THE TELEVI SI ON MURDERS
by Maxwel | G ant

As originally published in "Shadow Mystery," February-March 1948.

A television nystery that comes true... thousands of people actually see
a
man bei ng shot (but with the wong bullet!) as a sinister plot is woven into a
television drama... a plot that wasn't in the script. Then there was a second
murder - also daring. In the subway - at rush hour - in full view of the
crowmds. Here was a killer who liked publicity... and here was a case for none
ot her than... Lanont Cranston

CHAPTER |

' CRI ME PASSI ONEL!"
A BOB DORRY VI SUMYSTERY!
Directed by Cary Cunm ngs

CAST:

Eliot Mannix (Forty, bluff, stupid)

Maria Manni x (Twenty-eight, pretty, not stupid)
Letty Branner (Twenty, and nuch prettier than Maria)
Honmer Elwood (Thirty, jilted fiance of Letty)

Roddy Hogan (Forty, friend of Manni x)

Vic Todd (Thirty-five, handsone friend of Mannix)
Bob Dorry (Private detective, thirty, tough)

Props: Thirty-eight police positive blank gun; glasses, cocktail shaker
napki ns.

SCENE: The home of the Mannix's. Very uppercrust, nodernly furnished
living room Big fireplace across back of set. In front of this is a | ow
cocktail table. Heavy carpet on floor. Wbrking door to |l eft. Wndows across
right. Six confortable chairs.

Running Time. Thirteen M nutes

Canera One:

Anncr: Opening commercial ; standard: "Pull your chairs up close to your
big new Pl anet television set, folks, and get set to match your wits once nore
with those of that crack private detective, Bob Dorry! See if you can beat him

to the solution of this strange drama of |ove and hate, of kisses... and
deat h!
Take it away, Bob!

Bob Dorry: "As always, friends, you will be given all the clues that I
had

at the time this case actually took place. It's up to you to see if you can
beat
me to the solution

It started one afternoon in Decenber when | decided, since business was
slow, that | might as well accept an invitation to a cocktail party.
Odinarily
| give these a swift mss, but... | had nothing to do and the |iquor was free,
so..."

(Canmera two pan to the living room Mnnix i s shaking drinks.)

Bob Dorry: "Wien | got there M. Mannix, the host, was the only one
around. | said hello..."

Manni x: "Bob! Long tine no see. Sit down... the girls'll be inin a



second. They're powdering their noses."

Bob: "Were is everyone?"

Manni x: "Homer and Roddy are finishing up a gin rumy gane that's been
going on all afternoon."

Bob: "Vic Todd, he comni ng?"

Manni x (Bitterly): "Doesn't he al ways?"

Bob: "CQops, sorry, skip it. Let's have a drink... just to warmny
cor puscl es.”

Door opens. Vic Todd, tall, good |ooking, self assured, comes in. His
handkerchief is sticking too far out of his breast pocket.

Vic: "Well, isn't this cozy! Hi, Bob. Been catching any killers lately?"

Bob: "No nore than usual... fewer if anything. How s things?"

Vic: "Can't conplain. But I will if I don't get a drink soon."

Manni x: "Take it easy. You' ve got all afternoon to get drunk."

Vic: "Um .. so it's like that, is it?"

Manni x: "Yeah, it's like that!"

Bob, holding a drink, gets hold of Vic and pulls himaway to a corner

Bob (Voice Iow): "Tuck your handkerchief back in you pocket, stupid!"

Vic: "Huh?"

Bob: "The lipstick's show ng."

Vick (Stuffing handkerchi ef down hurriedly): "Ch, thanks."

Manni x (lrritably): "Wat are you two whispering about?"

Vic: "Bob just gave me a good tip for a race down at Tropical."

Manni x: "What are the girls doi ng anyway?"

Bob: "You know woren... uh uh... here they cone."

Door opens. Grls, Ms. Mannix and Letty Branner cone in. Letty is blond
and M's. Mannix brunette.

Letty: "And so | said..."

Ms. Mannix: "Woa..."

Letty: "Oops... hullo everybody!"

Letty: "Were's Homer?"

Manni x: "What difference would that make to you?"

Letty: "If it's going to be one of those parties, you' d better give ne a
drink!"

Door opens agai n. Homer Elwood, Letty's disappointed suitor cones in. He
| ooks hangdog. He is slightly drunk

Letty: "Homer! Hullo!"

Honer: "Wy don't you beat it?"

Letty runs to Honer's side.

Letty: "Oooh... what | know about Homer! He's drunky!"

Honmer. "I'mnot drunky atall, I'mstiff!"

Manni x: "Here's a short one, mnmy boy!"

Manni x has offered a drink to Honer. Homer slaps it out of his hand.

Honmer: "1'll buy the drinks | drink... | mean... 1'll drink the drinks
buy... | nmean..."

Manni x: "Wy don't you go over in the corner and sulk. This is supposed
to
be a party!"

M's. Mannix: "Well, why don't you act nore as if it were, darling?"

Manni x: "Cone over here, Maria!"

Maria wal ks over to the | ow cocktail table with her husband. In
backgr ound
they talk angrily. In foreground, Vic sniles brightly at Homer and Bob

Vic: "What a typical Noel Coward situation!’

Honer: "What a stinking situation!"

Vic: "Don 't get so excited Honmer, breathe deeply!"

Honer: "1'll breathe how | want to breathe; and 1'd like to stop Mannix's
br eat hi ng! "

Vi c gestures behind Honer's back from Mannix to Letty.

Vic: "You know "



Bob: "So it's like that!"

Manni x (Hi s voice comes up loudly): "I'd see you dead first!"

M's. Mannix: "Aren't you cutting off your nose to spite your face?"
She flounces away from her husband. She joins Vic and | ooks at him

adoringly.
Ms. Mannix: "I can't make himsee reason.”
Vic: "No divorce?"
M's. Mannix: "If he keeps on seeing that little blond... 1'Il get the

di vorce without his help!"
Letty: "Don't you like my hair, Maria?"

Maria: "Not particularly, dear... the black roots show too clearly!"
Manni x: "Maria! | won't have you talk that way to Letty!"
Ms. Mannix: "That's cute... that'll sound pretty in court! A wife can't

tal k about her husband's girl friend!"

Manni x (Pl acatingly): "Why don't we all have a drink and rel ax? Bob, what
have you been doing | ately?"

Bob: "Not hing too much, things have been pretty dull."

Ms. Mannix: "Not like they are here?"

Manni x: "Maria, please! Haven't we washed enough dirty linen in public?"

Vic: "l don't know about you guys, but |I'mgoing out on the terrace for a
breath of air."

Letty: "Now that's a good ideal"

Show them nilling around toward the door. Mannix sits down in front of
t he
cocktail table in front of the fireplace.

Bob: " Com ng?"

Manni x: "1 mnust be getting older, nmy blood's getting thin. I'"mcold
enough. "

Letty: "We'd better slip our coats on..."

The roomenpties out. Mannix is left alone. He rubs his hands over his
forehead tiredly. He stares into the fire. It is conpletely quiet. Fifteen
seconds go by. The door, which is on a direct line with Mannix, opens a
trifle.

A hand with a gun in it comes into view The hand hol ding the gun has a bl ack
glove on it. A man's sleeve shows. Besides the glove there is a handkerchi ef
wr apped around the gun butt. The door is six feet from Mannix. Mannix stirs
and

| ooks into the fire. The gun conmes up slowy and points at his head. The gun
fires. Mannix jerks erect and then falls slowy into the fireplace. Fade out
to

Bob Dorry's face.

Bob: "That was the situation we wal ked i nto when we cane back from our
"airing.' Mannix was dead, face forward in the fireplace. Near himwas the gun
wi th a handkerchi ef which had a lipstick smudge on it. | had gathered, as you
have, that Mannix was sore at his wife playing around with Vic Todd who was on
the make for Letty. Letty's boy friend, Homer Elwood, was in a stew about the
deal . Homer knew that Manni x had enough nmoney to set Letty up in the style to
whi ch she wanted to becone accustoned. Ms. Mannix and Vic Todd... well, it
was
her lipstick I had spotted on Vic's handkerchief.

You know all the facts! Wo killed M. Eliot Mnnix?"

(Organ sting. Segue up. Fade out from Bob's face to the group of
suspects,
show their faces in a line. Ms. Mnnix, Vic Todd, Homer Elwood, Letty
Branner.

Hol d organ under.)

Bob: "Ms. Manni x? Vic Todd? Homer El wood? Letty Branner? Who did you
decide was the killer? |I don't know how you went about it, but the way I
figured was this: The handkerchief with Ms. Mannix lipstick on it let Vic
Todd



out. He knew | had spotted the |lip snudge. He would hardly have left a clue
li ke
that to hinself.

M's. Manni x? She wanted to get rid of her husband, all right, but she

al so
wanted Vic Todd. She would not have put his neck in jeopardy. That left only
Letty and Homer. Letty wanted Mannix alive... not dead! That neant that Homer,

while we were getting into our overcoats, sw ped Vic's handkerchi ef. The gun
he

had in his pocket already. He waited until we were all out on the terrace
novi ng

around so that his absence for a second would not be noticed. He w apped the
gun

in the handkerchief and shot M. Mannix. | found out after | had accused him
that he had worked hinself up into a deadly rage getting drunk. The lipstick
of

course, he didn't even know about. He swi ped the handkerchief to throw
suspi ci on

on Todd. He couldn't know that the handkerchi ef would be the thing to absol ve
Todd and M's. Manni x.

Anncr: Well, how did you make out, folks? Did you beat Bob Dorry to the
solution? Did you pick Honer as the killer? If you did, tune in next week and
match wits with Dorry. If you didn't, maybe you'll get better as we go al ong!
Thi s has been a presentation of television station WBRRGX. (Organ sting up and
out.)

Lanont Cranston threw the script down on the table. So that's the way it
was supposed to have gone... instead... Cranston renenbered the night, cold,
bl ustery, when he had wal ked into a little side street bar.

He had let the drink warmhis insides before he | ooked around; even then
he didn't notice the television screen particularly. The playlet had been half
over when he had | ooked at the screen. The men in the bar were quiet. They
gave
the screen their undivided attention. There was nothing much else to do. It
was
cold out, warmin, the bar was al nost deserted. The bartender had a hangover
and didn't want to talk. That left only the tel evision screen perched up on
top
of a tel ephone boot h.

At first, as the cocktail party proceeded on the screen, the nmen nade
cracks about the fermale stars. But then, as the actors got going, they w ped
out the illusion of beings on a screen. They becane real

The bar was quiet. It got even quieter as the gloved hand cane through
t he
slit of the door. There was a circle of flane in md-air. The bark of the
revol ver when it went off made everyone junp.

Cranston blinked unbelievingly as on the black and white of the screen he
saw bl ack bl ood spurt fromthe actor's head who played the part of Manni x.

Manni x fell forward into the fireplace. Cranston stared as he saw t hat
Manni x had fallen face forward into the burning | ogs. Sonething was w ong.
That
was no prop fire, it was real

The door of the set opened and fromthe side, as though conming from
nowhere, a nervous | ooking, thin, febrile man with scanty hair and a bristling
nmoust ache, ran onto the scene. He said, "Holy cow He's dead!"

The actor who stepped through the door was the one who played Bob Dorry.
He said, "Cary... what the hell are you doing on the set? Are we cut off the
air?"

"Ch, my God no... we're not!" Larry, he's dead! He was really shot! His



brains are all over the fireplace!"

At that, but only then, the screen went bl ank

The nmen in the bar | ooked at each other incredul ously. The bartender
hangover forgotten, said, "Say, do you really think?"

One of the nmen, cynical, narrow faced, said, "Nah... it's another one of
them Orson Wl les, man-from Mars things!™”

Throwi ng noney on the bar, Cranston left hurriedly. That had been no

hoax.
No living man woul d have thrown his face into a burning fire. No indeed..
besi des, they didn't swear over the air... not if they could help it.

CHAPTER |

IT was no cinch, getting a cab in the slushy, ice covered street.
Cranston
| ooked up and down the deserted street. Two bl ocks away there was a subway
station. That m ght be better, after all. Cabs with no chains on had a habit
of
getting into trouble. Too bad Shrevvie was hone.

He pl odded doggedly through the two inch deep crust on the sidewal k. No
one was out. The only people who were dressed and out were huddled in bars and
restaurants. Cranston | ooked at his wist watch. Ten thirty-tw. The
tel evi sion
show had gone on at 10:15. It had been a fifteen m nute show.

No cab passed until he was right at the subway station. He | ooked at his
wat ch and then at the slick black tires on the cab. Then he | ooked at the
street with its ice glare. The street lights hit down |ike stage spotlights.
Spilled light made arcs in the night.

He shrugged and went into the subway. Probably be faster this way. He
went
down the stairs holding on to the hand railing. Endless snow covered feet had
stanped snow all over the stairs. The pressure of feet had turned the ice and
snow to water. Then the cold had frozen it.

Step by step, carefully, he made his way down. The subway station proper
was deserted. He dropped his nickel into the slot and waited. Ten m nutes went
by. He glanced fromhis watch to the station clock. H s watch was right.

He | eaned forward and | ooked down the tunnel. No train in sight. He
wal ked
back and forth inpatiently. Finally, with a roaring sound, the train drewinto
sight. It was alnost as enpty as the streets. Red-nosed peopl e huddl ed
t oget her
on the seats. A pretty girl away fromthe huddl e of people was dabbi ng powder
i neffectually at her nose.

Seating hinself, Cranston glanced at his watch again. He had four
stations
to go. Say three minutes a station. He should be at the tel evision studio
i nsi de
of fifteen mnutes. H s stomach relaxed a bit.

He | eaned back in his seat and stared off into space. He was conscious of
eyes upon him He slitted his eyes and | ooked out of the corners of them It
was the girl. She held a book up in front of her, but wasn't readi ng. She was
| ooking straight at him

Puzzl ed, he returned her gaze. She dropped her eyes. This tinme, she nmade
nore of a pretense of reading, but when he got up at his station, she hadn't
turned a page.

He rose and left the train. He | ooked behind him The girl had tucked her
hook under her arm and was getting out of the train at the back door. He
wal ked
up the stairs.



He heard hi gh heels clacking on the steps.

On the street he stopped for a second as a gust of icy wind cut at his
face. Having stopped, he nade up his mnd. He spun around and faced the girl
who was hurrying up the stairs.

"Want to talk to nme?" he said.

"Ch!" She was surprised. "M. Cranston... you are M. Cranston, aren't
you?"

He nodded and took her arm He didn't want to waste any nore tinme than he
had to. If she wanted to talk to himshe could do it on the way to the
tel evi si on studio.

"I need help... pretty badly. |I've read about you."

He waited. No sense in probing. They got to the point faster if you
didn't. She was pretty, he saw on close up inspection. Black hair, shiny as
good groom ng could nake it, a pert nose, big w de eyes, well set, a generous
full rmouth... yes, she was pretty all right.

She said, "l've been followi ng you all night."

He hadn't been conscious of it. Was she |ying?

"I saw you go into that bar... you stayed in there so long | thought 1'd
freeze. | waited out there in the cold thinking... trying to get ny thoughts
in
order. Trying to get up courage to conme in and talk to you. | mght have, but
that was such a tough | ooking bar. | was afraid of what you'd think."

She knew he'd been in the bar. So she wasn't |ying. Funny, he hadn't
noti ced her. But then, on second thought, it wasn't. He'd been chilled and
m serabl e. He hadn't been keeping his eyes open

"M. Cranston." She was breathless fromtrying to match his |long | egged
stride. "l..." She stopped and | ooked at the building to which he had been
hurrying. "Why this is the television studio! Are you going to the station?"

He nodded. He hurried her in the door. Inside, the warnth hit themlike a
benef acti on. She shuddered and pull ed her coat around her even tighter. The
warnth didn't do her any good, Cranston noticed.

He stepped toward the el evator. She said, and her voice was thin, close
to
hysteria, "Has... has anything happened?"

He turned and | ooked cl osely at her again. "Wat do you know about it?"

"I don't, but has anything happened? It has... it has! | can see from
your
face!™

She turned fromhimto hide her face. As she turned, her ankle turned on
a
lunp of ice that sonmeone's foot had kicked | oose. She spun on it and fell. As

she fell the el evator door opened.

So it was both Cranston and the el evator operator who saw her fall.

They saw too, as her coat flew open, that she had nothing on under the
coat but a bra and panties.

No wonder, thought Cranston, she was cold.

She hurriedly pulled her coat around her, and as Cranston bent over to
hel p her up, her face was scarlet. She blushed all the way down to her
shoul ders.

She shook her head as though to put everything out of her nmind but the
i mportant thing. She gasped, "Is Johnny hurt? Is he?"

"Since | don't know," Cranston said, pushing her into the elevator, "who

Johnny is, | can't tell you very nuch."

The el evator zoonmed up to the twenty-fifth floor. She said, "He's an
actor... he works in television. He had a show tonight. A nystery show 1It's
on

sustaining every week. It's the Bob Dorry show "

"What part did your Johnny play tonight in the show?"

"Why..." She | ooked at himincredul ously, amazed that he didn't know her
Johnny. "He's Bob Dorry! Johnny Brokaw! He's one of the best known



tele-stars!”

"Far as | know he's all right," Cranston said as the el evator door opened
at the twenty-fifth floor. He ushered the girl out of the car. As he exited,
he
saw the el evator boy grin at him The boy w nked, a man-of-the-world w nk. It

said, clearly, little thing Iike a gal with no clothes on don't surprise ne
none. | seen plenty in ny time. Puhlenty.
Cranston | ooked up and down the hall. He said to the girl, "What studio

was the Bob Dorry show due to be tel evised fronP"

"Studio C, right there." She pointed.

Behi nd that door, Cranston thought, was a dead man. A corpse who had been
murdered in full view of at |least ten thousand people. This was going to be a
nasty one. He could feel it in his bones. The killer nust have been awfully
cocksure, to plan his murder under such circunmstances. Wth a sigh, Cranston
pushed the door open.

A heavy cynical voice said, "Wll... that's the fastest | ever heard of a
cop showi ng up when you wanted him.." The man who spoke saw the girl on
Cranston's arm "What goes? Isn't this the cops, Carol ?"

She said, "No, Danny, it's Lanont Cranston." She paused. "Where's
Johnny?"

“"In with the stiff,"” the man said. Cranston | ooked at himand didn't
particularly |like what he saw. The man was a little above nedium hei ght. He
wore extravagantly draped clothes. The padding in the shoul ders of his blue
serge coat hung off his real shoul ders by about three inches. The front of his
j acket bl oused al nost the way a woman's woul d. He was wearing a crinson shirt
wi th broad checks of white on the red. A big knotted heavy blue knitted tie
and
brown suede shoes conpleted his costune. And it really did | ook like a
cost une,

Cranston thought, not at all what you' d expect to see a man wearing on the
street.

He asked, "Carol what, Danny what?"

Carol said, "How stupid of me! My nane is Carol Sterne and this is
Johnny' s agent, Danny Depper."

"Johnny's agent?" the man said. "I'mthe ten percenter for nost of the
people in this cast!" He turned the corners of his full lips down. "I was even
the agent for the stiff. Nowl own a fast ten percent of a grave." He turned
away. "Big deal! I'mgonna get rich this way!"

Cranston listened, but his eyes were busy. A screen now cut off his
vi sion
fromthe corner of the set where the corpse was. The rest of the set was
exactly
as he had seen it on the television screen. Besides the set there were three
bi g
odd | ooki ng canmeras with | ong hooded | enses. Overhead the intense |ight so
necessary for televising crashed down on the eyeballs with searing intensity.
Al'l the technicians wore green eye shades.

Seated on the big confortable chairs, just as though the play were stil
going on, were the actors who still lived. Cranston | ooked fromthem down to
the floor where a handkerchief-bound pistol nade a center of focus.

Of in the corner was a switchboard with a girl at it. She was busy
answering calls. The board was alive with lights. Cranston eavesdropped for a
m nute. People calling into find out if the show had been a hoax or if any
one
had been killed..

He stepped to the screen and | ooked behind it. Someone had pulled the
corpse out of the fire. Qutside of that nothing seemed to have been noved.
Before he could | ook any farther, he heard the sw tchboard operator say, "Wit
a mnute... say that again!"

He hurried to her side. She | ooked up inpatiently and waved hi m away. He



paid no attention to her. She said, "Bring it right down! Sure, the conpany
will pay you for it! Pay you well!"

The thin irritable-1ooking man whom Cranston renenbered as conming into
t he
scene of the nmurder, stepped over to the switchboard and said, "Wat is it?"

The girl pulled the plug out. She paid no attention to the red lights on
t he board. She said, "Some guy just called. Says he's a camera fan. He nade a
novi e of the whole show "

The man said, "Ww"

"I told himto bring it right dowm. Said the conpany woul d pay himfor
it."

"Good girl."

Cranston said, "You're the director?"

"Cary Cunnings at your service." The thin man pulled at the corners of
hi s
thin mouth. "Wo are you?"

Cranston introduced hinmsel f and asked, "How | ong ago did you call the
pol i ce?"

"Right after it happened. Ri ght after we were cut off the air."

"I see. They should be here any second.” Cranston turned toward the
actors
and said, "WIIl you introduce nme to sonme of thenP"

"Come on." The director, nervous, quick nmoving, grabbed a bunch of
m neogr aphed papers off a desk and said, "Here, this is the script. You saw
t he
show?"

Noddi ng, Cranston | ooked at the first page of the script. It gave the
cast. They stood perhaps ten feet fromthe actors and the director, talking
i npersonal |y, as though the actors were dunm es, said, "The dead man pl ayed
Manni x, his nane is Charters. The girl who played his wife is Teddy Page. Vic
Todd is Victor Blane. Bob Dorry is Johnny..."

"I know him"

"The other gal is the one who played Letty Branner, name is Iris
Harrison
That | eaves Honer Elwood who is really Eric Jam son.”

Cranston scribbled their real names down next to the printed ones on the

script. (*Ed. note: Perhaps the reader will find it helpful to foll ow

Cranston's lead, and jot the real nanmes down for hinself.) Cranston had by now

met the nmurderer. But that, not even Lanont Cranston could know .. yet..
CHAPTER | I |

W SHI NG he had the time to read it right then, Cranston pushed the script
into his pocket. The door opened and an old friend cane in. It was Joe
Car dona,
face set, heavy, alnost glowering. He said, "Wat the hell goes on here? The
conmi ssioner's been on the phone three tinmes already!" Then his eyes rested on
Cranston. "Lamont! You old dog! Long tine no see."

They punp-handl ed their hands. Cranston said, "This is a beaut, Joe."

"Don't | know it, sone of the guys on Homicide saw it on the tel evision
set in that bar near HQ"

The door opened again. This tinme it was the nedical exam ner, his face
wreathed in smles as it always was no matter how annoyed his voi ce m ght
sound. It sounded annoyed right then. "Can't nurderers have any respect for
rest? Not content with death, mnust they al so nurder sleep?"

"G wan," Cardona scoffed, "you haven't been to bed before two o' clock in
the norning in twenty years."

"You forget that once in a while | like to read before | go to bed." The



M E. wal ked behind the screen and got down on his knees. He gl anced fromthe
gun on the floor to the hole in the cadaver's head. He said, "Hunph."

"That's nice and non-comuni cative," Cranston said.

" Umph. "

"Can you translate that?" Cranston asked Cardona.

"Not me. That can nean anything from'a natural death' to 'death by the
usual blunt instrunent.'"”

"In this case," the doctor said snappishly, "it means that | don't see
how
a .38 bullet could | eave such a little hole."

Cranston bent and | ooked. The doctor had cl eaned away sone of the
shattered frontal bone and blood. It was a small hole. Cranston said, "I know
you'd rather work down in your own norgue, but do you have a probe with you?"

"OfF course. Do you think I'"min the habit of going out unprepared for any
of the wild things that our estimable police force is likely to think up?"

Probing delicately, the doctor reached into the brain pan of the corpse.
Cranston | ooked above the screen. Everyone was studiously not |ooking at the
scene. Over in one corner Cranston saw a pile of cloth. Leaving the doctor to
his task, Cranston strode to the cloth. He picked it up. It was a dress. O
rather, it had been a dress. The whole front of it had been slashed out.
Dangling it fromhis hand, Cranston | ooked at Iris Harrison. It would not go
with her conplexion. It was too dark a shade of green for that. It would have
gone well with Carol Sterne's hair. He said, "This yours?"

She shook her head no, but her |ips, puckering, said, "Yes."

Cary Cunmings said, "Wat's been going on tonight? Is that why you had
t he
under st udy take over?"

Noddi ng her head, Carol assiduously did not |ook at the two remaining
worren. Cranston realized that she was avoiding Iris Harrison. He asked, "Is
this Carol's understudy."

The director, nmaking a sour face, said, "Yare. She has been up to now.
But
that ends right here. I"'mnot putting up with nonsense |ike this!

Iris gasped. "Cary, you don't think I did that?"

"You're so right!" The director turned on his heel and wal ked away.

The nedi cal exanminer said in a voice that carried over the room "Wat do
you know... here's the little bullet!"

Cranston went back behind the screen. He | ooked at the chunk of malforned
nmetal that the doctor held between the jaws of a speculum In unison, the
doctor and the nmanhunter turned their eyes fromthe bullet to the gun which
was
on the floor, still wapped in the cloth of the handkerchief.

"That bullet never..." the doctor said.

"It's a .22, isn't it?"

Answering Cranston, the doctor |ooked back at the slug. "Can't tell yet,
it's too battered. But it's either a .22 or a .25."

Cardona, | ooking over their shoulders, swore heatedly. "That's cute,
that's real nice! A .22 he gets killed wi th when thousands of people sitting
in
their homes saw himshot with a .38!"

"W had a Hooper taken tonight," the director said proudly. "If we didn't

have better than ten thousand in our audience I'll mss ny guess!"

Cardona groaned. "Ten thousand potential letter witers and all in the
New
York area!"

"Sure," the director beamed, "you know television. Fifty mles is just

about the ordinary range. Qur programis just a sustainer so it wasn't piped
anywhere. That's what | keep telling the hucksters in the advertising agency
to

enphasize in their sales talks. Wth tel evision you get blanketing!"



"Every one of themw Il be witing indignant letters to the papers
tomorrow, or my nane ain't Cardonal!"

"Take it easy, Joe," Cranston soothed. "No use in getting excited!"

"What a brain storml" The agent |eaped to his feet, his face al nost as

red
as his shirt, "G me a phone. | want ny press agent!"

He stormed at the tel ephone operator until Cardona put a stop to that.
"Quiet. There'll be no phone calls made till | say so."

The qui et voice of Cary Cummi ngs said then, and quiet as his voice was,
it
carried, "Then you'd better make this call yourself, Cardona."

The detective spun around to face the director. "What?"

"The studio is on fire, or hadn't you noticed?" The director underplayed
it for effect.

It was indeed. Snoke, flames ten feet high shot out from behind a section
off the end of the room A canmeraman said, "Hey. The caneras! They're in
there!™”

Cardona took over, rapidly and well. He hurried the people out of the
studio into the hall. One of his nen was busy with the futile task of trying
to
put the flaring flames out with a fire extinguisher. The lancing jet of the
ext i ngui sher was swal | owed by the flames and di sappeared. It did no good at
all. The tel ephone operator got up fromthe sw tchboard which was charred at
the base. She said, "I called the fire station before the trunks burned out."

"Cood," was all Cardona said as he hurried her out after the others. In
the hall they waited nervously till the el evator door opened in response to
frenzied pushings of the button. The el evator operator |ooked out irately.

He said, "Where's the fire..." then gul ped and was silent as he saw the
flames creeping out into the hall fromthe studio.

He let the people jaminto the elevator. "That's all. There'll be tine
for
anot her | oad!" The car di sappeared.

Cranston | ooked around. Wth himon the floor nmenaced by fire were
Car dona
and two of his nen, and the nedical exam ner who | ooked about as flustered as
i f
he were buyi ng his norning newspaper. Carol Sterne, standing next to himsaid,
"Did Johnny get into the el evator?"

Cardona said, "He tried not to, but he was pushed in by that agent."

"Ch." She | ooked around her. The fire was out in the hall now, the flames
licking greedily up the walls. She | ooked at Cranston. He was thinking
clearly.

H s forehead was winkled with strain. He did not |ook happy.

"Joe, that door over there."

"Yes, Lanont, what about it?"

"Hurry... maybe we can nake it in tine. You others will be safe enough
waiting for the car. Joe... hurry!"

Cranston and Cardona ran to the fire exit door and through it. The M E
| ooked at Carol. "Whnder what got into Cranston? He rarely gets excited. It
certainly wasn't the fire..."

Raci ng down the stairs with what seened |ike ni ghtmare sl owness, Cardona
gasped, "What makes?"

Jumpi ng down three and four steps at a tine, Cranston said, "The killer

nmust have set that fire... it's too fortuitous to be a coincidence.”

"Yeah?"

"For what reason, | keep asking myself." Cranston gl anced at the painted
floor number in front of him Three nore flights to go and they might be too
late at that. "I amsure the killer was one of those people in the studio
upstairs.”

"l think so too. So what ?"



"Al'l of them heard the tel ephone operator say that a canera fan was
com ng
down with a novie of the nurder."

"I get it." Cardona put on even nmore speed. There, just ahead, was the

door to the street level. "The fire was to get the killer out of the studio so
he can grab the novie!"
"That's what | fear!" Running still, the two nen skidded on the concrete

floor as they came out into the |obby. The actors and the agent and the
director were separated in little groups.

En route to the entrance, Cranston asked, "Did the man with the novie get
her e?"

No one answered. Oobviously he had not entered the building yet. The
director, Cunmngs, said, "No one here but us mice."

Qut on the street, the cold that cut at their faces felt good. Overheated

by the fire and by their race down twenty-five floors, they stood still for a
nmonent. Down the street, still blocks away, they could see and hear a
car eeni ng

fire engi ne approachi ng.

Cranston | ooked the other way. \Wat was that?

They ran to the lunmp that was oddly incongruous in the snow Bl ack
agai nst
white... with alittle red.

CHAPTER | V

HE was such a little man. So wispy... a fringe of white hair around the
nape of his neck fanned out on the snow and bl ended with it. The cold had
cl osed the gash on the back of his head. It had bled briefly.

Cranston bent over. "He's still breathing.”

"A couple nore minutes out here and the cold woul d have finished him™"

They picked himup and carried himtoward the |light of the building
entrance. The fire engine careened to a halt. Cardona waved with one hand at
the man who stepped off the engine. "Hi, Charlie!"

"What cha know, Joe?" the fireman said. He smled.

Awkwar dl y, Cardona put his hand back under the little nman's shoul ders. As
he did so, the little jouncing nmovenent nmade the man's cl ot hes nove. Sonet hi ng
dropped on to the icy snow. It made a clatter

Stepping to one side with their burden between them Cranston and Cardona
| ooked down at the object. It was nmade of tin or alumnumand it was flat and
round.

"Ch no... it can't be!" Cardona said incredul ously.

"l wonder," Cranston said.

"Hey Charlie,"” Cardona called, "put this thing in ny pocket, will you?"

"Sure," the fireman obliged. He asked, "What fl oor?"

"The twenty-fifth!" Cardona said.

"Wul dn't you know, on a night like this!" The fireman swore as he went
back to his work.

Inside the | obby all the people gathered around as Cranston and the
detective placed the little nan down on the floor. Cranston said, "May | have
that?" He pointed to a fur coat that was thrown over Iris Harrison's
shoul ders.

She flipped it to himand said, "He won't bleed on it, will he?"

The nedi cal exam ner turned the corners of his mobuth down as he stepped
past the girl. He got down on the floor where Cranston was edgi ng the fur coat
under the unconscious man. The doctor felt the wound on the nman's head with
gentle fingers. He flicked his pocket flash on and peered into the little
man' s
ears.

"Any fracture?" Cranston asked.



"I don't think so. Just a concussion. He isn't going to be very happy

when
he wakes up, though."
"Can you bring himto in a hurry doc?" Cardona asked. "I'd like to find
out if he knows who conked him"
"He'll wake up in a couple of mnutes, normally. |I'd rather not give him
a
shot. | don't know anything about his physical condition... his heart.
Besi des, "
the doctor got to his feet fromthe cranped position he'd been in, "I'mnore

used to corpses. My patients never conplain.”

"Everyone down from upstairs?" Cranston asked, |ooking around him

“I'"1l count noses," Cary Cummi ngs offered. He went down the line of
peopl e
checki ng agai nst his nenory of who'd been at work upstairs.

"Al'l present and accounted for," Cumm ngs said. "That is, ny people are
all here. How about your nen, Cardona?"

"They're all here." A thought struck Cardona. "The gun! Did anyone take
it?"

"Rel ax." One of Cardona's nen smled. He reached into his pocket and took
t he gun, wrapped in the handkerchief, from his pocket.

"By the way," Cranston asked, "in the playlet, who really did the
shoot i ng?"

Cunmi ngs pointed to one of his nen. "Tony Selkirk. He's one of the
technicians. In television his job is the equivalent of a sound effects man in
radio."

Sel kirk grunted, "It's nore |like being a prop man in the novies."

"Did you aimat Mannix, or rather, Charters," Cranston asked.

"Sure. It was too far for himto get a powder burn from a bl ank

"I wanted it to | ook good."

"I't was a bl ank?" Cardona asked.

"Ya thick I'"mnuts?" Selkirk was indignant. "No bullet coul da cone out of
that gun. Look in the nmuzzle."

Cardona did. About two inches inside the opening in the barrel was a
bol t.

It went fromthe top to the bottomof the barrel. It effectually prevented a
bullet fromcomng froma cartridge. It was a standard stage prop gun

"That .22 never cane fromthis gun, anyway," Cardona said. "That fire..
now we won't be able to tell what the angle of the bullet that killed Charters
was fired from"

"I think I know that."

They turned at the sound of a new voice. It was Mss Sterne's boy friend,
Cranston saw. The one who pl ayed detective in the show Johnny Brokaw.

"I haven't been making like a detective all this time for nothing,"

Br okaw

said getting into the character of Bob Dorry, naster man hunter. "I took a
good

| ook at the body and at the hole in his head."

"Nice testinony that'll make," Cardona said disgustedly, "when for all |
know you're the killer!™

Cranston said, "I have a pretty good nmental picture of the scene, M.
Brokaw. \Where do you think the bullet canme fronP"

"Right fromwhere Selkirk fired with the prop gun!"

Cranston nodded. "I had that feeling too."
"I'f those firemen get to work fast enough naybe we'll be able to tel
after all," Cardona said as the little nan on the fur coat groaned and opened

his eyes. Cardona fell to his knees next to him
The little man said, "My film Were is it?"
Cardona said, "Relax, we have it."
"Or do we..." Cranston said.



Cardona took the can fromhis pocket. "This it?" he asked the little nman.

"It looks like ny filmcan, but is there anything in it?" the little man
said, his voice nmuzzy. He blinked his eyes with pain as returning
consci ousness
brought an ache in its wake.

Twi sting the cover of the can, Cardona said, "W'|l|l see in a nonent." He
was ast ounded when the can was wenched from his hands by Cranston

"The filmhasn't been devel oped yet, has it?" Cranston snapped. There
hadn't been tinme for that, he was sure.

"Ch no," the little man said, putting his hand to the spot on the back of
hi s head where the pain emanated from

Cranston held the can in front of the little nman. "But this does | ook
li ke
your film can?"

"Let me look a little closer. There were three little scratches near the

edge... yes, that seens to be nine."

Hefting the can, Cranston said, "It feels heavy enough to have the film
in
it... but,"” he thought, then said, "That phone booth over there, Joe, have
somne
of your men hold their coats up in front of the glass in the door so no Iight
cones through. Then we'll know a bit nore.”

"Just a second, Lanont." Cardona | ooked down at the man who was massagi ng
his own head. "Did you see who hit you?"

"No, I"'mafraid not. Is it inportant?"

"Umm .. just a bit. Wwoever it was is the killer of the man whose nurder
you took a novie of!"

"Ch dear... | might be able to 'put the finger' on a killer if I had seen
him M... isn't that exciting!™ The little man did | ook excited. "You know,
when | took a nmovie of that... | never foresaw all this. | just thought I was
experimenting with mercury hyper-intensification of film" He saw, the puzzled
| ook on Cardona's face and expl ai ned. "That increases the filmspeed. |
t hought
that taking a novie of a television show would be a good test of ny speed
because it's quite difficult to picture television, you know "

Cranston said, "Now, Joe?"

"Sure." Cardona delegated two of his men to go to the phone booth with
Cranston. They effectively blocked off all the light with their coats. Inside
t he now pitch-black tel ephone booth Cranston opened the can of film It held
film his fingers told him

Quickly he replaced the precious filmin its container and called: "COkay,
et ne out now "

He stepped out of the booth. He said, "If the killer didn't expose the
film.. and | don't see how he had tinme to unroll it all, expose it to the
light and then neatly stuff it back in the can... why, we have the film.."

Anot her possibility occurred to Johnny Brokaw.

He said, "Look, do you think nmaybe the killer had another roll of film
ready and switched in a dumy?"

"Coul d be," Cardona said inpatiently. He didn't care for any amateur
detectives outside of Cranston... and he was hardly an amateur

"It's alittle far-fetched that the killer could have predicted that
anyone was going to take a novie..." Cunm ngs, the director said.

Brokaw had an answer to that, "He didn't have to know that. Al he had to
know was where there was a roll of sixteen mllinmetre filmand then switch
t hat
in after he heard about the phone call."

"There's no use hypothecating," Cranston said, "till this roll of film
has
been devel oped. "

"Sure, that's right," Cardona agreed.



Cranston realized that all the time that they had been occupied wth
their
man hunt, the firenen had been busy putting the fire out. Sorme firenmen cane
out
of the elevator.

One said, "Under control."

"Can we go back up?" Cardona asked.

"Gve us ten nore minutes," the fireman said.

"Listen," Cardona was eager. "ls the corpse still all right?"

"Alittle crisp around the edges,” the fireman said, which drew gasps
from
the wonen in the | obby, "but outside of that, it's as good as you can expect a
corpse to be."

VWen they went back up to the studio, they had to wal k carefully. The
floors were drenched fromthe firemen's hoses. They entered the studio with
Cardona in the lead. He went straight to the corpse. He said, "W better get
you down to the norgue quick, pally, before anything el se happens to you."

Cranston handed himthe roll of film "At the sane tine have one of the
men in the photography |ab develop this!"

The little man who still was not identified said breathlessly, "would it
be an inposition if | asked to direct the devel opment? The
hyper-intensification is tricky, you know, and the filmneeds that extra speed
to get the pictures, under the circunstances."

"That's not a bad idea, M...." Cardona said.

"Twittle. Jasper Twittle," the little man said, puffing his chest out
li ke
a pouter pigeon. "At your service. A ways ready to obey the dictates of good
citizenry. And it certainly seens to nme that a good citizen should try to
catch
a murderer!”

He scow ed ferociously and | ooked around fromface to face as though
expecting to be able to frighten the killer into confessing all

Dan Depper, the agent, |aughed and pounded his knee. "Now |'ve seen
everything. A ferocious canary." It got a laugh, and the little man defl at ed.
He scurried out with the man whom Cardona had del egated to take himdown to
headquarters.

"I don't know about the resta' you creeps," Depper said, "but, me, | want
out. You holding us, copper? | got a date with a blond." He made a curving
gesture in the air with both hands.

"And what a blond!"™ Cumm ngs said. "Is it still that one that |ooks |ike
an ani mat ed di shnop?"

"Why don't you do ne a favor,'

Depper snarled, "and drop dead."

"One nice thing about her, you'll have to admit," Brokaw said, "she
al ways
| eaves her broom outside the door when she cones in."
"That's right," Cunmings agreed, "I don't think |I've ever seen her riding

it."

The director hired and fired actors, so Depper could not get too tough
with him Cranston realized. He watched as Depper turned his annoyance on
Car dona.

"Do | have to call my lawer or do | wal k out of here?"

"Funny," Cardona pretended to nmuse. "Here's a whole flock of people al
bei ng kept up, being kept away from home on a | ousy cold night, and only one,
just one person is upset about it." He | ooked at Depper broodingly. "I wonder
why. .."

Depper flushed and turned away. As he did so, the door opened and four
nen
entered with a | ong basket. One of themsaid to Cardona, "Sorry we're |late,



but

they're dyin' like flies in this cold... you know, a lush has a couple too
many; steps out in the cold, collapses, and the next thing you know, he's a
D.OA"

They | ooked at the charred body on the floor. One whistled, "A hot one on
a night like this. You never know. "

"CGot your pics?" One of them asked Cardona, who nodded.

"Let's go." They carried their grimburden out with as nuch
sentimentality
as if they were carrying dirty laundry.

Cardona cane over to Cranston, "Nothing el se much to do tonight. | may as
wel | send them honme, no?"

Noddi ng, Cranston said, "Wy not?" He paused, "W've got to know a | ot
nore about what's been going on around here before we can do a thing. W don't
know anyt hi ng about notivations, or anything else for that matter."

"Al'l we do know is a guy got shot by a gun that couldn't shoot, with a
bullet that wouldn't fit, in front of ten thousand w tnesses,” Cardona said
di sconsol ately. "For a reason we don't know, either!"

CHAPTER V

BEFORE Cranston left the studio, but after the people had left, Cranston
asked that Cardona have the fire departnent scoop all the ashes out of the
fireplace on the set. Cardona had wanted to know why, but all Cranston had
sai d
was that he wanted a chem cal analysis of the ashes and enbers. Cranston had
asked a question in querying Cunmngs, the director: "Wo was the last of the
tel evision people to leave?" It had had to do with why a set would have a
wor ki ng fireplace. Cummings had said, "Just because it was cold up here in the
studio. There's a flue here, so as long as the prop nen were setting up a
fireplace | had themnmake it a real one that worked. It kept us a | ot warner
too."

That ended all that could be done that night, but for one thing. Cardona
had ki dded Cranston about taking home work along with him.. the script that
had been used for nurder

And now, at long |l ast, safe and warm at honme, Cranston had read the
script. He didn't quite know what he had expected to find. A departure,

per haps, fromthe ordered way blueprinted by the script... sone anomaly, sone
clue... but there was nothing. Al that he had |earned fromthe script was
t hat

t he show had been in conmplete accord with it, as far as his nenory could
prove.

Per haps, he thought, as he put out the light preparatory to sleep
per haps
the runni ng of the novie would show sone di screpancy between the script and
what
had actual |l y happened.

Tired out, he was soon asl eep

And what of the cast of that deadly drama? Eric Jam son, who had
portrayed
Homer Elwood... a nurderer in the script... was in a bar getting as drunk as
he
could before the four o' clock last call went out. He was succeeding very well.
He weaved as he nade his way fromthe nen's roomback to the bar. H s body was
getting drunk but his mnd wasn't. He could not erase that picture of
Charters'
body falling face forward into the fireplace... the red of blood mngling with



the red of fire. He poured another futile drink down his throat.

Cary Cunmings? Director and witer of the script that had turned
tinselled
death to real ? He was sitting in his attractive bachel or home goi ng over and
over what had happened. Murder... fire... no, he was forgetting. First, Caro
Sterne's dress had been torn so that she could not perform Then had cone the
killing and the fire. Stirring some butter into a glass of hot mlk, he drank
it queasily, hoping that this would help himto woo sl eep. That nade hi mthink
of the line, 'To sleep, perchance to dream ... Yes, perhaps sleep would knit
up
the ravelled sl eeve of care, but what when that sleeve has been burned and not
unravel ed? He forgot where he had read the nisquotation from Shakespeare, but
it seemed apposite to the spot he was in..

Carol Sterne? She and Johnny Brokaw were just coming out of an all night
novi e on Forty-Second Street between Broadway and Ei ghth. They had tal ked in
tones so low that they had not awakened a single one of the sleeping nmen who
surrounded them No victins of the housing shortage these, but nen who woul d
ordinarily have gone to a flophouse on the Bowery. Tonight the cold had driven
t hem i ndoor s upt own.

"What can we do?" Carol said hopel essly.

Squeezi ng her shoul der reassuringly, Brokaw said, "The old medici ne man

prescribes a full night's sleep. Tomorrow things will | ook better. They al ways
do. Look at the tinme. It's alnost four!"
"Johnny... do nme a favor?"

"Anything in the world, sweets, outside of going for a swmin the river!
It's alittle brisk for ne." He pulled his overcoat collar up around his neck
A vagrant wind had driven sleet down between his collar and his bare neck.

"Don't play detective."

"Huh?" He | ooked astoni shed.

"Johnny Brokaw, you can be the nobst annoying... you're like a little boy.
Do you think for one minute you' re kidding ne?" Her pert pretty face | ooked up
at him "You' re hankering to show up the police and Lanont Cranston, aren't
you?"

"You gotta admit," he said doggedly, avoiding her eyes, "it'd be swell
publicity for the Bob Dorry show"

"Uh huh." She turned away wi thout a word and went to the subway kiosk. He
ran after her.

"Al'l right," he said, grudgingly, "I won't... | promise." She reached
around behind himand pulled his hands into view Her fingers uncrossed his.

She said, "Think I don't know you that well?"

"Ch brother! What a wife you're going to make!"

"That's just it, | want you to live |long enough to make nme your wife. And
if you start tangling with whoever killed Charters you may not |ive that
[ ong!"

"You nmean," he grinned, "I should live that |ong?"

"Correct!" She snmiled and ki ssed him She turned and wal ked into the
ki osk.

He said sharply, "Where do you think you're going at this time of night?"

"Home." She | ooked surprised.

"By yourself at this hour in the subway?" He grabbed her arm and went

down
into the subway with her.

"This is so sudden!" she said. "Maybe you do | ove ne! You never took ne
honme before!"

"I never kept you out this |ate before."

They were lost in the chaos that is Tinmes Square.



Teddy Page - who had portrayed Ms. Manni x? She was sound asleep in the
wel | -kept apartnment. O course, the way she noved and nade sounds in her
sl eep,
she was probably having nightmares. But asleep she was. Next to her on a night
table was a bottle of sleeping pills.

Iris Harrison, who might or mght not have ripped Carol Sterne's dress to
pi eces so she could performinstead of Carol? She was the only girl awake in
t he apartnent she shared with three others. She sat on an easy chair with an
unread book in her hands. She was staring off into space. She put the book to
one side and picked up her pocketbook. Fromit she took a conpact.

She powdered her nose.

If only she hadn't had such a good notive to have killed Charters..

She sighed and turned the light out. Then she went to bed, but not to
sl eep.

Victor Blaine - who had played Vic Todd? He pushed his hat further back
on
his head, edged his chair in closer to the table and said, "Your five, and ten
bucks better." The others folded their cards and threw theminto the center of
the table. One man said, disgust in his voice, "There's a boy that has all the
luck in the world."

Bl ai ne grinned. Yes indeed, he was Kid Luck in person. He raked in the
chi ps.

Danny Depper, agent, ten percenter, flesh peddl er as he was known to his
enem es? He was having a fight. He just ducked as long red nails scratched
down
the side of his cheek. He said, "But |ook, honey..."

The bl eached bl ond | ooked at himwi th cold fury in her eyes and said,
"Don't you honey ne, you fat tub of lard! Now you listen to nme for a
change..."

It went on that way for a long, long tine.

Larry Charters - who had played the part of M. Mnnix, a man due to die,
and had played his part too well?... He lay on a cold slab of stone, cut open
fromhis neck to below his navel. H s body was spread out |ike newspaper

The top of his head, having been cut off by a saw, lay on the slab behind
himlike a horrid skull cap. He just lay there. H's sightless eyes stared at
the ceiling.

Havi ng been a cynical man in life, if he could have made a toast he m ght
have, saying, "Here's to the next man to die."

But of course, he couldn't.

Just the same there was an enpty slab next to him The question was, how
long it would stay enpty!

CHAPTER VI

CLAW NG his way up through endl ess |ayers of sleep, Cranston forced his
eyes open. Wien he saw the dimgray light coming in through his w ndows he
wonder ed what had awakened himin the niddle of the night. Not till he saw
t hat
it was nine-thirty did he realize that it was long past the time for himto be



up and around.

H s phone was what had opened his eyes. He picked it up and grunted
hel | o.

"M. Cranston, this is Timy Rogers on the G obe. Renmenber ne?"

Fresh young kid, reporter. Cranston smled. "Yes, sure. Wat can | do for

you?"

"Cardona has jailed Tony Selkirk. | wonder... is there any way you coul d
get ne an interviewwth hin? It's some story... the guru who killed a nman in
t he hone of everybody who owns a television set!™

Sel kirk? Selkirk... Cranston thought muzzily. O course, that was the
prop

man, the technician, the one who had actually shot the gun. Al oud, he said,
"ls
Cardona holding himas a material w tness, or what?"

"Material witness ny foot! He's holding himas the killer. That's why I
wanna get an interview with him" The boy's voice was high with excitenent.

Take it easy," Cranston counselled. "Call me later in the day. I'll see
what | can do for you."

"Thanks a million, M. Cranston. Don't hesitate to call me if | can ever
hel p you."

Hangi ng up the phone. Cranston smiled at the boy. The snmile faded. \Wat
in
the worl d had possessed Cardona to do this? He dialled Center St. Cardona had
gone hone for sone sleep

Shoul d he wake hinf? Yes, this was certainly an inportant enough
devel opnent. He dialled Cardona's nunmber. It rang and rang.

Finally Cardona's voice, thick, barked, "Huh."

"Cranston here. Joe, why did you throw the book at Sel kirk?"

"He fired the shot, didn't he?"

"Yes, froma blank gun."

"Look Lamont, | know that. But what can | do? Everyone's on ny neck.
don't think he killed that guy any nore than you did. | had to cover. Gve ne
a
couple of days till | can get a lead on the thing."

"I see. It can't be very pleasant for Selkirk..."

"He | aughed at ne!"

"I see. | think I'll pay hima visit later on today."

"Bring himsome crunpets if you wanna, but now, right now, please |let ne
go back to sl eep, huh?"

Getting out of bed, Cranston thought, maybe it's not too bad an idea at
that. The newspapers woul d of course be riding the police hard... this would
shut themup for a while... and it also would let the killer relax a bit,
unl ess Selkirk was the real killer, but that didn't seemvery Ilikely.

First things first, he thought, shaving. He had to go to the Fire
Departnment and find out what had been in that fire in the fireplace.

Dressed, shaved, and on the icy street, he realized that he'd probably
feel better, warmer, if he got sone food in him He bought all the norning
papers and went into a restaurant in his neighborhood.

Wth a good breakfast inside him he was able to pay nore attention to
t he
papers. They were sensational, to put it politely. The nmurder had certainly
captured the public fancy.

There was no information he didn't al ready possess.

Ri sing, he left the restaurant. He | ooked up and down the street.
Shrevvi e
was parked there, ready and waiting. He gestured to him

The cab drove up to him Shrevvie | eaned out the wi ndow belligerently.

"Ya send me hone early to put chains on nmy tires and what happens? Ya
wal k
right smack into the niddle of trouble! Next time I'Il stick with you till



you're safe in bed!"

Smiling, Cranston got into the cab. He had given Shrevvie directions.
Goi ng downt own t hey passed cabs, cars, stuck in the snow, people slipping,
sliding all over the icy streets. "When it's hot in sumer, ya pray for the

winter... then ya get this and ya wonder why ya didn't keep yer yap shut in
t he

sumer." Shrevvie said phil osophically, "People just ain't never satisfied
with

what they got."

"That's right, Shrevvie, and if they had ever been satisfied, we'd
probably still he living in caves with no fires, and very little food."

"A cave? No fire?" Shrevvie shivered synpathetically. "Guess this ain't
SO
bad at that." As he said this he pulled the wheel over hard, which allowed the
cab to just mss a jaywal ker who strode head down, blind to what went on
ar ound
hi m

"There's a guy should be back in one of them caves. He'd be better off."

Cranston sniled and | ooked about him They were but a block away from his
destination. He was putting a lot of hope in what the fire departnment experts
would find in those ashes, he realized. It was a long shot... but if it didn't
wi n, there would be another angle to shoot at. He, hoped.

The | ab assistant said, "Ch yes, M. Cranston, Dr. Farrell is expecting
you. Wn't you go into the office?"

Wal ki ng past the tables filled with paraphernalia that ranged fromtest
tubes to an el ectron mcroscope, Cranston thought, at |least we'll have the
best
of what science has to offer

"How do you do, Dr, Farrell?"

"Good to see you, Lanpbnt. Gab a chair. Here's the report. 1'Il go on
working till you finish reading it."

@ ancing over it, Cranston saw that the quantitative report was about
what
one woul d expect: charcoal, potash, charred sul phite paper (that would be the
remai ns of sone newsprint used to start the fire). He ran his eye down the
l[ist. Odd... unless... he asked, "Did you find anything in this list that you
woul d not have expected to find."

The doctor glanced up from some paper work he was busy with. He | ooked
of f
into space. "You're on the trail of sonething?"

"I don't really know. It's a little better than a hunch, that's all."

"Then the answer is yes, there is sonething I would not have expected to
find in the remains of a fire in a fireplace.™

Cranston nmentally crossed his fingers. "What?"

The doctor ran his finger down the list that Cranston had read, and said,
"There's too much potassiumnitrate for one thing, and there's nore sul phur
residue than I'd expect from some newspaper."

"And a lot of charcoal in one spot!" Cranston said triunphantly.

"Right. | didn't know you knew, but there was." The doctor | ooked at
Cranston quizzically. But Cranston said nothing for a | ong nonent.

When he did, he said, "May | use your phone?"

"OfF course." The doctor pretended to go back to work, but his ears were
alert.

Cranston dialled the police |laboratory. "Hello, this is Lanont Cranston.
Ah, hello, Dick. Got the ballistic report on the .22 bullet yet?"

There was a sil ence during which the doctor could hear the thin-voiced
answer that came fromthe phone: "Yeah, sure. Here it is, right here. It is a
.22, not a .25. It has been fired froma fouled barrel. It's pretty battered,



but I can match the rifling with whatever it was fired from™
Hangi ng up, Cranston smiled a crooked smile. He said, "That's fine. Now

know t he nmet hod and not the killer." He stood up
Dr. Farrell said, "If | knowyou it won't be long."
"Bye and thanks a mllion," Cranston said.

"See you in church."” The doctor went back to his work.

As Cranston reached the street, a newsboy was hawki ng papers. Cranston
bought one and gl anced over it as he got Shrevvie's cab. Nothing new He
f ol ded
it up. Cetting in the cab, he said, "Forty-Fifth and Broadway."

Shrevvie did a double take at that, but obeyed directions. He stopped in
front of a battered old theatrical building. Getting out, Cranston said, "You
can't park here, so keep riding around the bl ock."

"See you," Shrevvie said as he drove off.

Even the mid-winter chill, Cranston saw, was not enough to keep the
menbers of the theatre off the street. Men in long, too long, canel's hair
overcoats with white buttons and | ong wap-around belts, |ounged in front of
the buil ding. They spoke to little men who | ooked |ike bookies. If they were
not talking to nen, they were talking to flashy [ooking girls who, at first
gl ance, were clad in mnk and stone marten. A second gl ance showed that the
coats were muskrat in various dyes.

Cranst on wondered, as he always did, how they kept thenselves alive. One
man said, as Cranston wal ked into the building, "So he offers me two fifty!
Me!

Two bills and a half!"

The girl said, as if she didn't know, "What did you say, honey?"

The ham said, "Wat do you think |I said? | wal ked out on himafter
tellin'
hi m what he could do with his |ousy two hundred and fifty bucks. | slamred the
door in his face!"

"Tch tch,"” the girl said, just as if she didn't know t he ham woul d wor k
three shows a night for ten dollars and be grateful, too.

It was easy to tell which men were the 'acts' and which the booki ng
agents. The '"acts' all had a little rimof reddish brown around their collars
where inproperly cl eaned-off make-up had left a tell tale mark. The bookers,
besi des not having the edge of color on their collars, |ooked better-fed.

Cranston | ooked at the names on the directory. There it was, M ckey
Caller. Ten twelve. He crowmded into an elevator filled with nen and wonen al
of whose voices were pitched high enough so that they could have been heard at
two hundred yards.

A rather pretty girl was saying, "No matter how bad the summer seens,
there's always the mountains to fill-in. But winter... oh, brother!"

The man she was with said with a grin, "Wat's the matter darling, got
t he
m ss-neal cranps?”

"Either that," the girl said with a grimsnile,
ul cers.”

"I'f the bookers don't get you the ulcers mnust,
nonot one.

At the tenth floor, Cranston got out of the car along with three nen and

or doughnut and coffee

the man sang in a

a
girl. They wal ked as if they owned the earth. Heads held high, they wore
neckties so loud that they distracted your eye fromthe ragged cuffs, the
wor n,
thin coats. They went into the sane office he was heading for. Wthout | ooking
up a thin girl said, "Sorry, kids, not a thing today."

They roared with a single voice, "Stop! Don't say that till you've heard
who we are. The finest quartette since the Ink Spots!"

She | ooked up incuriously. "Ch," she said, dully, "it's you again." She
| ooked at the | eader of the group. "Wy don't you see if you can get your job



back as an usher, WIllie. It's gonna be a long hard winter."

He grimaced at her. They all went over to a |ong bench and wi thout
anot her
word sat down upon it. Finally one said, "I wish Mckey would at least listen
to
our new orchestrations."”

The girl behind the desk said without |ooking up, "Been listening to the
radi o agai n?"

Cranston interrupted, "WII| you please tell M. Caller that M. Cranston
is here to see him"

"M. Caller yet!" the girl said as she flipped the switch on the
inter-com "Aren't we formal!"

Wi ting, Cranston | ooked at the photos on the wall. They were invariably
gl ossy eight by tens, and just as invariably, be they men or wonen, they were
signed with extravagant protestations of undying |ove to the best booker in
t he
wor | d.

The voi ce that cane back on the inter-comwas harsh. "What? Wat do you
want ?"

"A guy out here to see M. Caller."

"Only bill collectors call me by ny second nanme. Tell himto go away."

"His nane is Cranston," the girl said. She was rather surprised at the
response this got. The voice crackled on the inter-com "Send himin. Wat are
you waitin' for?"

As Cranston pushed the little gate to one side, he heard the girl on the
bench say, "How do you like that for nerve! Conmes in after us and gets in
first!”

The door opened. M ckey was about fifty and coul d have passed as the
original M. Five By Five. He was as wide as he was tall. Years of westling
had given himthe inevitable cauliflower ears, and shiny skin under and around
the eyes that conme frommat burns and having el bows shoved in eyes.

He grabbed Cranston in a bear hug and said, "Professor! C non in!"

The door closed. Feeling his ribs beginning to cave in, Cranston eased
out
of his friend' s grasp. He put out his hand cautiously to shake hands. He made
sure that he got a good grip on the extended hand. That done they went through
a regular routine. Caller grinned and squeezed as hard as he could, Cranston
squeezed as hard as he could, and pretended that his hand didn't feel as if it
were coming off at the wrist.

That taken care of, Caller sat down behind his desk, pushed a box of
cigars toward Cranston with his foot, opened a desk drawer, took out a bottle
and said, "Have a drink, have a cigar, tell ne what's on your mnd. | got al
day."

Taking a cigar and refusing the drink, Cranston said, "Al day? Wat
about
t he peopl e out si de?"

"You kiddin'? | couldn't book theminto a flea circus. The fleas would
take the draw away fromthem"

"Hasn't anyone ever told themthey' re no good?"

"Nobody but everyone. But they won't believe it. You know, they win first
prize in an amateur night, or they sing at a party or a bar and everyone says,

'Jeez, you're good... whyncha go on the stage? | heard an act, at the
Par anount
| ast week wasn't half so good!'" The booki ng agent grinned. "That's all
brother. They quit their jobs and start botherin' people Iike ne.

"Now. .. what's on your m nd? The sky's the limt. You know that... after
what you did for ne that tine..."

Cranston shrugged that away. "Forget it. | just need sone information."

"Fergit it he says!" Caller said incredul ously. "You only saved nmy lifel™
Smiling, Cranston threw a slip of paper on the desk. There was a list of



nanes on it. "Wat do you know about any of those peopl e?"

Rotating his stub of a cigar fromside to side in his nmouth w thout using
a hand, Caller slitted his battered eyes and read the list.

He said, "Humm .. quite a tidy little collection.™

"You know any of thenf"

"Most of them They generally start around here and then work into radio,
television or the novies if they got anything on the ball." Caller |ooked at
one nanme and said, "This guy | don't know from a snake act."

"Who?" Cranston asked, wi shing his friend woul d snoke better cigars.

"Eric Jam son. Although he coul da changed his nane. They're al ways doin’

it fer luck... or because they were in sonme stinker and don't want people to
renmenber it. You get some guy who's worked in nmen's roonms all over the
country"... Cranston knew that 'men's roons' neant cheap night clubs... "and
he

finally gets a break, so he don't want sone creep to cone up and say | saw you
when you worked the little Tivoli out in Kenosha. So they change their nanes."

Cal l er always spoke of actors as though they were sone inferior form of
animal life, about on a par with chi prmunks... or weasels. He said, "But this
creep, Cunmmings, Cary Cummings yet. Hs name's Charley Crunbo as far as |'m
concerned. "

"Not a nice guy?"

"A creep. He'd pronise to sell his nmother down the river if he thought it
woul d get himto Holl ywood."

"How about Charters?"

"The guy that got his last night? Wrse than Cunm ngs. Cummi ngs woul d
prom se to sell his nother; but Charters woul da cone through with her!™

"How about the girls?" Cranston asked, discounting a |ot of what Caller
said for he knew what the agent thought of actors.

"This here Carol Sterne was a nice kid last time | saw her. Don't know
what's happened to her since then, but she used to be nice."

"When did you see her |ast?"

"A coupl e of days ago," Caller said. He | ooked puzzl ed when Cranston
roared with | aughter.

"But," he said, when Cranston had stopped | aughing, "this Iris Harrison
There is a nogoodnick if there ever was one. A wongo fromthe word go."

H's eye it on Danny Depper's nane. His face contorted |ike a rubber
dol1's and he said, "That louse! If agents didn't have a bad nane already
there's a boy who would ruin us all by hinself.

"That |ouse!" Caller repeated. "Listen, you could sit right in that chair

for a week and | could talk steady and | still wouldn't be finished at the end

of the week, telling you the crunby deals that guy's put over! He's a rat with

a small 'r.' No kiddin', | never can figure how that guy's lived so |long!"
CHAPTER VI |

STANDI NG | ooki ng up at the flickering lights that spelled out news as
t hey
went off and on around the rimof the Tinmes Building, Danny Depper drew his
white canel's hair coat closer around him

The letters spelled out, "Cold and getting col der."

He put his hand to his neck and pulled the nuffler which was a bright
yellow, closer to his neck. It was about tine he went to Florida, he figured.
No use in hanging around this place. He wal ked away from Ti nes Square toward
Ei ght h Avenue. He | ooked at a girl who was wal king toward him He grinned. She
stared right through him He was used to that. He threw his shoul ders back
farther and wal ked on cockily.

He passed the all-night grind shows, the frankfurter stands, the Arny and
Navy stores, the theatre that used to house burl esque but was now a novie, the
flea circus, the office buildings, then the bank. He stood at the corner of



Ei ghth. He | ooked at his wistwatch. He glanced around him ogled a girl.

That jerk! Thinking about how stupid the killer was, he grinned. This was
going to pay for a lot nore than the trip to Florida. In his pockets the pal nms
of his hands got sweaty as he thought of how much noney this was going to nake
hi m

He grinned. A d age insurance, that was what it was.

He | ooked at his watch again. Three nore mnutes. He'd put the screws

on... A policeman passed. That nade Depper snmile again. A lot of good the cops
woul d do the nurderer.

A mlling crowmd of people hurrying by, scurried down into the subway next
to him He | ooked at them The sheep... they were not smart... they woul dn't

have known what to do with the plumthat had dropped into his lap. But he
knew

He junped as a voice came over his shoulder. It said, "The subway?"

Wt hout | ooking around he nodded and wal ked down the steps to the subway.
It was al most five o' clock. The rush was begi nning. Used to crowds from birth,
he felt conpletely safe surrounded by humans. If he'd been al one he mnight have
worried a bit about what he was doing. But here, with all these people he was
conpletely safe... as long as he kept away fromthe edge of the station. No
use
in giving the killer a chance to push hi munder the wheels of a train.

The jam was so bad that he couldn't even turn around to face his
conpani on. They went, like Siamese twins, into a train that was goi ng uptown.

He phrased it carefully so that anyone nearby woul d not understand. He
said, "Shall we make the arrangements now?"

"Why not?" the voice whispered over his shoul der

The train pulled out of the Tines Square station. It was the Ei ghth
Avenue
subway, whi ch nakes the | ongest unbroken hop of any subway to the city. It
went
fromForty-Second Street to Fifty-Ninth, and fromFifty-Ninth all the way to
One Hundred Twenty-Fifth Street with no stop in between.

Depper said, "You got the ough-day with you?"

"Of course," the voice said over his shoulder, "I'll put it in your
over coat pocket."

He felt sonething go into his pocket. Hs arnms were up, the jamwas so
tight that he couldn't bring an investigating hand to his pocket. But he
gri nned anyway. He said, "You understand this is just the first installnent!"”

He felt a convul sive shiver go through the body of the killer which was
jamred so close to him

"You rat!" The voice, was husky with rage. "I m ght have known."

"You nmean to say," Depper said, "That you believed me when | said this
woul d be all? You know what a liar | am kid."

"Yes," the voice said, "I know "

The train cane into the Fifty-Ninth Street station. Eeling, fighting, the
killer made a path out of the train.

Not many people got off the train at a Hundred Twenty-Fifth. Between a
Hundred Twenty-Fifth and a Hundred Thirty-Fifth a woman w enched her neck
around and said, "If you do that once nore..." She | ooked at Depper. Hi s eyes
were closed. Pretending to be asleep... that was an old gag! She w enched her
hand up and sl apped himin the face as he touched her again. The slap jarred
hi s head back on his shoulders. But he didn't say anything. She turned her
head
back feeling vindicated. She'd shown hima thing or two. Suddenly she felt his
hand rap agai nst her again. The nman nmust be crazy!

She hurried out of the train at One Hundred and Forty-Fifth Street. That
made a little nore space. Depper crunpled in on hinself. There still was not
roomfor his body to fall straight down.

Peopl e drew back even farther. This allowed his body to uncrunple a bit.
A



man who had been behi nd Depper | ooked down at the body stupidly. Then he
| ooked
at the front of his overcoat. It was all wet. He felt it. He | ooked at his
fingers. They were all red.

Alittle rivulet of blood seeped out of Depper's back into the
interstices
of the wooded strips that cover the floor of a subway car

So Danny Depper di ed unnourned and w t hout ever knowi ng that his was the
i mportant nurder; that the other, the death of Charters had just been a
prel ude
to this killing.

The report of Depper's death reached H Q as Cranston was readi ng over
some eveni ng papers. Cardona had cone into work | ooking tired out. He had gone
about his work paying no attention to his friend who sat with his nose buried
in the papers.

He picked up the phone and snapped his fingers for Cranston's attention
Cranston | owered the paper and | ooked up. He heard Cardona say, "On the
subway?
| see... go ahead. Uh huh..." He hung the phone up

He grimaced, "Depper got his in the subway."

"How?" Cranston asked.

"Knife in the back," Cardona said. "Died instantly. No outcry. No one
knew
he was dead till the crush thinned out and he fell to the floor."

"Eye w tnesses?"

"Nah... nobody realized anything was wong! The killer stabbed himand
beat it out of the train, I'lIl bet. I'Il bet too that the killer wasn't on the
train when the corpse hit the deck."

"Mmm " Cranston thought, then said, "Fromwhat | heard this afternoon
Depper has knifed enough people on his own."

"Literal l y?"

"No. Cheating, bad business... that kind of thing," said Cranston. Then

he
sai d, "CGot Depper's address?"
"Sure. | got all their addresses last night."
"Shall we go?"
"Sure."
In the police car, Cranston made conversation. "Read the papers, Joe?"
"Some. "
" 'Constant Reader' has had tinme to take pen in hand and express
hi msel f."
"Yeah, | read some of them Dillies, aren't they?"
"The general tenor seenms to be that they saw the murder and when they saw
it they knew the detective in the playlet was wong... that it wasn't Honer

El wood at all."

"What's his real name agai n?"

"Eric Jam son."

The driver of the car turned the siren on. Cardona snapped, "Turn that
damm thing off!"

"Yeah, sure. Sorry." The driver didn't |ook sorry, but puzzled. Cardona
must be having troubl e.

"Everyone, including Johnny Brokaw, seens to have the idea they' d be
better detectives than the police force," Cardona said, irritably.

" Br okaw has been bot hering you?"

"He's been on the phone with sone screwy idea or other about fifteen
times



today." Cardona stopped and said, "Didn't | tell you to turn that siren off."

"I did!'" The driver was indignant. "That's not fromour car. Look... down
the street there. That's a fire engine!"

"Ch no!" Cardona shook his head in disgust. "This is too rmuch! That house
that's on firel That's where Daniel Depper lived and ran his office!"

The whole top floor of the seven story buil ding was abl aze. Fl anes shot
high in the winter sky, red against the grey they | ooked even redder because
of
the contrast.

"What floor did he Iive on?" Cranston asked hopeful ly.

"The top," Cardona said, conpletely defl ated.

CHAPTER VI I |

STANDI NG on the street, they | ooked at the busy firenen. Cranston said,
"We' || just be in the way here."

"Let's have sone coffee till they have it under control." Cardona agreed.
They stepped across the serpentine coils of hose that filled the street in
front of Depper's house.

Across the street in a lunch counter, the two friends sat and si pped

their
cof fee and watched the firemen goi ng about their business of outwitting man's
ol dest friend, and eneny. There was no snoke com ng fromthe roof now.

"Fi rebug besides being a killer?" Cardona asked.

"l don't think so. The fire in the studio was for a reason. | think this
one was set for a reason too. Wuldn't be surprised if the reason was one of
t he causes of Depper's death."

"Coul d be," Cardona said tiredly. The firenmen were just about finished

NOW.
Cranston gul ped down the |ast of coffee and said, "Say, | neant to ask
you
before, but things have been popping so fast | haven't had the chance."
"What ?"

"The novie film Is it devel oped?"

Looki ng even nore di sconsol ate, Cardona said, "Yeah. It's been devel oped.”

"Have you run it off yet?"

“Uh huh."

"Wl ?"

Cardona ran his hands through his thinning hair. "Wthout giving this
nmurderer credit for being a superman, do you think he could have known t hat
Jasper Twittle was going to nmake a novie of the tel evision show?"

"Seens pretty far-fetched, unless Twittle and the killer are friends."

"I know... | know. And yet... when | ran the filmoff... it was of the
kill."

"I see."

"Only thing I can figure is that the killer had a dumy filmtaken at
rehearsal maybe... and he switched it in!"

"1 wonder."

"Why woul d a smart character like our killer set fire to the studio, get
away froma group of people w thout anyone noticing it, clout Twittle on the
head, open the can of filmand then not fog it or set fire to it?"

"It doesn't seemto add up, at that."

"I'f on the other hand the killer had a dummy film and that was sw tched
in, why then the thing makes a little nore sense.”

"You think," Cranston said, "that there was sonme clue to the killer's
identity in the actual filmng of the nurder?"

"Some little thing that he got worried about when he heard Twittle was on
the way down..." Cardona poured his coffee down his throat and Iit a
cigarette.



"Knowi ng how unreliable eye witness testinony is, he figured he was safe even
i f
ten thousand people were watching the playlet. But he feared what woul d happen
if we could run the filmover and over again."

"Seens to ne if your hypothesis is correct, it shouldn't be too hard to
find which of the people concerned could have been a friend of Twittle."

"That little guy!" Cardona shook his head. "I couldn't get himout of
headquarters after he acted as overseer on developing the film Characters..
not hi ng but characters.™

They wal ked out of the |uncheonette.

Cranston said, "In one way, that's the nost inportant thing for us to
keep
inmnd in this case."

"Huh?" Cardona's attention was focussed on the buil ding across the

street.
From what he could see the top floor was gutted.

"They're all characters. Actors... who have a different slant on life
t han

the man in the street. They get so used to their little world of nake-believe
that they react differently to stimuli than an ordi nary person: They have a
different sense of val ues, we nust renenber."

"I see what you nean."

"For instance," Cranston said as they wal ked across the street, "take the
qgquestion of billing. An agent friend of mne was telling me this afternoon
t hat
he had just lived through a fight with two of his acts. He booked both acts,
both men, into the sane hotel

"They both were maki ng the same anmobunt of nobney. But one was booked in as
the star act and the other as the 'extra added attraction.'"

"Sounds like they're big tine."

"They are. That's what nakes this so curious. The star got upset because
the other had the 'added attraction' billing. So he started a feud."

"A feud? That's kind of stupid isn't it? Customers don't like that."

"Well... this was a rather unusual feud. Let's say both their acts were
to
run thirty mnutes. That's a long tinme for a single to perform"

"It is indeed." Cardona was interested now.

"The feud began this way. The star, on the first night perforned for
thirty-five mnutes instead of half an hour."

" And?"

"The 'extra added attraction' got annoyed so when he cane on he perforned
for forty mnutes!”

"Ye gods!"

"That was at the first, or supper show It got worse! At the nidnight
show
the 'added attraction' stayed on for three quarters of an hour. The other went
on and stayed on for an hour!"

"Isn't that stupid!"

"Yep. The agent was trying to beat sone sense into their heads when
left... but I doubt if he'll be able to get anything done."

"They'll both wind up being cancelled out!"

"Sure, that's what ny agent friend is afraid of. But here are two grown
men engaged in a fight that neither can win, jeopardizing their professiona
lives for the sake of the difference between being the star act and the added
attraction act."

"To say nothing of the fact that they're making nore work for
t hensel ves... and not getting paid for it!"

"Right. I say we nust keep that kind of thing in mind in dealing with
t hese people.”

"You're so right,’

Cardona said as they went into the building. A fireman



saw them and wal ked over

"And where do you think you're goin'?"

Cardona fl ashed his badge on the fireman. "W don't think! W' re going
upstairs!”

"Li ke that, huh?" The fireman got out of the way.

The el evator only went up to the fl oor bel ow where the fire had been. The
operator said, "I don't think | better go all the way up yet."

"Ckay. One flight won't kill us," Cardona said as he and Cranston heel ed
and toed their way out of the car and up the stairs.

VWhinsically, as is the way with fires, the door to the apartnent was
uninjured: As a matter of fact, it was still |ocked on the inside.

They | ooked at the door standing all by itself. The wall around the door
was gone. They could see into what remai ned of the apartment.

There had once been an office in this roomthey saw, as they stepped over
a charred jagged remant of wall. In the center of the roomwas the skel eton
of
a desk.

Wth their backs to them two filing cabinets stood al nbst conpletely
uni njured. They were netal and the fire had nessed up the paint on them but
that was all.

Cardona said, "What |uck!"

"You think so..."

"Sure; the fire couldn't have injured anything in the filing cabinets..
maybe we can get a line on Depper's affairs after all!l™

They wal ked around and | ooked at the front of the cabinets. Cardona
groaned. The doors were pulled all the way out. A pile of ash in front of the
cabi nets showed that the one who had set the fire had enptied the contents of
the cabinets on the floor.

"That woul d have been too nuch to hope for,'

Cranston said. "Qur killer
is
no fool!"

"But |1'm beginning to feel |ike one,’
ar ound
the remains of the apartment. The metal coils of a couch and an armchair as
wel | as the bent shape of a typewiter were the only other things in this
room

Cardona answered as he wal ked

Water was an inch deep around their feet as they wal ked i nto what once
was
a bedroom Cardona said, "An office and a bedroom.. there was a one-track
m nded boy."

"The one track was pretty unpleasant, too." Cranston said

"You got some dirt on himfromyour agent friend, didn't you? Anything
useful ?"

"Just what | told you before, that Depper was not a very nice person,"
Cranston said, "and that's the understatenent of the week."

"We better let the fire departnment take over sifting these ashes,”
Car dona

sai d.

A dry voice said, "Thanks."

They turned around. A fire chief stood in the doorway.

"Hi, Wardlow," Cardona said. "Can you tell how this was torched?"

"Not yet, but give ny boys down in the lab tinme and they'll tell you,"
t he

big, bluff, hearty, red cheeked nman said.

They left the building. In the police car, Cranston said, "Have you read
the script of the playlet?"

"lI've read it and |'ve | ooked at the novie filmtill I"mblue in the
face.
But | don't get anything fromthem"

Cranston took his copy out of his pocket. He pointed to the list of



characters. Next to their nanmes he had pencilled their real names.

The list read, Eliot Mannix - Charters. There was an X next to his nane.

Maria Manni x - Teddy Page

Letty Branner - Iris Harrison

Homer Elwood - Eric Jam son

Roddy Hogan - after this was a series of question marks.

Vic Todd - Victor Bl ane

Bob Dorry - Johnny Brokaw

Cary Cunmings - Director

Danny Depper - agent. This too had an X

Cardona | ooked at the list. "Wo's Roddy Hogan?"

"The invisible man," Cranston said. "I wondered the first time |I read the
list, for he wasn't in the show | saw on the tel evision broadcast. There were
just the two girls and four nmen, not five."

"We'll ask Cummings about that."

"It may be one of the things to tell us whether the novie filmwe have is
the real one or a duplicate that's been switched in."

"How s that ?"

"Looks to ne as if he were meant to be in the show and then for sone
reason was taken out. If he was in all the rehearsals and not in the rea
show,

we' Il know about the film Was there a stranger in the filmyou saw?"
Corrugating his forehead, Cardona | ooked out the w ndow of the speeding
car. "Talk about eye witness testinony... | don't renenber."

"W can check easily enough."

"What's the other way of checking the fil nP"

"A ball of fire," Cranston said cryptically. The car drove up in front of
headquarters. They got out of it.

Bef ore Cardona could ask the neaning of this, a uniformed policenman cane
up to him

"Phew," he said, "the comm ssioner is hopping like crazy. He wants to see
you, but quick."

"Wyul dn't you know," Cardona swore under his breath.

"Want me to cone along to ease the tension?" Cranston sml ed.

"That'd be a life saver."

"Where is he?" Cardona asked the policeman.

"Up in the projection roomlooking at that movie."

They hurried to nmeet the commissioner. He was sitting in the dark as they
cane in. On the little projection screen the filmhad come to the point in the
pl ayl et where Manni x, or Charters, was sitting looking into the firepl ace.

The door on the screen opened as Cardona and Cranston sat down next to
t he
conmi ssi oner. Through the door the hand with the gun cane into view

Cranston gl anced at the conmi ssioner. He was | eaning forward, al
attention on the screen. Cranston | ooked at the screen just as the finger
ti ghtened on the trigger

There was a blast fromthe rmuzzle of the gun, followed a split second
later by a little corona of light just this side of Charters. They saw the
actor's head jolt forward. Then he fell into the fireplace.

"Cut." The conmissioner called. The screen went blank. The conm ssi oner
turned to Cardona and opened his nouth. Before anything could cone out,
Cranst on spoke.

"Joe, that's the real film there's been no switch!"

That shut up the commi ssioner. He | ooked from Cardona's face to
Cranston's.

Cardona said, "You're sure?"

"Pretty positive. W'll have to check with Cunmings about the invisible
man before | can be a hundred percent positive."

"That did it," Comn ssioner Weston said, with his voice sounding as
pl easant as a nail scratching on a blackboard. "Of course, 1'"'monly the



conmi ssi oner of police. | suppose there's no reason why | should know what's
goi ng on!

"I nvisible man, switched filns, nurder on a television show .. mnurder in
t he subway! Has everyone gone nmad?"

CHAPTER | X

CARDONA added another factor for the commissioner's tirade; he said,
"Don't |eave out the small factor of "a ball of fire.""

Puffing his upper lip out till he | ooked even nore like C. Aubrey Snith
t han usual, Conm ssioner Weston storned. "I won't stand for being kept in the
dark this way. Both of you stop it and tell me what this is all about. You
start, Lanont!"

"Hol d your horses.'
t hat
cane over Weston's face. Instead he asked Cardona, "Is there a phone in here
in
t he projection booth?"

"Yeah, right over behind that pillar.

Cranston went to the phone and heard Weston bark at Cardona, "Wo's he
calli ng?"

"I"'msorry, Comm ssioner, but | don't know. "

Both the irate conm ssioner and his honicide ace sat and |istened as
Cranston got his nunber. He said, "Cary? Cary Cummings? This is Lanont

Cranston paid no attention to the apoplectic | ook

Cranston. 1'd like a piece of information. Wo is Roddy Hogan?"
There was a silence and then they heard Cranston say, "I see, thank you
very much."

The conmi ssioner | ooked threateningly at Cardona, who said nothing till
Cranston was reseated with them Then he asked, "Wo is the invisible man?"

"Cunmm ngs. "

"Huh? | don't get it!"

"Cunmm ngs was going to pull an Orson Welles and wite the playlet, direct
it, and then act it. At the last mnute, when Carol's dress was torn to
shr eds,
he dropped out. His part wasn't inmportant anyhow, and he edited his part out
of

the scripts that they studied from | happened to get a script which still had
t he Hogan nane on the first page."
"I see."

Bef ore Weston coul d expl ode, as seened i nminent, Cranston said, "Have you
wonder ed about that torn dress at all?"

"I'n what way? W saw the costune all torn." Cardona | ooked puzzl ed.

"I ndubitably the costunme was ripped. How does that explain anything?"

"Sure! That's right! If the costume was torn, nobody'd be able to play

t he

part. How cone... that other broad took over?"
"There's another part to the problem™
"Wat ?"

Nei t her of the men seemed to be paying any attention at all to Wston. He
was puffing Iike a walrus.

"Let us say that the costune was ripped, as it was. How does that explain
why Carol Sterne had nothing on under her coat but her underwear?"

Cardona sl apped his forehead. "Yipe!" he said in nmock dismay. "I mssed
that one!"

"You seemto have been missing quite a lot!" Weston said. "Wat's al
this
about a girl with no clothes on?"

They gave hima precis of what had happened. Wen they finished he | ooked
even nmore puzzled and annoyed. He said, "Correct me if I'mwong. Two nen have



been killed and you still have no idea at all of what's behind it? No shred of
a clue to the notivation?"

Car dona nodded.

"I wouldn't say that. If I'mright as to who the killer is, then | know
the notive." Cranston smled. He got up and said, "Don't be too hard on Joe,
Conmi ssioner. This is a tough one and he's doi ng everything humanly possible
to
get to the solution.™”

Cranst on waved goodbye to Cardona and gave hima w nk which said, "That
shoul d have spiked him"

Lanont Cranston, hat at a debonair angle, wal ked into the | obby of the
hotel. He saw a |ine of house phones on a counter. He went to it and asked the
operator for the roomof Carol Sterne. He was connected with room 1544. He
said, "Carol ?"

She said, "Johnny?"

"Sorry to disappoint you. This is Lanont Cranston. May | see you for a
coupl e of m nutes?"

"OfF course. You wait right there. I'lIl be right down."

"Wyul dn't your room be nore private than the | obby?"

She giggled with real anusement. "You rmay know a | ot of things, M.
Cranston, but | can see you don't know the first thing about wonen's hotels."
She hung up after saying she'd be right down.

It was only then that Cranston | ooked around the |obby. O wonen, young,
old, well preserved, badly dressed, smartly dressed, there was a plethora. But
of men there was no sign

He realized then that it was an arrangenment like the Allerton House for
worren, which allows no nmen guests at all

He smiled at hinmself. If he'd attenpted to go up to Carol's room a house
not her or matron woul d have been at his heels. And they, he knew, are nuch
nor e
punctilious than hotel detectives.

She bounced across the |obby in a way that was very easy on the eyes. He
smiled hello.

"Hi, M. Cranston... |'ve been neaning to ask you. Did they let that poor
prop man Sel kirk out of jail yet? That was silly. You know as well as | do
t hat
Sel kirk never did it!"

"No," Cranston wondered how the young reporter had made out with the

i ntervi ew which had been arranged with the prisoner. "No, he's still in
dur ance
vile, But... I'd bet a lot of nobney he won't be nuch | onger."

"I"'mso glad. One other question," she said, "have you seen anything of
Johnny?"

"Not a sign. He's been calling police headquarters all day however. He
keeps getting ideas which he insists the police drop everything and take care
of ."

"And after he prom sed ne!" She | ooked angry. It didn't fit her young
pretty face at all.

Cranston realized that every wonan in the | obby was | ooking at him He
said, "I feel as conspicuous as if | were in a Turkish Bath on Ladies Night.
Can't we go get a drink?"

"By all means." She took himby the arm She I ed himacross the | obby to
a
gl ass door. He opened it for her and then stepped into a garishly lighted
store.

Cranston squinted at all the neon. She had taken himliterally, about a
drink. It was a soda fountain. She was already seated at the fountain.

She called, "MI|k shake, vanilla."



The clerk | ooked at Cranston. "I'll have the sane."”

"Now t hen," she said, "what can | do for you?"

Cranston idly watched the soda jerk making the drinks and said casually,
"I"'d like the truth of why you had no dress on | ast night and why the ot her
girl took your place."

That set her back a bit. She gul ped and said, "But... but we tal ked about
that last night. I found ny costunme all ripped..

"What costune did she wear?"

Carol let the air out of her with a whoosh. "So that's what's been
bothering you. I'"'ma nine and that was the only size nine they had on hand.
She
wears a twelve or fourteen."

"They had other dresses in her size on hand?"

"Sure, that's nmuch nore conmon. |I'maquite small.’

She sniled and sucked
at
the straws in her mlk shake.

Looki ng at her, Cranston could visualize her a couple of years ago
shari ng
her soda through an extra straw with her boy friend. She couldn't be nore than
twenty, he realized, |ooking at her in the neon light. Neverthel ess he said in
a harsh voice, "And what happened, to your dress?"

She took a deep suck on the straw and said, "Ch, oh, | wondered when
somebody was going to ask that!"

He waited.

"I didn't nention that, because... | don't know. | know it sounds silly,
but I don't."

"Can you clarify that any?"

"Well..." She paused, getting it straight in her own nmind, if her face
was
any indication. "I went to the studio early for the |ast dress rehearsal, and

it
was only then that we heard that Cary wasn't going to act in the thing after
all.”

"Umm | know about that. Do you know why he changed his mi nd?"

"No. Now that | cone to think of it, | don't. He just said sonething
about
there'd been a last m nute change in plans."

"I see... go ahead about your street dress."

"After he said he was dropping the character out of the play, we went out
to get dressed. | slipped out of ny dress and opened the box that ny costune
was in. | took it out and laid it over a chair while | put the finishing

touches to a manicure I'd just had at the beauty parlor. The polish was stil
a
little tacky. 1'd touched sonething and nade a nail snudge."

Cranston waited patiently, hoping she'd cone to the point.

She did. "I slipped ny dress off before | went over ny nails. | put it on
a hook near the door of the dressing roomwhere | always hang it.

"I took the costume out of the box. | held it up in front of ne... |
wanted to cry when | saw what had happened to it. It was such a lovely
dress. ..

"I put it to one side to get back into ny own dress so | could go out and
tell Cary what had happened. But when | went for the dress it had happened!"

"Wat ?"

"My dress! It was gone... and | just bought it a week ago. It was a
| ovel y
thing, princess style, except for alittle bowin the back and a..."

Cranston held up his hand to halt the fashion notes. "You would have
heard
someone come into the dressing room wouldn't you?"

"They didn't have to cone into the room.. you see | hung it right near



the door. Al they had to do was open the door enough so that their hand coul d
cone in and swi pe the dress."

"l see. You saw no flicker of novenent?"

"Not a thing. | was concentrating on ny nails."

Havi ng seen wonen manicuring their nails, Cranston knew that nothing | ess
than a four gun salute would attract their attention. It could have happened
as
she described it. Cardona was going to be di sappoi nt ed.

"Who was it?" she asked ingenuously.

"l don't know. At least not for sure. If | knewthat |I'd be able to have
some handcuffs put on the killer."

She nmade a little shriek. "It was the nurderer who stole ny dress?
thought it was Iris. She's such a cat. She wanted my part so desperately.”

"I'f it was she, then in all probability she's the killer!"

Carol examined his face. "But you don't think she was the killer, do
you?"

He shook his head and threw some silver on the counter to pay for the
drinks. The soda jerk pushed the noney back to him

"Pay on your way out, sir."

"Ch, of course.” They wal ked toward the cashier's desk.

Cranston said, "lI'malnost positive the killer was a nman."

She | ooked rmuch nore upset. Evidently she'd been quite happy considering
Iris Harrison the nurderer. She said, "You don't think Selkirk did it... you
don't think either of the girls... or I... didit..."

"I don't think any of the technicians did it."

"That rules out a lot of people." The thought struck her. She said, "Wy,
that |eaves only Cary Cummings or Victor Blane!"

"No," Cranston said, "you've left out one possibility. Johnny Brokaw. "

CHAPTER X

IT was a case of speak of the devil. For as Cranston and Carol left the
drugstore and went back into the hotel |obby, Johnny Brokaw, hair dishevel ed,
a
cigarette stuck to the corner of his nouth, was yelling into a house-phone,
"What do you mean she's not in her roonf? She said she'd wait there for ne!"

Carol called, "Johnny, |I'mover here!"

He sl ammred t he phone down on the hook and turned around. He was stil
angry. He | ooked even angrier when he saw that Carol was with a man. Then they
could see himrealize that it was Cranston. Brokaw relaxed. Hi s face broke
into
a boyish snmile. He said, "Hi, kids."

"What are you all in a hassle about?" Carol asked.
He was near them now. "What am | fussed up about? A killer busy knocki ng
of f everyone connected with the show and you not in your room | pictured you

cut up in small pieces feeding the fishes in the Hudson."

"Johnny... your feet," the girl said, "look at them"

Cranston and Brokaw | ooked at Brokaw s feet. They were wet wth slush.
"What about thenP" Brokaw asked.
"You don't have any rubbers on! And you said you would till the snow was
" She shook her head dol efully.
He | aughed and said, "M . Cranston, you have pull with the police, don't

over!

you?"

"Do I ?" Cranston smil ed.

"Yes, you do. | saw that Cardona character with you. He waits for you to
speak up before he dares to have in idea!"

Poor Joe, Cranston thought. That would burn himif he had heard it. "What
are you getting at?"

"I know who killed Charters. And if | can prove that, it should nean that



the sane killer did for Depper, no?"

"Per haps, what's your proof?"

"A gun!" said Brokaw, his young face set. Cranston could see that he was
pretending to be the naster detective that he portrayed on the tel evision
show.

"What kind of a gun?"

"A .22 target pistol. You know the kind, a .22 on a .45 frane."

Cranst on nodded. Yes indeed, he knew the kind. The heavy .45 frame took
the recoil. The light .22 bullet was cheap for target shooting. Mst good
shots
practiced with target pistols of that description. "Were is the gun?"
Cranston
asked.

“In the killer's desk!" Brokaw said with the sane air that he cl eaned up
the nystery at the end of the Bob Dorry show

"And who is the possessor of the weapon?" Cranston asked curiously.

"The killer, like 1've been trying to convince those bl ockheaded cops al
day!"

"Johnny Brokaw " Carol said, "Stop making |ike a nystery man! Wo?"

"Vic," Brokaw whi spered, |ooking around the crowded | obby as though
suspecting spies in the woodworKk.

"That's interesting. Shall we go | ook at the gun?" Cranston asked.

"Sure. I'll show you where it is. | didn't even think of it |ast night,
but this norning when | got up and began thinking of the nmurder Iast night,
renmenbered Vic braggi ng about how good a shot he was! | didn't connect it up,
right away. Not till | read in the papers that a .22 had killed Charters."

"That's right," Carol said, "the gun in the show was bigger than that,
wasn't it?"

"It was a .38," Cranston said, as they left the hotel |obby. So Victor
Bl ane had a .22 on a .45 frame. That was very interesting.

Blane lived in one of those pseudo-fancy theatrical hotels just off
Br oadway. Cranston | ooking about himas they entered and t hought, all these
pl aces look as if they were nolded in the same place and then dropped at
certain localities. They all seemed to conme equi pped with the sanme type of
wi se
guy young-old bell hops and desk cl erks.

"Bl ane, " Brokaw said, "Room 615."

The clerk | ooked up fromhis racing form "So what do you want ne to do?
Turn handspri ngs?"

Brokaw set his jaw. "W want you to give hima ring and say we're on the
way up."

"What do you think this is, the Ritz? Take the elevator."

The clerk went back to inproving the breed.

In the elevator, the operator stared at Carol. Brokaw said, "How about
eyes right, bud, before | put themthat way!"

"Sure, anything to oblige, boss," the operator said, wenching his eyes
of f Carol

On the sixth floor, they wal ked down the corridor to Blane's room Brokaw
rapped his knuckles on the door. There was no answer. He rapped again. He
sai d,
"That blasted clerk. He let us conme up knowi ng that Blane was out. It's a
wast ed
trip."

Carol opened her hand bag. "Maybe it's not conpletely wasted." Somewhere
in the hidden and nysterious recesses of her bag, underneath thirty or so
di fferent objects, she found a key with a tag on it. She gave this to Cranston
and said, "Sonmetimes a hotel key will work on other doors."

He smiled and put the key in the key way. He turned sharply. The | ock



didn't turn. He stepped in close to the door. He pressed the key slightly to
the I eft and hol ding the doorknob in his other hand, he pressed hard and at
t he

same time lifted. He jiggled the key. The conbi nati on of the pressing and
turni ng made the key work. It clicked open

Br okaw sai d, "Count that day |ost which sees the setting sun go down on
no
new t hi ng | earned!"

Cranston opened the door. It was just a hotel room A bed, a chair, two
wi ndows, a radio, coin operated, a basket next to the bed, and to one side of
the bed, a bureau that was a conplete inventory of the room Include two bad
prints on the wall and you have a blueprint of the average four dollar a day
hotel room

Cranston stepped to the bureau. He opened the top drawer. Brokaw said,
"This is slightly illegal, no?"

"It's slightly illegal, yes.'

Cranston said. There, right in front of
hi m

under a shirt, was the target pistol. He picked it up. Just then there was a
knock on the door.

He spun around. The door slammed open. It had been kicked open by a
rat her
| arge foot. The large foot was fastened to a fat nmiddle aged titan with a set
heavy face. His jow s quivering, the fat man | ooked pop eyed at the gun in
Cranston's hand.

The words that had been tumbling out of his pudgy |ips, sonething about
"Open up in there, this is the hotel dick," died on his nouth.

Hi s hands held high at his sides, he | ooked scared. His ordinarily beefy
red face was white. He did not | ook happy.

Cranston said in a surprisingly mld voice, "Hello, Rourke. Been a |ong
tinme."

"Cranston!" The breath whooshed back into the hotel detective's lungs. He
said, "You gotta admit it's alittle bit of a surprise to get sent up here by
the desk clerk to throw some people out and find a guy pointing all that
artillery at you!"

"I can see howit nmight be alittle surprising,” Cranston said.

Brokaw, his detecting instincts aroused, said, "We're trapping a killer!

The tel evision nurder... that's the nurder gun!”

"No kiddin"?" Rourke said.

"No ki ddi ng?" another voice said. "This is very pretty: Shall | phone
down

for cocktails? Not that | renenber inviting anyone here!" Victor Bl ane said.

"Keep the gun on him" Brokaw said, "he's the killer!"

Bl ane | ooked from Brokaw s excited face to his gun in Cranston's hand and
fromthere to Rourke's face. He said calmy, "Nice to see you when for once
you're not saying, 'Get that girl outa the room!"

Rour ke shrugged his shoul ders. "A guy's gotta job he's gotta do it."

Carol turned around in surprise. She started to giggle. She pointed to
t he
door through which still another person was coming. She said, "This is getting
like that Marx Brothers picture where all the people get into the stateroom"”

Joe Cardona wal ked into the room He |ooked around in some surprise. The
roomwas getting a bit crowded. There was Carol and Johnny, Cranston and
Rour ke
and Victor Blane. Cardona said heavily, "lI've got a warrant."

They all |ooked at him For the first time the atnosphere got heavy.

Br okaw | ooked out of the corners of his eyes at Bl ane. Bl ane | ooked at
Car dona.

"Put your hands out, Brokaw. " He took a pair of handcuffs out of his
pocket .

"I arrest you for the nmurder of Lawrence Charters and the death of Daniel



Depper." He grabbed Brokaw s arm and flipped one cuff around his wist. The
other he fastened to his own wrist.

There was no sound in the roomafter the click of the handcuffs. Rourke
| ooked fromthe handcuffs to the gun in Cranston's hand. He shook his head and
t hen | ooked fromthe gun to Bl ane.

Cranston put the gun back in the bureau drawer. He said, "You' ve got a
license for this, of course, Blane?"

"OfF course. If you sniff the muzzle you'll see that it hasn't been fired
in nmonths."

"I know," said Cranston as Brokaw, pulled by Cardona, left the room "In
any event, the .22 bullet that killed Charters came froma .38, not fromthis
.22."

CHAPTER Xl

CAROL, |ooking twenty years ol der, said, as Cardona and Brokaw | eft the
room "My | come along with Johnny?"

Cranst on nodded and took her arm She hadn't said anything el se. She was
probably in shock. There wasn't a sign of enmotion on her face. She just |ooked
old. The hysterics, if there were to be any, would cone | ater when this had
really seeped in.

At headquarters the prop man, Tony Sel kirk was at the desk as they
entered. He said, "This housing shortage is really serious! They had to let ne
go when they arrested Brokaw. Needed the cell." He tried to snmile. It wasn't
much of a success.

"You're still a material witness. And don't forget it!" Cardona said, as
he unl ocked the handcuffs from Brokaw and hinself. Cranston and Carol were in
t he background. They stayed there while Brokaw went through the standard
fingerprint and photograph routine.

She said nothing as Brokaw was | ed away. She said nothi ng when Sel kirk
left. She still was silent when Cranston guided her into Cardona's room

"What's your case agai nst the boy?" Cranston asked.

"Not in front of her," Cardona said grimy.

"My dear," Cranston said to Carol, "do you want to wait outside for ne?
And don't worry too much. I'Il be out in a mnute or so."

Head hel d high, nouth set in a straight line, the girl left. Cardona
| ooked after her admiringly. "Wat a thoroughbred!"

"She's taking it well," Cranston agreed. "Now Joe, spin your story. Have
you found out something since | saw you | ast?"

Cardona | eaned back in his swivel chair and ran his hands through his
hai r
tiredly. "Plenty." He thought a moment. Then he repeated, "Plenty. Sane notive
in both murders.”

"You finally found a notive," Cranston said.

"The best and ol dest one in the world. The oldest two in the world. Sex
and noney," Cardona said, as though that settled everything. "First, sex.
Depper and Charters were both on the make for Carol Sterne, and | nmean on the
make!

"Depper went all out. The regular routine... the ring... promse of
marriage... the works!

"Charters got her a fur coat instead of a ring, but the routine was the
same. "

"Where'd you find this out?"

"Tal king to people who worked with them |'ve been a busy little bee
today," Cardona said, "but let me go on. There was a fight between Charters
and

Br okaw. Brokaw flattened himwi th one punch. He stood over him and said that
he'd kill himif he didn't lay off!"
"And Depper?" Cranston asked.



Cardona whi stled. "That was a beaut. Brokaw wi ped up the floor with him™"

"Anot her fight."

"And what a fight. Depper was out of circulation for a nonth after it.
That was two nmont hs ago. "

"Where does the noney cone in?"

"Cumm ngs and Carol Sterne were just signed up with an i ndependent
produci ng conmpany out in Hollywood. Some kind of a good deal. Cummings to
wite
and direct with Carol to star. Lots of dore m."

"And?" Cranston prodded.

"And Depper was Carol's business agent as well as her booking agent."

"Ch oh..."

"Yeah," Cardona said. "He'd sold a hundred and ten per cent of her. She
couldn't make any noney no matter how rmuch she was paid. It was one of those
deal s where she'd have to pay plenty to buy herself back."

That happened only too often, Cranston knew. Sone very well known
performers had had the sanme experience. Depper, supposedly acting in Carol's
best interest, had sold pieces of her, just as you sell pieces of stock

"I f Brokaw beat the daylights out of Depper for making a pass at her, you
can i magi ne how he rmust have felt when he found out about the swindle."

"I see."

There was a silence. Then Cranston asked, "How about the mechanics of the
television kill?"

"I see it like this. Brokaw figured that since he was acting in the
pl ayl et as a detective, he'd be the least likely to be suspected. Because he
was in love with Carol he didn't even want her on the set when the nurder was
goi ng on, so he ripped up her costume and then to nake sure she had to go
hore,
he swi ped her street dress.

"That done, he figured she was safe and he could go ahead with his
nmur der .

He knew just when the prop nan was going to fire the blank. He was off the
set,
with the other actors, but he knew just where Charters would be sitting. After

all, they had rehearsed the thing over and over again. Everyone had to be in a
specific place. So... he was off the set with the two girls and Blane and Eric
Jam son. 1've questioned them They just wal ked behind the set and stood there

talking for a mnute. Then, and this was when he committed the murder, just
bef ore he knew the bl ank was due to be shot off, he said something to them
about being thirsty.

"He wal ked off to the water cool er, which happens to be on a straight
l'ine
with the fireplace on the set. The door onto the set, you remenber, was opened
by Sel kirk, the prop man. Al Brokaw did was stand at the water cooler and as
Sel ki rk brought the gun up to fire, Brokaw shot over Sel kirk's shoul der! The
two shots bl ended as one. The bl ank covered the sound of the real shot. He
used
a .22 so it wuldn't nmake too nuch noise... so that the extra sound woul dn't
give his gaff away!"

"Have you found the gun you think he used?"

"Nope, it's probably at the bottom of the Hudson by now. That's why he
used a knife on Depper in the subway! Then, and this is the repeat you see, he
set fire to the set because he was afraid that nmaybe we could find sonethi ng
out about the angle of the shot. He fired the set so as to upset things enough
so we coul d never prove exactly where the shot came from

"The second fire, the one in Depper's apartnment, he set so as to destroy
the records of the transactions where the agent had sold off Carol! The fire
took care of that for him Now there's no record of the transaction, Depper is
dead, no one can prove that Carol was ever sol d!

"He's in the clear, he figures, and as soon as the heat is off he goes to



Hol | ywood, nmarries Carol, and he's in on the dough she makes out there!™

"How are you going to prove the knifing in the subway?"

"I can't. As near as | can see that was a perfect nurder! But he can only
fry once. 1'll nail himfor the sources of Charters. That | got proof about."
Cardona reached under his desk and brought out a cardboard box. It was
rectangul ar, about two inches deep and two feet |ong.

Cranston | eaned forward as Cardona slipped the string off the box.

"This is one of the little things that are going to take care of
Br okaw. . .
renenber, we can prove by eye witnesses that he was the only one away fromthe
other actors at the nonment when Charters was shot. The others alibi each
ot her.

Cunmi ngs was out front next to the canmera, in full view of twenty people.
Bl ane
and Jami son, Iris Harrison and Teddy Page each cover each ot her
"Carol was out somewhere. We know she wasn't in the studio."”
"l alibi her," Cranston said. He snmiled as Cardona did a double take. He

was still taking the string off the box.
"How s that ?"
"She was out trailing me! | net her in the subway right after | saw the

murder on the tel evision screen. She could not have cone down fromthe studio
that fast after the kill."

"Ckay. That just makes it tighter for Brokaw. " Cardona had the box open
Inside it was a dress. He took it out and held it up. He | ooked quite
ridiculous. He stood up with the dress in front of himas though he were
nodeling it.

It was quite small. Cranston remenbered what Carol had said about a size
ni ne. He asked, "Wiere did you find it? In Brokaw s possession?"

"He's not that stupid. No, he thought he was being real cute. We found a
key in his rooms. It was a key fromone of those | ockers in the subway. |
rousted out one of the nmen who runs the |ockers. He was with ne when | opened
the | ocker and found the dress."

"I see," Cranston said.

"Brokaw was nmaking all that noise about how good a shot Blane is! Wll,
in
the Arny, Brokaw had every kind of sharpshooter medal and record." Cardona
grinned. "That won't help hima bit in court. Selkirk's gonna nmake a fine
wi tness in court because he's mad. He figures that Brokaw framed him He was a
witness to both fights that Brokaw had with the two dead nen!"

Cranston | ooked at the ceiling, deep in thought, Cardona |eaned forward
over the dress which he had replaced in the box. Anxious to convince Cranston,

he said, "Look... notive, the best in the world... opportunity... he was the
only one without an alibi at Charters' nmurder."
Cardona held his fingers up and ticked off each item "I've checked; when

Depper was stabbed in the subway, Brokaw was out. He's got no alibi for the
time involved. He's a sharp-shooter. The key for the | ocker with the dress was
in his possession..."

"And one last thing!" Cardona | ooked triunmphant. "Everyone who knows him
has seen himwhittling at one tine or another with one of those spring pocket
knives! It had a four inch blade!"

Feeling that his case was conpl ete, Cardona |eaned back. He said, "You
with me? You figure | got a case?"

"Ch, you've got a case all right. Wth a good D. A you could send Brokaw
to the chair. There's only one drawback."

"Yeah, what? | can take care of anything you bring up! Let's see what you
got ?"

"Just this," Cranston said standing up. "You' ve got the wong man!"

"Ch no... you can't do this to ne, Lanont! It's gotta be Brokaw... he's
the only one that could have fired the shot!"

"You' ve got that wong too. Selkirk fired the shot that killed Charters!™



Cardona sl unped back in his chair. "You nmean | gotta re-arrest the guy?"

"No, he's not the killer. He was the innocent instrument of the nurderer
Hs finger pulled the trigger. But he didn't know he was shooting a bullet at
Charters. Only the murderer knew that!"

Cranston was at the door. Cardona junped up fromhis chair. He said,

"Hey,
you can't leave ne now. Tell me..." But the phone on his desk rang. He swore.
He

picked it up and barked, "Waddya want? Ch... it's you, Conmi ssioner... well,

it'slike this..."

G osing the door behind him Cranston |left as Cardona was saying, "Sure,
I
got himin a cell right now 1'll come and tell you ny case right now.
Except, "
his voice | owered. "Except Cranston says |'mwong."

CHAPTER Xl

THERE was not hing to show that anything unusual had ever happened in this
buil di ng. Cranston | ooked about him It was the office building that housed
t he
tel evision station. The even tenor of the old way of |ife had been resuned.

Going up in the elevator, Cranston's arm pressed agai nst his chest. He
heard a rattle of paper. He smled grimy. It was the report fromthe fire
department | aboratory. That should help trap the real killer

He stepped out of the elevator. He knew that nobst of the people concerned
in the fatal show were to be on hand tonight for another show. He opened the
door of the television station. He saw Cummings talking to a couple. They were
Vic Blane and Iris Harrison.

Cunmi ngs was sayi ng as Cranston approached, "Now | want this done ny way.
Forget everything you think you know about acting and do it nmy way for a

change! "

Bl ane grinned but said not hing.

The announcer, a tall, good | ooking young man, watched with wy
amusenent .

It was obviously a scene that he had watched often. Cranston realized, | ooking
at him that he didn't know the announcer's nanme. It was the same man who had
announced the deadly playlet of the night before. Cranston wal ked to himand
asked, "May | have your nane?"

The announcer said, "Sure, Jay Barshall. Why?"

"Just for the record,"” Cranston said. He gestured at Cunm ngs. "Does
Cunmi ngs go through that routine often?"

"Everytime he directs. Why?"

"I's it usual ?"

"Mmm .. Cummings hans it up a bit nore than nost of the directors. But
it's paid him He's going to the Coast, you know. "

Noddi ng, Cranston wal ked over to Cunmi ngs. Cummi ngs was saying, "No
hysteri cs when he goes out the door. Stand perfectly still, Iris, and then
strai ghten your shoulders. Hold that for five seconds, then walk slowy across
the room Wen you get across the room suddenly pick up the vase of flowers
and throwit at the floor. I want the action to cone as a conplete surprise
Got it?"

Iris Harrison nodded wearily.

"And you," Cummi ngs said, "when you go to the door, Victor, don't slam
it.
Hold it open for a second, then begin to close it slowy. Wile you' re closing
it, I want you to register disappointnent. Just that. No faces... just |ook
di sappoi nted."

"I catch,"” Blane said. He | ooked at the door. He said, "Hey Tony! Good to



see you, kid!"

Cunmings said, "Selkirk! I knew the police would come to their senses!"”

"For a while there," Selkirk said sarcastically, "I began to wonder if |
was going to be able to come to work tonight." He wal ked off the set toward a
door at the end of the room He waved to two caneramen who were playing gin
rummy while waiting for the action to start.

Teddy Page, looking Iike an ad fromthe pages of Madenoiselle, was the
next to cone to work. She had her face set. She assiduously did not | ook
toward
the corner of the roomwhere Charters had died the night before. Wrknmen had
renoved all visible signs of the nurder

She said slowy, her voice husky, "lIs this the only studio we can work
in?"

"Yes, and forget about what happened | ast night," Cummings said sharply,
his thin face set. "It's over. Tonight's another night and another show Get
ready for rehearsal, Teddy."

She made a face but obeyed.

"Where's Carol ?" Cunm ngs asked.

"I doubt if she'll come to work tonight," Cranston said, but he was
W ong.
She came in as he spoke. Her face was poker still. She had been crying, that
he

could see. But nake-up hid nost of the ravages of enption

"That | eaves who?" Cunmings | ooked around. "Ch, Eric. Were's he?"

"Drunk," Teddy Page said quietly. "I saw himin the bar downstairs when |
cane in. He's all slopped up."

Cunmi ngs swore. He turned to one of the men in the studio. "Go down and
get him wll you? Get some black coffee in him W need him"

The man nodded and |l eft. Cranston | ooked about him Business going on as
usual was the order of the day. The show must go on. Corny as it sounded,
Cranston could see that all of the perforners were carrying on the tradition
wi t hout even realizing that they were. This was their work. It was a job and
it
had to be done.

Carol joined Iris and Victor Blane. She said, "Were are you up to?"

Bl ane pointed to a line on the script. She read it over. "l renenber
now, "
she said.
Cranston said, "Have you told anyone, Carol ?"
She shook her head. "It's not in the papers yet, | |ooked."
Teddy Page asked, "What cooks? Wat're you two jabbering about ?"
"Cranston can tell if he wants to," Carol said. Her lower |ip quivered

but aside fromthat she hid her feelings.

"Johnny Brokaw s been arrested for the nurder of Charters and Danny
Depper," Cranston said conversationally.

He watched their faces carefully. But they were, after all, actors,
trained to fake enotion. Their reaction was unani nous.

Cunmings voiced it. "That's utter rot. Johnny never killed anybody!"

"Of course not," Teddy Page said.

Iris Harrison said, "That's as ridiculous as arresting Sel kirk." She made
a face. "Leave it to the flatfoots!"

Victor Blane said, "OfF course | know about it. | was there when he was
arrested, but even so, | don't believe it. A punch in the nose, yes; |'ve seen
Johnny go berserk... but not a knife in the back. Never!"

"Nor a shot in the back of the head!" Teddy Page said resolutely.

"There are," Cranston said, taking a slip of paper out of his pocket,
"some things that are of interest in this case. For instance," he turned
sharply on Victor Blane, "where were you at four ten today?"

"Huh?" Bl ane | ooked puzzled. "Cee, | don't remenber... wait... | was in a
bar having a drink sonetinme around then... | think. But I'mnot sure. It could



have been later or earlier.”

"How about you, Cunm ngs?" Cranston asked the director

Scow i ng, Cunmings glared off into space, "That's a tough one. You know
you read in stories where people are questioned and they can tell precisely
what they were doing at thirty seconds past twelve o'clock. I... I'll have to
reconstruct it."

They waited silently. Even the technicians stopped their interm nable
puttering and watched the peopl e concerned.

"I have it, | think. | bought a hat at a store at Forty-Fifth sonetine
after three o' clock, then... | don't think |I did anything but go to the
club. ..

t he Monks, you know. It's a theatrical club. Soneone should be able to tel
when

| got there... and | didn't leave till after six." He stopped then and | ooked
at

Cranston... "Wy?"

The door opened then. The workman who'd been del egated to bring Eric
Jam son back had succeeded. Jam son, eyes unfocussed, nouth slack, was hangi ng
on the workman's arm He wobbl ed across the floor toward Cumm ngs; he wi ggl ed
his forefinger under the director's nose.

"An' wha' do ye want?" he said blurrily. "Watcha draggin' me out of a
nice warm bar for?" He stared at Cummings. "Huh? Wha' for? Tell ne that!"

"How much coffee did you get in hinP" Cumm ngs asked t he worknan.

"Three cups. Didn't do much good."

Cranston asked the drunken man, "Wiere were you at four o' clock today?
From four to ten after?"

"Huh?" Jam son asked. "Huh? Wat's that? Speak up man, don' nunble so!"

Cranston repeated the question. Cunmings said, sotto voce, "Bet he
doesn' t
even know what day it is."

"I heard that!" Jami son said, with too nuch dignity. "I heard it, you
dirty rat of a director! | know your kind!"

"Why is he a rat?" Cranston asked.

"No reason,"” the drunk said, "except that all directors are rats. You
gotta be a rat before you can be a director. Part of the rules.”

Cunmi ngs sl apped Jami son across the cheek. "That's enough, you sl oppy
pup!" Cunmings glared at the nan. "W have a rehearsal to get through. Now
answer M. Cranston's question! Then we'll get to work."

Jam son opened his eyes owishly, "Where was | at four ten? | wonder," he

mused. "I wonder. Maybe | was in a bar." He | ooked proud of hinmself. "Sure,
that's where | was... a bar!"

"What bar ?" Cumm ngs asked before Cranston coul d.

"Who knows?" Jam son shrugged happily. "Sone bar. | been in lots of bars.

Lots and lots of bars..." His voice trailed off.

A l ook of inspiration cane across his slack face. He tried to snap his
fingers but couldn't. He said happily. "I got it!" He beaned. "I know where
was. | was in a bar near a fire! Biggest fire | ever saw. Wole top floor of
buil ding went up. Pretty it was, too!"

Carol said, "He means the fire at Depper's house!"

Cranston nodded, "It would seemso. | don't imagine there was nore than
one such fire today."

"And you said the one who set the fire was the killer!" Carol said
breathl essly. "And you said it was a nman who was the killer... not a woman..."
Iris and Teddy | ooked at each other. "And... and Cunm ngs has an alibi for the
tine of the fire; so has Vvic!"

"Yes, only Eric seens to be out in the cold as far as that is concerned!"
Cranston said.

"Ah..." the drunk said unheedingly, "don't put poor little old Eric out
in
the cold, please don't..."



Cunmings said. "Does this nean, M. Cranston, that you don't think Brokaw
is the killer?"

Cranston said, "Yes."

Teddy Page pointed at Eric Jam son who was lurching toward her. "Get him
away... get that dirty killer away fromme! My God, don't |let himtouch nel"

Li ke an idiot child. Jam son cane closer, his fingers clutching at Teddy.
"Don't be mad at Eric. Aw, don't... | won't get drunk again, honey. | prom se.
Cone on, give Eric a little kiss."

She screaned then

CHAPTER XI I'|

BLANE and Cummi ngs pried the drunken man away fromthe girl. She was
sobbi ng as she rubbed the back of her hand across her nouth.

Cranston said, "I cane here tonight to present ny case against the rea
killer. 1 do not intend to | et Johnny Brokaw spend this night in jail."

Smiling, Carol wal ked over so that she was near Cranston. She said,
"That's the way | like to hear you talk. You have it all set against Jam son?
You have proof ?"

"I have proof that will convict the man who killed two nen, yes."
Cranston

sai d, as he watched Bl ane and Cummi ngs pl ace Jam son flat on his back on a
cot .

Cunmi ngs wal ked over to one of the canmeramen who |olled agai nst one of
t he
big tel evi sion caneras.

Cranston, out of the corner of his eye could see that there was a
whi spered col | oquy goi ng on

Bl ane had sl apped Jami son's face so hard that sone kind of normalcy had
returned to the drunken man. He said, "Wha' goes? Wha'd you hit ne for?"

"Snap out of it kid, this is no tinme for |aughs.”

Behi nd them Cranston was aware of a nman's clipped voi ce speaking. He was
talking into a mcrophone, Cranston saw, as he turned. Sone kind of news
announcer. Cranston becanme aware as he had before, of the fact that a voice
pitched for a mke doesn't carry far. Strange to think that his voice boomn ng
into hones |like the sound of doom barely reached ten feet away. Straining his
ears. Cranston could just nake out the nman saying, "So sit tight fol ks and
we'll bring you all the news right up to the mnute... W can't prom se, but
we
hope in a matter of minutes to present the nost dynam c tel evision show ever
seen. Stay tuned to this station!"

Bl ane said, "Cranston, | think you can talk to Eric now. He's snapping
out
of it."

Wal ki ng ten paces, Cranston was at their sides. He said, "I'Il make this
as fast as | can. | know you want to get on with your rehearsal." He paused.

"By the way, when does this show go on?"

"I'n an hour," Bl ane answered.

“I"1l snap it up. If I may I'd like all of you to sit in a row here.
That's one way to speed it up."

They responded. Cummi ngs and Bl ane were at one end, then the three girls,
Iris, Carol and Teddy, and on the other side of the girls, Eric Jam son sat.
H s eyes were bl oodshot. He | ooked at Cranston

Cranston cleared his throat. "Selkirk was obviously in the clear al
al ong. No one woul d be fool enough to shoot a man the way Sel kirk seenmed to do
in the show "

"Not unless he were being over-subtle and figured that you' d figure that
Bl ane said, his handsone face stern
"Umm that sounds better in books. In life a man who intends to kil

way, '



sonmeone is afraid of that kind of subtlety... generally,” Cranston said. "O
course, it has been done. But it is rare.”

"I can see your point," Blane said. "Suppose sone dunb cop were put in
charge; he wouldn't be likely to | ook for anything but the obvious."

"Wthout underestinmating the police," Cranston said, "there would be that
danger. However, | think I can explain the blueprint of the nurder so that you
can see why Selkirk is in the clear."

Bef ore Cranston could continue, Blane said, "Anyhow, the bullet couldn't
have cone out of the blank-gun that Selkirk used." He | ooked very proud of
hi nmsel f.

"Ah, that's where the real subtlety conmes in. The point of that first
nmurder was that the deadly bullet did cone fromthe blank gun! What's nore, it
is that subtlety that gives the killer away!"

"How do you figure that?" Cunm ngs asked.

"The nurder nmethod |eft traces. Wien | saw the nurder committed on the
television screen in the bar that | was in, | was conscious of a flare of
flane
that came out of the nmuzzle of the gun behind the bullet.”

"There'd be a flare of flane in any event, wouldn't there?" Cunmm ngs
asked.

"Not much from nbpdern powders. Let us get this established. The bull et
cane fromthe blank gun. It was propelled by the charge in the blank
cartridge."

"How can that be?" Bl ane asked.

"I'f you stuff a bullet without a cartridge into the barrel of a gun, and
if you pack it well, the gun will work at close range. That's a di scovery that
juvenil e delinquents have made, unfortunately. They've been using toy guns as
real ones. That can be checked in any police headquarters where there is a
juvenil e gang war."

"I see," Cummi ngs said. "The packing would be blown out with the bullet
t hough, wouldn't it? It'd be left as evidence of what happened!"

"Qur subtle killer took care of that." Cranston | ooked at the fireplace
in
the room "He packed the gun with gun cotton!"

"Whew..." Blane whistled. "The flash fromthe blank set fire to the gun
cotton and the waddi ng di sappeared!"”

"That was the plan," Cranston said, "but the killer got a little
over-subtle. Fearing that the purchase of such a strange thing as gun cotton
m ght be traced to him he nade his own!"

"How on earth can you know that?" Cumm ngs asked, his thin face set in
puzzl enent .

"Because the nmurderer did not have the facilities of a nunitions plant.
He
could not wash all the inmpurities out of his hone-nmade gun cotton. It |eft
chemical traces. The technical report fromthe fire departnent showed traces
in
that fireplace!" Cranston gestured at it.

"He left traces there and at his other fire! He used the gun cotton
whi ch
as you know is highly inflamuable but is not explosive, to set fire to Denny
Depper's roons!"

Eri c Jam son asked querul ously. "You have proof of that?"

"Ch yes," Cranston patted his chest. "I have a report right here. I'lI
read it to you all nowif you'd like me to."

"W don't have the tinme, M. Cranston,"” Cunmi ngs said glancing at his
watch. "Whn't you continue about the murders?"

"As | have pointed out to the police, we probably will never be able to
prove the nurder of Depper. However, we can prove the case of the television
kill. That should suffice."

"You can't burn even a two-time |oser twce,"’

Jam son agreed. "Probably



what the killer figured."

"Of course, they always do. That's the big danger. As far as | can see in
this case, the one we'll be able to prove was not even very necessary, except
as msdirection!"

"That | don't get," Cumm ngs said frankly. "How do you figure that?"

"There's plenty of notive on the killer's part for murdering Depper, but
to date | have found no notive for the first murder. | think Charters was
killed so that it would | ook, after Depper's death, as if the killer was a
person who had a notive to hate both Depper and Charters!™

"Nice kid," Teddy Page said, making a face. She glanced out of the corner
of her eye at Eric Jami son who still kept his eyes on Cranston

"The fire set here in the studi o which seened on the surface to have been
set so that the killer could get down stairs to attack Twittle and get the
film
record of the murder, seens now to have been set to get rid of any evidence up
here in the studio."”

"Wait a minute," Blane said. "let ne chase that around ny brain for a
second. | don't followit. The fire here in the studio was set to get rid of
any gun cotton in the studio?"

"Yes. The killer sawthe telltale flare, too."

"I see. Now whether that phone call had cone in fromTwittle or not, the
fire would have gone of f?"

"That's right."

"The killer took advantage of that to make it look as if the fire were

set
so that he could get away fromthe crowd and take a whack out of Twittle."

"Yes, and that was the first mistake. Curious in a case where the
nur der er
used fire so nuch that he didn't set fire to the filmto carry his bluff
t hrough. Having hit Twittle on the head, he didn't even touch the film If he
had any real reason for fearing what was on the film he certainly would have
set a match to it, or at |east have exposed it to light so that the fil mwould
be fogged."

"He may have been di sturbed by sonme passer by,
t hought ful | y.

"For all we know he may have meant to destroy the film and been interrupted.”

"True. Except that if that were true, why hasn't the passerby shown up as
a witness?" Cranston said. "No, it was a mistake and a real one. The nurder
got
too fancy, that's all."

"It gets a little fatal when it gets fancy, doesn't it?" Blane asked.

"Cenerally. He was thinking on the spur of the noment and he didn't think
it through, that's all," Cranston said.

"Hey!" Bl ane said, excitenment in his voice. "A thought finally penetrates
t he bone of ny skull! Wth Selkirk having fired the bullet, even though he did
it innocently, that means all our alibis are out! Even though | saw Jam son
al l
the tine when we were back of the set, that doesn't nean a thing!"

"Certainly. That's one of the things that to ne clears Johnny Brokaw. |f
he were the killer, | don't think after having set up such a nurder device
t hat
he woul d have been out of your sight. He certainly would not have wandered off
for a drink of water. He would have wanted an alibi fromall of you!"

"That meant..." Blane said and then paused. "Wy, that throws it back at
all of us. | could have rigged up the gun and then been covered by being out
back with the others."

"That thought had occurred to nme," Cranston said gently.

"Sorry. Didn't nean to be so stupid. I'll shut up," Blane said.

"As a matter of fact," Cranston said, "your other alibis don't nean a
thing either. There's no way to know just when Depper was stabbed in the

Cunmi ngs said



subway. .. "

"But the fire!" Cunm ngs said. "You know when that was set."

"Yes, we know that," Cranston said slowy.

"But ?" Bl ane asked.

"But that doesn't mean nuch either,’
apartment was set off by renpte control."

"Huh?" Jam son asked stupidly.

"It's an old gag," Cranston said wearily. "I don't know why peopl e think
that they can get away with it. Every fireman knows about it.

"The killer set the rig before he killed Depper. The set up is sinple. He
fastened a match to the cl apper of the phone. He gl ued sone sandpaper near
this, then stuffed gun cotton all around the inside of the phone box.

"Then he went out and killed Depper in the subway. That acconplished, he
established an alibi by being seen sonewhere.”

"And to set off the fire," Carol Sterne said, speaking for the first

Cranston said. "The fire at Depper's

tine,
"all he had to do was dial Depper's numnber."

"The ringi ng phone set the clapper in notion. That set the match on fire
because the friction of the match on the sandpaper ignited it. The flame lit
the gun cotton. Result? A four alarmfire and Depper's apartnent was gutted.”

"But that neans that the killer has gotten away with nurder! He wasn't
seen in the subway," Cummings said, "he wasn't seen going into Depper's
apartment to set up the fire trap... he is in the clear for the nurder of
Charters... how can you trap hin? Two perfect mnurders!™

"I wouldn't say that," Cranston said, grimy. "Two inperfect nurders and
two faulty fires. We have evidence of the fire trap in Depper's apartmnent.

"We have evidence of his nmotive; we have him as a matter of fact, al
set
for atrip to the chair!"

Teddy Page could stand it no |longer. She said, and her voice was shaking,
"Then why don't you arrest Jam son?"

Cranston snmiled wyly at the pretty girl. "He's not guilty."

CHAPTER XI 'V

LIKE the lull just before a roll of thunder when it seems the weather is
inflating its chest for an all-out try, there was a silence.

It was broken by the phone operator, who irritably plugged the line into
the board: They could all hear her voice. It was the only sound. She said,
"Who? No... not now. He's very busy." She snapped the line out of the board.
She shook her head in a "the-very-nerve-of-hin gesture. Then she focussed her
attention on Cranston and the line of people who sat very properly |like good
children in school

Cunmi ngs asked, "Who is the nurderer?”

"I'f you think for a noment, you'll see that it can only be one man. Only
one man has the proper notivation and has had the tinme and the necessary
know edge of the people involved and of what was going to happen.™

"You mean he could foresee the future?" Cunm ngs asked sarcastically.

"To all intents and purposes, yes," Cranston said. "He could foresee the
future to an extent because he nade that future!”

Jam son said, "All of a sudden | feel drunk again. |Is he nmaking any
sense?"

"Yes, | think he is," Carol said. "I know a man mho nmakes the future as
far as we are concerned.”

Al'l of them | ooked at her.

"Let's be a little less cryptic, shall we?" Cumm ngs asked.

Cranston held his hand up for silence. "A nonent, Carol. W' ve tal ked
about how Depper was in a position to ruin your future. In a way, you are very
i ndebted to the killer. He has made your future possible."



"Possi bl e with Johnny dead?"

"He won't die except in the normal course of events. But renmenber, the
same notivation that woul d have expl ai ned why Johnny woul d kill Depper so that
you could be free of the conmtnments he nade for you - that sane notivation
al so applies to the killer."

"That doesn't explain why he killed Charters!" Carol said, her young
pretty face stern.

"No. | wanted you to see that so that you wouldn't feel sorry for him
Now
tell the others who controls their future."”

"The witer of any show, picture, radio, theatrical, or television script
controls what we actors are to do for the course of the show "

"How true," Victor Blane said.

The phone operator swore to herself. The red light on her board was |it
again. And just when it was getting interesting. Just like a novie, she
t hought. She answered the phone. "Yes? No! You can't speak to himright now |
told you he was busy!" She pulled the jack out of the board.

The person who was trying so desperately to get through to Lanont
Cranston
was the young reporter whom Cranston had hel ped to interview Sel kirk. He
sl ammed
t he recei ver down on the hook and hard heel ed his way out of the tel ephone
booth. He stepped to the bar and said, "G nme a whisky sour.” He hated them
but it sounded very man-of-the-worldish to order them He knew peopl e drank
t hem when they had a hangover. He glanced fromthe rimof his glass back to
t he
tel evision screen that he had been watching for the | ast ten m nutes.

In harsh black and white on the ten-by-fourteen screen the people | ooked
like tiny marionettes. The scene was that of the studio in which Cranston was
breaki ng the nurder case. Cearly to be seen was the row of people whom
Cranston was standi ng and faci ng.

The bar was conpletely quiet. The reporter thought, if | could only get
through to Cranston... but there's no tinme to go there in person. And the
operator won't call himto the phone.

On the screen Iris Harrison was saying, "Then that means that Cary
Cunmings is the killer?"

Cranst on nodded. The reporter watched, eyes narrowed. The director was
edgi ng towards the edge of his chair. The reporter thought, there's a
char act er
that isn't going to take this |lying down!

Fromthe television set Cunmng's voice cane clearly. It was |ow He
sai d,

"After you have just shown us how the nurderer operated, after you have shown
that there is no way that the police can conceivably have any evidence, you
now

accuse ne of murdering Depper and Charters? That's a little ridiculous, isn't
it?"

"I don't think so," Cranston said. "You see, the cover-up was excellent,
but the inp of the perverse has been operating in our favor, not yours!"

Cunmi ngs stared at Cranston. "Wat do you nean?"

"I mean we have an eye witness who will help us to convict you!"

The young reporter gasped. He knew that Cranston was |ying, but would
Cunmi ngs? Eyes straining, he watched to see what the effect of Cranston's
bl uf f
woul d be.

It was a good bluff, the reporter thought. Cummings, if he were the
killer, must be punch-drunk at the way Cranston had deduced the nbdus operand
of the gun gag. The routine about the inpurities in the gun cotton nust have
hit hard. Add to that an eye witness and Cunming's goose really would be
cooked.



Carol jumped to her feet and clasped her hands ecstatically. She burbl ed,
"Ch, M. Cranston, you're wonderful! This nean's Johnny will be out of jail in
alittle while!™

Bef ore Cranston or anyone coul d do anything, Cummi ngs, who was seated

j ust
behi nd Carol, reached up with one hand and pulled her to him

Hi s voice was still low and self-controlled. He said, "Don't nove
Anyone! "

Then, as he rose to his feet and noved Carol to one side, the people
wat chi ng the screen could see the gun in his hand. It was pushed in Carol's
soft back.

Cunmi ngs said, "The slightest nove will send a bullet into Mss Sterne's
back. "

Everyone in the bar, eyes still glued to the screen, gasped as Lanont
Cranston | aunched his body in a flat tackle at Cummi ngs.

The tel evision screen, went blank. There was the sound of a gun shot.

CHAPTER XV

"THAT' S just fine!" the bartender said dispiritedly. "You' d think it was
one of themcliff hangers - 'continued in our next installnent'!"

The young reporter swore and ran out of the bar as the cal mvoice of the
studi o announcer said, while the screen still stayed blank, "Sorry, folks, but

conditions beyond our control have cut our television facilities off the air.
A

wild bullet fromM. Cumm ng's gun has broken the camera. W are, however,
delighted to be able to tell you that M. Cranston, with the aid of what seens
like half the police in New York, has quelled M. Cumm ngs.

"As Cranston dove at Cunmi ngs, the doors of the studio opened and police
poured in in a swarm Seemningly they have had the studi o surrounded for the
last twenty minutes. M. Cranston had knocked the gun out of the killer's hand
by the time the first policeman had come cl ose enough to help. Mss Sterne is
uni nj ured. "

The polite, school ed voice hesitated for a monment and then continued, "It
seens the height of irony that it was M. Cunming's own idea to hold off the
regul ar news broadcast intended for this tinme and to run, instead, as a
surprise, the capture of the nmurderer of M. Charters and M. Depper

"No one,"” the announcer said, "but the canmeramen and M. Cumm ngs and
knew t hat the scene was being broadcast." Hi s voice went on for quite a tine
whi | e he rehashed what had just happened.

VWen the young reporter finally got to the studi o, Cumm ngs was gone,
taken away by the police; and Carol Sterne had left to get Johnny Brokaw.
Cranston, Blane, Eric Jamison, Iris Harrison and Teddy Page were the only ones
still in the studio.

As the reporter entered the studio, Blane was asking, "But what was his
notive?"

"Danny Depper was playing both ends against the mddle. Just as he had
sol d one hundred and ten per cent of Carol Sterne, he had over-sold Cunmi ngs.
This trip to Holl ywood that Carol and Cumm ngs were due to take wouldn't have
meant any noney to Cunmings at all.”

"And he killed Charters just as a build-up to his nurder of Depper?"

Bl ane
asked unbelievingly.

"Unl ess there was sone hidden hard feeling, that is all | can see,”
Cranston said.

"Perhaps | may have been part of the reason,” Iris Harrison said heavily.
"I used to go with Cummings... then, when | net Charters, |..." She swall owed,



"I dropped Cunmings and began to go out with Charters.™

"That may be a small part of the notive," Cranston said, "Sonehow it
woul d
seem better if there were sonme notivation like that." Cranston broke off as he
recogni zed the reporter. He called, "Come on over and join the post nortem
Timy. "

"M. Cranston," the reporter said, "when you told Cummi ngs that you had

an
eye witness, you were lying, weren't you?"

Noddi ng, Cranston said, "I was trying to bait himinto maki ng a nove. As
you know, | had the police all around the studio. | figured that, if he made

any nove, it would help to give him away."

"Then your bluff won't hold up in court?" Blane asked incredul ously.

"No, I'mafraid not. | risked everything on the bluff... Cunm ngs
responded by trying to make a break for it, but that won't nean a thing to a
smart | awyer. They'll say he tried to get away because he was being unjustly
accused. "

Cranston | ooked weary. He ran his hands over his eyes. "However, now that
we' ve snmoked himout in the open, Cardona will have enough to hold himon till
| can chase around and get nore proof. There will be plenty of tinme between
now
and the trial."

"You won't have to chase around, M. Cranston!" The young reporter
literally beamned

"How s that?" Cranston asked in sone surprise.

"I"ve been trying to get you on the phone to tell you..." the reporter
turned around and gl ared at the sw tchboard operator, "but she wouldn't put
you
on the phone.

"M. Cranston, there is an eye witness! You renmenber the novie fiend who
took the novie of the nurder of Charters?"

"Don't tell ne he's the eye witness! That would be too coincidental!"
Cranston said.

"No coincidence at all,"” the reporter said, "Twittle works in a canera
store at Forty-second and Ei ghth avenue! He was going out for |unch when he
saw
Cunmi ngs wal k up behind Depper. He followed the two nen down into the subway.
He
saw Cunmi ngs and Depper go into the train!"

"Good Lord," Cranston said, "Wy wasn't | told of this?"

"Nobody el se knows it, yet!" the reporter said. "Twittle read about
Depper's murder so he cane down to the office to tell the editor..."

"Yes?" Cranston said.

"You know what a crackpot he looks like. The editor sends ne out to
reason
with crackpots. When | heard Twittle's story, | grabbed himand yanked hi m out
of the office. He's home in ny house now. "

"Why?" Cranston asked. This was perfect. It sewed M. Cary Cunmi ngs right
into the seat of the electric chair.

"Why?" The reported sounded astounded. "But, M. Cranston! You know ny
paper's a norning paper! | put himon ice until after the last edition of the
eveni ng papers! It'll be a scoop when we break it tomorrow, under ny byline
Ti mry Rogers! Yipel™

THE END






