent train of thought was derailed by the car’s lurching as it swung off the highway onto another gravel road. Twisting and turning among wild trees, passing house after sleeping house, the auto finally stopped before a modest, isolated cottage. Half the place’s wall area gleamed with a new paint job half completed. Paint cans lay sheltered under the stairs.
“This will indeed suffice,” Flynn judged. He found the key where he expected it, under a flowerpot, and unlocked the front door. The others followed him in.
The gray straw boss, lit flashlight in hand, stopped before a closet. He adjusted his spectacles on his nose and eyed the door. “Yes, indubitably.” Robin was propelled into the tiny space and the door flung shut upon her. The lock clicked.
“This should prove a suitable haven for as long as is required, Miss Pace.” Flynn’s muffled voice slid through the crack under the door. “Just thank Olympus it was not Mister Slatt given the assignment of spiriting you into limbo. He’d have taken that order literally.”
Then he lowered his voice to speak with the two henchmen. The girl strove to catch any useful information, but his words were indistinct. The conversation ended, and a minute later a faraway slam barely reached Robin’s ears.
The closet filled with the tick, tick, tick of her graduation-gift wristwatch.
* * * * *
The two gunmen Flynn had left as guards settled down to wait, in the moonlight from the window. They knew they’d be here until the operation’s completion the next day. The cottage was spartanly furnished, but to men accustomed to enforced room and board from the state it was perfectly comfortable.
Jennings fixed his eye on the closet. “Why don’t you catch some winks? Then you can spell me later on.”
“Sounds good to me,” said his companion. He stretched out on a settee, legs draped over the end. After an interval he began to snore gently.
The cottage stood off by itself, and any yells from their captive wouldn’t carry very far beyond her inner prison. Still, there were neighbors at a distance beyond the trees. As Jennings sat there in the near dark, chain-smoking, he could hear a baby crying and several dogs sleepily barking.
Butt followed cigarette butt to the floor. Jennings caught himself nodding, and saw that he was tossing away his cigarettes barely smoked. He looked at his watch.
Only twenty minutes had passed. Eleven o’clock was still a long way from striking.
A long night indeed lay ahead.
Jennings arose from his chair and paced back and forth to loosen up his legs. One stray cloud, the last of the night, crossed the moon. When the lunar orb returned, Jennings heard a muffled groan; he saw something glistening on the closet sill.
Something wet and, as he saw by a match’s light, something red.
Horrified, Jennings fumbled in his pocket for the key, then struggled with the lock. When the door sprang open he leapt back, brandishing his automatic.
Out toppled the body of Shaker—the man they’d left back at the abandoned roadster.
The pistol dropped from nerveless fingers. A croak escaped Jennings’s lips. Then a whirlwind fell upon him and pummeled him to the floor. He had only time to squeak the name of his attacker, before going limp.
“King Hudson!”
* * * * *
What thoughts kaleidoscoped across Robin’s mind, a few minutes earlier, when a plaster chunk fell away from her cell’s rear wall and a familiar voice greeted her in a clear whisper?
“Oh, King! I thought you were dead!”
“Sorry I had to scare you, but that’s exactly what I want our friends to think.” More plaster fell away, revealing the bars of the laths underneath. “They’ll all sleep easier knowing I’ve gone to my reward. With any luck they’ll get careless.”
“But how—?”
King laughed under his breath. “The explosion? I set it off for dramatic effect. There was a slight chance it would work, so what the heck, I took it. Remember that pistol of Brandy’s you were certain I’d lose?” he asked pointedly. “I shot a couple of holes in one of the extra gas cans—”
“You shot at gasoline?”
“That couldn’t set it off. Bullets don’t spark when they hit metal; they’re sheathed in soft copper. But I got gasoline spewing into the bilge as I slid over the side. I tossed my lit cigarette lighter in the boat, let go and dove.
“It probably wouldn’t happen once in fifty times, but the gas fumes did in fact mix well enough with the oxygen in the air that the gas in the bilge caught fire and exploded what was left in the gas cans. The seat over the cans was blown into the air; I’ll bet the hull didn’t take more than a scratch. The sound of the bursting cans was more like popcorn than an inferno, but the machine guns covered that.”
“All for dramatic effect!” Robin almost forgot to keep her voice down.
King ignored her objection. “I swam in and saw that the boys were still loading their truck. In the woods I reclaimed my auto without too much trouble, and drove like a bat. So I had just enough time to lie in wait at the highway, see which car you were in when the caravan came out the mansion’s road, and follow you.”
A sizable portion of the closet wall now lay bare of plaster. King had brought in a hammer and chisel from the equipment under the porch. Muffling the tools in rags, he set to work on the laths between two joists. The laths were already torn away on his side, lying in splinters at his feet.
“If you hadn’t come after me, you could have shadowed the van.”
“Well, now,” said King. “Not only did I invite you along in the first place, but you wouldn’t have been captured if I hadn’t gotten caught red-handed on the phone. Besides, my backup trailing plan is in effect as we speak.”
Soon the hole gaped large enough for Robin to squeeze through. They left by the back door.
“There are two guys in there, and one’s asleep,” said King. “Two conscious—us—against one awake and one asleep is good odds. I’d like to make the odds even better, though, since I lost my borrowed pistol in the drink.”
They crept through the trees to King’s car. In the back seat lay Shaker. “Out like a light,” King said with satisfaction. “Give me a hand with him, will you?”
They put Shaker’s senseless form into the closet through the hole and propped him sitting against the door. Red paint under the door added an extra touch.
Slipping around to the front, they saw Jennings inside leave his seat and pace. A burglar’s pick let them into the minuscule foyer, and an untraceable groan sent Jennings to the closet. As the falling “corpse” startled the gangster momentarily witless, King burst into the larger room and up behind Jennings.
On the settee the second man struggled up out of sleep only to be returned there by the side of Robin Pace’s shoe heel, wielded in her hand.
“Let’s see if those curtain cords won’t hold them long enough for some pertinent questions,” suggested King Hudson.
* * * * *
When the bound men, Shaker included, revived under King’s ministrations, they were unable to tell where Sheepskin Flynn had gone.
“The big boss, the Troll, told Flynn to meet him at his office—and I don’t know where that is,” Jennings said. “We were gonna go to the East Side with those boxes, to this dame’s place according to Flynn, but I guess that’s out after you crashed in there.”
Eagerly, Robin asked, “What’s in the boxes? Why my place?”
“I don’t know. Flynn said…well, it boils down to we’d find out when we got near there. He said if we didn’t know we couldn’t blab.”
“All too true,” said King ruefully, convinced of the man’s truthfulness. Shaker and the other man were just as much in the dark about the plot.
They were, however, able and willing to tell King and Robin where they normally met with Flynn. It was a warehouse on the Hudson River. “Are they likely to go there after all this?” said Robin. “The warehouse or the office, one or the other?”
King shrugged.
They gagged the men and locked them into separate rooms and closets. “One of these days we’ll let the bluecoats know you’re here,” King promised them.
Robin stood crestfallen. “We haven’t a clue where the gang’s gone.”
“Backup trailing plan,” King said, ebullient as ever. “It should give us an idea concerning Flynn’s whereabouts. Come with me.”
Out on the patio King pointed to the ground. A great splash and smaller splatters of white glistened under the moon, trailing off in toward the road. Sheepskin’s car had been parked on this spot.
“I emptied a can of white paint onto the running board opposite the driver’s seat; it was also the side away from the house. It’s beyond me how long and how far before it all drips off or dries up, but it’s the best I could come up with on short notice.”
Robin took that as an excuse to do what she’d wanted to do when she saw King resurrected. She kissed him on the cheek. King took the reward in stride, with a glint in his eye. “Say,” asked Robin, “how come you’re not soaking wet?”
“Other heroes carry smoke bombs and all sorts of such deadly devices for emergencies, but I find the most important thing to keep in my car is a smart change of clothing. Watch and wallet and so on are waterproof, ever since the first time I went for an unexpected swim.”
They brought King’s roadster around and followed the gleaming splotches out to the highway. The trail led back west. An almost unbroken line of white at first, all too soon it dwindled into lone dots at ever-increasing intervals. Although King’s keen eyesight was still equal to the task, he admitted his hopes were dwindling with the paint tracks.
“It’s dried up on the running board too quickly, in the wind of the car’s passage,” he said. “And once he gets into the towns, then into the city, even thin late-night traffic will blot out the traces.”
Out here that traffic was sparse enough not to interfere with King’s speed. Like a signpost, the vanishing drippings did aim at New York City. True to King’s forebodings, however, they disappeared long before the East River.
King scowled. “Maybe he did turn off, into Brooklyn or the Bronx—maybe he kept on to San Francisco.”
“We can see if there are any clues in their regular hideout, can’t we?”
“Yes,” he agreed. “But first I’ll make a couple of phone calls.”
In a Manhattan all-night drugstore he made the first call to the police department of the Long Island community where their three trussed turkeys lay. The second went through to the Coast Guard.
“Shorty, did you get that sub?”
“No,” said Shorty, “we didn’t. We ran across a derelict motorboat whose gas cans had exploded. You didn’t have anything to do with that, of course!”
“I cannot tell a lie,” King answered. “I did my best to blow up a boat. You could look through the abandoned Dale place for traces of the guys who unloaded the sub we were talking about, but I’ll bet you a plugged nickel you come up empty-handed. Oh, and there’s an extra buoy out there you might want to decommission before it causes trouble tomorrow.”
King left the booth and they returned to the roadster. Instead of toeing the starter button King sat silently behind the wheel. “What are you thinking?” Robin asked him.
“‘I know King Hudson all too well,’ the Troll said. And he said some other things that suggest he knows me better than any man but one should. Yet I’d never seen the guy in my life.”
“How do you know he said that?”
“I think,” said King Hudson, “it’s time we compared notes.”
Once accomplished, that didn’t make matters much clearer. The fragment of conversation King had first overheard proved tantalizing but useless. “Not without electrical power” suggested the crates held some machinery or equipment. But “attack force…events building quickly over there…” What did the phrases mean? And most peculiar, “men popping out of the very wall!”
Robin’s contribution made King’s face fall. “He told Sheepskin to get the van moving. He said, ‘Have Slatt take it to—’ and then there was the crash upstairs when you were discovered.”
“When I discovered myself for my upcoming death scene, you mean. Rats! One second more and we would have known. Well, no use crying over it. Let’s look up the warehouse hideout.”
The building they sought hid on the West Side waterfront, dwarfed by the windowless red brick behemoth next to it. In the shadow of that Hidalgo Trading Company warehouse their destination crouched, a mere two-story wooden box with no company name over the door.
They broke in noiselessly. The unpartitioned interior was bare except for a whiskey-stained table, some spindly chairs, and a couple of filthy mattresses on the floor—all almost lost in the center of the floor’s expanse. On the table sat a candle stub in a cracked soup dish, a box of new candles, and a telephone. The phone weighted down a pad of dime-store stationery.
King was using the flashlight from his car glove compartment. He set it down, then tore off the pad’s top sheet and held it before the flashlight beam at a variety of angles. “No impressions. If anyone wrote anything they didn’t keep the paper on the pad in the process.” He riffled through the pages. “Aha!” But his smile vanished as he showed Robin the words SCHLOSS DER TROLL scrawled on one sheet’s edge.
“This name—it’s a message from a living dead man.”
“Huh?”
“I recognize the handwriting,” continued King. “It belongs to the gang member who pulled me into this case no-holds-barred when it had been nothing but rumor up until then. He was found this morning…”
“A living dead man?”
“Did I say that? Found in a state of shock, I meant, unable to tell me anything more—until this!”
Schloss der Troll. No other clue came to light in the pad sheets; all the rest were blank. “A name that can be translated from German as ‘Troll’s Castle’ confirms something for me,” King said. “But it’s nothing that does us any good right this minute. Where’s the gang now?”
Down between two of the mattresses Robin found a little enameled tin pillbox. The twenty-four pills inside looked just like aspirin tablets except for their vile green color. Inside the lid a piece of paper, in typewriting with no pharmacist’s or physician’s name, prescribed: “Take two immediately before attack of gas.”
“How do you know beforehand that you’re about to have an attack of gas?” she wondered, pocketing the box. King had no idea.
By now he was getting peeved. “I hate to do it, but we’ll have to call in the cops. They’ll find that van in short order, I guess, but it boils me royally to beg for help from that Harrington and his ilk.”
“You know,” Robin said, “you used my pride to pull me deeper into this. Are you going to let yours stand in the way of stopping this bunch?”
He smiled, for once abashed. “You’ve got a point. Well, I guess we bow out of the adventure now. I’ll take you home.”
Robin protested. “Home?”
“What’s the matter? Is it getting into your blood?”
Yes, thought Robin, it was.
So was that multitalented egotist, King Hudson.
She sat in silence during the drive crosstown, trying not to be obvious as she watched him. He seemed not to notice.
The roadster pulled around the corner to her street.
There, parked before Robin Pace’s apartment building, sat the gang’s van.
* * * * *
“Talk about gall,” said King in an admiring tone. “But it makes sense. I’m dead and you’re imprisoned, so why not go right back to the original plan? Beautiful!”
“We’re back on the case, then.”
“You bet. I want to see what this is all about. Then I want to tie it all up in a nice pretty package. For one thing,” he said as he backed the roadster out onto the avenue again, “I intend to find out how that fellow with the cat knows so much about me.”
They parked halfway along the avenue block, almost the only ones abroad here after one in the morning. Not a single person showed outside on Robin’s street when they walked back. Swiftly they ducked through the alley door with the freshly broken padlock.
King held Robin back as he stared up into the confusion of fire escapes and drying laundry. “They may think we’re out of the way, but I’m betting they’ll have guards set against accidental discovery. Let me see…”
Robin peered upward as well, to no avail. “They’re in the middle of an almost fully occupied apartment building. How can they hope to drag all that heavy stuff up into my place unnoticed?”
“Everybody’s asleep—this neighborhood isn’t your Broadway crowd.”
“That’s just it—they’ll wake them. And if anyone complains to the cops, after this evening’s excitement the police will be here on the double.”
“That I can’t explain,” said King. “Let’s search out some answers.”
The search’s first minute brought them to an unlocked back basement window in a building on the other side of the courtyard-alley. Moments later they stepped out onto the roof. To the west, uptown and down, lights still outlined the Empire State Building and other towers.
After King surveyed the rooftops before them and judged them safe, the pair slipped along, six stories above the streets, to the building directly across the alley from Robin’s.
No one could be seen over on her roof.
Carefully raising his head over the edge, King looked down over at her fire escape. “No guards out there. They are getting careless! I’m not the only crime-buster around, after all.” The last sentence slipped out as if against his will; certainly it wasn’t very characteristic. Then he laughed softly. “I’m going to take advantage.” The fire escapes ended at the fifth-floor apartments, with no ladders to the roofs; but King simply vaulted, pantherlike, over the edge to the iron platform a story below.
Robin watched while he prowled downward to the same level as her apartment windows across the way. In a minute he was climbing back up. “Give me your hand,” he said as he balanced on the fire escape railing. “Got me? Got a grip on the roof?”
Almost before Robin could nod, he was back up there beside her. He’d jumped using her hand more to steady than to pull himself up.
“The big boy, Flynn, Slatt, Brandy—they’re all there, as well as a small convention of underlings. Your place could hold about an army more than you’d think.” Robin smiled at the exaggeration, thinking he’d finished. “Too bad I can’t read lips,” he said suddenly, then silently cursed.
“The crates aren’t in there?” questioned the girl.
He shook his head. “I didn’t see them. Probably the sentries will take their places when the boxes are brought up. Let’s get onto your roof.” He headed for the stairs as a protest formed on Robin’s lips. Her thought was that they could walk around the block up here, since all the buildings on this end of the block were the same number of stories tall. King forestalled her argument. “A necessary detour.”
Back down in the alley, Robin watched King with a puzzled stare as he rummaged in a trash pile. He gave no explanation, and they proceeded to her roof by way of the one they’d just left.
Like every other one on the block, the roof of her building was asphalt sprinkled with gravel. The dark surface was cluttered with the door from below, the chimney, some ventilators, and two skylights. The chimney had anchored the rope for King’s earlier spectacular entrance, he told her, but the line was gone now. Carefully folded and set by the chimney lay a suit jacket and tie, and a hat. “Too confining in a fight. And a tie is a perfect handle to use against the wearer.” He didn’t put them back on.
Laying down his burden of junk, King directed Robin to help him lift off one of the skylight covers. Up it came, not too easily, and they set it down beside the opening. The pair looked down into the air shaft.
“Fourth floor window, directly under me, is your bathroom—right?”
She nodded. King turned to his bundle of trash wrapped in a dirty piece of cloth.
First he selected an old tin can. Producing a Swiss Officer knife, he punched a hole in the can’s bottom. He threaded a long piece of string through the hole and knotted it so it wouldn’t pull back through. With small pieces of string he tied together a bent fork and a half of a scissors, in the shape of an X. Then four equal spans of string suspended the four ends of the X from the free end of the long string, which he first cut to a particular length.
Gathering up the contraption, King muttered, “I wonder if it’ll work,” and leaned over the air shaft opening. He played out the string; the fork-and-scissor cross dropped down. When the string went taut, the cross hung at the fourth floor.
Gently King drew the string over to him, and two ends of the cross clinked softly against the bathroom window below. He put the tin can to his ear, and froze in an awkward kneeling position.
The junk-created device, Robin realized, was simply a modified tin-can telephone such as she’d played with as a kid. The window down below, and the bottom of the can, acted as sounding boards connected by the taut string. They vibrated in unison, reproducing in King’s ear the voices beyond the window.
Theoretically.
King scowled and squinted in deep concentration. At length he straightened, drawing up the string.
“Bits and pieces,” he said. “I heard something about a ‘station’ a couple of times. The stuff in the boxes is some kind of machinery, and they’re going to lug it up soon.”
A sharp squeal of wood—a window frame sliding—sounded in the courtyard, immediately followed by the metallic sighing of the fire stairs. “Very soon,” King corrected himself. “Here come the sentries!”
“QUICK! Let’s get the cover back on the shaft.”
Swiftly and gently they did so. King snatched up his makeshift eavesdropping device and the bundle he’d built it from, then he and Robin bolted for the next roof. They had just dived behind the foot-high wall between roofs when the door atop Robin’s building creaked open, and footsteps crunched in the gravel.
The footsteps moved to the rear edge, where Robin could imagine the newcomer giving the high sign to his confederate on the fire escape below. Gravel rustled again as the sentinel crossed to the front cornice.
King put down the string amplifier gimmick and picked through the objects on the dirty cloth: a can opener, a fountain pen, a pencil stub, a crumpled cigarette pack, the spring from a broken jack-in-the-box. The final object he handled was a sliver of mirror he raised an inch above the wall. In that peculiar clear whisper that carried no farther than a few inches, King told Robin, “He’s looking the street over. Okay now, quick and quiet—over behind the door-shack!” And he slithered along, disappearing behind the doorway housing on this roof. A beckoning hand materialized low from behind the corner he’d turned.
On all fours, Robin scuttled forward. The gravel dug into her palms, her dress clung to the tar, and she was certain she was in full view of the man on the adjoining roof. It seemed like a mile that she crawled, and the gravel’s rustle sounded like the roar of a Niagara.
“Okay,” said King Hudson as she rose to her feet in the concealment of the stairwell head. “He’s still kneeling—afraid of the height, I’ll bet anything. Let’s keep going.”
The door-shack hid them from view as they tiptoed to the next roof. From here on, the foot-high cornice walls concealed most of the actual roof surfaces from the kneeling guard. Again Robin and King made like snakes, slithering over the wall when the mirror showed it was safe, and crossed to the building on the corner.
“No! King!”
The adventurer had crawled over, not to the roof adjoining on the side, but to the cornice overlooking the street. By angling his makeshift periscope expertly, he gained a good picture of the street scene. He described it to the distraught Robin as she sat breathless over against the stairhead, on the side out of the guard’s vision.
On the street, men silently appeared out of her apartment-house door. Two broke loose of the crowd, each heading for an end of the deserted street. These stood guard at the corners as the rest approached the van. The vehicle’s back doors opened and two men inside handed out the first of the crates. With the precision of a well-rehearsed troupe of actors, the gang took the precious cases indoors.
They ignored the occasional passing of automobiles on either avenue, and the less frequent passage of night-owl drivers heading west on the street itself. At one point, though, one corner watcher waved frantically. The van was swiftly closed up and the crates on the sidewalk hustled into the building. In seconds the street lay deserted again; the guards vanished into the shadows of doorways beneath stoops.
A figure in blue turned in at the corner and ambled down the sidewalk. From the middle of the roof Robin could hear the cop whistling with little regard for pitch.
Finally he disappeared at the street’s other end and, like magic, the gang popped back out. The unloading continued. Five minutes more, and it was finished. The van pulled away down the empty street as the last of the crew struggled up the front steps with their load.
“They are busy little bees tonight,” breathed King. In the street a manhole cover slid silently aside. A man slipped out from under and then entered the building as the cover was pulled back into place behind him.
The stair head door beside Robin proved unlatched. King crawled back over and they ducked in, descending to the street-level hallway of the corner building.
“So! They need electrical power…some of the gang are down in the manhole…that talk about a station—”
“A power station,” said Robin.
King nodded in approval. “They’re not just going to plug this mysterious gadgetry into the wall sockets. Hmmm…” As they left the building and turned for the corner he said, “Don’t look back—but the guy who popped out of the rabbit hole is coming out of your place with some friends.”
Robin resisted the impulse to bolt the few yards remaining. Late as it was, a couple walking down the street wasn’t out of place, returning perhaps from some midtown partying. At this distance in the lamplight they weren’t recognizable from the back—she hoped. A car door creaked behind them.
They made the corner with no bullets or even questions flung in their direction. “Darn it! You’re headed the wrong way,” Robin cried out softly. She meant King’s parked car, aimed uptown away from the corner. On this grid of one-way avenues and streets, he’d have to circumnavigate more than a full city block to reach the point the gangsters in their automobile must be passing already, on the other end of Robin’s street.
“Then we won’t trail them, we’ll wait for them at the other end of the trip. Only one place they could be headed for.”
Minutes later they pulled to the curb just off First Avenue, in the rundown Turtle Bay section of town south of the Queensboro Bridge.
“Consolidated Edison’s main generating plant,” King pointed out.
From the corner they looked across First at the ten-story buildings. Black smoke sluggishly lifted from three towering stacks, the edges of the sooty pall tearing away in the grip of an East River breeze.
Shortly after King and Robin parked, the gang sedan pulled up before the doorway of the station’s service building. Three of the men entered swiftly. The other two staggered under the weight of one of the mystery crates; one of the first three held the door for them and urged them along.
“I’m going to try for a better view,” said King. Before Robin could speak, he was around the corner and on the avenue sidewalk, directly opposite the glass door the gangsters had gone through. Before she could shake her head he’d returned to her side. “They’re on pretty good terms with the guard,” he told her. “Mighty good terms.”
“The Troll’s bought him!”
“You bet. Look!”
From the poor vantage point here at the corner, Robin could nevertheless make out the guard as he moved right up against the transparent door—locking it, she figured. When the man disappeared from her sight King sidled out onto the avenue again. “The guard desk is empty. Let’s go!”
King’s first choice of lock pick let them in as easily as at the warehouse. Robin held back in the entryway as King tiptoed up three steps and through the inner door left ajar into the small reception room, crossed to the doorway beyond the desk, and peered around its edge.
“He’s pointing down the corridor and giving his pals directions. They’re opening the crate and taking out…tanks! Four cylinders like compressed air comes in, but shorter and skinnier. Now he’s opened an office door and they’re hiding the box. Uh-oh! Here he comes. Go back out in the street and bang on the door when he gets into the room.” He rushed her outside, locked the outer door behind her, and whizzed back toward the desk.
The reception area stood empty as the night guard returned to his post. Before he reached the desk, Robin pounded on the glass door—loudly enough to catch his attention but softly enough, she hoped, to escape the gangsters’ notice as they moved deeper into the building.
The bribed security man saw a lone girl staring fearfully up the avenue into one of Manhattan’s more unsavory areas. He drew his revolver and started down the three steps toward her.
King Hudson materialized from behind the desk. In three silent strides he fell upon the guard, thumb and finger pinching the base of the man’s neck in what Robin took for a jujitsu move.
The guard fell. King let in Robin and they hauled the senseless body back up into the anteroom.
“He’ll be out for most of half an hour,” King said as they hid the man behind the desk. “We should have his friends wrapped up by then, right?” Then he whipped into the corridor the gangsters had taken.
Robin dogged his heels as King prowled, reaching a stairwell and climbing into the service building. It was surprisingly quiet; the generators in the next building merely hummed, and that sound barely reached here. Another long twisting corridor led to a set of swinging doors. King peeked through a tiny window in one.
“Good gosh! They’ve already taken over the place!”
True enough. Two of the Con Ed men who controlled the flow of electric power to the five boroughs sprawled motionless on the floor, and the remaining three slumped Raggedy-Andy-like in their chairs.
* * * * *
The control center, where the switching of all Con Ed plants was regulated, aped the interior of a railroad yard control tower. A giant instrument board dotted with red and green lights governed the electrical supply lines under every street in the City of New York, and it rested now in the hands of criminals—without the firing of a shot. As King watched, two of the invaders—the ones who’d carried first the crate, and then the gas cylinders—pulled the Con Ed men from where they’d fallen and piled them in a corner. The other three gang men sat at the board, where one instructed his partners in operating the controls.
“That guy must know his onions here,” King said. “If he doesn’t want anyone to know something’s happened, throughout the night he’s going to have to attend to every little detail down to giving breakdown locations to the emergency crew dispatcher. This guy’s taken on a big respons…responshib…What’s happening?” He staggered back from the door, causing it to swing an inch or two. Horrified, Robin caught him under the arms as he slumped to his knees before her.
With no time for gentleness she dragged him back, half supported by the wall, into the next doorway. Just in time, too, for no sooner had she done so than one of the crate-men walked out of the control room carrying a gas cylinder. Robin heard the swinging door, just as the investigating gangster must have, seconds earlier, and realized she’d entered a cul-de-sac. King slid to the floor, muttering feverishly. Her only hope—and his—lay in her instant flight.
She charged out the door and ran for the corridor’s end. The man with the tank shouted and started after her. Reaching the cross-corridor, she hesitated…there must be technicians in other parts of the station, working a night shift; even a boiler crew. But Robin remembered Slatt’s pistol crashing down on the head of Reilly, whom she’d asked for help…
Her pursuer’s footsteps echoed in the hall, heavy under the weight of the tank. But his carrying the tank meant he couldn’t have gun in hand, thought Robin. The tank—they must have released an anesthetic into the control room and knocked out the Edison men with invisible vapor!
And then an idea struck. She’d have to stake everything on it.
The Troll’s man rounded the corner to find Robin, looking terrified, sprawled on the floor only a few yards away; obviously she’d tripped in her haste. Grinning, he advanced on the girl. He twisted the cylinder’s knurled knob, and directed a hissing cloud of quickly-vanishing gas full into her face.
The girl fell, limp, to the linoleum.
The hoodlum set down the tank and lifted Robin’s rag-doll form. He turned to bring her back to the control room—and then a well-aimed fist thrown by his “unconscious” victim rocked him, sent him reeling.
The first thing the bewildered gangster did, in his surprise, was to drop Robin. She landed heavily, but immediately pulled herself to her feet. Trying to ignore the pain in the side of the leg she’d just landed on, again she socked the man.
Robin had been in one or two fights in her tomboy days, but she’d never tried to knock out somebody with her hands. She swung again and connected. Already her knuckles hurt as much as her bruised thigh. Her hair fell before her eyes, its bobbed cut just long enough to interfere with her vision. Her opponent, seeing his chance, finally raised his fists. He blocked her next blow, and landed one of his own on the side of her head. Her ears rang and she gasped in pain. If she didn’t get him the next time, Robin knew, she’d fall back to the floor just as surely as if the gas had put her out.
Blood trickled down her enemy’s chin. His eyes blazed. He had no intention of letting a girl whip him, and certainly didn’t want to call for help against her—not yet. But let her get in one more punch without knocking him out and he might reconsider the extent of his pride.
His defense was too good. And if he got past her own inexpert guard, he’d break her jaw. Just as he lashed out, Robin grabbed his necktie and let herself fall backward like a stone. The gang member dropped, partly atop her, and plowed forehead-first into the floor tiles.
King’s policy of stripping off his tie before battle made sense!
The man slumped. Robin crawled out from under him and crouched, fists ready, heart heaving. She edged closer, mindful of her own trick. But the man really was unconscious. From the feel of his pulse and the look of his eyes behind the lids, she judged him in little danger of concussion. She examined the bump on his brow; the skin hadn’t even been broken.
From her kneeling position over the man, Robin hauled herself to her feet. Her breath was still ragged, and a hand to her lips showed blood. She brushed her hair away from her eyes.
King Hudson had made it look so easy.
Still, Robin was proud of her idea. It had proven justified, letting her get close enough to the man to get in the first sock.
In the quarter-minute before he’d appeared around the corner with his gas cylinder, Robin had dug out the warehouse pillbox from her coat pocket. “Take two immediately before attack of gas,” it said. She’d popped two of the bilious green tablets into her mouth and felt the fizzing as they reacted with her saliva; quickly mouth, nose, and lungs filled with their effervescence.
The label hadn’t meant gastritis! In light of the foreign connection suggested by Schloss der Troll and the submarine, “attack of gas” was probably written by someone not fluent in English, who’d meant “attack with gas.”
The gang must have taken pills such as these just before they flooded the control room with the gas, if they could walk around in there seconds after the controllers passed out. Robin had to admire their gimmick, and she allowed herself a Kinglike smile of self-congratulation in doping it out. While grinning, however, she grabbed her captive sleeper by the shoulders and, as quickly as possible, dragged him to the room where she’d left King Hudson.
King was sitting up, his back to the wall, breathing deeply. He had realized he’d caught the edges of an anesthetic gas leaking between the swinging doors. “You look…like you fell down the stairs,” he greeted Robin. Sweat trickled down his face as he willed himself to remain conscious.
“Try a couple of these,” Robin suggested as she handed over the pillbox. By the time she’d gone out and returned with the cylinder, King had recovered.
“Is my face red! Letting that happen…”
“No, it’s more the color of the pills. The rest of the boys are going to wonder where this peach has gone, any minute now.”
“Right. Let’s go.” They left the room and headed for the control chamber. King hefted a revolver; he must have appropriated it from the desk guard right under Robin’s unseeing eyes. She carried the gas tank.
King Hudson said, “They brought up four cylinders, so what’s left in this one probably won’t fill the room. I’ll cover them so they won’t go for their armament or their pills. You’ll have to spritz them right in the kisser. If the pills they already took are still good against a second attack we’ll improvise, but the label suggests otherwise to me.” Robin’s description of the gas in her face implied that it dissipated fairly rapidly. The pills were presumably effective only that long, releasing as they did their own counter-gas.
Robin wanted to protest, not her part in the plan—she knew King was the choice to hold the gun—but his quick return to giving orders when she’d just saved the day. She was opening her mouth to speak when the near silence was shattered by a shouted command. “Stop right there!”
They spun. A Con Ed guard new to them stood at the corner where Robin had fought. His revolver’s aim was statue-steady. “You, mister, drop it!” King set his weapon down on the floor. “And you, sister, set down that thing.” Robin followed orders as the security man approached.
“Terrific,” King muttered in that distinctive whisper. “This shouting’s going to pull the bad guys out here in two ticks. Hold on to your hat!”
In one fluid motion he dove for the cylinder valve, twisted it, and then scooped up Robin (who suddenly realized she had no hat to hold on to—she’d lost it somewhere in the Long Island woods). He jumped past the guard, barely ahead of the cloud that enveloped the astonished man. The guard’s gun went off, but aimed nowhere near them.
“It’s for his own good,” King said as he carried her effortlessly toward the next hallway. Behind them the second of the gangsters who’d carried the crate burst from the control room, brandishing not a gas cylinder but an automatic.
Confronted by the unconscious guard next to the hissing tank, and realizing he was about to run into the invisible gas, he beat a hasty retreat. “He’s the only one who can move around,” King observed. “The other three have to handle a five-man job or they’ll alert the rest of the system that something is haywire. I think we can—”
“Stop right there!” Another guard stood training his gun on them.
* * * * *
Behind the man holding the gun, the desk guard supported himself with one hand against the wall. The other hand rubbed the base of his neck. “That’s them! Must be Red saboteurs or something.”
King and Robin stood at the intersection of the corridors. Glancing down the one they’d fled, King murmured, “This time our best bet is to hold our ground. Give in.” He raised his hands high. Robin followed suit.
The two guards approached the surrendering pair and so now could see down the other hallway. In front of the control room doors, their fellow guard lay sprawled. “Why, you dirty—” growled the third private cop. “You were right, Casey, they are wrong ones. Come on, you two—”
This time the gang gunman was even more astonished as he erupted through the swinging doors. So was the newest cop. Especially surprised was Casey, the gang’s bought guard. The gunman’s reappearance was what King had counted on.
The gangster halted and fell back a step or two. Recovering, he squeezed off two shots. They went wide of their mark, though, when just before he pulled the trigger one of the doors, on its backswing, smacked him in the shoulders. The door’s impact, on the other hand, saved him from the accurate aim of the guard’s return fire—by catapulting him to the floor. He scrambled back inside on hands and knees. The tank hissed itself empty.
“There are three more armed men in there,” King shouted to the guard, and as easily as he’d carried Robin he swept up Casey and flung him into the man just warned.
Off again down the corridor ran King and Robin. Around the first corner he pulled her into an office. He flipped through a small company directory from a desk drawer, then scooped up the telephone and authoritatively gave the night switchboard operator the control room extension number. When the other end answered he spoke in another man’s voice—a voice Robin recognized all too well.
“This is Flynn,” said King Hudson into the phone.
THE impersonation was uncannily perfect. Robin shivered once before King continued. “Trouble has arisen. I wish you to—what’s that you say? The real guards? King Hudson and the girl? This is extremely serious. You must return to the apartment. Make good your escape by use of the gas. What? Yes, I concur—he’s the very devil. Do your utmost to avoid him.”
Setting down the phone, King winked at Robin. In his own voice he said, “They’ve got a healthy respect for yours truly. Get out those pills!” He bolted out the doorway.
Back at the original intersection of halls, the third security man crouched around the corner from the control room double doors. “Casey,” he said, “go for a phone. Get the city cops.” The crooked desk guard nodded. King and Robin ducked back around their corner as Casey turned in their direction, a sly smile on his lips.
He’d call for help, all right! He put on a burst of extra speed.
Running full into King’s cocked fist laid him out cold. At the same moment a hollow sound, like a steel barrel rolling down a hill, echoed through the halls. Knocking aside the doors, a hissing cylinder rolled out of the control room diagonally across the corridor and up to the kneeling guard at the corner. Not quite as abruptly as Casey, he too sank to the floor.
King popped two pills onto his tongue and motioned for Robin to follow suit. Swiftly they ran over to the gassed guard. Around the corner, footsteps pattered as the gangsters made their break.
But the sounds of running grew fainter. “Of all the—! They’re going the other way. Fine!” The cylinder still hissed vigorously; as King twisted its valve closed, the sibilance ceased. He lifted the cylinder and, holding it to his chest, ran easily back the way they’d come in the first place. Robin, feeling exhaustion catching up, followed as best she could.
They burst into the desk guard’s anteroom. “Get out of sight. If they didn’t intend to run through that gas they didn’t take the pills. Take another couple yourself.” The fizzing of the ones they’d just taken upstairs had stopped. No sooner had the new tablets started up the sensation again than the four fleeing felons ran out of the building’s depths—into a waiting cloud of the quick-acting gas released by King.
“Fell like flies,” he noted with a self-satisfied grin.
* * * * *
In the five minutes since the call from “Flynn,” no emergency had developed in the now-unmanned control center. No phone jangled, no dial needle trembled, no light indicated a shortage at this early morning hour. Not yet.
“Will you get a cup of water?” King motioned to a bubbler in one corner of the room. “Let’s see if these pills do any good after the fact.” He propped up one of the Edison men in a chair. When Robin brought over the sloshing paper cup, King carefully wet the man’s tongue and placed two pills on it.
He waited a minute, then two. Finally his patient stirred and fluttered open his eyes. “What the—?”
King told Robin, “See what you can do with the others,” then returned to the woozy controller. “Listen, you’ve been knocked out for a while. There was a takeover—” The man shoved King aside and reached for a series of switches.
“What did you say is going on?” he asked once the signals glowed to his satisfaction. King gave a sketchy explanation.
“I want you to hold tight. Act as if nothing happened. But in something more than half an hour”—King referred to a paper he’d taken from one of the mobsters—“I want you to send a couple of extra megawatts into a certain city block.”
The other man snorted. “Mister, you must be crazy.” But then he stared goggle-eyed. King had opened his wallet to a card whose signature magnetized the man’s attention.
“Not even in the interest of your country’s well-being?”
“Well, sure, sure. Why didn’t you say so?”
Robin had the other four drifting back to the world of the living by now. Witnessing this byplay from across the room, she decided to ask sometime to see that card. King told the man to call Washington directory service and assure himself he’d gotten the genuine number for confirmation.
“But he’ll be asleep!” The protest died under King’s level gaze. “Well, okay.”
The other Con Ed men returned, puzzled, to their posts, and wondered even more when their companion put down the phone and said, “Boys, we’re doing anything this gent asks.”
King handed him the gangster note. “First you’re going to turn off the feeder line so they can tie in their cable. Then you’re going to turn up the wattage. Here’s the timetable, the amount of extra power, and the location. You see how they intend to signal further needs in this dot code—by shutting off and on so your usage dials transmit the message. Now, I might want to give you different orders. Robin, could you go down to my auto and bring up the small case in the trunk?” She nodded, accepted the keys, and started out. As she swung aside the doors he called out, as if suddenly reminded, “Please?”
* * * * *
When Robin returned with the case, King had the third guard back to the edge of consciousness. “I only gave him one pill—that leaves us one—but I think it’s working.”
King took the case from Robin’s outstretched hands and turned to the head controller. “Here’s a radio set that’s on the same wavelength as one in my car.” The case was only half the volume of a shoe box; hearing what it was, the girl radio enthusiast lusted to inspect its workings thoroughly. “Once we get the goods on these villains I’ll give you the word.
“Now keep this quiet. This’ll be over before your shift is done, and then you can call the cops.”
King explained the situation, including Casey’s double-dealing, to the shaky guard. Again Robin missed seeing the card, but the uniformed man was impressed. They collected the still-unconscious traitor and the gang man Robin had knocked out. On the first floor, King showed the guard where they’d stashed the other four sleepers.
At King’s request Robin had examined all four cylinders. She reported that the one the gang had rolled out into the corridor, the one King had brought downstairs, seemed the fullest. That one rode with them as they drove back to her block. King tooled the roadster around corners, threading the one-way grid. Robin turned to him.
“Don’t you think you’re being foolhardy? Isn’t it time to call in the police?” she demanded. “If I hadn’t stumbled across that pill box in the mattresses we’d be the sleeping beauties now. The odds almost caught up with you there.”
“‘Almost’ doesn’t make horse racing.” King’s nonchalant grin infuriated Robin. Before she could frame a retort he sobered somewhat. “I want to see this mystery machinery in action. And I don’t fancy the idea of an armed battle, a miniature war with the cops, in a residential district. That’s what would happen now that the gang has entrenched.
“Most importantly, I suspect a mastermind above this Troll—the man who must have told him about me, the man I thought was behind this to begin with. If the police were to stop this gang, he’d send out a new bunch with no one the wiser; he’d succeed for sure.
“Don’t worry, Robin! So far we’ve accounted for eight—no, nine, including the bought guard. I think we’re doing great!”
At least, admitted Robin, he included her as a gang-whittler.
* * * * *
Again King parked on the avenue just around from Robin’s street. Checking his watch, he said, “Almost time for the power switch-over. How about a ringside seat?”
He hugged the gas cylinder to his body as they climbed the front stairs of the corner house. In all likelihood they were under the gaze of the unseen guard up on Robin’s roof. Robin sighed at King’s improvisational foresight when she found the inner street door wedged just ajar by the broken fountain pen from his junk collection. Up on the roof, King looked around the corner of the stairwell head with his bit of mirror.
“The boy still stands upon the burning deck,” he reported. “Let’s move to the roof next to his. You hand the cylinder over the cornice walls to me.” The snaked their way along the line of roofs, retracing their earlier retreat.
The small gas tank, about three inches in diameter and twenty in length, was heavier than it looked but not an arm-straining burden. In the blind spot created by the third house’s stairwell head, Robin edged it over the low wall into King’s grip. Noiselessly he slithered around the shack and up to the next wall. The breeze that had torn at the Edison smoke now whispered above him, blowing toward the sentry.
Swallowing the single remaining green pill, King unscrewed the tank valve. The hiss sounded to Robin like a steam plant gone berserk, but if the guard crossed over to investigate, so much the better.
The guard moved closer. Five steps, and just before he reached King’s roof he folded like an unstrung marionette. The hissing stopped. Robin waited for King to spring to his feet.
He didn’t. The girl forced herself to wait as long as possible, so the gas could blow away in the wind, then she rushed to his side. Just as when he’d inadvertently inhaled a whiff outside the control center, King was fighting off the effects of the vapor by sheer force of mind. Here he’d been fully in the cloud, but protected by only half the required dosage.
“I’ll be fine,” he whispered. Weakly he unpocketed his oversized watch and checked the time. “Here goes. Edison should be feeding in the extra power right now.” He pulled over the bundle of trash he’d abandoned here, alongside the makeshift listening device. His gaze alighted as well on the alpining clothesline that, earlier, they’d noticed missing from its chimney anchorage. The gangster who’d untied it in the earlier interim must have heaved it over here.
“To bring in a couple of megawatts, they must have a heavy-duty set of cables running down from my apartment to the transformer box under the street,” said Robin just to give the recovering King something to hear. “Earlier in the week, maybe, they masqueraded as repairmen so they could knock a hole from the cellar to the manhole.”
She’d looked down into the street as she said this, and turning back she saw the sitting King returning a silver cigarette case to a vest pocket. But he hadn’t taken out a cigarette. He nodded. “That’s what they must have done. Some of the crates must have held coiled cable.” Already his voice was firmer, though still a whisper. He breathed deeply and powerfully, sucking oxygen as good as Manhattan could offer. In another couple of minutes he was on his feet, stepping over the wall and the unconscious guard.
The eavesdropping gadget was in his hand now. “Quick! Off with the skylight glass again.” They removed the cover, and he lowered the crosspiece into the depths. Again it clicked against the dimly glowing bathroom window, and again he put the tin can to his ear.
Robin might just as well have had her ear to the can too. For, in a voice low enough not to reach the fire-escape sentry below, King perfectly reproduced the overheard conversation—in the participants’ own voices.
“Good, good,” the Troll said. “Full power! Flynn, the relays. Everyone else stand back from the wall. Brandy and Slatt have to go through immediately for the element of surprise.”
“The relays are activated,” said Flynn. “The indicators hold steady. All is in readiness.”
“All right, then. Here we go.”
King returned to his own voice. “There’s a humming. It’s building.”
“I can hear it myself,” Robin acknowledged. “King! They must have gassed the entire apartment house. That’s why they’re not afraid anyone will wake.”
“You’re right,” said King. Then Flynn’s voice took over. “Mister Brandy and Mister Slatt. On your marks?”
Brandy said, “Sure.” Robin imagined Slatt growling his assent.
The big boss, then: “Go!”
And but for the humming, silence fell.
Robin felt completely mystified. No doubt King was too, she imagined, but he wasn’t going to admit it.
However, “I’m stumped,” he said. “That’s as much as listening will do for us. Let’s take a look-see.”
Out here, and presumably in the neighboring ungassed buildings, the hum was noticeable but not raucous enough to wake a sleeper. In the room, though, it had been loud enough to half-drown the voices King picked out. “How loud do you think it is down on the fire escape?” Before Robin could answer his rhetorical question, King bounded off to retrieve his length of clothesline from the next roof.
He tied the gas cylinder in a barrel sling hitch and carried it over to the alleyward cornice. The mirror showed him the guard below on the fire stairs staring into the apartment as if mesmerized, a strange shifting glow writhing upon his features. King opened the cylinder’s valve and, feeding out the line, lowered the hissing tank.
Robin stood by, both fearful and amazed—fearful the gunman would hear the hissing above the strange hum, and amazed at King’s feat. For, in order to lower the tank past the fifth-floor iron railing without clinking it against the metal, he leaned way out over the abyss, supporting the weight with his left arm held straight out. The small cylinder wasn’t too heavy to carry in one’s arms, but holding it like this must be an immense strain.
When would King stop astounding her? Like a magazine hero stepping out of the pulp pages he was larger than life, with the abilities of a good handful of men all rolled into one compact package.
Only in New York, said Robin to herself.
“Hmmm?”
Until she realized she’d murmured the last words out loud, Robin was about to figure King for a mind reader as well!
The cylinder hung like Damocles’ sword over the unsuspecting mobsman. King moved along the edge, bringing his burden farther upwind. The man nodded, yawned—and, as the steam sound died, he leaned against the wall and snored.
“Haul this back up.” King handed Robin the rope. “You don’t have to be too careful; they won’t hear it inside.” He took a deep breath of fresh air, vaulted to the platform one story above the sleeper, and padded down the stairs into the remnants of the gas. Like a flash he returned to lay his victim down on the fifth-floor grating.
He let the breeze whistle through the iron for an interval, then climbed to the railing’s top and braced himself with one hand against the building’s brick side. As Robin made to repeat the fulcrum position from before, he laughed. “No, I’m helping you to come down.”
Suddenly the fire platform seemed to shrink. How narrow it was! And how far below was the courtyard…"Just climb over, lower yourself to the ends of your arms, and drop.” With a silent prayer, Robin clambered over the cornice. Following King’s instructions she dropped easily to the gridwork, guided by his hand on her waist. He stepped down from the railing and took the lead down the stairs.
* * * * *
The room burst with liquid light. Peering on a diagonal, through the opening in the bedroom curtains and through the bedroom door, they saw the bluish brilliance in the living room twisting, turning, and leaping. The men in the room they could make out as unmoving shadows, but on the far wall fantastic shapes danced and capered, seeming shadows thrown by invisible wraiths.
Two of those shades peeled off the wall and became men, blotches of black solidity. “He ain’t there,” said one; the voice was young Slatt’s.
“What?” demanded the unseen Troll.
“Ain’t there. Took a powder. On the lam. Went to—”
“Don’t give me a thesaurus. I get the picture.” The cascading luminescence faded, almost dying, lingering in ripples of brightness on the wall. “He’s always in his room at this time,” said the big boss in a barely controlled fury.
The shadow-form of Sheepskin Flynn walked across the doorway and back out of view, hands clasped behind his back like a lecturing professor. “Absent, you say. Why do you suppose this is so?” he asked Slatt.
“There wasn’t nobody to home. We took a gander out the window, and there was a big party goin’ on. Every hook, line, and sinker in the house was out there.”
“Hell, everyone on the East Side,” came Brandy’s contribution.
“Could this mean that the signing of the treaty, the official announcement, is imminent?” asked Flynn. “How would that affect him? Would it not be the proverbial piece of chaff snapping the camel’s spine?”
The Troll answered, “That’s it! He’s gone out to meet with the Reds.” He swore heartily. “I might as well have saved all this trouble and used the gate at the castle…
“Well, we’ll have to do our best. Flynn, I want you to go back through with Brandy and Slatt. Take two more men as well. Find him—and bring me those papers!”
“You better tell the guys at Con Ed,” said Brandy.
“You’re right. We can’t keep the gate open too long. We’ll have to arrange a time to reopen it.” He considered. “It will have to be five-thirty. We can’t stick around any much longer.”
The wall dimmed into its plaster self. At each edge, at top, bottom, and sides, large segmented metal tubes stretched. Thick black cables snaked from the lower section across the floor, entering a number of ventilated blue metal boxes covered with switches, dials, and so forth. From these, more cables trailed out toward the hallway and the stairwell.
As the boss transmitted his message to (as he thought) his confederates at the generating station, the power indicator lights atop the boxes blinked. He was merely turning off and turning on the power, as King had expected, in a coded sequence. Blocks away, the pointers of the usage dials on the forty-foot board flicked left and right, informing the control room of his needs.
The sentry had left up the window’s broken pane. King turned to Robin, one hand on the curtain ready to brush the cloth aside.
Robin knew what he was about to say. She felt as if she’d just been invited to take a chair—by the warden at the Sing Sing death house. “We’re going through,” she said with fatalistic resignation before King could. She didn’t want to hear it in his flippant tone.
“You got it. When that thing comes back on and goes into its shadow show they’ll never even notice.” As they waited, King took something from a vest pocket and held it before his mouth. He spoke in that strange whisper; Robin couldn’t make out a word, near as she was.
The living room wall dissolved again. They slipped through the window into the bedroom. King was right; from nearby, it was hard to distinguish the shadows of the outlined men from the fantastic flitting shapes.
“I assume our watches are closely enough synchronized,” said the Troll. “Remember—five-thirty sharp.”
As Sheepskin took three sentences to say yes, King and Robin walked right in among the gang—and, shadows among shadows, they walked through the wall.
As easily as that.
* * * * *
They found themselves, not surprisingly, in the next-door apartment, the empty one Robin and Reilly the cop had investigated.
At first everything was a blur, as their eyes tried to forget the madcap inferno of cold light they’d just passed through. When their vision focused, everything remained crazily shifting shadows anyway.
“Under the bed,” ordered King. This living room had a bed in it such as Robin expected to get before her roommates got to town, one made up now as a high-seated sofa. She crawled under, and King followed. It was dusty and crowded under there; the springs were high enough for the pair to lie on their sides, and in order to get as far back out of sight as possible King crushed Robin up against the wall.
Out of the glowing wall opposite stepped Flynn, Brandy, Slatt, and two others. From this angle, Robin could see nothing but their feet. The wall faded to its normal flowered wallpaper. Immediately the five spread out, searching the room. The electric lights were on, the way Brandy and Slatt had left them a few minutes ago.
Hands pinned between her chest and King’s muscular back, Robin could feel his breathing; nose in his collar, she could smell his hair. Even in the stagnant air under the bed her face shouldn’t be getting this flushed…
Robin kicked away the disquieting thoughts by grasping onto another set. Back as dusk fell, when she and Reilly had been in here, the wallpaper hadn’t been flowered. The surfaces of all the furniture, and not just this unswept niche underneath, had been covered in dust—dust no longer present. And certainly no photograph had stood on the bureau.
From under this end of the bed Robin could look up at the picture on the bureau’s edge. In it, an older man had his arm around the shoulders of a girl only a few years older than Robin. The girl’s smile radiated happiness, but the man’s looked forced, betraying some inner turmoil. The girl’s blond hair was arranged in an odd shoulder-length style. The man—the girl’s father?—drew Robin’s attention. His receding hair and full mustache were dark as night, yet the beard connecting the two was a snowy white.
Shouts from outdoors intruded on the mental picture. It sounded pretty much as Slatt and Brandy had reported: as if the entire East Side had just gotten up and gone out to party in the street.
The people outside, the changes in the room—these were more puzzling than the fact that she’d just walked through a solid wall like a phantom.
And again the question, why? Why all the bother? Smuggling in the futuristic wall-dematerializing equipment, gassing the apartment house’s inhabitants, taking over the Edison plant—why go to the phenomenally enormous effort when all they had to do was celluloid the lock on this empty room?
“Hey, Sheepskin! How about this? It was on the floor under the telephone table.”
“Let me peruse it, Mister Brandy. Hmm. I think you have unearthed just the clue we seek. This directs us to—”
From the city outside arose a clamor such as none of them, gang men or hidden listeners, had ever heard. At first like the sound of distant breakers on a shore, it formed into a roar when the streets immediately outside the courtyard joined in. The seven in the room were inundated with the noise of a thousand thousand New Year’s Eve celebrations.
Five million throats laughed, screamed, and cried for joy.
“Gentlemen,” said Sheepskin Flynn in his best lecture-hall manner, “from 1937 we have stepped through into a truly historic moment in 1945.
“I believe the Second World War has just drawn to its close.”
ROBIN gasped.
1945.
A World War.
Yes, they’d passed through more than mere plaster and wood!
Amazing the adventure had been so far, but alongside this development everything else paled—all the excitement of the chase, the captures and escapes, the fights and sights. In eighteen-odd years Robin had never imagined such things could happen to her. And now this…
Into the future! The gang’s strange plot made some sense now, in a fantastic way. In 1945 this next-door apartment was rented. They planned to appear like genies, surprising its inhabitant. They sought not just him, but some papers.
What secret could those papers contain, more earthshaking than travel through time?
* * * * *
Sheepskin Flynn spoke again. “This scribbled note Mister Brandy came across under the telephone table refers to Times Square. It directs one to a ‘flag seller with red feathers, near buildings,’ and bears the further cryptic notation, ‘relativity.’” He paused. “Not much more than two hours and a half remains to us. Let us be gone after Professor Ogilvie.”
The door’s slam was nearly lost in the noise still booming out in the streets. The cheers grew hoarse but showed no signs of diminishing. Firecrackers snapped and garbage cans gonged. From a radio, a Sousa march blared.
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