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Chapter 1
 
GLITTERING sunshine was vainly attempting to bore its way through the closely shuttered Venetian blinds protecting the bedroom windows of an apartment on Wiltshire Boulevard. Across the busy thoroughfare, the fragrant buds of a California spring were shooting into life in the tiny park.
A tousled blonde head, resting in a nest of soft curls sunk deep in a silken pillow, moved slightly, and brown eyes blinked drowsily. A damp, cerise mouth deliciously shaped, opened in a delicate yawn, and, under the coverlet, a shapely leg stirred, languorously.
The Domino Lady, Hollywood’s most mysterious female, was awakening!
A fair, pink-skinned arm, prettily rounded, drew aside the coverlet as she squirmed out of bed and glided to the window to pull up the shutters and let the sunshine into the room. Then, taking a cigarette from a silver and black box on her bedside table, she threw herself back on the bed where she lay outside the covers to enjoy the fragrant puffs of smoke that would serve to clear her sleep-drenched and tired brain.
A nightgown of sheerest, green silk was but scant concealment for her gorgeous figure. A chastely-rounded body and a slender waist served to accentuate the seductive softness of her hips and the sloping contours of her slim thighs, while skin like the bloom on a peach glowed rosily in the reflected sunlight.
Abruptly, a musical tinkling broke the stillness of the room. It was the bell of her telephone which had been specially installed since she objected to the usual jangling one, and, without raising her shining head from the pillow, she picked the instrument up, and answered:
“Yes!” Her soft voice throbbed melodiously with a peculiarly emotional quiver, a little trick of hers. She never knew who might be at the other end of the wire!
“Oh, hello, Eloise!” Her voice resumed its normal tone. “I had intended calling you this morning. Anything new?”
“Not a thing, Ellen!” responded Eloise Schenick, despondently. “This affair has me desperate! If he does as he threatens, and Lew learns of...”
“Sh-h-h-h!” cautioned The Domino Lady in a sibilant whisper. “Not over the telephone, dear! You can never tell who might be listening in, you know!”
The sound of a sob came to her over the wire. “I’d forgotten!” murmured her caller, contritely. “I’ve been so worried that I’m almost crazy! If you can’t help me...”
The other laughed soothingly.
“Don’t take it so hard, kiddo,” she advised softly. “You know I’m going to help you. Never fear, that precious husband of yours will not find out a thing. I’ll have those letters back before morning, and safe in your hands, or my name isn’t Ellen Patrick!”
“Oh, you darling! If you only can...”
“All right!” agreed Ellen, quickly, decisively, “I’m taking immediate steps in that direction! And, should they fail, I’ll be seeing your friend this evening! So, either way, I promise you results, Eloise! Now, perk up, so Lew Schenick won’t smell a mouse... ’Bye!”
As she cradled the phone for a moment, a tight little smile played about the corners of her luscious mouth. Then, lifting the instrument once more she spoke briefly:
“This is Miss Ellen Patrick, Apartment 422... Please send a boy up in fifteen minutes.”
Sliding from the bed, she peeled the silken nightrobe from her and ran into the ornate bathroom. A needle shower quickly stung her rose body into a state of hot-blooded energy. After a brisk rubdown with a big towel, she slipped into a black velvet negligee which hid her youthful body more completely than the silk nightgown had disclosed it!
Slipping pink-toed feet into black suede slippers, she glided into the living room where she sank into a straight-backed chair before a walnut writing desk. For a long moment she was busy, writing in her usual perfect flowing chirography which was so indicative of her impressive personality. The note she handed the boy a few minutes later was inscribed in white ink on smooth black stationery, and was addressed to “Mr. Rob Wyatt, The Franklyn Arms.” It read:
“This is your last chance to come across. If certain letters are not returned to their rightful owner before midnight tonight, I shall be forced to call and pick them up myself.”
The distinctive epistle was signed, The Domino Lady!
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Chapter 2
 
OWEN PATRICK had been one of the most feared politicians in California at one time. An assassin’s slug had put a period to his career three years before, and there were those who believed the killer to have been a hired gunman in the employ of the state machine. The big Irishman’s dauntless spirit and keen wit had been transplanted in his only child, Ellen.
Before her father’s untimely death, the girl had lived a life of comparative ease as befitted the child of Owen Patrick. She had spent four years at Berkeley, a year in the Far East and then — a cowardly bullet had robbed her of the one who meant more to her than life itself. Small wonder then that she pursued the life of a ruthless, roguish adventuress, at times accepting nigh impossible undertakings simply for the sake of friendship and the love of adventure. At other times, she was coldly involved in hazardous schemes merely to embarrass the authorities, whom she blamed for her father’s death, at the same time earning an adequate income wherewith to obtain the luxuries to which she had become accustomed. Of late, she had become well-known and feared as The Domino Lady!
Take the present case, for instance. Eloise Schenick, former dancer and wife of Lew Schenick of Trianon Films, Inc., had been a classmate at Berkeley in the old days. Married to a man years her senior, she had been indiscreet, and compromising letters were being held over her head by a well-known Hollywood character. This man, a big game hunter and sometimes character actor, was noted for his triumphs in the wild places, but his hunting was not strictly confined to the carnivore! And his parties were the talk of the town!
Wealthy in his own right, Rob Wyatt’s exorbitant demands were but an indication of the inherent cruelty of the man. As a last resort, the tearful Eloise had confided in her old chum, never dreaming that she was addressing the notorious Domino Lady, herself, or that Ellen knew the formidable Wyatt in person. And, as usual, while pitying the victim for her foolishness, the adventure-loving Ellen had unhesitatingly accepted the issue, gratis!
Pretty, shapely, talented, the “young avenger,” as Ellen liked to style herself, was in great demand in society. Many proposals of marriage had fallen to her lot, but she had thus far remained free of marital bonds. At twenty-two, she was known as one of the most beautiful girls in California’s Southland. Of medium height and willowy, there was something about her radiant, Nordic beauty that captivated all with whom she came in contact. And, as far as the sex of her was concerned, its appeal had long since been granted!
 
LIFTING the champagne glass to her cerise lips, Ellen Patrick’s great brown eyes flitted over the bronzed features of Rob Wyatt who was leaning toward her in the conservatory of his penthouse atop the sumptuous Franklyn Arms. He was frowning slightly, but she couldn’t help admiring his rugged handsomeness, square chin and mouth, the well-knit masculine figure. He was tall, with a finely drawn, rather nervous face, a high-bridged arrogant nose, and lips that were strangely full and impetuous; a man of queer charm and strange moods, admired for his nerve and his attainments in the wild game field, feared for his inherent cruelty of nature, loved hopelessly by many women in his life of whose existence he at times seemed utterly unaware. Ellen had always liked him, though the liking was not unmixed by a strange fear!
“He might be a rounder, a roué, even a blackmailer!” thought Ellen, “but there’s something darned compelling about him just the same! And there’s plenty of ice and iron beneath that velvety exterior, I’ll bet me!...”
She took a test sip of the wine, breathed: “Heavenly!”
He leaned closer. “The champagne?” he questioned pointedly. “Or the toast?”
She laughed softly as she remembered that he had said: “To you... and me... and tonight!” just before he had drained the glass.
“What do you think?” she parried pertly, brown eyes narrowing, languorously.
“Why, the toast, of course!” he responded, boldly. “Since it is asking too much that I believe you to be as coldly indifferent as you would have one think!”
Again, her tinkling laughter sounded. “It was a lovely thought!” she admitted; then dropped her eyes before the intensity of his gaze.
During the afternoon, Ellen had worked the magic which had gotten her the invitation to Wyatt’s party. But that had been easy. Merely a call on the telephone, since the hunter had been wanting her to come to his penthouse for months without success.
In the sanctity of her luxurious apartment she had prepared herself for the adventure, bathing her gorgeous body and dressing it into a thing altogether lovely to behold. The frock, a smart creation of brown satin, fitted snugly about her white throat after the Russian fashion, but did not prevent the flaunting of her perfect body. Long, brown earrings she had fastened in her tiny pink ears to dangle bewitchingly below her shining coiffure. A bit of exotic perfume, scarlet for her lips, coloring for her smooth cheeks... A white silken cape trimmed in white fur... why, Rob Wyatt’s eyes were but paying her the homage she deserved!
“Why haven’t you visited me before?” he was asking.
Ellen recovered quickly: “Perhaps it was only because you didn’t impress me as really desiring my company!” she teased, impishly.
“Not a chance, my dear!” he objurgated, firmly. “And I’m sure you’ve realized the truth after my persistency!”
“But you are reputed to have the pick of Hollywood,” she charged, softly, “so you couldn’t have missed my presence to any great extent!
He grinned. Being a very wealthy man, his code was simple. Money could do anything, but anything. It was evident that he enjoyed fencing with this beautiful girl as a prelude to her final abdication to his advances.
“The fact that you’ve remained aloof disproves your statement!” he murmured. “But if you’d care to prove it, you’ll have to include yourself among the most beautiful for my sake, at least!”
Ellen flushed. Wyatt certainly had a way with him. A smooth, impressive magnetic personality radiating a compelling appeal. The hint of arrogance which showed through the veneer of his suavity added to his charm and desirability in the eyes of most women. Even Ellen felt herself liking him more and more!
Without replying, her eyes wandered to the glittering panorama of the city far below, visible through the open windows that stretched from floor to ceiling on one side of the huge conservatory.
“What a magnificent view!” she remarked.
“Do you like it?” he asked, taking her rounded arm as she rose. “Would you like to walk around the terrace and see the sights?”
 
ELLEN had finished her second glass of champagne, and it had been wonderful. Every sip of her favorite drink seemed to be more tasty than the one preceding it, and a warm glow came into being within her soft body. And her mental reaction turned decidedly to the exhilarating! Rising from her seat, she moved onto the terrace with Wyatt, her slim, pink-tipped hand grasping the crook of his elbow.
Darkness surrounded them there. Chairs and cushioned settees, potted palms and uniquely-boxed plants were everywhere. Ellen quickly found that the sights mentioned by her attentive host included not only the panoramic night view of Hollywood and vicinity, but also several necking parties being indulged in by several others of Rob Wyatt’s party guests!
As they strolled along, Ellen caught glimpses of interlocking arms, the paleness of feminine flesh glowing whitely against the somber hue of masculine coats... Heard faint murmurs, soft whispers, as caresses were exchanged between the more amorous guests!
The wine had given her a feeling of walking on air as she glided along the terrace, clinging to the arm of Wyatt. As disjointed bits of conversational emotion came to their ears, she laughed, softly.
“Rather a sophisticated party, Mr. Wyatt!”
“Just the usual thing, my dear!” he grinned, placing a big hand over the slender one that was so snugly ensconced in the crook of his arm.
“And that’s why Hollywood likes Rob Wyatt ‘shindigs,’ you see!”
“So it would seem!” laughed Ellen.
 
WHILE strolling, they had come upon an unoccupied settee, and now Wyatt indicated it with a nod of his dark head. “Shall we?”
“So the guests aren’t the only ones who get ideas?” she insinuated, softly.
“Could my mind be blank on a night like this?” he retorted in jest, then sobered. “I’m taking a chance on having this crowd around tonight! A chance not many would take, I’m sure... but when I knew you were coming here, I couldn’t call it off...”
She was instantly on guard. “A chance?” she asked, quickly. “Why, what do you mean?”
Laughing couples were everywhere, but Wyatt’s sober eyes were only for her. “I’ve been threatened!” he admitted, softly. “Threatened by the blonde adventuress who has styled herself ‘The Domino Lady’!...” He broke off, evidently at a loss as to just how to proceed.
Ellen laughed: “Why, that’s really absurd!” she exclaimed. “To think of your being molested in your own home while surrounded by friends and servants! Have you called the police?” Her concern was evident in her words and actions, and her host became at once more confiding.
“Why, no, I haven’t called the police,” he admitted, “because, you see, this little matter does not concern the police! It is strictly private, and something I’d rather not have them meddling with at present. It might cause a scandal, were it to come to light, and I cannot afford any scandal with a lieutenant governorship in the offing!” He whispered the latter sentence with an air of greatest secrecy; and Ellen almost laughed aloud.
“But what are you intending?” she asked, casually. “Surely you do not intend to quietly submit to threats without doing something?”
“I have everything attended to, thanks to the written threat I received,” he boasted, patting her bare arm and grinning, knowingly. “You see, there is no entrance to this penthouse excepting through the fire escapes, and steps leading to the lobby. I have men in the fire escapes, and on guard in the lobby. They will come to my aid at the slightest evidence of foul play. And they will be particularly alert during the midnight hour when the little crook is supposed to put in her appearance!”
“Then you’re perfectly safe,” Ellen assured him with a laugh. She wanted to ask further questions, but refrained. It wouldn’t do to arouse Wyatt’s suspicions, so she adroitly changed the subject. “Isn’t it time for a bit of music?” she asked, glancing at the tiny baguette on her wrist.
“Certainly, if you desire it, beautiful lady!” he grinned, brightening perceptibly. “Since the Wyatt menage is adequately equipped for anything in the way of a good time!”
“Including the perfect host!” she breathed. Ellen thought it a good idea to hand him a compliment, since she had obtained the necessary information from him, and she still had twenty minutes before midnight!
“Never more so than tonight!” he said, softly. “And all because you’re numbered among my guests.”
He grasped her bare arm, led her into a sumptuous living room. He switched on a powerful radio. The entrancing strains of the dreamy When I Grow Too Old to Dream floated out into the room.
“Shall we dance?” he asked.
She nodded, and he was quick to clasp her in his arms. She smiled at his hungry zeal.
“You’re a dream! Ellen, beautiful!” he whispered, intensely as he led her through the steps of the waltz.
Thrills stabbed Ellen. She couldn’t help liking the possessive grip of his arm about her slender waist, drawing her close to him. Her lovely curves were flattened to his body, and she experienced an emotion quite unlike any that had before claimed her!
She had danced with many men without responding to their ardor, but, once in a while, she was cognizant of the rising tides within her, indicating that a particular partner was the type who could stir her soul to the depths and arouse the latent passions of her affectionate nature. It was so with Rob Wyatt! Willingly, her soft body clung to him in the measured movements of the dance, as light as the proverbial feather in his arms!
Abruptly, Rob Wyatt stood stockstill in the middle of the waltz. He held Ellen close, tilted her shining head upward so that his dark gaze penetrated to the very center of her being, as his hungry mouth closed over her hot, crimson lips. Such a kiss it was, something entirely new to the little adventuress, and it filled her with hungry longings as new and untried desires were given birth in her soft body. For a moment, she returned the kiss, forgetful of all else in the ecstasy of the moment. Then, remembering, she was out of his arms, retreating before him.
“Let’s dance again?” breathed Wyatt, hoarsely, holding out his arms to her. Ellen hesitated a moment. Since he was obviously not wishing to press matters, she decided it best to follow suit. She smiled a brilliant smile, her alert mind working at full speed. It was now five minutes of midnight!
“I really should powder my nose first,” she replied, pertly.
“It doesn’t need it, you know,” he demurred.
“And that’s a fib,” she smiled. “I’ll only be a moment!”
 
AS SHE turned to go, there came an interruption, A servant entered the room, bowed unctuously. “The telephone in the den, sir,” he said, “and it is important!”
Wyatt frowned, but went to answer the summons. With a gay little laugh, and a prayer of thanks for the interruption, Ellen disappeared into the ladies’ dressing room. It was without occupant at the moment, and Ellen crossed to the bed upon which a pile of hats and wraps were laid out. She had no time to lose she reflected grimly, as she stooped and grasped the hem of her dress, drew it hurriedly upward over her shapely body. The brown frock was immediately hidden from view beneath the coverlets of the bed. This left the purposeful little intruder’s body sheathed in a form-fitting evening dress of black crepe which she had worn beneath the high-collared brown one!
The creation of black, backless and daringly cut in at its décolletage, was the startling costume of the daring Domino Lady!
A moment later, she was creeping from the dressing room, and crossing the conservatory, but now the white silken cape partially covered the black frock, a black domino mask of shining silk masqueraded her eyes, and a small, black automatic sprouted in her determined right fist! The Domino Lady was on her way to keep her midnight engagement!
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Chapter 3
 
ELLEN glided softly along a dim-lit corridor until she reached a massive end-door. The cold butt of the automatic steadied her, brought a grim smile to her lips. She reached out, twisted the knob silently, slowly, cautiously. She pushed the door open the barest fraction of an inch and peered in.
A moment later, she was switching on the softly shaded lights of the den which Wyatt had quitted a moment before. The flood of illumination revealed a sumptuous, masculine office with a huge desk set well to the rear of the place.
She wasted no time but hastened across the thick rug to attempt to find what she had come to get. The desk, she found cluttered with documents and scribbled notations. To each piece of paper, no matter how small, Ellen gave hurried attention. But success did not come to her, although she wasted precious moments in vain search.
As she worked, a grim smile twitched at her curved lips as she imagined her erstwhile host’s reaction when he found the desk tampered with! Then, the smile was erased as her mind went back to the image when her father’s still form had been found in the Keyser Building, riddled with state machine’s bullets!
And by his own admission, this man Wyatt was ambitious for a position of power in the state; a creature who was sadistically torturing her friend with indiscreet letters although he did not need the demanded blackmail money! With poignant pain, she recalled that her aid was all that would save her friend, at the same time putting a crimp in the murdering state machine, could she but uncover something incriminating in Wyatt’s den.
The penthouse was strangely silent now. Somewhere near, a clock ticked, reminding Ellen of the great need of speed now that midnight was past! There was one remaining drawer to be opened, and she delved into it with a desperate little prayer for aid. One hand encountered a sheath of papers, and she drew them forth, knowing that the precious letters were not numbered among them!
Abruptly, breath caught in her throat. Her brown eyes went wide behind the slits in the domino mask! From beneath the pile, one sheet of paper seemed to leap at her like a coiled serpent! It was heavy and official-appearing, and it was covered with notations and figures of a most incriminating nature! Ellen looked at the small packet, exultant.
This document was a sell-out of state power to Rob Wyatt along with a promised concession to Owens’ Valley water rights! Its meaning was clear. It was a statement of intention, turning over not only a large political slice of the state to Wyatt henchmen, but a veritable empire in precious irrigation rights!
The full import struck Ellen with the force of a mailed fist, and she was almost surprised by the sudden entrance of Rob Wyatt, now clad in a sleek dressing gown, who closed the massive door behind him!
Under all circumstances, the big game hunter was a cool customer. Serious but entirely calm, he faced Ellen Patrick across the desk, cognizant of the threatening weapon in her hand, but the expression on his face was not that of a man who anticipates the defeat of his plans. A smile played across his enigmatic features, and he seemed quite pleased with himself.
“Well, I must compliment you upon keeping our little engagement, Miss Domino Lady!” Wyatt taunted with a laugh. “As well as upon the charming costume you’re wearing! However, I must warn you — no matter how you obtained entrance to this suite — it will require more than that automatic or a melodramatic costume to get you safely out of here! All exits are well-guarded, my dear!”
 
ELLEN paled slightly. She had been in tight corners before, but never one the equal of this! She felt rather than saw the dark eyes caressing her sensuous figure as Wyatt advanced a pace in the face of her gun! She moved but slightly backward, held the gun higher.
“Hold it!” The command, softly-spoken, knifed through the room and brought a halt to the calmly, leisurely advancing man. “All your guards can do you no good, once I’ve let daylight through your heart, Rob Wyatt! And that’s exactly what will happen within the next moment unless you obey my orders!”
He took a backward step, thinking fast. He knew that the crackle of the small calibre weapon would not be heard outside the door of the den, or upon the fire-escapes. And this grim, purposeful woman who threatened him might be just another tart with a quick trigger finger and no judgment!
Eyes glowing through the openings in her mask, full lips set in a straight line, a gentle flush on the flower-like cheeks — from the tips of her tiny evening slippers to the very top of her sleek blonde head, she looked like what she was! A determined woman, confident of her own power! She moved forward to face the now-frowning Wyatt.
He tried to regain his composure. “What’s your game anyway?”
“Whatever it is, it’s not crooked politics!” she rasped, and enjoyed his look of consternation.
“Politics?” He stared at her, hard. “What — what do you know about politics?” he demanded.
She laughed in his face. “Plenty that won’t stand a good airing!” she said, softly, teasingly. “And it all concerns your ambitions, and your guarantees of protection, Wyatt! Am I right so far?”
He looked at her as though dazed. He was silent, thinking.
She continued, relentlessly. “I know all the details! And it would delight me to send you to prison where you belong!”
“So what?” he managed, weakly. There was no real force to the words. The terrible threat in her words had burned him to the heart, and his face became a desperate mask pierced by narrowed, dark eyes.
“So what?” she laughed, harshly. “So plenty! I have you right where I want you! I have in my possession all that is necessary to convict you, secure you a nice long stretch in the pen for robbing poor people of their water rights, and conspiring to fix an election!”
He fairly gasped: “You mean...?”
“I mean that unless you hand over those letters I called for right now, I’m giving you the works, and leaving here as I entered, with all the incriminating evidence!”
Wyatt looked at her bleakly. “I should tell you to go...”
“But you won’t,” she interrupted, quickly. “Because you’re afraid of me! You’re afraid of the evidence I can use against you. Think of it! The big game hunter who was never afraid in his life!”
He broke in harshly: “Don’t use that ‘big-strong-he-man’ stuff on me! It won’t get you anywhere! I’m not afraid of anything that I don’t have to be. I’m not taking chances, and that’s how I’ve become the biggest shot in town right now! I’m going to give you those letters in return for the documents you’ve stolen from my desk. Of course,” he went on, calmly now, “you won’t get far away before I have you back for house-breaking!”
“It suits me,” she told him, evenly. “But mark one thing down to be remembered, Wyatt! You’ll never see me again until I call again to secure those documents which will send you where you belong! I’m out to get you from this moment forward, and The Domino Lady never fails to deliver. Don’t forget that!”
Wyatt grunted, but his smile was egotistical as he walked to a hidden closet in the corner and returned with a slender packet which he placed upon the desk. Ellen quickly secured it, tossed the Wyatt documents to the waiting man. She smiled as she slipped the packet of letters into a tiny pocket inside the white cape. Then, she moved swiftly, spoke harshly.
“Now, get going!” she rasped, coldly. “Walk to the wall! Face it and place your arms behind you! One false move, and I’ll put daylight through you!”
Since there was nothing else to do, Rob Wyatt did as directed with the best grace he could muster under the circumstances. He fumed and swore a terrible vengeance as he nosed the wall and placed his hands behind him. But he was totally unprepared for the next move of his visitor.
Dipping swiftly beneath the cape, Ellen produced a tiny hypodermic syringe which had been previously loaded with a quick-acting drug which, while harmless, would incapacitate the victim for several minutes!
Noiselessly, she went close behind Wyatt, and her soft laugh and a prickling sensation behind the right ear as she used the needle deftly, were his first indication of her intention. Immediately, the room began to blur before his eyes, and a choking darkness crept into his brain!
Swift realization of what had happened swept over him even before the words of his assailant seeped into his darkening brain:
“Just a bit of suspended animation, my dear friend, while The Domino Lady makes her exit!”
 
IF SPEED were required before, Ellen Patrick outdid herself now. A tiny black card with the inscription The Domino Lady’s Compliments in white ink, was tossed upon the desk as a souvenir of her daring visit. Then, without a glance at the fallen Wyatt, she opened the massive door and exited into the perilous corridor! What if a guard, or a guest had missed the hunter and were lying in wait for her? What if... but she had no time for idle speculations. It was a grand test for the nerves of the little adventuress. If she had miscalculated, she could expect trouble in a large dose and with a capital T! If she were lucky — well, that would be a still different story. Three minutes later, her stilted heels were clicking across the conservatory. She heard a faint shuffling of feet in the direction of the foyer and judged that the guests were leaving. Her lungs expanded and contracted in a deep breath of relief when she found the dressing room vacant, the coats missing, and the place all to herself.
 
WORKING with the speed of a burlesque strip-artist, she peeled the incriminating black crepe frock from her lovely, quivering figure. Swiftly, the brown satin dress replaced it. The black gown and the domino were quickly folded and added to the letters which she placed in a large, addressed envelope. This gown of special construction for the purpose, folded neatly about the domino, hypo-needle, and automatic, and the package made no very perceptible bulge beneath the high-necked satin dress. Then, smiling, Ellen Patrick joined the departing guests in the foyer!
“Mr. Wyatt?” a servant was saying as she departed. “Just a wee-nip too much, sir! You know how it is, sir? He will be quite all right in a little while, sir! Thank you, sir!”
And The Domino Lady smiled knowingly to herself as she hesitated in the lobby long enough to drop the large envelope into the mail chute for the morrow’s delivery! No taking chances with the incriminating parcel at the last moment, she mused! And her mind was busy with three pleasant subjects as her cab knifed the night traffic of Hollywood Boulevard: Wyatt’s discomfiture; Eloise Schenick’s thankfulness; and her next encounter with the handsome hunter who never knew any rules.
 
THE END
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The Domino Lady Doubles Back
By Lars Anderson
Originally published in the June 1936 issue of Saucy Romantic Adventures
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Chapter 1
 
“ELLEN PATRICK, as I live! What are you doing in San Francisco?”
Roge McKane, young private investigator, dropped into a chair opposite Ellen in the Cocktail Room of Frisco’s exclusive Hotel Catalan.
“Hello, Roge,” she smiled, brown eyes narrowing languorously as she flicked the ashes from her cigarette.
“I’m just week-ending, and taking in the Kettrick Ball Masque. How’s the sleuthing business since we last met?”
“Fair,” drawled McKane, his dark eyes searching Ellen’s lovely face and sensuous figure with frankly admiring candor. “But did I hear you mention the Kettrick Ball?”
“Why, yes,” she murmured, casually, a tight little smile playing about the corners of her disturbing crimson lips as her great brown eyes swept over the handsome features of the young detective.
“I hear it is to be quite an event. Why, Roge?”
“Oh, it should be quite an event,” he assured her, “if present indications are to be accepted as a criterion. I’ll be there myself, in my professional capacity, of course.”
She was instantly alert, cautious. “Professional capacity?” she questioned, quickly. “Why... what do you mean? I didn’t think...”
He glanced about the rather crowded room, leaned closer to her before replying. “Kettrick’s showing his collection tonight!” he confided in a half-whisper. “Them and that ex-movie star wife he brought back from Los Angeles!
“But wait,” he continued, as she started to interrupt, “You haven’t heard the half of it, Ellen! He’s had a threatening note from that nervy little dame who calls herself The Domino Lady! And...”
Ellen broke in with a short laugh. “But the police will protect a big shot like Kettrick.” Contemptuously. “And I wouldn’t envy anyone who tried to crash the Kettrick mansion tonight!”
McKane laughed, mirthlessly.
“Yeah, Ellen, that sounds logical, I know, but Old Boy Kettrick is a slick customer. Rumors are that at least part of his collection is fenced rocks! At any rate, he’s not calling in his friends, the police, for protection!
“And that’s where Mrs. McKane’s little boy, Roger, comes in! Some of the boys and me are to be johnnies on the spot tonight, and grab The Domino Lady if she has the nerve to show up, and try anything!”
Ellen smiled, enigmatically.
“It all sounds absurd to me,” she exclaimed, “I’d think he’d call the ball off until a more favorable time, if danger threatens. Why, with celebrities from all parts of the state attending, and...”
“That’s just the point!” he grinned, beckoning to a hovering waiter. “Have another drink, Ellen?”
She shook her golden head, decisively. “Thanks, no, Roge. If I’m attending that masque tonight, and all the intriguing things you say are true, I’ll want a clear head so’s not to miss a thing!”
McKane ordered a drink for himself, then leaned across the table again. He grinned.
“As I was saying, Ellen, Old Kettrick is a stubborn ass. And he’s mighty proud of those diamonds and of that new wife he imported from Hollywood. Hell and high water couldn’t stop the festivities tonight, not even if he knew there might be shootings. The lives of his celebrated guests are secondary to him! So it’s up to the boys and me to see that nothing happens, no matter where our personal sympathies lie...”
“With you there, Roge,” she smiled, seductively, crossing one silken-clad leg over the other in a careless gesture which immediately drew McKane’s admiring gaze. “Everyone will be perfectly safe! And here’s luck to you, Big Boy!”
Ellen raised her half-emptied glass to her lips, smiled at him over the edge of it as she sipped the amber liquid, slowly.
Roge McKane grinned his appreciation as he raised his own glass.
“And here’s to the loveliest girl to grace the Kettrick mansion tonight!” he toasted, boldly, his dark gaze sweeping her seductive figure and piquant face, and centering on her moist, crimson lips.
“But this Domino Lady,” she quickly changed the subject. “Is she just a money-mad little thief, or...”
“I really don’t think so, Ellen,” he interrupted, quickly. “Perhaps you won’t be able to understand, but it’s rumored about that she never steals for personal gain. It is said that she is the anonymous donor of much of the money which has been given to worthy charity in this state recently.
“Why, in this instance, her threat is aimed at the crooked politicians. Ames Kettrick, who owns half the tenements in town. And, not satisfied with penny-grabbing and the ejecting of widows and orphans from his shacks, he flatly refused aid to the Community Orphanage where hundreds of poor kiddies, some of them being victims of Kettrick’s greed, are badly in need of help.
“So he’s right in line for a visit from The Domino Lady who intends, according to her letter of warning, to take the Old Boy for his collection of diamonds for the benefit of the charities he persistently ignores.”
Ellen had listened, intently. Now, she interrupted: “You’re to guard the place,” she murmured, softly, “yet you sound as though you were in sympathy with the lady, Roge!”
He grinned: “Did I say I wasn’t? But, although I admire her nerve and principles, personal sympathies don’t mean a thing in this game. I’m drawing my salary for guarding something, and that protection holds good, no matter who my employer happens to be, or what I’m retained to guard. You see that, don’t you?”
As she began to word a pert reply there came an interruption. A bellhop entered the Cocktail Room, paging Roge McKane. He frowned. It was an important telephone call, but it was easy to see that the young investigator disliked leaving his charming companion!
“Don’t mind me, Roge,” Ellen laughed, tinklingly, “I really must be going. I must look my best tonight, and I need the beauty nap, you know. See you at the masque, I suppose?”
“You bet!” McKane told her, enthusiastically. “And if I can manage a dance or two, will you save ’em for me, Ellen?”
With her consenting laugh echoing in his ears, the frowning detective went to answer the telephone summons, and Ellen stood up and walked toward the elevators.
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Chapter 2
 
PETITE Ellen Patrick had earned her title of “The Domino Lady” through some considerable degree of personal daring, an inherent love of adventure, a willingness to risk life and liberty, and a desire to wreak vengeance upon the crooked political machine which ruled the state.
Her father, Owen Patrick, had been one of the most feared politicians in California at one time. He had been honest. An assassin’s bullet had cut him down in his prime, three years before, and it had been whispered about that the killer was a gunman in the employ of the state machine! Ellen had inherited the big Irishman’s keen wit and fearless spirit.
The little adventuress had always lived a life of comparative ease as befitted the only child of Owen Patrick. A Berkeley graduate, she was thrilling to a Far Eastern trip when news came that a cowardly slug had robbed her of the one who meant more than life itself to her.
From that dark day forward, her life had been devoted to a fearless campaign of vengeance!
At times, Ellen unhesitatingly accepted nigh impossible undertakings simply for the sake of friendship and the love of adventure. At other times she was coldly involved in dangerous schemes merely to embarrass the authorities whom she blamed for her father’s death.
But, always, her anonymous donations to worthy charity covered the biggest portion of any recompense obtained through her forays against the wealthy.
Of late, Ellen had become increasingly well-known and feared as The Domino Lady!
Dealing only with the higher-ups, the social elite, Ellen had no retained corps of informers, nor did she need them. Rumors, whispered gossip, news reports.
These were her sources of information, and, moving in the upper strata upon which she preyed, they fell into her dainty hands with regularity and dispatch!
For instance, Ellen Patrick had learned much about Ames Kettrick, big political figure of Frisco. And he was just as crooked as he was big! Kettrick had always added to his wealth in dubious ways. Yet his fortune was immense. His recipe was unfailing. With the political machine behind him, he “got away with” anything crooked from fencing stolen jewels in his two elaborate jewelry establishments to defrauding widows and orphans in shady tenement deals.
Kettrick believed, and there was evidence to sustain his belief, that very few of those in on the “easy money” were saps enough to part with any portion of it under any circumstances. There was, he claimed, no reason why he should bestow part of his takings from the orphans and widows upon a needy orphans’ asylum! It was strange!
Innately vain, the politician had recently married a woman thirty years his junior; one Jane Forbes, a dazzling movie queen of pre-talkie days. Jane was still a beauty in spite of her fall from movie grace and she, along with the Kettrick Collection, were the apples of the old crook’s eye; he seldom if ever neglected an opportunity of displaying both to advantage.
Thus, the much-heralded Ball Masque to be given at the Kettrick Mansion and to which celebrities from all parts of the state were to attend and pay homage to an elderly crook, his youngish wife, and a rather dubious collection of priceless stones!
It had not been easy for Ellen to secure an invitation to the affair, but the Hollywood beauty kept after what she wanted until she got it!
Arriving at the smart Catalan in Frisco two days before, she had at once set about making preparations for another daring coup; one which she fondly hoped would not only put a crimp in Ames Kettrick’s vulpine nature, but would enable the hard-pressed orphanage authorities to adequately rebuild their home and finance the proper upbringing of their little charges.
Her customary white-on-black message of warning had been brief and to the point.
Ames Kettrick was to contribute worthwhile funds to worthy charities before Friday afternoon, or take the consequences!
And the consequences in this instance, as the missive broadly hinted, was to embrace a call from the mysterious Domino Lady, and the loss of his much-prized diamond collection which he was determined to display at the Ball Masque!
Of course, Kettrick had scoffed at the message. Who was this Domino Lady?
He’d never heard of her! Some Hollywood upstart, trying a new publicity gag? Probably. Yet, in his heart, the crooked politician was sorely troubled and frankly afraid.
And even the retaining of competent guards could not dispel that fear, for Kettrick had heard of The Domino Lady! Had heard much, and none of it productive of peace of mind on his part!
 
WHEN Ellen entered her hotel suite after her enlightening encounter with Roge McKane, she immediately discarded her clothing, and donned chic black and white pajamas.
Relaxing on the bed in her boudoir, she stretched her cramped pink toes, one by one, in luxurious serenity. Slowly, her keen mind clicked over every detail of her daring venture of the night almost at hand. Her plans were perfect.
Of course, there was a certain amount of chance, but she was ever ready for that possibility, as she wanted no endeavor where there were no chances to be taken!
Dreamily smiling to herself, her mind turned to Roge McKane. She’d always liked the tall, darkly-handsome ex-collegian. She first remembered him as a backfield ace at Saint Mary’s; that had been before his father’s death and the subsequent loss of the McKane millions.
She’d been a happy-go-lucky Berkeley co-ed in those days. She hadn’t seen Roge in ages; of course, she’d enjoy dancing with him, but she hoped that any possible encounter of the night would not have to be with him... Too bad he had been retained to guard Kettrick’s...
So, musing, Ellen drifted off into a peaceful and dreamless sleep!
 
LATER, when it was time to dress, Ellen stripped off the pajamas, drew a tub of warm water which she lavishly scented with an expensive, exotic perfume.
Slowly, she immersed her beautifully-rounded body beneath its caressing surface. For long minutes, Ellen luxuriated in the soothing influence of the scented waters before leaping up to massage herself dry with a huge, fluffy towel.
Her butter-hued hair was a crown of enchanting, silken curls when she had finished with it. Crimson for her lips, eye-shadow for allure, perfume, powder. With a feeling of naughtiness, she slipped into a pair of black lace panties. Then, sheerest hose for her shapely legs, black velvet slippers for her dainty feet.
Next, Ellen sheathed her lithe, youthful body in a close-fitting, shining-black evening gown which lent lure and mystery to her every curve and contour. Entirely backless it was, with the front caught about the white column of her neck in a captivating halter-effect. The ensemble, plus a white silken cape and black domino mask, was the identifying costume of the daring Domino Lady!
The costume she had chosen for the masquerade was a voluminous affair of the Eighteenth Century, and it suited her ravishing Nordic beauty and allure, perfectly. It accentuated the fullness of her shapely bosom, and the boyish slimness of her waist. It also gave her svelte hips a wide sweep which was at the same time beautiful and seductive. And it went on perfectly over the tight-fitting black crepe gown beneath!
A moment later, throwing the white silken cape about her kissable, bare shoulders, Ellen took a final glance into the tall mirror. She felt perfectly satisfied.
All plans were perfected; her appearance was almost too perfect to be real; the success of her perilous venture rested squarely upon her own fearless and daring, and the element of chance!
With a little smile of confidence curving her cupid’s bow crimson lips, she went out and locked the door of her suite behind her.
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Chapter 3
 
AMES KETTRICK’S mansion, one of the show places of smart San Francisco, was aglow with lights and noisy with music and merriment when Ellen Patrick entered the huge ballroom.
Numbered among the masked and costumed guests were leaders in almost every line of human endeavor; politicians, actors, artists, business and social demigods, and the elderly politician was in his element, reveling in the choice opportunity of displaying his great wealth and his pretty, young wife.
Ellen found that the Ball Masque revelers were to unmask at midnight when a showing of the fabulous Kettrick diamond collection would be accorded them.
In the ballroom proper, the lights were so dim one could hardly see anything. The air was heavy with the scent of a thousand perfumes. Servants glided here and there with loaded trays, and underneath the sensuous strains of the Spanish orchestra, she could hear the swish of feet on the polished floor.
The little adventuress stood in a shadowed corner and took in the entire layout. Her heart was thumping with the acceleration of the chase, the knowledge that here was new, exciting adventure in the making!
It was her life, her greatest thrill of living! Visible through the holes in the orchid mask which concealed the upper half of her lovely face, great brown eyes glowed and smoldered with growing excitement.
Abruptly, she turned at a touch on her arm. She was startled for a brief moment. A tall, wide-shouldered man, dressed as an English knight — helmet, visor and everything, was leaning over her.
“Ellen, herself!” came in the deep tones of Roge McKane. “Couldn’t fool me, although you are looking extra swellegant tonight! May I have this dance?”
She smiled. “But can you dance in that outfit, Galahad?” she asked, pertly.
“Oh, this isn’t real, you know,” he returned, quickly.
“It’s merely a bunch of tinsel hung together. Old Kettrick’s idea. Said he thought I’d best mask like the guests so as to be able to mingle freely about and watch for the blonde in the black gown and domino, if she dares attempt anything! How do I look, Ellen?”
“Just lovely!” she smiled, her soft voice throbbing melodiously with a peculiarly emotional quiver, a little trick of hers. “I’d say you’d just left the Round Table, or something of the sort!”
He laughed: “Shall we dance?”
She stepped into his glittering arms, and they glided out into the stream of dancers.
For some little time they did not speak, but Ellen thrilled to the feel of his possessive arm about her slender waist. McKane was so tall she couldn’t see over his shoulder, and, big as he was, not once did his boots touch her dainty slippers.
Ellen laughed tinklingly as they glided about the ballroom in time with a dreamy waltz. The young investigator’s arms clasped her momentarily closer, while her rounded arms were about him.
At the moment, she forgot where she was and why she was here. All she realized was that, under the spell of his magnetism and the influence of the sensuous music, she was having the time of her life, and her affectionate little being quivered with suppressed emotion.
However, her fertile brain could not long remain dormant when there was adventure in the offing.
It swung back abruptly to the ways and means of accomplishing her set purpose of the evening. Where were the diamonds she sought, and how were they guarded?
How was she to get possession of them? It was almost eleven; the unmasking and the display of the stones was scheduled for twelve! She must work fast if she were to succeed before that time!
 
AS SOON as the dance was ended, Roge McKane entreated her to walk in the garden with him while opportunity presented itself. She yielded, seeing in the invitation a chance of securing needed information.
She disliked taking advantage of the young detective’s friendship in that manner, but it seemed justified under the circumstances. She would not allow anything to stand between her and ultimate victory!
There was an argent California moon overhead and the air was warm enough to make her cape unnecessary. Laughing and chatting, she allowed the tall investigator to lead her to a marble bench, half concealed from view by shrubbery. When he had lighted her cigarette, Ellen leaned back and gazed absently across the moonlit garden.
“Won’t you be missed?” she asked, softly.
“I hardly think so,” McKane’s thoughts were on other things and he scarcely realized what he said as he answered, “and I can’t help it if I am. As long as I’m with you, here in the moonlight, it doesn’t matter, Ellen!”
“But the stones?” she interpolated, “will they be safe with you away?”
“The boys are guarding them in a little room off the main corridor,” he replied, quickly, “where they are placed for the showing at midnight. The men are not costumed or masked as I am, and they’ll keep their eye peeled every moment.
“Nothing can happen. But,” he went on, sitting down beside Ellen, “why waste our moment here together with talk of things like that, honey? I want to talk about you! After all, the stones are adequately protected.”
 
A FAINT pulse was throbbing visibly at the base of her throat. Roge McKane’s dark eyes were on it; he missed the gleam which crept into her brown orbs through the slits in the mask as he gave her the wanted information!
“Well, I hope you’re right,” she whispered, musically, “because I wouldn’t want to be the one to keep you from your duty... Roge!”
The slight hesitation before she said the last word made the detective lean forward.
Suddenly, he caught her lithe body in his arms and drew her toward him. His hard lips were pressed to the cerise contours of her dewy mouth!
“You’re sweet, Ellen, honey!” he panted, emotionally. “You’re maddening!”
For the moment, Ellen clung to him as he kissed the warm softness of her crimson mouth. It was as though the lonely little adventuress, devoting her life to a campaign of vengeance, had been starved for his affection and could no longer restrain herself. Her seductive figure trembled expectantly in his arms.
Suddenly, she pushed him away, rose to her feet. “Please, Roge!” she breathed, softly.
“Not now! You should be thinking of your duty, you know! We’d better be going inside before you’re missed!”
Roge McKane grinned like the good fellow he was, and escorted her back into the ballroom.
They danced again. Laughing and talking mechanically with the young detective, Ellen’s mind switched from the rather thrilling episode in the garden to the grim business directly at hand.
Her alert mind toyed with the information obtained from the unsuspecting McKane. She knew that the moment was ripe for her endeavor, and no time must be lost!
It required fifteen minutes of precious time to get rid of McKane. Finally, he left with a word about seeing her later. In a few moments, she had slipped away from the crowded ballroom and was traversing the spacious main corridor. It was deserted and her slippers made no sound on the thick Roneau. She moved cautiously forward, keen ears tuned to catch any slight sound in the rooms on either side of the hallway.
Midway of the long corridor, she heard a faint sound. A droning. She hesitated, listened intently.
The sound came from the room at her right. It resolved itself into the subdued buzzing of voices, without audible words. But it was significant that the room was occupied as McKane had intimated it would be!
With racing heart, Ellen crouched with her ear to the door. She strove to catch a word which might tell her that this was indeed the room of the guarded treasure. Finally, a few words came, louder than the rest, and in a heavy masculine voice.
“... gettin’ sleepy, Tom. The rocks look swell, but I don’t believe there’s any danger at all.”
“Almost midnight, Ben,” another voice replied, “and I’m thinkin’ that Domino Dame is scared out! That is, if there’s really such a dame! I’ll be glad when this night watch stuff’s finished. It’s no job for a man with brains.”
Came the sound of raucous laughter, and then the words again became inaudible.
Soon, the talking ceased altogether. Ellen stooped, looked through the keyhole. Across the room from the door, two men were lounging in upholstered chairs, smoking cigars.
On a heavy teakwood table between them were a pair of capable-looking revolvers, and a large jewel case; a thing of leather and plush and velvet. Inside, no doubt, glittered the wonderful collection of flawless diamonds so prized by Ames Kettrick, but Ellen had no sure way of knowing. From the angle of the keyhole, she couldn’t see inside the jewel box! But she’d gamble it held the two hundred thousand dollar treasure just the same...
“... guess the old boy’ll be bringing in the guests right soon, now, Ben,” one of the guards was saying.
“So I suppose we’d better be gettin’ into our coats again...”
Ellen had heard and seen enough. Boldly, she turned and glided to another door directly across the corridor. She opened it softly, an inch at a time, stepped inside into Stygian darkness. No one stirred.
She closed the portal in her wake after experiencing the feeling that she was alone. She breathed a deep sigh of relief as she took out her pencil flash and played its tiny beam about.
A moment later she had located a switch and the tiny room was flooded with light.
She was in a washroom of some sort, although she could tell from its size that it was not the one in general use. The little adventuress was as cool as the proverbial cucumber as she usually was when under the stress of peril. Her movements were deliberate, but carried off with a speed and precision truly remarkable.
First, she bent and grasped the fluffy hem of the Eighteenth Century gown. Hurriedly, she drew it upward over her youthful body. A moment later the costume was hidden from view behind a large hamper against the wall. This, of course, left her shapely figure sheathed in the form fitting evening gown of black crepe which she had worn under the other one!
 
THIS black, daringly-cut creation, backless and with halter-neck, was the identifying costume of the mysterious Domino Lady!
Replacing the orchid mask with a domino of shining black silk, and with a tiny black, snub-nosed automatic in her right fist, Ellen switched off the light, and stepped out into the still deserted corridor.
Once more the intrepid Domino Lady was on the prowl, keeping a midnight engagement of vengeance!
 
FACING the door of the treasure room, Ellen reached into the low-cut décolletage of her evening frock, drew forth a shining metal ball which has rested snugly in the warm valley of her shapely bosom! Small, compact, it was a powerful weapon when properly used.
Although harmless, it contained a volatile gas which temporarily rendered powerless those persons unfortunate enough to inhale its sickening and paralyzing vapors!
A wicked little smile lighted her piquant face as she softly tried the knob of the door. It surprised her by giving noiselessly before her even pressure, and she slowly shoved it open.
Across the room, the two guards, half dozing and unconscious of her presence, awaited the midnight hour with ill-concealed signs of disgust with their lot. They missed seeing the lovely figure as it crept silently inside!
With a skill born of much practice, Ellen tossed the bomb! The detectives’ first intimation of an intrusion was when the gas container shattered into a million tiny fragments on the table between them, and their lungs began to smart from the fumes of the quick-acting agent! They lunged upward, going for their guns.
“What the —” burst from the lips of the taller of the two as he glimpsed the black-clad figure of the Domino Lady for the first time.
“Hold it!”
The command, softly spoken, cut through the stillness of the room, as the tiny automatic was trained upon the reeling detectives. “One move or one cry, and you get it where it’ll do you the most good! I mean business, men!”
But the word, or the gun were almost superfluous in the face of the volatile gas. It had gotten in its deadly work, and the two detectives slumped groaning to the floor!
The Domino Lady was all speed and precision now. Her left hand whipped a handkerchief from inside her frock — one that had been loaded with a powerful neutralizing powder.
Holding it to her nose and mouth, she darted forward toward the glittering baubles on the table!
Slipping her automatic inside her dress, and working with her right hand, she quickly snapped shut the jewel case, locked it. She didn’t stop to examine the precious loot, but slipped its container beneath her left arm. A swift glance at the unconscious men convinced her that they would slumber peacefully for some minutes to come. If only someone didn’t come in to disturb them before that time was up!
Stooping, she tossed a small black card beside the senseless men. On it, in white ink, was inscribed the legend: The Domino Lady’s Compliments!
A second later, she had spun around and was making for the door. It was a supreme test of nerve to step into the hallway in her disguise, and with Kettrick’s fortune in stones in plain view beneath her arm.
But Ellen was made of stern stuff; she faced the ordeal with a calm fortitude which would have done credit to the fearless Owen Patrick, himself!
She glided into the big corridor, looked swiftly about.
It was deserted!
The haunting strains of Beautiful Lady in Blue came faintly to her ears from the direction of the ballroom.
Was Roge McKane there, perhaps looking for her? The thought gave speed to her movements as she closed the door, darted forward and entered the washroom again.
Ellen swiftly manipulated a small metal lever on the wall of the washroom after switching on the lights. With steady hands, she pulled her costume from behind its concealing hamper.
The tight-fitting creation came off over her shining head, leaving her shapely body clad only in the lacy black scanties! Stooping, she wadded the black dresses and the domino into a small roll. This she placed on the tile floor near the wall.
From her wrist-bag she produced a tiny vial of colorless liquid. The domino and dress, of special construction and previously treated so as to take the acid, were doused with the consuming liquid! A tiny wisp of nauseating smoke eddied upward for a moment, then the gown and domino were nothing but a small pile of dark ashes!
Before dressing, Ellen scooped these ashes up, sifted them into the washbowl. A dash of water from the tap, and they had disappeared from view. Next, she reached for the costume gown, prepared to pull it on over her shining head. Just as she raised it high, she startled. Someone was trying the door of the washroom!
Ellen stood stockstill, the dress suspended in midair while her heart beat like a sledgehammer against her ribs. Was she about to be discovered? Was this to be the end of the Domino Lady?
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Chapter 4
 
ELLEN listened, intently. Nothing happened.
Whoever had tried the door, if indeed someone had actually tried it, had retreated after finding it locked. Or perhaps they awaited her appearance, seeing the light and knowing the single door to be the only means of exit from the washroom! Well, she mused grimly, if that was the way it was, she couldn’t help it; she’d have to take that chance.
Quickly she slipped the voluminous costume gown down over her beautiful body, securing it tightly about the waist. Picking up her orchid mask, she fastened it in place, looked about. Everything was in order.
No one could ever tell that she had been there. With her wrist-bag in hand, she unlocked the door, stepped out into the large corridor!
It was entirely deserted! With a tight little smile on her face and a prayer of thanks in her heart, Ellen made for the further end of the hallway and the ballroom.
The alarm was sounded shortly after. Ellen had again met Roge McKane and they were waltzing when, suddenly, all the lights in the huge ballroom were snapped into coruscating brilliance.
There was tense silence for a moment after the orchestra broke off in the middle of a beat. Then, a very red-faced Ames Kettrick broke into excited speech from the big doorway.
The scowling, heavy-set politician was having difficulty in suppressing his anger. His beautiful wife stood beside him, a bit embarrassed if indications were to be taken at face value.
Her dazzling beauty shone through the troubled look on her lovely face.
Despite her fall from grace in fickle picturedom, Jane Kettrick was still the possessor of a breathtaking beauty. It requires more than mere symmetry of feature and figure to crash one’s personality across to the public through the medium of photographic flashes; and this still-young woman had been a headliner short months before! She squinted her expressive eyes about composedly, in direct contrast with her fiery sixty-year-old husband.
“The Kettrick diamonds have been stolen!” raged Ames Kettrick.
“And the thief is still on the premises! Every outlet to the house and grounds have been under the watch of an armed detective! No one was admitted without invitation, and no one has left!
Still, two armed men were overcome and the diamonds stolen from under their nose by a person dressed in black and wearing a black domino!
The guards seemed to disagree on just what the robber actually looked like, so everyone must be searched! All will immediately unmask, and searching will start at once!”
A little murmur ran about the room. At the first intimation of trouble, Roge McKane excused himself to Ellen and hurried to the side of Kettrick and his wife. The politician swung on the young detective.
“A fine detective you are, McKane!” he cried, hotly.
“Letting the thief walk off with my property while you dance about with one of the guests! Get busy! You’ll search every single one of the guests! Not a soul leaves this house until the diamonds are found, do you hear? I’m not going to allow a fortune in diamonds to walk off in somebody’s pocket!”
“But some had already left, Mr. Kettrick!” stated Roge McKane, coldly eyeing the frantic millionaire.
“And besides, many of the guests are prominent people, and old friends of yours! You wouldn’t...”
“Yes, dear,” soothed Jane Kettrick, trying to pacify her infuriated husband. “You wouldn’t want to offend...”
“You keep out of this, Jane!” he shrilled at her, rudely.
“I don’t intend to be robbed like this, and let the crook get away with it! If it was man or woman, I’ll get my property back, and see to it that the person who calls themself the Domino Lady is put away where they belong!”
 
JANE KETTRICK stepped back a pace. “Yes, Ames,” she placated, “but really...”
“Shut up!” he snapped, roughly.
“Didn’t I tell you to keep out of this?” He swung on McKane.
“Search ’em!” he ordered. “Search everyone in the house! You search every single one of them, or I’ll search ’em myself!”
Ellen felt sorry for the ex-actress; it was plain to see, as she retired, that she was badly hurt by her elderly husband’s uncouth actions and rough speech. But Ellen had to laugh at the tableau as Roge McKane started his distasteful task as directed by the irate millionaire.
Before giving up, Jane Kettrick tried to lift her soft voice in protest again, but her husband squelched her with a glare and a curt command.
The stately beauty turned, then, and left the scene. Kettrick looked after her, running his stubby fingers through his thick, black hair, and cursing beneath his breath.
There ensued a slight delay while McKane summoned a woman operative, and then the searching began.
The guests, some of them nationally-known figures, submitted without a murmur; but if looks meant anything, the social and political career of the lordly Kettrick died a sudden death right there!
While the searching was going on, Ames Kettrick paced up and down like an enraged lion, glaring about as though he were in a den of thieves.
His evident suffering brought a tight-lipped smile to Ellen’s face as she watched him while awaiting her turn to be searched.
It made up to her for all her risks to see the crooked politician writhing under the loss of his beloved diamond collection, and to see him putting himself in bad favor with the most influential people in the entire state!
While the guests were submitting to the searchers, a squad of men, summoned by McKane, went over the premises with a fine tooth comb, but to no avail.
After being searched, Ellen walked over to the entrance and talked with Roge McKane who was opening the portal to let out little groups of guests who had undergone Ames Kettrick’s idea of hospitality and entertainment by being searched. The young detective grinned somewhat foolishly, though grimly.
The women held their wraps closely about their shoulders and departed with their noses in the air.
“A silly business,” growled McKane to Ellen. He squinted at Kettrick who was standing nearby, frowning at the departing guests.
“But what can you do with an old fool like that? I can’t feel sorry for his loss or for what this insult to his guests will mean to him in lost friendship and prestige, Ellen! He deserves it.”
She smiled, prettily.
“Yes, I suppose he does,” she murmured, softly, “if all the stories I’ve heard about him are true.”
“Oh, they’re true, right enough!” gritted the disgusted detective. “And I’ll be glad when this mess is over with! Hope I never draw an assignment like this again! I’m sorry for your sake, too, Ellen.”
“Why, that’s not your fault, Roge!” she told him, evenly.
“Will you let me show you how sorry I am,” he asked, softly, “by escorting you to your hotel after this mess is over, Ellen?” His deep voice was softly pleading. “And after I take off this monkey-suit,” he added as a grinning afterthought, indicating his costume.
“If you wish,” laughed Ellen, softly, “and if it won’t be too long until it’s over.”
“Oh, it won’t take long now,” he grinned. “I’ll speed things along for the sake of seeing you away from this place, honey!”
 
THE last guest left without the diamonds being found. McKane turned with a shrug to his scowling employer.
“Bear in mind,” he told Kettrick, precisely, “that this outrage was committed at your express orders. Have you anything further to offer as a suggestion?” There was no mistaking the sneer in his voice.
“I want you to recover my diamonds!” commanded Kettrick, angrily. He thrust out a pugnacious jaw. “They’re not on the premises, and the guests who were here did not have them. I’m going to give you a list of the ones who had left before the robbery was discovered.
“I’ll expect you to put a man on each of them, McKane, and have them shadowed night and day until my property is recovered. Do you hear that?”
The young detective grunted, and went to call off his men.
Later, after removing his costume and securing the list of names from Kettrick, McKane rejoined Ellen. He looked very handsome in gray tweeds. Ellen laughed softly as he handed her into his coupe.
“Do you think the Domino Lady was present tonight?” She asked, innocently, “and if so, do you think you’ll catch her and recover the diamonds, Roge?”
He was silent as he got the car underway, then he nodded.
“Yes, I’m sure she must have been there, Ellen,” he said, grimly, “because no one else would have had the nerve to pull a thing like that under our noses!
“As far as catching her is concerned, I’m not so sure about that. Still, I’d rather someone else had that privilege, anyway. Darned if I can work up any zeal after Kettrick’s actions tonight! And I’m rather admiring the little lady’s nerve, too!”
He chuckled.
McKane drew into the curb near the Catalan, and Ellen allowed him to kiss her. She laughed at his hungry zeal.
“Will I see you again before we leave, honey?” he pleaded as he stood on the sidewalk beside the car after they had alighted. His boyish eyes burned with a fierce fire.
“If you wish,” she told him, softly, “I haven’t seen half enough of you, Roge! Shall we make it tomorrow evening at nine o’clock promptly?”
“You bet!” He was enthusiastic. “If we can’t make it any sooner!”
He made as if to embrace her right there on the sidewalk, but Ellen eluded him and ran into the hotel. McKane stood for a moment, staring at the doorway through which she had vanished, then turned on his heel and entered the car.
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Chapter 5
 
DAWN wasn’t far off when Ellen Patrick approached the Kettrick mansion for the second time that night. She dismissed the owl cabbie three blocks from the politician’s home, and continued on foot. In rubber-heeled and soled evening slippers, she moved along like some silent shadow of the night.
Crossing the spacious lawn to one side of the palatial house, and keeping in the shadows of some overhanging trees, Ellen circled the structure, found a window which was conveniently located, took from her bag a glass cutter and a small roll of chewing gum from her mouth.
Working with silent speed, she circled the glass of the window with the cutter, then, when she had almost completed the circle, placed the gum against the pane. She completed the circle, and the segment of glass from the window, being stuck to the gum, made no noise as she lifted it out.
 
SHE knew that the burglar alarm would be set. She was prepared for that emergency.
She inserted a cautious arm through the opening in the window, felt with trained fingers until she had found and disconnected the alarm. Then, she raised the window, slid her lithe body into the blackness of the interior.
All was still.
She drew the tiny automatic from her wrist-bag, moved forward on the balls of her feet, guided by the ray from her pencil flash.
Her great brown eyes snapped ominously as she crept along, and it is doubtful, if young McKane had he seen her at that moment, could have readily recognized in her the limpid-eyed girl he had left at the Catalan several hours earlier that night! Presently, she stood at the head of a narrow stairway, leading downward into a dark basement.
She hesitated a moment. Was there someone lying in wait for her in the silent confines before her? Some detective, perhaps, who would shoot on sight without asking questions?
The answer lay fairly in the laps of the gods!
Ellen Patrick slipped slowly down the stairs in the murk. Cautiously, she moved across the concrete floor of the basement. In one corner, brought into sharp relief by the pencil of light from her flash, stood a huge clothes hamper. Leading into it from above were several chutes by which soiled linen was transported from the rooms of the house to the basement laundry. The hamper was half full of linen.
With pink-tipped hands that trembled slightly, the little intruder began sorting through the linen.
Piece after piece was examined as the moments flew rapidly by. In a little while, a little cry of triumph seeped from between her tautened lips.
Excitedly, she pulled a jewel case from between the folds of a soiled bath towel where she had placed it several hours before! She had utilized the linen chute and a soiled towel in disposing of her precious loot in the washroom above, after overcoming the detectives and making away with the diamonds!
Thus, they had not been found on her person when she was searched!
And her plan had worked to perfection, the searchers evidently scorning the basement, and particularly a basket of soiled linen in their search for the tossing gems!
The Kettrick diamonds! Ellen turned them over in the case in the glow from her flash, and blinked.
Exquisite gems, flawless, ice-blue, perfectly matched, pear-shaped. No mistaking them for what they were!
Reluctantly, she locked them in their case, slid the receptacle into a large envelope, stamped and addressed to herself at her apartment on Wiltshire Boulevard, in Hollywood!
“I suppose that puts a crimp in Mr. Ames Kettrick!” she murmured, with innate satisfaction, “and I’m not taking a chance on keeping them at the hotel until I leave, either!
“Fenced properly, these stones will bring a fortune in New York. After that, I suppose the kiddies at the orphanage will be brought up properly at Kettrick’s expense, whether he likes it or not! And that is just as it should be, considering that the diamonds were bought with dishonest money, stolen from the needy!”
Ellen slipped back across the basement, up the stairs, and to the window.
She slipped out the way she had come, through the window. She closed the window; and left, also, stuck to the window frame with gum, a small, black card. On it in white ink, was inscribed the words: The Domino Lady’s Compliments!
At the corner, she dropped the bulky envelope into the postal box. And as she walked hotel-ward, there was a grim little smile playing about her mouth as she thought of her father, and of how he must be enjoying her successful campaign of vengeance, wherever he was!
In her room, Ellen undressed slowly, and got into bed.
Her thoughts reverted to Roge McKane, and the night that was to come. For a long time she lay, smiling up at the ceiling in the early morning light. But at last, she drifted off to sleep, another daring exploit triumphantly concluded!
 
THE END
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The Domino Lady’s Handicap
by Lars Anderson
Originally published in the July 1936 issue of Saucy Romantic Adventures
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Chapter 1: Blackmail
 
FIVE A.M. a chilly wind swept through the grandstand and whistled about the cornices of the deserted clubhouse. But the dusty, dirt racing oval held but one horse and its rider.
Inside the rail near the finish line stood a girl and two men, their eyes glued upon the track. The tallest of the trio, Lee Kilgore, in grey cap and tan trenchcoat, was the owner of the thoroughbred they were watching. He was a lanky youngster with a mass of brown, wavy hair atop his lean, good-looking face. His clothes were of the most expensive cut. Brother of Frances Kilgore, the screen’s outstanding ingénue, Lee was rather well-known in racing circles for his small stable which was among the leaders at the beautiful Santa Anita track.
“Pop” Fields, veteran trainer of the small but prosperous Kilgore string, stood nearby chewing a blade of grass. He was dressed in shabby blue trousers and nondescript jersey.
The feminine member of the trio was our old friend, Ellen Patrick of Hollywood. To say she was beautiful would be like saying Jack Dempsey was a pugilist. Waves of silky-soft, yellow hair that possessed a vital sheen of burnished gold peeped from beneath a tiny toque of blue velour. She had attractive brown eyes, full, mobile lips, and a determined little chin. As she smiled at a remark of Kilgore’s, seductive dimples enhanced the beauty of her smooth cheeks.
Under a short blue coat, a bright frock hugged the youthful outlines of a perfectly-contoured figure. As the breeze parted the coat momentarily, the dress was enticingly molded to the smooth perfection of her lovely bosom and the svelte curves of lithe thighs and slender calves in a symphony of graceful rhythm. Her great eyes widened suddenly as a gun barked. Ellen grasped Lee Kilgore’s arm, excitedly.
The big, awkward-looking chocolate gelding lunged into a fast start, his flying hoofs pounding the track like the pistons of a well-oiled machine. The exercise boy, in sweater and cap, crouched low upon the animal’s neck like a cat on a limb, rating the pace with a skill bred of long experience.
The speedster quickly circled the oval. As he flashed across the finish line a smile swept over the trainer’s bronzed features. The boy trotted the gelding back to where they waited.
“Oh, wasn’t he splendid?” cried Ellen, her face lighted with admiration.
“Splendid, did you say?” Pop Fields asked, grinning. He patted the horse’s damp, satiny neck. “He turned that mile in 1:38:4, and he ain’t takin’ a deep breath! That’s perfect, if you’re askin’ me! Keep this under your cap, kid,” he added, turning to the exercise boy.
“Right, Pop, not a peep from me!”
Lee Kilgore sized up the prancing racer with critical eyes. He had returned from a business trip to New Orleans only two days before and this was his first look at the gelding, Burnt Offering, in training.
“What’re his chances in the Mountain States Handicap now, Pop?” he asked, quietly. “Think he can go the distance?”
“Chances?” grinned the veteran, sagely. “It’s in the bag, Mr. Kilgore! Burnt’ll be so far out in front at the mile that they’ll never head ’im! He’s the fastest breaker on the grounds.” The horse tossed its beautiful head proudly as though it understood and fully agreed.
They watched as the boy trotted the big speedster back to the stables for his cooling out. Fields started to follow.
“Watch him closely, Pop, and don’t take any chances!” the young owner called after him, then turned to Ellen. “Let’s go. I’m hungry as a she-wolf this morning!”
Ellen was smiling as he led her to a powerful roadster nearby.
“I do hope he wins the Handicap for you, Lee,” she said, with the easy familiarity of an old friend. She had been a childhood playmate of the two Kilgore children in Los Angeles. “He’s very beautiful. But,” she went on, pertly arching her brows, “where do we go from here?”
Kilgore smiled down at her as she strode along beside him, and his grey eyes were filled with frank admiration. “I wish,” he told her as he handed her into the car, “that you were having breakfast with me at the Santa Anita!”
Ellen laughed, musically. “Well, you might as well go right into your next wish, then, because that one’s been granted! I’m famished, too!”
Lee echoed her laugh as he meshed the gears and got the car underway, but there was a worried expression about his grey eyes which Ellen couldn’t help noticing.
“You’re worried about the Handicap, aren’t you, Lee?” she probed, “That threat...”
Kilgore turned his head and smiled as he patted the slender, gloved hand that rested in the crook of his elbow. “Now, don’t you fret, honey,” he said, quickly, “We’ll take the Handicap with Burnt, all right!”
 
THEY were silent as the car rolled swiftly along the highway, but their thoughts were parallel. Frances Kilgore had been indiscreet while still a carefree college youngster. She had written certain compromising letters to a Los Angeles youth. The latter had disposed of them to an unscrupulous rascal, a gangster and gambler, who threatened the future of the young star before the cameras. He promised to publicize the letters unless Lee Kilgore withdrew his speedy gelding, Burnt Offering, from the Mountain States Handicap! But, with typical Kilgore courage, and backed by his nervy sister, Lee had squared his rocky jaw and ignored the threat!
It was not alone that the threat raised his dander, but Kilgore needed the money. A disastrous fire at the Tanforan track a month previous had taken three of his best handicap performers, and left him with a barnful of liabilities on his hands. He had repeatedly refused offers of aid from his successful sister, determined to make the racing stable left by his father, a paying proposition. His fortunes at low tide, he was counting on his lone surviving handicap horse to recoup and make the future worthwhile. The chocolate gelding was his ace in the hole, so to speak.
They breakfasted at a coffee shop in Santa Anita. Across the table from Lee, Ellen was very lovely with her vibrant youthfulness. Her piquant face and bright frock lit up the interior of the restaurant with a hint of joyous spring. The lights, high-diving into her shimmering tresses, seemed transformed into shafts of golden sunshine. Kilgore’s eyes softened as he studied her beauty.
“Mrs. Patrick’s little girl has certainly grown up to be a beautiful woman!” he mused, silently, fervently.
Ellen broke in upon his reverie: “But what are you going to do, Lee? You can’t deliberately wreck Fran’s career by ignoring the threat.”
“I feel like kicking myself,” he said, softly, “for telling you about it at all, Ellen. You’ll worry about it until your holiday here will be ruined. Can’t you just forget it, honey?”
“But how can I forget,” she questioned, meaningly, “when it concerns the happiness of two of my best friends?”
He was silent for a moment. Then, “We both appreciate that, Ellen,” he said, earnestly, “but what good can your worrying produce? We’re all rather helpless before this blackmailer! And Fran insists that I stick to my original intention, and run Burnt in the Handicap!”
“Well, perhaps my worry will do no good,” she admitted, slowly, “and then again, you can never tell! I might take a hand in the game myself!”
He grinned: “You talk like a woman of the world,” he said, “when I know you’re just a little girl at heart!”
Ellen grimaced, then smiled. “Smarty!” she said, teasingly. “And just for that, I feel like making good my boast! I feel like going to see that man, and, if he doesn’t come across, shoot him down as he deserves!”
“Brrrrr! Listen to the big bad wolfie!” laughed Kilgore, as the waiter deposited their food before them. “I didn’t know you were so cold-blooded, Ellen! But you’d better build up your nerve with a few more calories before tackling that devil, honey! Now, don’t you think it a good idea to stop worrying and start eating?”
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Chapter 2: Plotting a Coup
 
ELLEN PATRICK was stopping at an expensive hotel in the smart residential section of the town. Like her father before her, she was an ardent admirer of blooded racing horses. The present visit to Santa Anita was for the purpose of witnessing the famous Mountain States Handicap which was scheduled for the coming Saturday.
Anyone entering the luxurious suite with her at three o’clock that Spring afternoon would have instantly realized that she was a young lady of expensive tastes; tastes beyond the income from the small trust fund left by her father. However, the young Berkeley graduate lived the life of a daring adventuress, supplementing her income with part of the funds obtained in courageous forays against the unscrupulous wealthy. The major portion of her loot always went to a deserving charity.
Ellen Patrick had been on a tour of the Far East when news came to her of her father’s murder. That had been her first touch of heartbreak. Owen Patrick had been like a god to his only child. And when the rumor spread that the crooked political machine which ruled the state had been responsible for the unwarranted death of the honest politician, his grieving daughter had sworn eternal vengeance! Thus far, she had squared accounts with several of the vulpine politicians, and had accomplished much good in the form of anonymous gifts to worthy charitable institutions in California.
 
HER adventurous spirit had not been content for long with these accomplishments. Love of adventure was in her blood, a heritage from her fighting father. At times during the three years following his death, Ellen had coolly accepted hazardous undertakings without thought of personal gain, merely for the sake of friendship, and her inordinate craving for excitement! During the past year, her reputation had become firmly established. On all sides she had become well-known and feared as The Domino Lady!
The present case was typical. Ellen had encountered a life-long friend, Lee Kilgore, soon after her arrival in Santa Anita. His big handicap performer, Burnt Offering, was one of the logical choices for the stake to be decided on Saturday. Ellen had been a bosom friend of Frances Kilgore while at Berkeley, and had renewed childhood ties. The young horseman’s sister had gone from college to attain the heights in filmdom. Thus, they had drifted apart; Ellen hadn’t seen Frances in years, although she had infrequently watched her performances upon the screen.
While at college, as already mentioned, Francis had acted unwisely.
A certain Los Angeles man had received compromising letters from her, and later sold them to as unscrupulous a rascal as you might find unhung.
Jess Kilgarlin, gangster, gambler, and professional blackmailer, was not given to driving easy bargains. Kilgarlin made his living in rather a dubious manner, but it was a very good living. His recipe was unfailing. He invested little save time, and his profits were limited only by the nature of the club which he could hold over the heads of his victims.
A Hollywood parasite, Kilgarlin’s method was simplicity in itself, and was rounded upon the fact that the public demands too much of its artists. Ever since motion picture producers allowed the public to dictate as to the private lives of its stars, Jess Kilgarlin had lived in clover! He believed, and there was none who might gainsay him, that very few actresses of talent and ability can live the ordinary lives of routine mortals. There was, he claimed, something in the very temperament of a successful actress which made her susceptible to emotions.
And Jess Kilgarlin made a profitable profession out of ascertaining specific instances of emotional susceptibility, getting proofs, and planning some dramatic method of incidental release of those proofs which would have swept the tabloids into line!
Take the Frances Kilgore case for instance. No one save a professional blackmailer with infinite patience and a deep-founded belief in the frailty of human nature would have suspected that Frances Kilgore had loved not wisely but too well while still a limpid-eyed collegian in her teens. And no one but a Kilgarlin would have had the diabolical cleverness necessary to bide his time, after securing the precious letters as proof, until Frances Kilgore was perched atop the cinema heap!
Then his weapon attained its maximum efficiency. Its value was limited only by the value which the star placed upon her career. It was reputed that her salary had reached the new depression high of fifteen thousand dollars a week! Kilgarlin had bled her from time to time, or so Lee Kilgore had hinted to Ellen, and now, desirous of cinching a sure thing in the Handicap on Saturday, the blackmailer was offering the packet of letters which would end his profit, in return for Kilgore’s withdrawal of his gelding from the California racing classic!
Frances Kilgore, whose screen name wasn’t Frances Kilgore at all, but something which came easily to the tongue and tinkled to the ear, was furious. She had insisted that her brother ignore the demands of Kilgarlin. The blackmailer had driven her to a position where she had decided to defy him and sacrifice herself if necessary before allowing him to ruin her brother’s chances in the rich racing fixture.
So, for friendship sake, and because she loved adventure and danger, Ellen Patrick had decided to enter the case. The day before she had sent her customary white-on-black warning to Jess Kilgarlin at his headquarters in Los Angeles. It had been brief, purposeful, to the point. Either Kilgarlin was to deliver certain letters to a movie celebrity before nightfall or The Domino Lady would call and collect them in person! Or, the note hinted broadly, there might be other heavy collections made at the same time for the sake of a worthy charity!
The Domino Lady had proved on numerous occasions that she was nobody’s fool; she knew that she was up against a tough proposition in tackling a gangster of Jess Kilgarlin’s caliber, but the insurmountable obstacles thus presented only added spice to the game!
Of course, Kilgarlin had laughed and ignored the threat. Surrounded by henchmen who would shoot before asking questions, the shrewd gangster chief was in no wise worried by mention of a Domino Lady. Besides, with a cool million at stake, and he holding all the aces, how could he lose?
So matters stood on the afternoon of the day when Ellen had breakfasted at the Santa Anita with Lee Kilgore.
 
AFTER reaching her suite, Ellen phoned Jess Kilgarlin’s apartment in Los Angeles. She knew he would not be there. Her purpose was to ascertain his whereabouts so that she might plan accordingly. A grim little smile curved her scarlet lips as she was informed that the gangster was stopping at another hotel in Santa Anita.
“Down for the Handicap tomorrow,” she mused after cradling the telephone, “and expecting to clean up a fortune on a sure thing, of course! Well, little Domino Girl, you have your work cut out for you this time! You’re going up against a gang with one of the shrewdest and bloodiest leaders in the business, and you can’t expect any police assistance, either! But this is just the sort of a set-up Dad would have loved to sink his teeth into, and I ought to be ashamed of myself for worrying about it beforehand!”
It was eight o’clock when Ellen dressed for her daring undertaking. Stepping nimbly from the perfumed bath, looking for all the world like a shapely stick of pink-and-white peppermint candy, she slowly donned the customary lacy, black briefs. Then followed the sheerest of hose for her beautiful legs, and French-heeled, black velvet slippers for her dainty feet. She smiled to herself as she lifted the black crepe frock to draw it on over her shining head. Kilgarlin should see her preparing herself for the raid, she thought! The backless dress, with halter-neck effect, was form-fitting and it sheathed her lovely body like a glove! Its daring cut accentuated the exposed whiteness of her perfect back and kissable shoulders, and added a nimbus of enticing allure to her magnetic personality.
Ellen examined the tiny automatic which nestled innocently in her rather spacious evening bag. She might have good use for it before the night was ended! Much practice had made her adept with the weapon. Its short barrel and special action were factors of lightning speed. Ellen could jerk that weapon into crackling use, plunk six slugs into a man-sized target at twelve feet, all within an interval of less than four seconds by the stop watch! She had done it upon occasion, and she kept her skill through constant practice!
Having ascertained that her weapon was ready for service, Ellen pulled a jaunty black hat on over her cap of sun-touched curls, a cape of white silk about her snowy shoulders, and glanced at herself in the tall mirror. She smiled, satisfied. The costume, plus a shining domino of black silk, was the identifying trademark of the intrepid Domino Lady! And Ellen, as she went down the deserted stairway of the hotel to the cab which waited at the curb, knew that she was embarking on one of the most dangerous ventures of her career!
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Chapter 3: Bearding the Lion
 
JESS KILGARLIN was stopping at a rather pretentious hostelry near the racetrack. It was reputed to be the rendezvous of the gambling fraternity, and its reputation was not of the best. Just the sort of place in which one might expect to encounter men like the blackmailer and his gang.
During her rather lengthy ride to the hotel, Ellen had time to think and much food for thought. She knew that Kilgarlin would never part with the letters she sought without a struggle. There was a fortune at stake on his part, and, from her angle, there was her friends’ interests to be salvaged. Heretofore, Ellen had never opposed organized crime in this way, and the tales she had heard of Kilgarlin and his gang, and their methods, did nothing to reassure her as to the ultimate success of her perilous venture!
Now, after hours of planning and suspense, The Domino Lady was going on an anonymous and outwardly thankless mission of justice!
She dismissed her cab at a point near the hotel. She daren’t trust the driver in case there might be a check-up on her activities of the evening. If everything went along smoothly as planned, it would be an easy matter to get another taxi for the return to her hotel, she told herself. Carrying her evening bag in one pink-nailed hand, she proceeded on into the brilliantly lighted lobby of the hotel. Crossing the tessellated floor, she paused before the desk. An unctuous clerk smiled as he hastened forward to see what she wanted.
“Did Mr. Jess Kilgarlin arrive as yet?” she said, evenly, smiling at the youthful attendant.
“Why, yes. Mr. Kilgarlin arrived this morning,” the clerk answered, “but he’s out just now. I’ll send for him.” He reached for the desk bell.
“Oh, never mind that, please!” protested Ellen, quickly. “I’m his sister, you see! I’ll just go right up to his suite and wait for him, if you don’t mind.” She treated the attendant to another brilliant smile.
The attendant was young, impressionable, and inexperienced. He looked at Ellen, noted her beauty and evident refinement, glanced at the lobby crowded with racetrack visitors — and rang the desk bell. A boy answered quickly, took the pass key the clerk handed him and, as the clerk instructed, showed “Mr. Kilgarlin’s sister to her brother’s suite.”
“Just a moment!” Ellen spoke up as the bellhop turned to leave. She got out a crinkly dollar bill. “Has Mr. Kilgarlin been gone long?”
The youngster’s face brightened at the sight of the bill. “Yes’m. He went out right after dinner. Ought to be back most any minute, now, ma’am.”
“Thanks,” Ellen handed over the dollar. “Just don’t tell him I’m here in case you should see him. I want to give him a surprise. And please caution the clerk not to mention me to him.”
The boy promised to do that, and left. For a minute Ellen stared at the door. Something told her that this was all going over too smoothly. That had always been a sure indication of trouble! “So Mr. Kilgarlin will be back any minute, eh?” she whispered, sarcastically emphasizing the gangster’s name. “Well, it won’t take me long to tear this room apart and see if what I want is here.”
Fishing the shining, black domino from her bag, she hastily adjusted it about her great eyes. She drew the deadly little automatic. The feel of the corrugated rubber steadied her nerves, brought a surge of confidence to her brain. She turned to survey the room, saw a package of cigarettes on the dresser, and helped herself to one. Looking around for matches, she found a box on a writing desk and proceeded to light the fag. As usual, she was as cool as a winter breeze in the presence of ambient peril!
Working with quiet precision and noiseless speed, Ellen frisked the gangster’s room with a thoroughness that would have done justice to the most skillful burglar in the business. Yet after ten minutes of concentrated effort, she had not located the letters she sought. She uncovered a well-filled wallet, however, which she slid into her bag, smiling as she thought of the worthy purpose the blackmailer’s money would be helping!
Ellen considered, briefly. She knew it wouldn’t be like vulpine Kilgarlin to leave valuable and incriminating material in the hands of others; unscrupulous himself, he wouldn’t trust another man under any circumstances, fearing a frame or worse. So the letters must be somewhere in this room, or on Kilgarlin’s person!
A whisper of sound outside in the corridor brought Ellen up short. Her eyes wild through the slits in the domino, her full, cerise lips drawn into a tautened line, she whirled to face the door, the automatic bristling viciously!
The steps went on by; but they had served to warn Ellen. Now, with an effort of sheer desperation she concentrated upon the task at hand.
The letters were here; of that she was certain. Where to look next? For a moment, all sorts of schemes and plans rushed through her mind; but, presently, as she paused and looked around, her great brown eyes spied something that brought an exultant smile to her lips. From underneath the bed protruded the corner of a bulky suitcase!
Swiftly, she pounced upon it, dragged it forth, found it securely locked. Its weight told her that it was tightly packed. Looking about, Ellen saw a razor kit atop the dresser. When she opened it, she found inside a heavy, straightedge razor. With this formidable weapon, she quickly cut out the lid of the suitcase!
A quick examination of the suitcase showed that it contained files of incriminating documents and letters, most of them concerning leading characters of the day! Ellen Patrick worked rapidly, efficiently. She sorted through these files. Those which concerned themselves with minor characters, she ignored. The more deadly of the documents were sorted into a compact bundle to be destroyed later if she were fortunate enough to escape with them — and her life!
Jess Kilgarlin had his gangsters sprinkled about the premises; that fact had made him over-confident. He had slipped up in leaving his suitcase of evidence in the hotel room. Had he known the Domino Lady better and not underestimated her ability and daring, it might have been another story, thought Ellen, as she located the Frances Kilgore letters and added them to the sizable pile beside the suitcase.
Picking up the bundle which she tied with a piece of cord from her bag, Ellen dug a card from the same receptacle. This she carefully placed on top of the ruined suitcase. It was a black card, and on it in white ink was inscribed the legend which had brought fear to many an unscrupulous scoundrel during the past three years: Compliments of The Domino Lady!
With the bundle beneath her left arm, and the bag in her left hand, Ellen slipped the tiny automatic into the low-cut bodice of her gown. She switched off the lights, opened the door cautiously, and peered out. At the moment the corridor was deserted!
Ellen opened the door wider, stepped into the hall, about to pull the portal behind her. Elated, and with triumphant blood singing in her ears, she did not hear quick steps behind her. She couldn’t comprehend what it meant when a heavy hand clamped upon her bare shoulder! She turned about, gasped aloud as she stared into the hard, sneering features of a man whom she instantly recognized as Jess Kilgarlin, the gangster chief!
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Chapter 4: Dodging Bullets!
 
HOT blood in her veins turned to a gelid stream of ice as Ellen stared through the mask into Kilgarlin’s cruel eyes. They were beady, snake-like orbs, mirroring all the killer instinct in the man. Ellen shuddered at the sheer ferocity she saw there.
The dread moment she had feared and avoided for so long was at hand. Imprisonment as a common criminal, ignominious death, or worse stared her bleakly in the eye! The gangster must have read her thoughts. His thin lips pulled back in a wolfish snarl of hate.
“So, The Domino Lady, eh?” he gritted, harshly. “This is the end of the trail for you! I baited the trap just to see if you’d have the guts to show up! And I waited outside here to catch you with the goods! No one has ever put anything over on Jess Kilgarlin, baby! What’ve you got to say for yourself?” He shook her by one soft shoulder as a terrier might shake a rat, eyed her full figure and laughed, raucously.
 
BEFORE Ellen could move or speak, two other men hastened up, crowding close. “So you got her, chief?” crowed one, grinning evilly. “Got her in the act, eh?”
Kilgarlin swung around, angrily. “Pipe down, Louie!” he snarled, testily. “Wanna draw a crowd and start something?”
“You should worry about that, Jess,” said the second gangster, “With your pull you could tear this joint down stick by stick and I guess there wouldn’t be much fuss made about it. Now that you’ve got the dame, how about tearing off that mask and letting us have a look-see at the mystery lady, chief?” He grinned, expectantly.
Kilgarlin laughed and answered, but Ellen did not hear him. A small crowd was congregating in the corridor. Goaded by despair and casting all caution to the winds at the prospect of having her identity established, Ellen did a rash thing.
The big, dark-featured gangster chief had turned to face his two men, placing himself almost in front of Ellen. Without thought of the possible consequences, and bracing herself against the door for an instant, Ellen suddenly hurled herself forward! Stiff-armed, she drove her athletic hundred and twenty pounds of weight against Kilgarlin’s broad back!
With stunning force, the big criminal landed against one of his men. The two men staggered and fell to the floor. With the other gangster close behind, Ellen dashed up the nearby stairs!
“Halt, or I’ll shoot!” shouted the pursuer, drawing a wicked-looking automatic. Ellen laughed recklessly over her shoulder, the thrill of actual encounter firing her racing blood.
“Shoot, and be damned!” she shouted back.
A gun roared just behind the speeding girl. A slug tore viciously through the evening bag which dangled beside Ellen’s left hip, and whanged into the top stair! Another sang like an angry bee as it passed her right ear to bury itself harmlessly in the wall of the upper hallway! The gangster swore obscenely, as Ellen reached the top stair. She leaped swiftly around the banister out of range.
There she crouched, waiting. She dug the little automatic from the bodice of her frock, thumbed it, desperately. She didn’t want to shoot if there was any other way out. She had never taken human life, and she didn’t want to begin now! But Kilgarlin’s men wouldn’t let her escape alive if it could be prevented in any way. So...
The Kilgarlin hood pounded up the stairs through the powder smoke, reached the top stair — and Ellen shot! She aimed low, desiring only to cripple pursuit; and the slug whanged into the leg of the criminal. He let out an agonized yell, and toppled backward down the stairs!
Then Ellen was running swiftly and silently down the corridor on her stilted heels. She had taken the only course open to her, and fled up the stairs without thinking. Now she began to wonder what she was to do next. Within a few minutes, Kilgarlin henchmen would have the hotel and grounds surrounded. Escape would be an impossibility. Whatever was to be done must be accomplished quickly, or not at all!
The lobby below was in an uproar. And, from the sounds that reached Ellen’s ears, everyone was running toward the lobby. In that, the quick-witted little adventuress thought she saw her chance.
Slipping quietly down the rear stairs, she made for the door to the rear porch. It was the first time in her career that she had ever been cornered, and Ellen was thrilling as she had never thrilled before. It was a grand experience, this matching wits and daring with a notorious criminal and his cutthroat gang! These, and other similar thoughts, danced through Ellen’s head as she slipped quietly downward. Just as she grasped the knob of the rear door, someone shouted:
“Here she is! Here’s that Domino Lady!”
And the crowd took up the yell. As Ellen glided swiftly across the porch, the shrill cries of women mingled with the hoarse shouts of the men:
“There she goes! That’s her!”
“Grab her!”
Full-speed, Ellen ran for the tree-dotted grounds. Behind her, someone began firing a revolver. But the shots winged wide. She dodged behind a tree, ran for another and got behind it. Her heart was pounding against her ribs like a triphammer, but only from the exertion of the chase. Something totally primitive had awakened in her innermost being, she thrilled to the core!
Dodging from tree to tree, Ellen reached the side street. A string of cars were parked along the curb. She knew cars. She picked one which she knew had speed, and felt for the ignition key. Miracle of miracles, it was in the switch! The gods of chance were with her.
She leaped into the car. The crowd was now sweeping over the hotel grounds, shouting. She tuned on the switch, kicked at the starter. The motor whirred and died. Again, she kicked the obstinate starter, this time pulling out the choke. Again, the motor whirred and this time it did not stop. Leaving the choke out, Ellen put the gear in reverse and backed from the curb.
The sound of the car backing out attracted the attention of the men pouring from the grounds to the street. Yelling, they surged toward the slowly moving car!
In low, the car started down the street. The mob was closing in rapidly as Ellen shifted to second. Sharp to the right she turned to avoid hitting a running figure. Quickly, she shifted to high. Two shots rang out and orange flame seared the night as she took the corner on two wheels, and the slugs hummed uncomfortably close. One left a huge web of shattered glass in the windshield near Ellen’s head!
Then — down the lonely street — roaring into the darkness of a country dirt road where the domino mask was quickly discarded. And, half an hour later, the young adventuress climbed from a taxi in front of her hotel. Carrying her evening bag in hand, and with a bulky package under her arm, she walked casually through the lobby and took the lift upward to her suite!
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Chapter 5: The Handicap
 
“I WISH that Domino Lady were here this afternoon!” grinned Lee Kilgore. He was sitting beside Ellen in his private box at the Santa Anita track, awaiting the start of the famous Mountain States Handicap whose outcome meant so much to him. “If she were, I’d place a nice bet for her on the winner!”
Ellen laughed. “So you know the winner before the race starts?” she teased, dimpling. “Sounds mighty crooked to me!”
“Maybe so, honey,” Kilgore echoed her laugh, “but they’ll never beat Burnt this afternoon! Not after all the Domino Lady has accomplished for Fran and I!” His tone was vibrant with thankfulness. He had received Frances’ letters, intact, in the morning’s mail; accompanying them was a tiny black card. Inscribed on its smooth surface was the message which told the story: Compliments of The Domino Lady!
Ellen allowed fragrant cigarette smoke to seep from between her full, red lips as she crossed shapely silken calves, nonchalantly. The motion drew the admiring gaze of her companion. She said, “Did you really mean you wanted to make a wager for The Domino Lady, Lee?”
“Sure! Why?” he asked.
“Why, since she isn’t here,” Ellen replied, softly, “why not make it for me in her interests? They say she is interested in charity. And if I should win, I would give it to charity anonymously, just as she does.”
“Say, that’s not a bad idea, at that!” enthused Kilgore, grinning. “I have a thousand on Burnt at six to one; you have five hundred at the same price. So I’ll just put another five hundred on him for The Domino Lady! And I may decide to give a split of the fifty grand purse to charity in appreciation of her services, Ellen!”
“Yes,” agreed Ellen, evenly, “that would be great! But don’t you think you’d best wait until you’ve won the fifty thousand before giving any part of it away?”
Lee laughed and started to frame a reply when a shout arose. “They’re off!”
The thrilling chant came as a single voice from the throats of the milling thousands that packed the Santa Anita course as the Mountain States Handicap got underway. The cream of the American turf was competing for the rich purse, and ridden by America’s premier jockeys.
Ellen Patrick thrilled to the spectacle as she clung to Lee Kilgore’s arm, her great brown eyes dancing. How her father would have enjoyed this! The thought brought a momentary sadness to her, but it was quickly dispelled. Ellen always felt that her father’s keen grey eyes were watching her and indulging in her activities with her, no matter if she were in the midst of danger, or merely enjoying some festive affair!
 
A GROAN from Kilgore drew her gaze to the track. It had been a bad start; the starter didn’t call the field back to the gate. Lee’s horse broke in a tangle, and was practically left at the post! Tommy Wing, his jockey, was whipping him into stride as the field swept past the stands toward the first turn. The hearts of Ellen and Lee went cold at the luck they were having.
Commodore Drake, a trim, black colt was leading by a length. As they straightened out on the back stretch, Midnight Rogue, a 15-to-1 shot, crept determinedly into the lead, the others bunching up behind.
At the mile, Midnight Rogue was still in the van, now by half a dozen lengths, and seemed to be widening his early advantage, considerably! Lee Kilgore watched closely, his good-looking face bleak with disappointment and futility. Ellen squeezed his arm, reassuringly. She was tense with excitement as the speeding racers charged into the homestretch. Through Kilgore’s glasses, she noticed that Tommy Wing was bringing their horse wide of the field.
“Oh, come on, Burnt!” The shout was almost like a prayer as it came from Ellen’s soft throat. “Ride him, Tommy! Ride him! Oh, come on, you Burnt!” She pounded Lee’s back in the excitement.
“Too late now, honey,” grinned Kilgore, ruefully, “but you’re a faithful little rooter just the same!” He had taken his eyes from the race and his admiring glance was busily engaged in studying Ellen’s flushed face and vibrant figure. But Ellen’s eyes could only see the race at the moment!
And it was a truly gorgeous sight as the ten magnificent animals, glossy coats shining in the sunshine, powerful legs flashing in perfect rhythm like well-oiled machinery, shining hoofs drumming on the track, neared the finish of the grueling mile-and-a-quarter duel. Ten beautiful heads stretched forward on slender throats. Ten scraps of boys in gay-colored silks perched high on tiny saddles. And thirty thousand people raving mad with excitement! The Sport of Kings!
“Oh, look, Lee!” Ellen’s voice was vibrant with hope. “Burnt’s gaining! He’s in the clear! Oh, come on, Tommy! Ride him!” Her face was radiant, her lovely bosom tossing beneath the sheer bodice of a wispy frock as she leaned against Kilgore.
True enough, the impossible seemed to be happening right before their eyes! For the magnificent chocolate gelding, displaying a heart of lion’s strength and courage, put on a great burst of speed as he bore down upon the fast-tiring Midnight Rogue!
Kilgore’s horse, under the expert hard riding of little Tommy Wing, crept closer and closer to the leader as the finish line loomed up ahead. Up — up — up; and now they were neck and neck! They were fighting it out to the finish in one of the greatest duels in the history of the American turf! Only a few more yards to go now.
Then, Burnt Offering gallantly responded to Wing’s urging, and did Pop Fields’ painstaking work full justice! With nostrils distended redly, head stretched forward, powerful legs flashing smoothly, hoofs pounding the track as though spurning earthly contact, he lunged across the finish line with Midnight Rogue’s nose scarcely reaching to his saddle blanket! The huge crowd went mad!
But Ellen screamed, the maddest of the lot. She threw her soft arms about Lee, not minding the crowd that surged about them, and kissed him full on the mouth!
“Oh, darling!” she cried, “We’ve won! We’ve won!” Lee Kilgore grinned, happily. “So we did!” he said, softly, “and that calls for a celebration, honey! Don’t you think an evening of champagne and dancing is in order, Ellen?” He gazed at her in rapt admiration.
“Yes! Decidedly, yes, darling,” she returned, enthusiastically. “This should be the biggest celebration of our lives!”?
 
THE END
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Emeralds Aboard
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Chapter 1: A Night at Sea
 
THE S. S. Malolo, cabin liner deluxe, out of Honolulu, bound for San Francisco, plowed a feathery white furrow through the peaceful Pacific. The evening was hot and murky, presaging rain. During the early hours, the liner had reechoed with merriment and laughter, but now all was still. The bell had already struck the midnight hour.
Bert Raythorne, first officer, leaned his lanky frame against the rail of the promenade deck, gazed with unseeing eyes at the frothy swells swirling alongside the ship. He had just been relieved of duty, and his mind was upon distant things at the moment. The deck, he knew, was deserted at this late hour; consequently, the soft challenge of a girl’s musical voice startled him.
“Could I bother you for a light?”
Raythorne swiveled. Nearby, in a clear space, he saw a slender figure in a steamer chair. He grinned in the darkness, walked toward the girl, digging in the side pocket of his natty uniform coat for his lighter. He thumbed it, and in the red glare that ensued, studied the piquant face behind a cigarette. The cup of his hands prevented a vagrant breeze from fanning out the flame, and, at the same time, served as a reflector which brought out her golden loveliness in thrilling detail. The girl laughed, tinklingly, as recognition came to Raythorne.
“Thanks,” she murmured, exhaling a billow of white smoke from between ripe, red lips.
“Ellen Patrick!” exclaimed the first officer, and his deep tones betrayed pleasure at her unexpected presence, “What’re you doing on deck at this hour?”
“Smoking!” she returned, pertly, “But why ask! When I paid for my stateroom, I understood I might have free access to the decks!” Her great brown eyes twinkled merrily in the glow from the lighter as Raythorne extinguished the flame. He grinned, good-humoredly. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that, of course. But I was just thinking of you, and presto! You appear as if by magic!”
“It’s too stuffy inside for sleep. I came out for a breath of air,” she breathed. Indicating another deck chair beside her own, she added, “Won’t you sit down and tell me all about it? Or were you only flattering me, Bert?”
The tall first officer dropped obediently down beside her and lit a cigarette, before replying. “No flattery, Ellen,” he exhaled, “although I must say you’re sufficient inspiration! But since you came aboard at Honolulu, I’ve been thinking about you; thinking of what a tantalizingly beautiful little witch you were during your Berkeley days! I knew then that you’d be a lovely woman, and you’ve certainly fulfilled all promises! You’re just about the loveliest little...”
“Whoa!” laughed Ellen, lightly, “Please! No more tonight! I was nor angling for compliments, Bert! Besides, I’ve always had a weakness for tall, dark males in uniform; what’re you trying to do to me, handsome?” Her throaty laughter put fire into Bert Raythorne’s blood as it tinkled in the darkness of the night. He leaned closer on the chair arm toward her.
“You might be surprised,” he whispered, meaningly, “if I were to tell you what I’d like to do to you!” Ellen’s deep brown eyes were soft as she looked at Raythorne. “Yes?” she breathed, expectantly.
“I’d like to kiss you!” he said, passionately, encouraged by her demeanor, “Kiss you till...”
“But,” interrupted Ellen with a teasing laugh, “I was under the impression that all the males aboard the Malolo were wild about that society mistress, Lydia Manville.”
Raythorne scoffed. “Some of them might go for that money bag,” he admitted, “but not yours sincerely, Ellen! That dame was high hat enough on the way over. But now, with The Fabulous Eyes in her possession, she’s hit the peak! She’s...”
 
ELLEN was instantly alert. “Oh, tell me all about them!” she exclaimed, eagerly, “I’ve heard something of them, but you must know the truth. Are they really so beautiful, Bert?” She sat erect, leaned on the chair arm toward him.
He studied her golden beauty at close range for a moment. “Not half so beautiful or precious as you, sweet!” he murmured, fervently, one brown hand contacting the white velvet surface of her rounded arm. Ellen quivered as his masterful fingers touched her soft flesh. She swayed toward him. The next moment he had taken her pliant body in his long arms, and his hard lips flamed tightly against her red mouth. Under the pressure, her ripe lips parted, and one white arm went up about Raythorne’s neck in a coil of invitation.
He pulled her closer to him. At the moment, nothing seemed to matter to either of them save the delight of the fevered embrace. The shapely little adventuress shook with emotion. Raythorne’s arm reached further around her slender waist, lean fingers lightly brushing the ductile lunettes of her straining bosom.
“You’re a dream, Ellen!” he breathed, huskily. The deep whisper of his voice seemed to awaken her to realities as it dispelled the heady necromancy of the night. She pushed slender hands up between them, pushed him resolutely away. Her breath was coming quickly with suppressed feeling.
“Whew!” she breathed, settling back in the steamer chair, “I was afraid of that! You were too...” Bert Raythorne attempted to take her into his arms again, but she gently repulsed him. “Please, Bert! Not tonight!” she said, softly, “I want to hear about The Fabulous Eyes. If you don’t tell me, and be good at the same time, I’ll have to leave you!”
He grinned like the good fellow he was. “I’ll be good, but it won’t be easy, Ellen! Now, what do you want to know about the emeralds, sweet?” He leaned back, kindled another cigarette to cover his perturbation.
“Oh, just anything, and everything!”
“Well, that’s a pretty large order,” said Raythorne, readily, “as I’ve never seen the stones. They’re in the purser’s safe, of course. Lydia Manville purchased them for a small fortune in the Orient. They’re called ‘The Fabulous Eyes of Baste,’ being twin stones of amazing size and splendor. The story concerning them is that they were originally taken from the eye-sockets of the Baste idol in a Mayan temple. The idol was a huge cat, and the eyes were great sparkling emeralds! I don’t doubt their origin,” he added with a laugh, “since their possession seems to have made Lydia Manville more catlike than before, the snob.”
“You don’t like her, I take it?” laughed Ellen. Raythorne grunted. “You take it right! I’ve never liked her; I never will! On the way over, she seemed high hat enough; too sure of herself and her money and her beauty. She had every man on the ship tagging at her heels, and what was worse, she seemed to actually enjoy it! Now, since acquiring the emeralds...” He spread his hands, eloquently.
“But Dunlop Manville, her husband?” queried Ellen, softly.
“Oh, that jellyfish!” The first officer’s tone was coolly contemptuous. “Danny may be a great politician, but he’s putty in the hands of a woman like Lydia! Whenever she has an argument with him, framed or otherwise, she beats it off on one of these long cruises!”
“Will she wear the emeralds tomorrow evening?” questioned Ellen, casually, but there was real interest behind the query. “I’d like to get a look at them, you know.” The first officer shrugged his wide shoulders. “I suppose so,” he returned, “she isn’t one to pass up such an opportunity of displaying them.”
Just then, Ellen felt a raindrop strike against her soft cheek. She held out a slender, pink-nailed hand in the darkness.
“Why, it’s raining!” she exclaimed. At her exclamation, the rain came down faster and faster. In a moment it was a solid sheet of falling water. Ellen sprang up, started swiftly in the direction of the companionway leading to her cabin.
In a second, Bert Raythorne was after her. His strong fingers grasped her bare arm, tucked it possessively under his own. “I couldn’t,” he told her as they raced along the slippery deck, “let you go to your stateroom unescorted. Some big bogey might get you!”
Ellen laughed, breathlessly. The same old Bert, she mused, with his amusing sense of humor, and more than an excess of chivalry in his lanky body. “Heavens!” she panted, as they reached the shelter of the companionway, “Isn’t there any way I can get rid of you?”
“Of course not!” he grinned.
“Not even if I were to call the captain?” she teased, womanlike.
“Not even, sweet!” He walked beside her toward the door of her stateroom.
“Then there’s no use wasting time calling!”
“Swell! Now that you’re under shelter, must you really go inside, Ellen?” he asked, hopefully. The cool sting of the pelting rain had brought a rich flush to Ellen’s perfectly beautiful face. As it splashed on her golden hair, it had transformed the silky-soft tresses into a myriad of pretty ringlets that curled about her smooth cheeks. Contentedly, she sighed, and breathed deeply of the now cooling salt air. Raythorne’s eyes were frankly adoring as he looked down at her.
“No!” she whispered, and leaned closer against him. Arm in arm they strolled along the lighted corridor past her door until their figures were lost to view.
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Chapter 2: Pleasure — And Business
 
A BEAUTIFUL creature was Ellen Patrick. Pure Celtic stock had produced her; bestowed upon her a beauty of face and figure that set the red blood surging hotly in the veins of any man who saw her. And watching her in her more frivolous moments, one might instantly decide that here was but another thoughtless, carefree society debutante.
She had been particularly ravishing tonight. As she entered her stateroom after the interlude with the handsome first officer, she paused and studied herself for a moment in a tall, full-length glass. Wide brown eyes, enhanced with a faint darkness on the lower lids that is the heritage of every true Irish beauty, smiled pertly back at her as she raised slender, pink-tipped hands to pat her tousled, golden coiffure. She had affected a form-fitting evening gown of blue silken velvet which harmonized perfectly with her rich coloring. It clung breathlessly to her seductive figure. White breasts and kissable shoulders rose like gleaming alabaster to the pale column of her soft throat and the dainty, regal head with its coronet of rumpled, butter-hued hair.
Ellen stood in the middle of her stateroom and looked about approvingly. The room had a curtained window instead of a porthole. A real bed. It’s whole aspect was of expensive comfort. Anyone entering it at the moment would have surmised that here was a young lady of expensive tastes; tastes far beyond the income from the modest trust fund left by her father.
But Ellen Patrick was anything but a carefree debutante. Left alone three years before by the brutal murder of her father, she lived an exciting life of adventure. Owen Patrick had been an honest politician. Dishonest politicians had instigated his murder. Ellen, in a campaign of hate-sworn vengeance, supplemented her income with part of the funds obtained in daring forays against State’s vicious politicians and the unscrupulous wealthy.
The young society girl was possessed of the quick wit of her father. She had become well-known and dreaded as “The Domino Lady” through her personal daring, an inherent love of adventure, a readiness to risk life and liberty, and a fierce determination to wreak vengeance upon the crooked political organization which ruled the state.
There had been times when Ellen had accepted almost impossible undertakings merely for the sake of friendship and the love of adventure. Thus, she had saved Eloise Schenick from disgrace when she had been threatened with blackmail by Rob Wyatt of Los Angeles. At other times, she had engineered dangerous coups against the members of the machine which she blamed for her father’s cruel death. But always, anonymous donations to worthy charity accounted for the major portion of any funds obtained in her raids.
Of course, being entirely normal in every way, Ellen had her moment of everyday desire when her lonely, hazardous life paled. At present, she was returning from a blissful two weeks in Hawaii. For the journey, there had been no thought of adventure as Ellen commonly accepted the term. She had occupied a lovely cottage by the sea. Days had been spent in lazying about in the golden sunshine, or swimming in the warm waters of a tiny cove nearby. It had all been like a glorious dream to the little adventuress, and she had enjoyed every moment of it.
Aboard the S. S. Malolo, she had encountered Bert Raythorne. She had known him years before when she had been a carefree co-ed at Berkeley; he a bronzed giant in the engineering school at California. There had been dates, picnics, proms; and the two had become deeply attached to one another. But they had drifted apart after graduation, Ellen to vacation in the Far East, Bert to accept an important post with a great steamship company.
While on that vacation, Ellen had had her first touch of heartbreak. News came of the slaying of her father. Immediately, her campaign of vengeance was adopted as a duty, although she felt that it outlawed her from the hopes and ambitions of the ordinary girl, including marriage. However, she had not been adverse to renewing the acquaintanceship with the tall first officer of the Malolo. She had found him the same old Bert and she had thoroughly enjoyed the moments spent with him; moments stolen from a lifetime of danger and exciting intrigue!
Ellen was frowning now as she slipped the blue gown off her shining head. She had never believed in mixing business and pleasure, and this was, after all, a vacation trip which she had long awaited. Under the circumstances, she rather resented Lydia Manville’s presence aboard ship with a fortune in gems! For not only were the emeralds a distinct temptation in themselves, but the society woman happened to be the wife of a dominant figure in California politics! Thus, by annexing the stones, Ellen would be serving a double cause; the aiding of a worthy charity, and the discomfiture of an unscrupulous cog in the political machine!
There was no use, she decided, as she stepped her shapely bare legs into silken pajama trousers, in trying to evade the issue. She had known, ever since she had heard of The Fabulous Eyes of Baste being on the vessel, that she would have a try at them. Subconsciously perhaps, that impression had been behind her flirtation with Bert Raythorne. One could never tell when one might need a friend in her game! And she had likewise cultivated the vainglorious Lydia Manville, seeing in her a chance to procure the desired results!
As Ellen dozed off to sleep, there was a smile about the corners of her mouth which presaged ill in the immediate future for the possessions of Lydia Manville! The final day of the voyage was ideal for seafarers. The sun shone bright and warm, and the passengers dressed in whites and bright colors, gathered in cheery groups playing deck tennis, swimming in the ship’s pool, or lying luxuriously on their steamer chairs. The main topic of conversation was the mask ball of the evening to come, and the docking in ’Frisco on the morrow.
It was almost noon before Ellen made her appearance on deck. Scores of eyes followed her lithe rounded figure as she crossed to her steamer chair. She had scarcely seated herself before Lydia Manville approached.
The society woman was tall and inclined to showiness. Her chin was firm and her blue eyes coldly disdainful. Ellen judged her to be about thirty. Expensively garbed, everything about her bespoke money. Much of it, and a thorough knowledge of its power. A woman, Ellen knew, used to having her own way, and to whom, the acquisition of money was the zest of life. No doubt but what Dunlop Manville’s young wife was a woman who knew how to watch out for herself — and did!
She beamed at Ellen, treating her to a flash of the famous impersonal smile which appeared in all published photographs, and nodded, friendly. Ellen smiled in return; soon they were discussing the loveliness of the day.
It had always been easy for Ellen to ingratiate herself with anyone charming and well-bred; moving in the upper strata always, she knew how to season her remarks with the casual flattery so dear to the hearts of the Lydia Manville type. Within a short time, they were walking the deck together, chatting like old friends. They paused at the rail, gazed down at the churning waves at the ship’s side.
During this not unpleasant interlude, Ellen brought the subject adroitly around to the Fabulous Eyes of Baste. The owner of the precious baubles was almost loquacious in her desire to enlarge upon their beauty and incredible value. Ellen smiled inwardly as she listened to the vain monologue, and idly wondered what the society woman would do, could she but obtain an inkling to the secret thoughts of her listener!
Abruptly, as Lydia chattered on, Ellen became conscious of someone staring at her back. It was a sort of sixth sense, present in us all, but more strongly developed in Ellen because of her dangerous mode of life. It had often stood her in good stead in her adventures. She swung slowly around, her back to the rail, and her heart jelled. The man who stood nearby, leaning against a ventilator and regarding her sarcastically was of medium height with sleek, black hair and piercing black eyes. He was neatly dressed, in a spotless grey suit and wore a grey cap. Instinctively, Ellen thought that she recognized in him a member of the notorious Kilgarlin gang of Los Angeles, one “Fingers” Deshon. Fingers was a noted jewel thief; might he not be awaiting a chance at the Fabulous Eyes of Baste? Ellen wondered.
Ellen turned back to her companion, her heart aching. The man in grey grinned evilly and sauntered off along the deck. Forgetting for a moment the woman at her side, Ellen frowned after him. To her ears, the swash of the waves at the ship’s side sounded mockingly like the rending of the carefully woven fabric of her plans. As from a distance, Lydia Manville’s modulated voice came to her. Ellen smiled a wan, apologetic smile.
“Why, my dear!” exclaimed Lydia solicitously. “I do believe you’re ill.”
“I do feel a trifle shaky,” confessed Ellen, since it was as good a cover as any for her confusion. “It will pass off.” Lydia prescribed a nap, and although she had just risen, Ellen gratefully accepted the suggestion, seeing in it a chance to get away from the talkative woman. She wanted to go to her stateroom to mull over what promised to be a new problem. The sinking of the Malolo could not have upset her schemes more thoroughly than the presence of Fingers Deshon on board — if the man in grey were indeed the Kilgarlin gangster.
“I’ll see you at the mask this evening, of course?” asked Lydia as Ellen turned to go.
“Oh, yes, of course!” responded Ellen, readily, “I’m just dying to see those lovely emeralds! I wouldn’t miss that for anything in the world, my dear!” Inwardly disturbed, she returned to her stateroom.
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Chapter 3: Caught in the Act
 
THERE was much to excite interest that final day out, but Ellen remained in her stateroom, thinking. Passing liners, bearing towards the towering palms of Hawaii, or the cherry blossoms of the Orient held no special appeal for her while she had the Eyes of Baste to consider. Even the thoughts of the mask ball, and a few stolen moments with Bert Raythorne left her coldly indifferent when thoughts of Fingers Deshon plagued her mind. Ellen told herself fiercely that she had nothing to fear from the Kilgarlin jewel thief. She’d gone up against some stiff opposition in the past, none of it fancied, and she’d always come off best. This threat was a thing of her own imagination. Deshon might not even know of the presence of the emeralds aboard the Malolo. In any case, if she played her usual adroit game, what had she to fear? If Deshon attempted to put his slick fingers into the pie, she would have to handle him as she had handled his chieftain weeks before in Santa Anita! The thought brought a little smile to her smooth cheeks, and downed some of her apprehension.
Still, she was upset and wished earnestly that the steamer had already reached San Francisco and she was safely ashore. She had never felt like this before; a sixth sense seemed to warn her of ambient peril ahead!
Hours later, Ellen awakened from a dreamless sleep to hear the sound of music in the distance. Laughter reached her ears; the whole ship was gay. She glanced at her baguette: ten o’clock! She’d overslept! She jumped from bed, glorious body quivering, and hurried across to the ship telephone. She called Lydia Manville’s stateroom.
Ellen had napped in the raw as was her frequent habit when alone. Now, from where she stood she could see her slender, white body in the full-length mirror. There was no doubt about it: her pink and white body was a fitting compliment to her golden beauty. Bert Raythorne wasn’t blind.
Lydia Manville answered the ring herself.
“Mrs. Carter’s stateroom?” questioned Ellen, the soft cadence of the other’s voice telling her in advance what she wanted to know. The society woman snapped an impolite “no,” and banged the telephone upon its cradle. Ellen laughed softly as she turned to dress.
What to wear was no problem. Ellen knew there were several black and white costumes and ensembles in the possession of the other feminine passengers and that she would be quite safe to affecting something similar to the Domino Lady outfit. No one would recognize it for what it was, she felt certain, and, as for Lydia Manville, Ellen didn’t intend that she should see her face to face!
The gown of “sheeny” white satin was form-fitting to a fault. It was daringly cut, backless, and the halter-neck effect of the negligible bodice revealed gleaming expanses of faultless white bosom and creamy shoulders. It moulded to her shapely figure like a silken bathing suit after a plunge.
Swiftly, Ellen patted her butter-hued hair into place. It was a coronet of silken glory about the pale oval of her face when she had finished with it. A dash of unnecessary lip rouge for her red mouth, another of shadow for her eyes, a cloud of powder for her rounded shoulders. A lovely vision smiled pertly back at Ellen from the tall mirror a moment later.
Ellen tested the little automatic without which she would have been lost. If she was to trust that elusive sixth sense, the gun might become a very real necessity before the night was ended! She spun it expertly, decided that it was ready for instant use. Next, she drew a cape of black silk about her kissable shoulders, slipped the automatic into a pocket of the garment. A shining black domino served to mask the upper part of her lovely face. Another hurried glance in the mirror, and The Domino Lady left the stateroom on another perilous adventure!
The Domino Lady glanced up and down the corridor, which was paneled with polished mahogany. Domed lights glowed overhead, shining softly on closed doors. A heavy carpet covered the aisle and deadened the sound of footfalls. All was quiet in her immediate vicinity, the only sounds coming from the salon where the passengers were assembling for the festivities of the last evening aboard ship. From below, came the steady beat of the ship’s engines as they drove the Malolo through the night.
There were fifteen staterooms along the passageway, which was on the port side of the vessel. They were all in a row along one side of the passage. The space across the aisle was utilized for several bathrooms, otherwise the wall was closed by paneled woodwork.
Ellen was occupying the double designated as Stateroom 6. Lydia Manville had Stateroom 15, at the far end of the corridor, she knew. With her heart racing, and brown eyes gleaming with excitement through the slits in the domino, she paused before the Manville door. Gently, she grasped the knob and tried the portal. It was unlocked. As she slid the little automatic into her right hand, the door gave way before her without a sound.
Lydia Manville, memorably beautiful in a charming state of almost semi-nudity, was seated before a dressing table, her flawless back to the intruder. The maid, a young French girl, was busily engaged in arranging her mistress’ coiffure in gleaming black waves. Her back was likewise turned toward the door.
Ellen glanced swiftly about, smiled as she saw for the first time The Fabulous Eyes of Baste. They gleamed brilliantly from a brocaded jewel case on one corner of the dressing table! Then, Ellen’s casual demeanor vanished. Instantly, her face and attitude became advance agents of a determined individual with grim desires.
“Don’t turn about! Sit just as you are!”
In the cold tones that cut the air of the stateroom like a knife, no one could possibly have recognized the limpid voice of Ellen Patrick. “What — what —!” began Lydia Manville; then, as she broke off abruptly, terror in her great blue eyes, as Ellen, the door closed behind her, shoved the automatic forward to where it might be seen in the mirror, herself staying out of the range of vision.
“Nothing to alarm you if you’re sensible!” snapped The Domino Lady, briskly, “but I would advise you both to be very quiet! I have come for the emeralds!”
As Lydia Manville wept softly, the maid, terrified, carried out Ellen’s cold orders. She bound her distressed mistress hand and foot. Moving with a noiseless speed bred of long experience, Ellen gagged the society woman herself. She performed the task with as much gentleness as possible under the circumstances. She was less careful with the maid since time pressed. Presently, she, too, was silent and helpless. Both victims were lying with their backs toward Ellen, a very necessary precaution for the success of Ellen’s plans.
Lydia Manville had taken it better than Ellen thought she would. She didn’t moan or struggle as she was being tied and gagged; neither did she fight her gyves as Ellen moved to possess herself of the costly gems.
“Just goes to prove,” Ellen told herself with a grim smile, “that you can’t always judge a woman from her outward manifestations!”
The little intruder knew a sublime thrill of exultation as she fingered The Fabulous Eyes of Baste; the beauty of the twin, green baubles surpassed her wildest imagery. And here at last, was success very sweet, and far easier of accomplishment than she had ever anticipated in the beginning. She gripped the prizes firmly, dropped them into the inside pocket of the cape. She looked about swiftly, moved toward the door.
A moment later, Ellen peeped out into the corridor. It was deserted. She shot a glance at her watch as she hurried along the passageway. It was exactly ten-forty-five. Her dressing procedure and the entire job had taken but three quarters of an hour! She smiled as she let herself into her stateroom. Something of a record, she mused, gleefully.
Without removing her costume, Ellen hurried to the nearest of two large steamer trunks aligned against the wall. Her brown eyes sought and found the two large holes previously drilled into the trunk frame near the bottom. She kneeled, dug the precious gems from the pocket of her cape. She admired their brilliant facets for a brief moment, then pushed each of them deeply into a yawning crevice.
Ellen straightened, glided to her dressing table. From a drawer, she secured a small tin box. Hurrying again to the trunk she began to fill the holes in the trunk with a black wax which was contained in the box. Presently the wax was flush with the surface of the trunk. The loot was perfectly concealed, the holes being entirely unnoticeable at close range! With a sigh of vast relief, Ellen glided to the window which served as a porthole. A moment later the tin box was dropping into the peaceful Pacific!
She left the cabin. As she moved along the passageway, six bells sounded, almost lost in the laughter and music now issuing from the salon. Eleven o’clock. She was thinking rapidly. Bert Raythorne would be free from his duties at this hour. He would most certainly be looking for her. Ellen didn’t want to encounter the tall first officer just yet. She wanted time to think over the events of the evening.
Ellen settled herself comfortably in the big steamer chair, drew a sheltering rug over her seductive figure. She frowned. Something, that elusive sixth sense, was busy again! Danger ahead, it seemed to whisper, and Ellen was unable to down her apprehension, try as she might!
Fiercely, she told herself that she was being a silly little fool. She had nothing to fear. She’d left absolutely no trace of her daring foray in her own stateroom, and there could be no suspicion in the minds of Lydia Manville or her maid concerning the identity of the intruder who had robbed the society woman. True, a woman of Lydia’s rank would soon be missed. If they started looking for her, they’d surely find her. But how could the victims describe a robber whom they had failed to see, save state that she was a female?
Ellen looked about her. The deck was deserted; passengers were attending the masked ball in the salon. It was the big social affair of the voyage. One lone figure, a man in Pagliacci costume, was leaning against the rail. Incongruously with his merry attire, the man seemed most unhappily absorbed in watching the swirling water alongside the ship. Ellen smiled as she thought she recognized a Mr. Purdue of San Pedro; he’d been ill almost constantly since the ship had left Honolulu, and, in consequence, had become a subject for good-natured jest among his fellow passengers.
As Ellen watched the man in the clown costume, another figure glided toward her from the opposite direction. He was masked; was attired in the natty uniform of a petty officer. He paused before Ellen, bowed slightly.
“I beg your pardon,” he said, softly, “but have you seen Mrs. Manville tonight?” Ellen didn’t like the oily calibre of his smooth voice. She was instantly on the alert, cautious.
She eyed him, coldly, her heart racing.
“No,” she returned with a trace of irony in her tones, “I know nothing of her. I suppose you’ll find her inside.” The man in uniform cast a hurried glance about the promenade, laughed, harshly. He leaned forward toward Ellen, reached a hand upward to tear the mask from his face. As his leering features were revealed to her gaze, she gasped, audibly.
“Fingers Deshon!” she breathed, momentary panic jolting her brain. So the sixth sense hadn’t been false, after all! “You!”
“Pipe down!” The oily voice was full of grit now. Piercing eyes were black slits of threatening menace. A revolver had appeared as if by magic in the gangster’s hand, leveled directly at The Domino Lady! “I’ve had my eye on you all evening, and I didn’t fail to see the little job in Stateroom 15! I’ve taken my mask off so’s you wouldn’t fail to know whom you’re dealing with, and try a funny move! I’m a valuable man right now, ten grand on my head for a murder rap, and I don’t stand to lose a thing if I plug you, baby! So you might as well be sensible.” Ruthlessly, he jerked the concealing rug from about Ellen’s shapely figure.
Ellen frowned, her brain clicking fast. For a moment, she considered going for her own weapon, but decided against it. Deshon would shoot her as quickly as he would anyone who stood between him and his desires, and his revolver was aimed straight at her racing heart! So resistance under the circumstances was out.
Somehow, all along, she had known that Fingers Deshon’s presence on the Malolo could not be explained by coincidence, but she had hardly expected such a bold move on his part. As a rule, Kilgarlin’s men moved under cover. She found voice.
“What are you after?” she demanded, precisely. Fingers laughed, harshly. “The pretty Eyes of Baste,” he snapped, evilly, “and make it sudden! You see, baby,” he added, meaningly, “I recognize the costume! You’re the dame who calls herself The Domino Lady ain’t you? Well, do I get the green ice, or do I...” He gestured with the pistol, menacingly.
Ellen shrugged her soft shoulders, resignedly. Despair was an icy band that squeezed at her temples, jelled her racing blood. The game was up! This man knew everything! The Domino Lady was uncovered, at last!
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Chapter 4: A Clever Ruse
 
ELLEN sat up in the steamer chair. Sheer hatred blazed from her great brown eyes through the holes in the domino, and contorted her smooth, lovely cheeks. Her brain spun in a hopeless quest for a way out of the dilemma. She sparred for time. Something just had to happen! “But would I be likely,” she queried, slowly, “to keep the emeralds on my person?”
Deshon shrugged, hesitated, slitted eyes studying her closely.
“Stallin’ won’t get you a thing but grief, baby!” he rasped, his voice cold as the ripple of a stream beneath Winter’s ice, “so don’t try it on me! I get what I want, and I want the rocks! Where’s they stashed?”
Ellen rejoiced, inwardly. The question told her that she had won a brief respite. She leaned toward the crouching gunman. “In my stateroom!” she whispered, teasingly, “If you want them, you’ll have to go there with me. They’re hidden safely enough to foil any search.”
The gunman smirked, stepped back a pace. “Okay, baby!” he gritted, “You go first and I’ll tail you. But I’m warnin’ you! One funny move out of you, and you get it in the back! And Fingers Deshon never misses!”
The gun returned to his pocket, but it remained trained upon Ellen’s figure as they made their way swiftly to her stateroom. Once inside, the lights flashed into brilliance, and she swung around to face the intruder.
The jewel thief wasn’t bad looking when he smiled and showed perfect, white teeth, she decided. Of the George Raft type, he had something of a reputation with women, if Ellen remembered correctly. And in that remembrance, the little adventuress thought she recognized her sole chance of redemption. She smiled brilliantly at Deshon who was leaning against the wall just inside the door. His eyes were frankly admiring as they scampered about her attractive figure; but his principal interest was in the theft of the emeralds.
“Not bad, baby!” he commented, boldly, “and not good! At least not good enough to tempt me from my duty! Get going! Let’s have a look-see at the rocks, and make it snappy!”
Ellen retained the smile for his benefit, but her lips felt unnaturally drawn. “I lied outside,” she told him, softly, “because I couldn’t very well undress in such a public spot! The emeralds are really concealed upon my person.” She eyed Deshon, narrowly, brain racing. Every nerve, every muscle in her youthful body was strained to the tautness of a violin string. Would the gangster fall for her subterfuge?
He laughed, evilly. “Well, now, ain’t that just too bad? It takes more time, this way, baby, but I’ve got plenty of that when there’s a swell show bein’ put on for my benefit! Peel, and let’s have a look!” A measure of self-confidence returned to Ellen as she began to disrobe, since she knew this was just the opportunity for which she had been angling. With slender fingers that were slightly tremulous, she grasped the hem of the black gown and pulled it upward, disclosing her beautiful legs and dimpled knees, gleaming in sheer, cobwebby silk. She flushed deeply, cognizant of the burning eyes concentrated upon her.
Of course, it was a gamble; but then wasn’t all of life a gamble? And if the reports as to Fingers Deshon’s weakness for symmetrical femininity were well-grounded, she stood better than an even chance of redeeming the emeralds she had risked so much to procure! She wouldn’t really undress; yet she must trap him!
She shot a surreptitious glance in his direction. Deshon was staring at her scantily clad body with avid eyes, and his weapon had been lowered until it was pointing almost directly at the floor! Now...
Abruptly, the gown fluttered over her white body, and simultaneously the little automatic had sprouted in Ellen’s right hand as if my magic! Her voice cut the silence of the room like a knife thrust!
“Drop it, Deshon!”
The gangster was taken completely by surprise. He had been absorbed by the amazing beauty of Ellen’s feminine loveliness; the incredible speed displayed by the little adventuress in covering him was even more amazing to the gunman. He hesitated but a moment. Then, the heavy revolver clattered to the floor. Fingers cursed, softly. “What’s the idea, baby?” he demanded, hoarsely. It was Ellen’s turn to laugh, mirthlessly.
“Idea?” she snapped, crisply, “You’re dumb indeed if you haven’t gotten it yet! The emeralds are mine, and they stay that way! You’ll...”
“But,” broke in Deshon, wheedlingly, “I’m on a murder lam, baby! I need them rocks for a getaway! There’s a price on me, kid! Have a heart!” Ellen laughed in his face. “I have one, thank you!” she returned, “and you’ll have one with a hole in it, if you don’t move as I direct! Turn around there, and face the wall! Put your hands behind you! Snap into it! I haven’t all night!”
Dealing in violence for years, Fingers Deshon knew when a threat was real or merely fancied. He cursed fluently, wheeled about as directed. He warned Ellen of dire consequences for thus affronting him, but he put his face to the wall and his hands behind him just the same.
From the drawer of the dressing table, Ellen produced a tiny object. It was a small hypodermic syringe which she kept loaded with a quick-acting drug at all times. The drug, while harmless, would render a victim insensible for a considerable period of time.
With this instrument in hand, Ellen crept close behind Deshon. Deftly, she manipulated the needle with a professional touch acquired by much practice. The quick thrust buried the sharp point in the gangster’s neck just behind the right ear! A jerk and it was free, and Ellen laughed, tantalizingly.
“What the —! You’ve —!” began Fingers, and then his voice trailed off into an unintelligible rumble as his brain went dark. Immediately, his knees turned to water beneath him, and he measured his length at Ellen’s feet!
Ellen was all swift precision now. She stepped to the door, locked it. As she returned, she pushed Deshon’s shoulder with a tentative toe. With a tight little smile about the cerise contours of her ripe lips, she hurried to the second of the large trunks. Unlocking it, she twisted a tiny inside key which automatically opened a tiny grilled airhole at the top. Next, she emptied the contents of the trunk upon the floor. Mostly junk, picked up as souvenirs at Waikiki, she mused, as she sorted through it briefly. Then, she walked over to the unconscious man.
It was but short work to bind and gag the fallen gangster. She trussed him securely. Then, displaying a surprising strength for one so slender, she rolled the limp figure over to the trunk. It was a task to get the body into the container, but at last it was accomplished. She laughed softly as she pinned a tiny black card upon the lapel of his coat. On it, in white, was her customary brief salute: Compliments of The Domino Lady!
She considered briefly. It was quite late; the ship would dock at an early hour. The airholes would prevent strangulation for hours, and by that time, Fingers Deshon would be safely delivered to his consignee! And, under the circumstances, she realized that she could trust him not to say a word concerning her!
So, Ellen closed and locked the trunk, placed a new card in the isinglassed slot by the handle. The card was addressed to Roge McKane, her friend of the thrilling and profitable Ames Kettrick episode! Roge McKane, a struggling young private sleuth, ambitious for his own agency; the reward for the capture of the gangster would be a welcomed windfall for the tall ex-collegian!
Tossing the few articles she desired to retain upon the dresser, Ellen opened the window. She gathered the other souvenirs together in a bundle and added Deshon’s revolver to the heap. She poised them upon the wide sill for a moment. Then, she shoved them out and down!
The splash was loud in her straining ears. She waited with dread expectancy for some shout of alarm. None came. Only familiar sounds reached her — a mechanical hum from the engine room, a soft whisper of wind, the purr of the vast Pacific. Ellen sighed deeply, and closed the window.
She calmly eyed herself in the tall glass, added a few deft touches to her already perfect make-up, and, for the third time that night, left the stateroom. She went directly to the salon to join the maskers, hoping that her presence had not been missed. Almost immediately, she encountered Bert Raythorne. She was surprised when he started to apologize.
“Sorry as the deuce, Ellen,” he grinned, “but I had to see the captain on a little matter of routine before I could join the maskers. Did you miss me, honey?”
“Yet bet!” she smiled, truthfully, secretly thrilled to realize that the gods of chance had been so kind all evening! “But I managed to get along all right!”
They waltzed about the dimly lighted salon once before the music stopped, temporarily. Ellen thrilled to the core at the possessive grip of his strong arms as she danced with Bert for the first time since college days. And as they moved along as one in the rhythm of the dance a living flame seemed to kindle between them, igniting their emotions, and drawing them closer together. Ellen’s smooth cheeks were flushed below the black mask as the waltz ended. The next dance proved to be a racy one as the orchestra burst into the galloping strains of You Hit the Spot. Bert Raythorne correctly interpreted the look upon her face.
“Let’s go for a stroll on the promenade?” he suggested with a grin.
Ellen eagerly agreed. A moment later, they were strolling arm in arm along the moonlit deck. The purr of the laboring engines under their feet, and the mystic beauty of the shimmering Pacific tended to make Ellen more cognizant of the first officer’s boyish magnetism. He paused in the shadow of a lifeboat, and Ellen felt herself swaying toward him. The next instant the little adventuress was in his arms.
At the feel of his masterful arms, a tremor coursed the full length of her body. Soft bare arms crept up about his neck, and she clung to him breathlessly. It was several moments before he partially released her.
“You’re sweet, Ellen! Sweet!” he murmured, huskily, “You’re the sweetest girl in the world!”
Ellen was breathing fast, her glorious bosom tossing beneath the scanty bodice of her gown. She looked at him intently.
“Will you do me a favor, Bert?” she questioned softly. “It is merely that my stateroom is overcrowded. I have a trunk which belongs to a friend. Couldn’t you have it removed tonight, so as to have it ready for the landing tomorrow? Then, possibly, I shall have room in which to pack my own things?”
Raythorne laughed, shortly. “What a subject to bring up right now, darling! Why, of course, I’ll have it attended to at once. Any other favor I can offer, Ellen?”
He attempted to take her in his arms once more, but the whisper of approaching voices stopped him. “Let’s go to my cabin, honey,” he suggested, “just for a little nightcap?” His voice held a note of appeal.
“But why your cabin?” she asked, wonderingly. The tall officer was very handsome there in the moonlight.
“For three good reasons,” he answered, quickly, “In the first place, the stewards will be removing that trunk as soon as I’ve told them. Second place, you have no liquor in your stateroom. And last, and best reason of all, I want you in my cabin, Ellen!” One big hand toyed with the velvety softness of her bare shoulder, and Ellen quivered, expectantly.
“Are you sure a drink will be all you’ll want?” she breathed, dimpling.
“It might not be all I’ll want,” he confessed, readily enough, and laughed, “but it’ll probably be all I’ll get!”
“Well,” capitulated Ellen sweetly, “if that’s the way you feel, I suppose I’ll be safe enough!” Without another word, she caught his arm and led the way down the deck.
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Chapter 5: One Blissful Hour
 
ELLEN looked about Bert Raythorne’s cabin with keenest interest. Innately masculine though it was, it thrilled her to be here with its owner. This interlude, she felt, was a fitting climax to a night of thrilling adventure! She had dreamed of it for days, and now it was a disturbing reality!
Her host obligingly mixed the drinks and handed Ellen a tall, frosted glass. She had seated herself on a huge, bunk-like settee by the wall. Glass in hand, he dropped down beside her. Touching glasses, he quickly drained his drink. Ellen sipped hers slowly, eyeing him over the edge of her glass. He set his empty glass down, attempted to take her into his arms, but she waved him away, teasingly.
“Don’t forget your promise Bert,” she reminded him, smilingly. “I’d like to talk. You’re too dangerous for me to allow you any liberties under present circumstances, you know!”
He shrugged wide shoulders, lighted a cigarette. “And what would you like to talk about?” he asked, moodily.
She tinkled a soft laugh: “Oh, just things. How would it be for you to tell me of your voyages. They must be very interesting, seeing strange sights, meeting beautiful ladies.”
Raythorne grinned: “I’d tell you, but I don’t like the thought of my letting you fall asleep so quickly. This job is the most monotonous on earth, honey.”
Abruptly, a sharp knock sounded upon the door. Ellen sprang erect, placed her glass upon a low table, and faced Raythorne. He waved her toward the bedroom. When she had disappeared, he opened the door. A steward stood in the passageway.
“Yes?” queried the first officer, testily.
“We moved the trunk as you directed, sir. The captain wants to see you immediately. It’s about a jewel robbery, sir.”
“A jewel robbery?” Exasperatedly.
“Yes, sir. A Mrs. Manville was discovered in her stateroom bound and gagged. Her emeralds are missing, but she can give no coherent description of the robbers, sir. The captain wants to see you.”
The first officer silenced him with a gesture. He thought for a moment.
“All right, I’ll see the captain as soon as possible. Is that all?”
The steward nodded and departed.
When he had disappeared along the passage, Raythorne closed and locked the door. He called to Ellen. She came out from the bedroom, smiling. She didn’t ask who it had been, but she hadn’t missed a word of the exchange between Raythorne and the steward!
“I must leave here in a very few minutes,” he grinned, “to attend to a matter of some lost jewelry. Some silly society dame. Won’t you be sociable for those few minutes, honey?” His eyes were frankly adoring.
As she laughed and seated herself upon the settee once more, he moved over and placed his arms around her. She didn’t wave him away this time, but yielded herself to his embrace. Slowly, he pulled her to him, kissed her moistly parted lips, fervently. Ellen’s rounded white arms went up about his neck. After a moment, he partially freed her, leaned back and studied her, searchingly.
“You’re a dream-girl if there ever was one, Ellen!” he breathed; again he drew her close, and she felt his lips touch the white flesh where it swelled between the halter straps of her scanty bodice.
An hour later, Ellen left Raythorne’s cabin.
Morning. The ship was docking. Passengers lined the rails, waved at waiting friends ashore. Ellen bid goodbye to a tearful Lydia Manville. The officers had failed to find a trace of either robbers or their loot. The society woman was in a highly emotional state. Her blue eyes were very red from much weeping. It was plain to see that the loss of The Fabulous Eyes of Baste had been a blow, regardless of how much money she possessed. She seemed to have wilted, aged. No amount of artificial coloring could cover up her pallor. She seemed like a painted ghost, and Ellen felt rather sorry for her at the moment. Lydia Manville hastened to a huge Hispano and was driven away.
Ellen’s trunks had been put ashore; one to be delivered to Roge McKane’s apartment, the other to be forwarded to Hollywood with its precious cargo. Ellen was in high spirits.
Though she had looked for him, there was no sign of Bert Raythorne when Ellen started down the gangway. It was only when she was halfway down that she heard a shout, and turned to see him advancing rapidly toward her.
“Couldn’t see you go away without a word of farewell, honey,” he said as he stood beside her. “But I had a lot of routine to attend to. Did you have a nice trip, Ellen?” He grasped her arm, helped her down the gangway to the pier.
“Swell, Bert!” she answered. “Couldn’t have been better!”
“I think this was the best trip I’ve ever made!” he breathed, his eyes caressing.
“When will you be back in ’Frisco again?” she asked softly.
“Can’t say exactly,” he returned; then looked at her intently. “Why?”
Ellen laughed, tinklingly. “You’re not as smart as I thought you were,” she replied, teasingly, “or you’d know why I asked!”
The smile still tugged at the corners of her red mouth ten minutes later as a cab carried her away.
 
THE END
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Black Legion
by Lars Anderson
Originally published in the October 1936 issue of Saucy Romantic Adventures
 
[image: image-1.png]
 
Chapter 1: Threatened
 
ELLEN PATRICK, radiantly youthful and possessed of that intangible something which lends allure to some fortunate women, rose from the crimson chaise lounge.
Pink-nailed fingers patted her perfect sun-touched coiffure, and straightened the blue silken kimono that she wore. She smiled up into the dark, good looking features of a man.
“You must be very careful, Paul,” she breathed, softly, “I’m afraid this is more than a mere threat. That Black Legion wouldn’t hesitate to kill you, you know.”
She laughed nervously, stepped closer to his side. The man could see the tiny fires of interest blazing deep in her great brown eyes, and he laid a caressing hand upon the heated velvet that was her rounded shoulder.
Paul Cathern flashed white teeth in an engaging grin. He was of medium height, slender, wiry, and possessed more than his share of vibrant magnetism. Astutely fearless, he was known as one of the most successful special investigators working out of the sheriff’s office. His deep voice was low, passionate.
“You’re sweet, Ellen!” he told her, his gray eyes frankly admiring her sensuous figure, set off as it was by the filmy kimono. Lovely bosom, lithe thighs, slender calves, trim ankles, dainty feet.
His grin widened.
“Of course, I’ll be careful, honey. It’s part of my job. But they can’t scare or bluff me off! I’m out to get the goods on this outfit, and I’m not quitting cold when success is in sight! Why, the information on the Obispo rendezvous alone gives me a swell chance of rounding up some of the ringleaders.”
Ellen quivered within the depths of her being. Paul Cathern had long been an intimate friend, and more. She admired him greatly, loved him not a little. Now, the mysterious Black Legion threatened his life because of his activities as investigator into their atrocities along the Pacific Coast! Theirs was no idle threat.
Already two detectives had been cruelly tortured by black hooded creatures. Another had mysteriously vanished without a trace. And judging from their cowardly ultimatum delivered to Cathern’s apartment a few hours previously, the young sleuth was to be next on their list!
Ellen’s brown eyes were filmed with worry as she walked to the door with her caller. There, she lifted her moist, red lips for his goodnight kiss. As Cathern bent his dark head to the pale oval of her face, he clasped her in his arms. She laughed softly at his hungry zeal.
“You’re sweet, Ellen!” he repeated, huskily, gazing into her eyes. The little adventuress thrilled to the touch of his hands and the caress of his long fingers.
She couldn’t resist liking the possessive embrace of his arm about her pliant waist as Cathern drew her close to him. Her ductile curves were flattened against him, and she experienced an emotion that was strangely new to her! She returned the kiss as his lips were pressed to the ripe contours of her cerise mouth.
“I’ll be seeing you in a couple of days, Ellen,” he whispered as he reluctantly released her, and opened the door.
“As soon as I’ve investigated that hide-out a bit further, I’ll have some good news for you, I hope. Keep sweet, honey.” And he was gone.
Ellen did not move for a little while. Her agile brain was clicking rapidly over the details of the disclosures concerning the Black Legion which Paul Cathern had given her.
Her piquant face was grim as she moved sensuously over the deep-piled rug, procured a cigarette from a black and silver box which stood on an end table, and lighted it. Filling her lungs with the fragrant smoke, she began to pace back and forth with feline grace, her racing mind sorting and filing the information she had obtained.
 
ELLEN PATRICK, known in certain circles throughout California as The Domino Lady, was nearing twenty-three.
Just tall enough to be majestic, with a figure whose curves set men’s pulses hammering, her beautiful rounded features, crowned by a coronet of silky, golden curls, often graced the rotogravure supplements of the Sunday newspapers as one of the Southland’s prettiest debs. Yet no one connected Ellen Patrick with the notorious Domino Lady!
Her father, Owen Patrick, had been the czar of California politics at one time.
A murderer’s cowardly bullet had cut him down in his prime some three years before. Rumor was that the killer had been an employee of the state political machine. A small trust fund, and a wealth of wit and courage had been his bequeathal to his lovely, orphaned daughter.
Previous to her father’s brutal slaying, Ellen had lived a life of comparative ease as befitted the only child of Owen Patrick.
She had graduated at Berkeley, spent several glorious months in the Far East and then an assassin’s slug had robbed her of the one who meant more to her than life itself! Small wonder that her life had been dedicated to a campaign of vengeance against the murderers of her parent!
Ruthless, roguish, Ellen at times accepted almost impossible undertakings simply for the sake of friendship and an inordinate craving for adventure! For example, her recent exploits in Santa Anita, in which she had matched wits and daring with the notorious Kilgarlin gang, and emerged victorious.
At other times she was coldly involved in hazardous schemes, aimed at the discomfiture and embarrassment of the authorities whom she blamed for her father’s death, at the same time earning a princely income, most of which was donated to a worthy charity.
Oft-times, her adventures were so arranged as to encompass both the friendship and vengeance angles, and those were the ones in which she gloried, particularly.
Only a short time ago, she had retrieved a packet of compromising letters for a friend in a daring raid upon the penthouse apartment of Rob Wyatt, aspirant for political honors, and at the same time had bluffed the big game hunter and politician into a state of oblivion!
A unique black and white, or white and black ensemble was widely recognized as The Domino Lady’s costume, and mention of it in certain circles was always productive of inward shudders! No vulpine politician or unscrupulous crook in all California wanted any part of The Domino Lady!
 
NOW, as she moved back and forth about the beautifully furnished apartment, Ellen was prodding her keen mind, searching for some method by which she could aid Paul Cathern in his struggle with the Black Legion, and perhaps save his life.
The special investigator had confided in Ellen, never dreaming that he was betraying secrets to the formidable Domino Lady! Without a doubt, leading politicians (some of them, Ellen’s sworn enemies) were members of the feared organization, according to Cathern, and especially was he convinced that this was true in the case of J. Riggs Saint, the district attorney.
Saint, campaigning for reelection, was loud in his vociferations against the Black Legion. His newspaper editorials were heated protests against their reputed outlawry and murder.
He cried long and loud for some scrap of evidence with which to push prosecutions, knowing full well that there was scant possibility of any such damaging material coming to light. In fact, the very storm of his indignation and threats was the moving factor behind Cathern’s conviction of the district attorney’s implication!
Two days previously, the special investigator had chanced upon a Black Legion rendezvous in the Obispo country; a wild spot well-suited to their campaign of torture and death.
He had kept the fact strictly to himself, but had called the district attorney for another detective to aid him in his Legion investigation, dropping the hint that he expected results, shortly. Then, he had received the anonymous death threat, commanding him to cease all operations immediately, and get out of the state!
With typical courage, the young sleuth had squared his craggy jaw, and ignored the cowardly ultimatum! All these facts harassed Ellen as she pondered the dilemma. What an opportunity to clean-up the state, expose crooked politics, if Cathern’s information was correct! And Ellen felt sure that it was.
A frown puckered her lovely features, and a chain of cigarettes overflowed from the ashtray as she paced the floor. The frown was still there as she peeled the kimono from her shapely body, and stepped into pajamas. And, when Ellen retired for the night, long moments passed before she drifted off to her usual dreamless sleep.
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Chapter 2: A Daring Venture
 
THE odds and ends closet was small, really nothing more than a locker built into one corner of the garage.
Slightly stooped, Ellen Patrick found it exceedingly uncomfortable. Although the door was open a few inches, it was stuffy and unbearably close within the cramped quarters. Perspiration bedewed her smooth white forehead and pert upper lip. From one beautifully-shaped hand protruded the ominous snout of a small, black automatic.
The upper part of her face was covered by a domino mask of black silk. A form-fitting backless frock of white satin covered her shapely figure, the scanty bodice caught in a halter neck across the creamy expanse of her lovely bosom. A cape of black silk concealed bare, kissable shoulders, and her hands were gloved.
For some half hour, Ellen had been waiting like this.
She was beginning to wonder if she had guessed wrong. Raising a gloved hand, she wiped the perspiration from her forehead with a tiny wisp of lace. Then a tight little smile curved the corners of her red mouth.
“He should be along any minute now!” she reassured herself, silently. “And I’ll get things straightened out, or give him a dose of his own medicine!”
There was no thought of failure in the little adventuress’ mind. For two nights, she had checked on J. Riggs Saint and his movements. He always arrived home at the same hour, and alone. It shouldn’t prove difficult to get the drop on the district attorney, she mused.
Forty-eight hours before, Paul Cathern had disappeared, vanished from his apartment and usual haunts. The sheriff’s office had hunted feverishly for their ace sleuth, but to no avail. The disappearance had spurred Ellen into action.
Cautious inquiries on her part had been in vain. Immediately, she had thought of the Black Legion warning. Was her good friend to vanish as had other victims of the hooded organization?
Not if the Domino Lady could help it, she decided. In consequence, she had decided upon the boldest move of her daring career; the snatching of the unscrupulous district attorney whom she was convinced was a ring leader in Legion affairs!
The hour was nine o’clock, and it was very quiet in the residential section of town. Flattened within the tiny locker, Ellen prayed for quick action to ease the strain on her aching body and quivering nerves.
Abruptly, the purr of a powerful engine came to her keen ears, and the whisper of rubber on concrete.
A yellow glow of headlights shone through the frosted glass panels of the doors, dimly illuminating the inner confines of the spacious garage.
It was impossible for Ellen to be sure that this was J. Riggs Saint, but her nerves snapped taut and her slender fingers tightened about the corrugated butt of the automatic. Her mouth was suddenly dry. This was one of the most crucial moments of her career! An overwhelming desire for a cigarette assailed her, but she dared not risk it. Her presence must not be suspected at this stage of the game.
Came the sound of footsteps outside the garage doors, and a key gritted in the lock. The big doors swung gratingly open a moment later, and Ellen shot a surreptitious glance from her place of concealment. J. Riggs Saint, dapper, slender, was outlined in the glow of the headlights as he walked back to a powerful sedan! Her zero hour was at hand!
The big car purred smoothly as it rolled into the garage. Through the crack in the door, Ellen looked closely at the district attorney.
His features were refined, but hardened, his blue eyes icy, flint-hard. A half sneer played about his thin-lipped mouth, giving him a sinister look.
 
IN THE narrow confines of the closet, Ellen caught and held her breath. A feeling of vague apprehension went through her soft body as she thought of the gigantic task that confronted her.
Not only might Saint be a dangerous man to tackle, even with the automatic and other equipment with which she was armed, but subsequent moves would be double perilous! She shook off the apprehension, grimly.
The district attorney slid from the driver’s seat. He was carrying a bulky briefcase which he handled carefully, placing it on the running board beside his feet. He reached within the car, drew the ignition key from the dash, prepared to slam the door. Abruptly, he tensed.
“Reach high!”
The cold, high-pitched command knifed through the garage as Ellen slid swiftly up behind the unsuspecting politician.
The muzzle of her weapon formed an icy ring of menace against Saint’s neck. His hands were trembling as they shot upward over his head.
“Who — who’re you?” he managed, struggling for composure, “and what do you want here?” His tones betrayed a mixture of astonishment and rising rage.
Ellen laughed softly, but there was little of mirth in the sound. “Do you still desire evidence against the Black Legion, Saint?” she snapped, quickly, “so that you may prosecute? Or is it all pre-election bluff?”
Saint snorted.
“Everyone knows where I stand on that subject! I’m ready to prosecute whenever I get material evidence, not hearsays! But what has that to do with this high-handed outrage? Don’t you know I’ll get you a stretch in Tehachapi for this, you fool?”
 
AGAIN Ellen’s mocking laughter. “I don’t bluff worth a peso, Saint!” she gritted. “So you might as well save yourself the effort! I’m going to see to it that you get the evidence you’ve been crying for! In fact, unless I’m badly mistaken, you’ll wish you’d never heard of the Black Legion before the light of another day shines upon you, my friend!”
“I’m afraid I don’t understand,” began the district attorney, weakly. “You’re a member of that Legion, Saint!” snapped Ellen, boldly.
Saint laughed, uglily. “You’re taking a lot for granted!” he said. “And I wouldn’t want the job of proving such an accusation!”
“Well, that’s exactly what I’m intending to do before I’m finished, Saint!” she returned, coolly. “Not only prove it, but see to it that you’re put where you belong! You’re a traitor to the honest citizens who put you in office!”
Saint edged slowly forward, his crafty eyes riveted on Ellen’s automatic. “The Domino Lady is very much wanted by a great many men in this city.” He sneered. “I’d advise you to tend to your own business.”
Suddenly he lunged, his hand outstretched. For a moment it seemed as though he’d overpowered her. Her gun hand grasped in his own hand he catapulted with her to the floor.
For once Ellen had been taken unawares. In the uncertain light she had failed to notice his forward movement. In the moment he leaped she fired. Her bullet going, as she thought, wild.
For she had scarce time to aim in that split second.
Springing lithely to her feet Ellen stared at the form of J. Riggs Saint on the stone floor. He lay inert, strangely still... dead.
For a moment panic seized her.
Murder. Something she had always steered clear of. Murder. A vision of the gallows flitted across her remorseful mind. She noticed a trickle of blood seep from his temple onto the hard floor.
A feeling of nausea swept over her. She reeled, and had it not been for her nervy will, would have slipped to the floor, unconscious.
A harsh breath escaped the figure on the floor. Ellen bent, her hand retrieving the little automatic which but a moment before had slipped from her nerveless fingers. One little hand slid beneath his shirt front. He lived! His breathing was regular, though rapid.
In another moment her fingers had flecked at the smear of blood on his temple, Only a scalp wound, a crease. But it had been that perhaps, that had saved the Domino Lady from prison.
Swiftly her fingers dipped into a tiny pocket inside her cape, drew forth a small object which glittered in the indirect light. It was a little hypodermic syringe, previously loaded with a quick-acting drug. The drug, though harmless, was sufficiently strong to render the victim unconscious for several hours.
A deft motion and the sharp needle sank home, its fluid finding a place beneath his skin. Ellen Patrick was coolness personified, now. Her movements were precise, and executed with a deftness that was truly amazing.
She picked up the briefcase, opened it, and hurriedly scanned its contents. Her features lit up with an exultant smile as she read, briefly, here and there, before replacing the contents back in the case, which she tossed in the front seat of the car.
Working with incredible speed and precision, she produced a roll of cord from the garage locker and proceeded to bind the hands and feet of the insensible man. Bending, she cut a heavy strip of adhesive from a roll taken from her handy wrist bag. This was carefully applied across Saint’s mouth.
It was quite a task for Ellen to get the bound figure into the rear of the sedan.
He was not a large man, but his drugged body was a limp, dead freight, and it required all the strength in her hundred and twenty pound frame to accomplish the task. She was panting softly when she had finished and closed the door.
She backed the big car noiselessly from the garage, consumed precious moments in shutting the garage doors.
Although her heart was churning madly from exertion and excitement, she was as cool as a Winter’s breeze as she swung the sedan about in the street, and trod the accelerator. A laugh of triumph burst from her lips as she removed the domino mask; the big car leaped forward into the night.
 
[image: image-1.png]
 
Chapter 3: Danger Trail
 
THE night was dark, moonless, and wisps of yellow fog had drifted in from the nearby Pacific.
A good night for her venture, mused Ellen, as she throttled the sedan to a higher speed. Paul Cathern’s directions emblazoned on her mind, she felt no fear of missing her destination. A moment after she had crossed the city line, a new concrete highway stretched before her.
Along this she roared at sixty miles an hour. After five miles, she slowed the car, went forward more cautiously. Suddenly, she swung the wheel, switched on to a narrower macadam road which ran off to the left into open country.
Driving slowly, a half mile brought a winking eye of light to her attention. She cut off the sedan headlights, idled the engine to a noiseless purr. Moments later, she cut the engine off entirely, braked to a standstill. All was ominously quiet in the blackness of the foggy night.
Ellen climbed from the sedan after a quick glance assured her that her captive still slumbered. She hesitated beside the car, drew the tiny black mask again up about her eyes. The automatic again in hand, she set off in the direction of the light.
She moved soundlessly through the darkness. If this were indeed the Obispo rendezvous of the Black Legion, she might expect a guard lurking in any of the darker spaces, she knew.
And this would hold doubly true if her guess concerning the whereabouts of the missing detective was well-founded. Outwardly, she was calm, but her heart was racing, blood pounding wildly through her veins as her crisis approached.
At closer view, Ellen made out the outlines of a rather ramshackle building. It was but one story in height and possessed three rooms. The room on her left was lighted, the remainder of the structure being darkened.
She crept toward the lighted side, every sense alert to her danger. At the mere cracking of a twig under foot, she paused for precious moments, pulse pounding, and a prayer for safety on her quivering lips.
So much depended upon her this night — she just couldn’t fail. It would be tonight or never! Failure now would mean tasting Saint’s vengeance.
Abruptly, a dark figure loomed between her and the light which filtered from the window!
A sentry!
The man seemed to be leaning against the wall near the corner of the building, unmoving. Ellen tensed, catching her breath sharply. She hadn’t tried to fool herself; these were desperate men, if she were caught, it would mean torture, death, or worse!
Many another might have faltered at the obstacle now confronting her. But the little adventuress was made of sterner stuff. The sight of a guard only added to her determination to follow through with her plans.
To one of her temperament, there was but one means of procedure. She must move directly, court the element of surprise to her favor, overcome the sentry by physical means, and as quietly as possible! She tensed, moving an inch at a time upon the unsuspecting man, the automatic reversed in her fist!
The black-hooded sentinel was half-asleep at his post. He snapped to attention a moment too late to miss the white-clad figure which hurtled upon him from out of the blackness.
A hurried motion toward his left armpit, a sucking intake of breath for a cry of warning and Ellen lunged forward, every ounce of her athletic frame behind the move, her right arm swinging in the arc of a swift half circle as she leaped.
The solid shank of the automatic whammed against the side of the guard’s head. The force of her charge carried them both to the ground, this time Ellen atop the heap. She rose immediately, dusting dried grass from her clothing, and smiling grimly at the recumbent figure.
She had come prepared for such an emergency. The large roll of adhesive was put into use, sealing the man’s lips, and securing his hands and feet against his possible awakening, she quickly rolled the limp figure into a dark corner near a rickety fence to prevent early discovery.
 
FOR a full minute, Ellen paused, tense, brown eyes straining in the direction of the lighted window.
Her great orbs were agleam. Here was the work that she loved, and it was being performed in the cause that meant more to her than life itself.
Adventure was her meat and danger her dessert.
Gone were the hours of planning and fuming. Action loomed ahead on the danger trail! Ellen’s adventurous spirit leaped at the thought, confident, exultant!
Swiftly, yet noiseless as a night shadow, she gained the side of the window. A purr of voices came to her keen ears from within the building. A ragged shade was but partly drawn, and a view of the room was easily obtained.
Carefully avoiding the light which filtered through the panes, she looked within. She glimpsed three hooded figures seated at a table a few feet away. They were big fellows, but she could not see their features.
A rough table and several rickety chairs went to make up the furnishings of the bare room. There was a brown bottle and glasses on the table, and the men drank occasionally as they waited, conversing in low tones, inaudible to the watching girl. The Black Legion!
One man drinking more freely than the others, was quite audible to Ellen’s straining ears.
“Say, Chenville,” he bellowed, maudlinly, “why not get things going and get ’em over with? No use waitin’ on the others. Old Gorsh always was a slow poke. He’ll hold the others up, and we won’t get this job done before daylight! I’m for...”
The one addressed as Chenville interrupted with a wave of a gloved hand, but Ellen couldn’t make out his words. She imagined he was reasoning with the other man. The latter laughed raucously, and poured another drink which he tossed off at a gulp.
“Yeah?” he sneered, loudly, wiping his loose mouth with the back of a gloved hand. “That’s what you say, Chenville! But I say different. I think we could do with less politics in this outfit. I never did like politics or politicians! They can’t be trusted! And when it comes time to do a little job, or a little bump, it ought to be hurried along. Waitin’ is only invitin’ trouble to come along! Now take this snoopin’ Cathern mug. He’s been here for hours, waitin’ for Gorsh to arrive, and superintend the job. He oughta been taken care of hours ago.”
Ellen tensed in the darkness.
Her hunch had been right!
Paul Cathern was in the hands of these men, awaiting a fate she knew not what, and with no hope of rescue save through her own efforts!
And the man’s words confirmed her belief that the politicians of the state machine were behind the depredations of the notorious Black Legion!
She saw no point in waiting and listening to further disclosures. Time was speeding; any moment might be too late! She must locate Paul Cathern, save him, and at the same time keep her true identity from him. There was no time to lose if her plans were to be carried out with half a chance for ultimate success!
She tested the catch of her automatic, gripped it firmly, and moved silently through the darkness toward the other side of the house.
Obviously the thing to do was to get to Cathern as quickly as possible. She found the window on the right side of the house without difficulty, paused and listened intently. She could hear the ticking of her tiny baguette in the stillness of the night.
The little adventuress removed a compact folding jimmy from her wrist bag, opened it into a slender sliver of steel. With this handy implement, she began jimmying the window. Using utmost caution, it required several pries to snap the cast-iron fittings. With the fifth effort, they snapped brittlely, and Ellen slid the window upwards.
“Say!” she called in a sibilant whisper. “Is anyone there?”
A slight, muffled groan was the only answer, but it sent a quick thrill through Ellen’s soft body. At the moment, she realized just how alarmed she had really been about the young special investigator!
It was but the work of an instant for her to swing herself upon the sill, and agilely lower herself into the interior of the darkened room. Then, a pencil flash gave her a glimpse of the bare confines of Cathern’s prison, and of the sleuth, himself.
Paul Cathern was tightly bound, a handkerchief mask over the upper part of his face, his mouth tightly sealed by a wide strip of adhesives He had been tossed into a corner of the room to await torture and possible doom!
With a reassuring whisper, Ellen sank to her knees and labored at the cramping gyves. It required three minutes of concentrated effort to free his hands and feet, and a moment to remove the tape from his mouth. A word of thankfulness seeped from his lips as they were freed from the adhesive.
“You took a devil of a chance,” he whispered, grasping her arm, “in coming here like this. Those men were going to torture me — lash me — burn me with white-hot irons! I owe my life to you! I’m Paul Cathern, investigator with Sheriff Bonsill. Who’re you, anyhow?”
 
ELLEN hesitated, briefly. “No time for introductions now,” she snapped. “But I can assure you I’m a friend! We must move fast! Everything’s clear at the moment. Let’s go!”
Abruptly, the little adventuress tensed in the darkness. Her hand went to Cathern’s lips as she caught and held her breath. A chair had scraped within the adjoining room, and heavy footsteps were approaching the connecting door!
Her nerves jerked taut as a hand twisted the knob and swung the portal halfway open, yellow lamplight streaming across the rough flooring of the room! The automatic bristled viciously, as she aimed it at the doorway and waited!
“Get away from that door, Lucas!” snapped someone whom Ellen imagined to be the leader, Chenville. The intruder swung about to face the giver of the command, while Ellen’s heart churned, madly. Would the drunken brute ignore the other man, and enter to discover her in the act of freeing their prisoner? What mercy might she expect at his hands if he did?
The queries were answered a moment later when the fellow turned again toward the prison room.
“Aw, nuts, Chenville!” he flung back over his massive shoulder. “I’m goin’ to see if the snooper’s okay, that’s all!”
Ellen’s finger tightened upon the trigger, her heart sinking as the big man lunged forward through the doorway!
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Chapter 4: A Framer Framed
 
A COOLNESS settled upon Ellen Patrick as she faced one of the most crucial situations of a lifetime of adventure.
Her lovely bosom rose and fell with her accelerated breathing beneath the black cape which she had tightly drawn about the white frock.
Great eyes were fixed in an unwinking stare upon the doorway. Her slender fingers trembled a little as they contacted the safety catch of the automatic to be sure it was down. She was prepared to shoot it out with the black-hooded devils, no matter what the ultimate outcome!
But the drink-drugged intruder was spared a quick end.
Chenville was evidently the man in charge, and a subordinate’s disregard of orders infuriated him. As Lucas came through the doorway, a heavy hand was clamped on his shoulder, and he was roughly jerked back into the other room.
A push sent the big man spinning across the floor.
“Damn you, Lucas!” snarled the leader, harshly.
“You’ll obey orders or take the consequences! I’m in charge here, and don’t forget it! One more funny move out of you, and you’ll get what Gorsh gives the others!” His outburst was cut short as he slammed the door behind him, leaving Ellen and the investigator in darkness again.
Ellen heaved an immense sigh of relief. “Whew! That was a bit too close for comfort!” she breathed, as she helped Paul Cathern to his feet.
“You said it!” agreed the sleuth, softly. “I thought for a moment we were goners. You’re one nervy little person.”
Paul Cathern staggered and would have fallen but for her steadying arm, so cramped were his limbs from long hours beneath the bindings.
She helped him to the window, across the sill, and joined him a moment later. Outside, she leaned close to him, and he caught his first glimpse of her costume and the identifying mask.
“The Domino Lady!” he exclaimed, wonderingly.
“At your service!” she returned, evenly, her soft voice tempered to a lazy, disguising drawl for Cathern’s benefit. “And having a crack at the Black Legion, and its unscrupulous political backers! I’ve tried to help you, Paul Cathern; will you help me in return?”
“Name it!” he said, quickly, earnestly, “and the life you’ve saved will be risked in its accomplishment if necessary!”
She laughed softly in the darkness.
“The help I ask,” she said, “will bring about the downfall of the Black Legion and the complete ruin of the higher-ups in this state, Cathern! We must move fast! Come —”
Without another word. Ellen Patrick set out in the direction of the road, and Paul Cathern followed after her.
As the rear door of the sedan swung open, and Ellen’s pencil flash sprayed the interior with white light, Paul Cathern’s lips curved in a pleased grin. He stood for a moment looking down upon the bound figure of J. Riggs Saint without a hint of compassion in his gray eyes.
Then he shot a questioning glance at The Domino Lady.
“The Black Legion owes much to this man,” drawled Ellen in explanation. “He’s one of the higher-ups who provide protection! It’s my idea that he should pay as they have made other victims pay!”
“Just what is your idea?” whispered Cathern, meaningly.
Ellen laughed, liquidly. “Have you noticed the similarity in size and coloring between you and Saint?”
The investigator started. “You’re right!” he exclaimed, “though I’d never noticed it before! Just what —”
“They were going to torture you,” she interrupted, evenly, “and this scoundrel had assured them of immunity! What could be more appropriate than a quick switch of clothing, plant Saint in your place, and his brutes do as they will with him! By the way they looked tonight, I have a feeling that they’ll fail to recognize him. And J. Riggs Saint will get a sound flogging; a dose of his own medicine.”
The special investigator grinned. “All the way!” he cried, softly, “and then some! Let’s get busy!” He began peeling off his coat.
Ellen busied herself with the bulky briefcase she had taken from the politician.
By the dashlight, she gave its contents closer attention than before. She was astounded by the scope of damaging evidence it contained. Evidently the district attorney had been an active organizer and a charter member of the Black Legion in the state!
His intimate papers went into detail, mentioned prominent names, some of them political figures of highest power!
She turned at the sound of Cathern’s voice to find him garbed in the district attorney’s natty tweeds, his own rumpled worsted gracing the figure of the politician.
The latter was now conscious, and his eyes rolled in fear from one to the other of his captors. Cathern had again bound him, securely.
The tape prevented him from speaking, but he squirmed frantically about, struggling with his bonds.
The investigator bent, placed the handkerchief mask upon the upper part of the attorney’s face. Thus rigged, no one could possibly tell the politician from the young detective!
And, since the Legion usually bound and taped a masked prisoner before torturing him, it looked as though J. Riggs Saint was in for a dose of his own medicine!
 
IT WASN’T far to the window. Cathern was small but wiry, with spring steel rippling along shoulders and legs. He had no particular difficulty in lifting the flabby form of the district attorney to his shoulders. Guided by Ellen, he moved noiselessly toward the house with his burden.
Sounds of maudlin singing came from the lighted room as they hefted the figure over the sill, and into the interior of the prison. Evidently, the heavy drinking Lucas had reached a state of inebriation where song alone could express his feelings. Ellen was glad.
The sounds of their movements were masked completely by the off-key bellowing of the drunken Legionaries!
They placed the still squirming form of the politician in the exact spot where Paul Cathern had lain.
A moment later, they were again outside the building, the window closed. They hurried toward Saint’s sedan. Ellen would have liked to remain in the vicinity to witness the surprising denouement when Saint’s men discovered that their victim was the district attorney, himself, but the need for retreat was pressing.
Too much depended upon a quick return to the city, and safe disposal of the incriminating evidence to think of tarrying for the sake of pleasure!
So it was that she backed the car in a noiseless half circle, and allowed it to glide toward the distant concrete highway without engine power.
Once at a distance from the torture house, she throttled the engine to a steady, mile-eating pace, headed for the city.
There was little conversation between them as they hurtled along through the night. Ellen thought she understood why Paul Cathern was so quiet.
He was an employee of the sheriff’s office, and the Domino Lady was reputedly outside the law. She had saved his life, and he couldn’t very well question her or attempt to establish her identity!
He looked out of the window, away from her, his long fingers testing the toughness of a two-day growth of dark beard on his lean cheeks.
 
AS THEY crossed the city limits, and neared a cab stand, Ellen laughed swiftly, and slowed the sedan.
“Obviously, you must leave me here,” she told him in the assumed drawl, “since I must remove the mask before driving farther into the city. And I must ditch Riggs Saint’s car, you know! You should have no difficulty in getting a taxi to your apartment.”
For the first time in minutes, he looked at her, intently.
“Certainly!” he returned, quickly.
“I understand! But before we part, let me assure you of my undying gratitude for this night’s work! I’ve heard some pretty awful things about The Domino Lady in the past.”
She interrupted. “And you believed them, of course?”
Cathern grinned.
“Perhaps I did,” he admitted, “but never again! You’re aces with me! If I can ever help you in any way, please call upon me. I owe a lot to you.”
Again Ellen interrupted, as she drew the sedan to the curb.
“Forget it!”
And then, “It was all in the night’s work. I’m amply repaid if you’re convinced that I’m not the creature my enemies would have everyone believe. But there is one favor you can grant me, if you will.”
“Just name it!” he said, eagerly.
Ellen held out the briefcase to him.
“Take this,” she said, “and see that it gets into the right hands. It contains a lot of vital information which will help to break up the Black Legion in California. It contains dates, rituals and a complete list of political office holders who are secretly members of the clan.”
“But the credit?” interpolated Paul Cathern, soberly.
She gestured with gloved hands, briefly. “Who cares about that? It was only to defeat the political machine that I became interested. If you will take this evidence I’ll be more than satisfied. As an officer, the credit will set well on your shoulders.”
He had climbed from the car, briefcase in hand, but now he leaned through the window, and grasped her hand. Her red lips pursed a charming:
“Goodbye.”
“Till we meet?” he breathed, with an engaging grin.
“Quien sabe?”
She meshed the gears, rolled from the curb, pulling the domino from her round cheeks as soon as she was out of range of his vision. It was one o’clock when she parked the sedan, got out and walked away. Twice she looked behind her, fearful that some prowl car might connect the abandoned Saint car with her. But her fears were groundless; the streets were deserted. A short time later, she had descended from a cab and entered the exclusive apartment house which she called home.
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Chapter 5: The Domino Lady Triumphant
 
IT WAS evening of the following day when Ellen Patrick moved across the heavy Boukhara of her living room and opened the outside door. Paul Cathern entered the room He carried a folded newspaper, and he was grinning, widely. He took off his gray felt as he closed the door, then followed Ellen to the center of the room.
The powder-blue negligee she affected set off her shapely rounded body to perfection, and Cathern’s eyes were freighted with frank admiration as he followed the intoxicating undulations of her figure as she sank down upon a crimson chaise lounge. She smiled, motioned him to sit beside her.
“Suppose you give an account of yourself, big boy?” she said, pertly, brows arched in interrogation. “Haven’t seen you around.”
Paul Cathern had such an engaging grin, and it broadened to show his white teeth as he dropped down beside Ellen. He unfolded a late edition of the Express, handed it to her.
“Perhaps this will explain,” he said.
Ellen feigned complete amazement as she looked at the paper. Little sounds of excitement and pleasure escaped her ripe lips as she read the information emblazoned upon the front page:
 
BLACK LEGION DEFINITELY DOOMED!
Charter members fleeing after exposé by ace sleuth from sheriff’s office.
Indictments out for leading political figures;
J. Riggs Saint, District Attorney, is mysteriously missing!
 
June 7. Following a startling exposé of Black Legion activities in the state, by Paul Cathern, special investigator from Sheriff Bonsill’s office, indictments have been sworn out for some of the leading politicians, including J. Riggs Saint, District Attorney, and Leo U. Gorsh, State Representative.
Saint has handed in his written resignation, but cannot be reached for a statement. One report has it that he is confined in a private hospital, suffering from mysterious injuries that threaten his life. Another that he is taking an extended sea voyage for his health. Mr. Gorsh is reported as flying to Mexico City on business. In any event, both gentlemen will find a warm welcome awaiting them when they are located and turned over to the newly-appointed District Attorney, Mr. John Smithson. This is one of the most startling exposés in the history of the state, and politicians both big and small are leaving for parts unknown by rail, water and air. Mr. Smithson, interviewed at his office today, promises a thorough cleanup, and in taking every step to apprehend the fleeing higher-ups of the Black Legion...
 
THERE were columns more of lurid details, but Ellen turned to her visitor without reading them. Her great eyes were gleaming. Her plans had worked out to perfection! This was her most successful and far-reaching master stroke against the state machine which had brought about the death of her father! It all seemed too marvelous to be true, and, she leaned toward Paul Cathern, lovely bosom tossing with emotion.
“Oh, Paul! It’s wonderful!” she cried softly, “Almost too good to be true! It’s simply great to think that you accomplished so much where all others have failed.” She leaned closer, kissed him lightly upon the cheek. He grinned.
“It’s great, all right, honey!” he told her, enthusiastically, “but I’d never have accomplished anything without help. In fact, if it hadn’t been for the timely interference of a mysterious lady, I wouldn’t be alive now!”
Ellen looked at Cathern, intently. “A mysterious lady?” she repeated softly, “I don’t understand, Paul. It fails to mention her in the news.”
The investigator’s gray eyes focused upon her piquant face, the grin fading. “Last night,” he said, slowly, “I was a prisoner of the Black Legion, facing torture, or worse. A fearless woman, The Domino Lady, seized the D.A., rescued me from under the noses of my guards, and substituted Riggs Saint in my place! That no doubt accounts for his ‘mysterious injuries’ referred to in the Express! The Domino Lady likewise turned over to me incriminating documents she had taken from Saint. Those documents furnished the exposé you’ve been reading about, yet she insisted that I take full credit, and leave her name out of it! Don’t you agree that I owe the lady much, Ellen?”
She smiled, “Why, yes, of course, Paul. But I thought The Domino Lady was wanted by the police? How could you permit her to go free?”
Cathern’s eyes softened. “Ellen,” he said, “I recognized The Domino Lady!”
The little adventuress’ body went rigid. With a great effort she fought down the panic that welled within her slender frame. She raised guileless eyes to meet his probing glance.
“So what?” she managed, precisely.
For a moment his eyes held hers, in an effort to read her calm gaze.
“Don’t you see I couldn’t betray her, honey?” he murmured, “after she’d saved my life, and accomplished so much good for the state? Besides,” he went on, grinning again, “the credit she bestowed upon me has assured me a fancy promotion! If the authorities wait on me to reveal the identity of The Domino Lady, they’re going to have a mighty long wait!”
She breathed a deep sigh of relief, leaned against Cathern. She smiled at him, her great eyes filled with admiration for the conquering male.
“You’re tops, Paul!” she breathed, “A grand person! Any woman would be lucky to have you for a friend, I’m so glad of your success and promotion, darling! Shall we drink a toast to them?”
Paul Cathern smiled, understandingly, and manipulated the decanter. He handed a drink to Ellen, then dropped down beside her again, glass in hand. They touched glasses, lifted them high.
“To the future!” she toasted, softly, brown eyes starry.
“Of The Domino Lady!” added Paul Cathern, meaningly.
He rose, replaced the glasses upon their taboret without looking at her. Then he turned. Ellen Patrick laughed throatily as she went to his open arms.
 
THE END
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The Domino Lady’s Double
by Lars Anderson
Originally published in the November 1936 issue of Mystery Adventure Magazine
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Chapter 1: International Murder
 
EBONY midnight. As though an invisible hand had brushed gauzy cobwebs away, a rift appeared in the cold fog that shrouded San Francisco. In the murky gloom, a slender, feminine figure might have been seen gliding through a narrow side street which flanked the Japanese Legation. The swirling mist quickly descended again, however, shrouding the nocturnal figure like a shielding armor.
But the girl went purposefully forward, high heels clicking on the pavement, and, a moment later, paused before a narrow doorway which gave access to the Legation quarters. She cast a furtive eye over her shoulder, then laughed softly; the density of the fog lent perfect concealment to her movements.
A quick manipulation of a master key, and she entered the narrow hallway, climbed a dark stairway that wound upward toward the private offices. A tiny flash was in her hand now, its bright rays moving ahead on the deep nap of the rug which covered the stairs. The clamminess of the fog must have penetrated her clothing for she shivered slightly as she stopped before the door of the inner offices, and again brought the master key into play.
While so engaged, the flash was placed on the rug nearby, thus serving as an illumination to her efforts. And its rays likewise brought into sharp relief the crouching figure of the petite midnight intruder.
There is no gainsaying that the girl was perfectly beautiful. A jaunty black hat partially covered a cap of sun-touched curls which gleamed like molten gold in the beams from the flash. A cape of black silk was drawn about bare, milk-white shoulders. Beneath the folds of the cape, a backless frock of white silk sheathed her lovely body like a glove! It was daringly cut and accentuated the exposed loveliness of her swollen bosom, and added a nimbus of sweet aware to the perfect picture of feminine pulchritude! A shining domino mask of black silk partly covered the lovely features. To any law enforcement officer in California the costume would readily have identified the beautiful intruder as that daring mysterious creature, The Domino Lady!
A moment later, the girl was lifting the flash and gliding forward through the open portal with all the stealth of a jungle cat. Inside, she shot the beams about the large, high-ceilinged room which served as the headquarters office of the Japanese Legation. A faint smile curved her luscious, full-blown lips for a moment.
Slender, delicate, pink-nailed fingers trembled with eagerness as they began digging into the files, examining the contents of the high-piled governmental cabinets. To each piece of paper, no matter how small or insignificant appearing, she gave a hurried, though comprehensive, scrutiny. Success was not easy of attainment, although she wasted precious moments in vain search.
As she worked, a grim smile played about the curve of her scarlet lips. She was thinking of the furor that would break loose, once it was discovered that international secrets had been forcefully removed from these offices! Then, the smile faded as she recalled to mind the peril of her position, and the imperative need of utmost speed.
As she examined a sheath of papers taken from a fireproof file, the ticking of a clock nearby was another reminder of the necessity for speed. Then, abruptly, breath was trapped in her throat. Here were the very papers for which she had risked so much!
They were heavy, official-looking, and a quick examination convinced the girl of their authenticity. Coming upon them so suddenly after moments spent in vain search almost took her breath away for a little while. She straightened, held the packet in her hands, exultant.
 
A MOMENT of sudden victory put her off guard, and she failed to see an inner door crack slowly, silently, open or the almond eyes of the squat Nipponese that peered balefully out at her! The sleek-haired Oriental glided noiselessly forward, a wicked looking automatic appearing as if by magic in his right fist! For a moment, it looked as though the game was up for the daring intruder!
But, as though sensing peril, the girl had slipped the packet of papers beneath the black cape, and darkened her flash. With agility and grace, she gained the outer door, vanished through it like a phantom of the fog just as the office attaché snapped the lights into coruscating brilliance.
A soft laugh was wafted back to the Japanese from the corridor. He paused, looked at the looted files in a moment of indecision. Stooping, he picked a card from the deep-piled rug. Wonderingly, he glanced at it. It was a tiny square of black pasteboard with the inscription: The Domino Lady’s Compliments, in white ink written upon its smooth surface. The daring girl who had looted the offices had left it behind as a taunting souvenir!
Snapping out of his seeming daze, the little brown man made a move in the direction of the doorway.
C-R-A-C-K!
Gunfire in the outer corridor! The spiteful sing of a slug sounded simultaneously with the roar of a shot, and dirty orange flame seared the murk of the hallway. The office attaché jerked with the impact of the bullet, spun halfway around. A look of incredulous wonder ripped the mask of Asiatic impassivity from his blanching features. The automatic fell from his numbed fingers as he swayed weakly against the filing cabinets. Slowly, he slipped downward, fell forward on his face without a sound, to lay still.
And The Domino Lady’s calling card fluttered to the rug by his side, face upward, a token which seemed to indicate that the intrepid little adventuress had at last gone in for murder!
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Chapter 2: Framed for a Killer
 
COMELY Ellen Patrick, well-known and feared as The Domino Lady, sat on the edge of her bed in a luxurious suite in Frisco’s exclusive Hotel Catalan. She yawned sleepily, enjoying the fragrant puffs of cigarette smoke which served to clear her dream-drenched brain. A robe de nuit of pale, green silk was the only concealment to her blonde loveliness.
Of course, it is most ineffective to attempt to describe wavy, butter-hued hair, a pair of provocative, cinnamon-brown eyes, a pert little nose with the suggestion of a tilt, or even a dewy mouth whose luscious invitation must have been a gift from the gods. A small, determined chin, soft, snowy throat, rounded, creamy shoulders, lovely, upright bosom — No! All this can be but a mere list. To understand the ravishing charm of Ellen Patrick, the entirely bewitching personality back of her radiant beauty, one would have to see her as she half-reclined there in the reflected rays of the sun, the light from the broad window falling most effectively over her rounded shoulder!
Innately feminine though she was, Ellen had become the most talked of figure in California through a considerable degree of personal daring, a love of adventure, and a willingness to risk life and liberty in a self-imposed campaign of vengeance against the political machine that ruled the state with an iron hand.
Her father had been one of the most feared politicians in California at one time. A killer’s slug had put a period to his career several years before, and rumor had it that the assassin had been in the employ of Owen Patrick’s crooked political enemies. A small trust fund, and a wealth of spirit and wit had been the lovely Ellen’s heritage from her father.
Accustomed to a life of ease as befitted the only child of Owen Patrick, Ellen had graduated at Berkeley, and was vacationing in the Far East when news of her father’s assassination came to her. Dashing homeward in a heartbroken daze, she had sworn vengeance against the machine which had been instrumental in robbing her of the one who meant more to her than life itself.
For three years now, she had pursued the life of a ruthless, roguish adventuress, at times accepting nigh impossible undertakings simply for the sake of friendship and the inherent love of adventure. On other occasions, she coolly involved herself in daring schemes merely to embarrass the authorities whom she blamed for her father’s untimely death.
At the same time, her schemes usually produced much in the way of loot, supplementing the meager income from the trust fund, and allowing her the luxuries to which she had become accustomed. However, the major portion of the booty thus obtained was invariably anonymously contributed to a worthy charity. And as the months went swiftly by, Ellen had become a constant threat to the peace of mind of the crooked politicians as The Domino Lady.
Following her most recent triumph over the Black Legion, Ellen had motored northward to San Francisco at the invitation of Roge McKane, debonair ex-collegian and rising private investigator. McKane had long been an intimate friend of the little avenger, and Ellen was delighted at the prospect of seeing him again.
The interlude also offered her an excellent opportunity of “laying low” for a fortnight until her recent forays in Los Angeles had blown over, so to speak. Ellen knew full well that the remnant of the political organization would be out for her blood after those coups!
So she had arrived in San Francisco two days before, registering as usual at the Catalan. She found that Roge McKane had been called to Sacramento on business the day of her arrival. But she expected to see him today.
 
EVENTUALLY, Ellen mashed the tobacco tube in a bedside tray, rose and stretched her lovely body felt it uncoil in cat-like grace to its greatest extent. Slowly, she peeled the green nightie from her and glided into the black and silver bathroom.
She gaily hummed snatches from Maytime, as the prickling needles of the shower quickly stung her soft body into a state of healthy energy. Still humming, and wielding a huge towel, she massaged herself to a glowing pink.
“...I know I could love someone madly,
If someone could only love me...”
The heavenly epithalamium of her dulcet tones wafted through the room as she covered her shapely charms with a blue velvet negligee which added compelling allure to her youthful body.
But her great eyes held something of sadness in their liquid depths. Devoting her life to a campaign of reprisal against the ruthless killers of her father, the amorous little adventuress had denied herself the love she craved with all her heart. To her, affection and marriage were things to avoid, shun. Although her loveliness and allure baffled description, and she was in great demand among eligible males wherever she went, Ellen’s affaires de amour were indeed few and far between!
Presently, stepping her pink-toed feet into blue Empire slippers, she moved into the boudoir where she seated herself at the orchid-tinted desk phone.
It was while she was enjoying the breakfast she had ordered that an attendant announced a visitor. Smiling, Ellen abandoned the repast, and joined Roge McKane in the living room of the suite. The young detective had removed a gray topcoat and matching, felt, and lighted a cigarette. He rose from his chair at the sight of her negligéed figure, his dark eyes alight with frank admiration and welcome.
“Good morning, honey!” His deep soft voice was enthusiastic. “Gosh, it’s great to see you again! You’re more lovely than ever, Ellen!”
“And good morning to you, Roge!” she smiled, brown eyes crescenting languorously as she helped herself to a cigarette. “Thanks for the compliment. I can see you haven’t lost your use of the usual blarney, darling!”
“It might sound like blarney,” he drawled, his glance searching Ellen’s enticing face and sensuous figure with frankly admiring candor, “but it’s the truth, sweet, s’help me! It was mighty good of you to come up, Ellen.”
“Frankly, I was glad to get away for a while, Roge,” she said, ashing her cigarette, a tight little smile playing about her red lips as her great eyes swept over the pleasing features and walking-beam shoulders of the young investigator.
“Sort of fed up with Los Angeles, you know. Besides, how could I resist the chance of seeing you again, darling? After all, if you couldn’t get away to come south, it was up to me to come north.” She terminated with a tinkling, teasing little laugh.
McKane punched out his cigarette, performed a similar function for Ellen’s. “And now who’s using the old blarney, sweet?” he returned with a grin of appreciation for her mood.
They chatted lightly for a little while, until the conversation veered around to the inevitable Domino Lady. McKane brought up the subject.
“Seems like our little friend, The Domino Lady, is in for it now, doesn’t it, Ellen?” he asked, casually.
Ellen started, instantly alert, cautious.
“In for it?” she repeated as though she feared she had not heard aright. “What do you mean, Roge? There’s nothing I...”
The young investigator looked at her soberly as he interrupted. “Haven’t you seen the newspapers? The little devil had enough nerve to crash the Jap Legation last night! She stole a sheath of papers of international importance. But that isn’t even the start of the pickle she’s put herself in, Ellen. She killed an attaché on her way out!”
 
“BUT,” interpolated Ellen, quickly, unbelievingly, “how can they be sure it was The Domino Lady? I can’t believe it, myself. Why — why, you know yourself, Roge, that she’s never killed anyone before.”
“Agreed!” McKane grinned, mirthlessly. “But there doesn’t seem to be much doubt as to her identity, Ellen. You see, she left one of her usual calling cards behind. Then, too, to cinch matters, the attaché lived long enough to describe his slayer; a beautiful little blonde, with a black silk domino over the upper half of her face, dressed in a white silken evening frock with a black silk cape about her shoulders! So you can see that there can hardly be a mistake, honey!”
“But — but,” began Ellen and stopped. She was in a daze, overwhelmed at the moment by the news brought by the detective. It was just too incredible! Why — why — it must be a frame, engineered by her political enemies!
Yes! That was it! A frame! She knew she had not left the hotel the evening before, but had retired early to read herself to sleep. But that didn’t answer the all-important question. Who had been the invader of the Japanese Legation under the guise of The Domino Lady? Who had fastened the ugly crime of murder upon her guiltless shoulders? Who —
“It’s an international crime,” McKane was continuing, quietly, “And I wouldn’t care to be in the shoes of The Domino Lady! The G-men will be in on the hunt, you know, and they seldom if ever fail to ferret out the guilty party or parties! This time they have a clear-cut case to work on as the criminal is known. It won’t take them long to get to the bottom of the affair, and then, in order to appease the Jap authorities, a death sentence will be imperative! I’m sorry as the devil, too. Although I don’t condone murder, The Domino Lady has helped me on several occasions, and I’ll hate to see her die. It looks like it’s just too bad though.”
Ellen had been thinking rapidly. At McKane’s mention of the G-men, she remembered the threats she had scoffed at in Los Angeles a few days before. Indirectly, a warning had come to her that the politicians were determined to be rid of The Domino Lady, frame her with murder if needs be, and, by making it an international crime, be sure of the F.B.I.’s intervention in the mystery! That was the nigh impossible task that confronted her now; the single-handed solution of the mystery, and the placing of guilt where it rightfully belonged!
While thinking rapidly, Ellen had covered her perturbation with an effort. McKane had noticed nothing. She broke in with a nervous little laugh.
“I can’t believe it’s true, Roge! Why, The Domino Lady has never really done anything wrong on any of her escapades, and you know it! On the contrary, she’s helped many worthy causes! I just can’t believe she’d commit murder.”
The young detective laughed, softly. “Frankly, Ellen,” he told her, “I can’t believe it either! And neither does Lieutenant Tom Fentriss of the Homicide Bureau. I was talking to him earlier this morning. He senses a big political conspiracy, in which leading political figures might be involved. But he has little on which to work. The headquarters men seem puzzled by certain aspects of the case. For instance, The Domino Lady is known to be a sworn enemy of the political machine, and she has always opposed and worked against it. So why should she commit murder in stealing state papers in the service of any political clique? It don’t make sense. That’s the puzzle that’s worrying the city dicks.”
 
ALTHOUGH sorely troubled, Ellen was coolness personified now. She smiled across at McKane, crossing one gorgeous, bare leg over the other in a careless gesture which immediately drew the detective’s admiring gaze.
“And are the authorities intending a campaign against The Domino Lady?” she inquired softly. “Or do they intend to dig out the real criminals behind the murder and robbery?” Considering the importance of the question, her nonchalance was amazing. She kindled another cigarette, smiled at Roge McKane as she drew deeply of the fragrant smoke before exhaling.
“Well, now, that is a question, Ellen,” he returned, grinning. “I’m sure Fentriss and his Bureau are out to investigate all angles. Of course, he gets his orders from the higher-ups, you know. And those higher-ups or the men behind them might be the very instigators of the entire conspiracy! Makes it deuced hard to conduct an intelligent investigation. By the way, have you ever heard of Wade Lilmyer? Or Rob Wyatt?”
Ellen started at mention of the latter name. Rob Wyatt! Ex-big game hunter, character actor, blackmailer, and political aspirant, Ellen had triumphed over him in more than one thrilling encounter.
Swiftly, her mind raced over the exciting events of her first brush with the man when she had saved Eloise Schenick, wife of a movie magnate, from his blackmailing schemes. Then, recently she had again opposed him, emerged triumphant from one of the most exciting episodes of her entire career!
Shortly afterward, she had heard of his threats of a frame against The Domino Lady! She had scoffed at the threats before leaving Los Angeles, but now it appeared as though they had been successfully carried to completion!
Ellen gripped her emotions with a firm hand. “Why, yes,” she said, ultimately, “I’ve heard of both. Don’t you remember showing me Lilmyer’s mansion while we were driving to Sacramento last Fall? And I believe Wyatt was once in pictures in Hollywood.”
“Oh, yes, to be sure! I remember my showing you Lilmyer’s place, now! And Wyatt was once in pictures, I believe. Well, the latter is out for the lieutenant-governorship, and Wade Lilmyer, one of our biggest political figures, who has remained in the background thus far, is said to be intending to run for governor on the ticket with Wyatt. If there’s a political conspiracy afoot, you can bet your Sunday slippers that those two birds are somewhere behind it all! And Fentriss seems agreed on that angle, too!”
Ellen replied, casually, but her agile brain was clicking fast. Here, indeed, was a dilemma!
Framed for a killer by her enemies! And she could expect little mercy, once she was taken into custody!
At the same time, she realized that every law enforcement agency was out to trap her, and their efforts would be mainly devoted to that purpose. Consequently, if any attempt was to be made to clear her name and place the blame where it rightfully belonged, it must be made by The Domino Lady herself!
Abruptly, Roge McKane looked at his wristwatch, and rose.
“I hate to hurry away, honey,” he told her, and it was easy to see that the young investigator disliked leaving his charming hostess, “but I have to meet one of the boys at eleven on a very important case. I’ll phone you later. See you this evening if I can possibly make it. But don’t forget Saturday night. It’s the opening of the new Club Manana, and I wouldn’t miss taking you for the world, sweet! Is it a date, honey?”
Ellen had walked to the door with him. She smiled as she looked up into his bronzed features. “You bet!” she breathed, happily, her troubles far away at the moment. “You know I wouldn’t miss it either, darling!” She swayed toward McKane.
The tall sleuth’s masterful arms went about her palpitant figure, and his seeking lips found the damp grotto of her warm mouth. Hungrily, he tasted of the cloying sweetness of her hot, crimson lips.
Such a kiss it was! It brought hungry longings to Ellen as new desires were given birth in her amorous little body. She returned his kiss, forgetful of everything else in the bliss of the embrace! It was as though she were starved for his affection, and could not hold out longer against compelling desire. As the passion-fraught kiss terminated, they were both breathless.
“You’re sweet Ellen!” He held her at arm’s length, his dark gaze penetrating to the very center of her being. Then, he dropped his hands from her shoulders, leaned over and lightly brushed her eager lips with his own hard ones. “ ’Til later, honey,” he whispered, meaningly.
Then, with a short laugh, McKane left her alone with her thoughts.
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Chapter 3: Taking The Initiative
 
SOON after the departure of the young detective, Ellen returned to her boudoir, removed the negligée from her shapely body, and donned cachet black and white silk pajamas.
She sighed deeply as she relaxed upon the bed for a bit of deep, purposeful thinking. The thrilling contact with Roge McKane’s well-knit masculinity had left her breathless; vaguely cognizant of the emptiness of her lonely existence.
Ellen shrugged off the feeling after a while and concentrated upon the problem before her.
Slowly, intelligently, her keen brain clicked over every detail of the detective’s disclosures, and the evident dilemma that faced her. Without a doubt, this was the greatest crisis of a life of crises! It would require a great deal more concentration and daring to extricate herself from the difficulty than she had ever been called upon to display before.
After a bit of thought, the bits of the riddle fitted together as readily as the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle. The politicians, headed by Rob Wyatt, no doubt, were out to get her, and had somehow used a double in placing the stigma of murder upon the name of The Domino Lady!
At the same time, they had obtained important state papers to use as they saw fit, thus bringing the dreaded G-men into the case as an added assurance that there should be no escape for The Domino Lady!
It all looked mighty dark and hopeless to the little adventuress. This trip north had promised to be a most pleasant interlude with Roge McKane whom she had always liked since her carefree co-ed days at Berkeley, when the former had been a handsome back-field ace at Saint Mary’s. But in a few short hours, it had turned out to be an inescapable murder trap of alarming perfection!
But petite Ellen Patrick was made of stern stuff for all her innate charm and loveliness. Although the plot seemed to hedge her in with small chance for escape, its very diabolical cunning aroused the Irish blood in her veins which had been a heritage from her fighting father, and made her determined to clear the name of The Domino Lady, at the same time placing the blame where it rightfully belonged!
The task was nigh impossible, she knew, but that fact detracted nothing from her determination.
She had little to work with save the few remarks dropped by Roge McKane, and no one to aid her in her campaign. However, as evening came on, she had formulated a plan which, for sheer daring, far outclassed anything she had ever attempted in the past. Yet, desperate as it appeared to be, Ellen felt slight fear as to its ultimate outcome as she dressed and prepared to put it into execution!
 
A LONE light at the street intersection touched the surroundings with a weird glow as a cool breeze wafted along Pacific Avenue. Ellen Patrick sat in a powerful and speedy car, in the shadows of an alley entrance, watching Rob Wyatt’s Frisco mansion with the aid of a pair of strong night glasses.
She was dressed in the customary Domino Lady costume; form-fitting, backless frock of white crepe, black, silken cape, with a small, black toque perched jauntily atop her golden coiffure. Her baguette stood at twenty minutes of midnight.
For some time, she had been watching this house and, shortly before, she had seen a slender feminine figure enter after ringing the doorbell. Momentarily, she hesitated, undetermined whether or not she should venture into the Wyatt house under cover of the darkness.
At length, Ellen made up her mind with a jerk. She slipped from the car, crossed the street like some phantom of the night. She knew it would be useless to try the front door of Rob Wyatt’s house. That would be barred, equipped with the most modern of locks or safety devices. So she skirted the spacious grounds on noiseless feet, located a convenient window in the rear, and set to work upon it.
Using a glass cutter and a bit of gum, she cut a small circle in the glass and extracted it without noise.
Then, she extended an expert hand through the opening, felt with skilled fingers until she had located and disconnected the burglar alarm. Then, she slid the window upward, eased her palpitant figure over into the blackness of the interior!
Ellen listened intently, as her trembling fingers fastened the tiny black domino mask into place over her great eyes. She had the feeling that she was alone. Digging into her spacious evening bag, she extracted the little automatic which was her constant companion on her every daring foray. She tested the weapon with her fingers, made sure it was ready for swift use.
For she was far from certain that she would not have use for it before the night was ended! Constant practice had made her adept with the weapon, and now, as she fingered it, the cold of the corrugated rubber butt put confidence into her churning blood, cooled her for what action might lie directly ahead!
Sure that the gun was ready, Ellen played the light of her pencil flash along the floor as she ventured slowly forward. Cautiously, she worked her way to where the front stairs wound upward in the darkness. The gleam from her torch played over the massive front door directly before her. Abruptly, she tensed at the sound of voices coming to her ears from the floor above!
The heavy rumble of a man’s bass, and the shrill soprano of an hysterical woman. Ellen’s brown eyes flicked open and shut with excitement. She couldn’t make out the words, but she recognized the voice of Rob Wyatt!
Ellen paused, hesitant, her foot upon the lowest step. She could see the glow of light from a room on the right side of the upper corridor.
Dare she venture upward and attempt to eavesdrop on the conversation? The total darkness of the lower floor was a welcome blanket, and she was reluctant to leave its ambient protection.
Abruptly, the woman’s voice rose an octave. It was almost a scream now. There came to Ellen’s ears the sound of movement in that upper room, then the unmistakable noise of a struggle.
 
SUDDENLY, the lights clicked out on the floor above, and there was the blast of pistol fire! Came a second shot, and then absolute silence for a moment or two.
Ellen retreated from the staircase, her luscious mouth hardening to a grim line of cerise, and listened intently.
She was sheltered from view by the balustrade and an overhanging potted plant. The ominous stillness of the midnight hour was broken by the high-pitched scream of a woman; a scream that was terror-fraught, penetrating.
A crash reverberated throughout the house, the sound ricocheting downward to the tensed adventuress. Then, as suddenly as they were switched off, the upper lights clicked on again.
The screams were more muffled now, but they did not cease entirely. Ellen crouched in silence and waited for developments. She hadn’t long to wait. The figure of a girl, as slimly graceful as an arrow, came down the stair toward her, and Ellen stared in disbelief.
The descending girl was an exact duplicate of herself! Of the same height and coloring, her shapely figure was clad in a white crepe evening frock, backless, and held to her shoulders in a halter neck effect. Over it, she affected a black silken cape. A small black domino mask covered the upper half of the girl’s features, and her eyes were gleaming wildly through the holes therein. She had evidently been in a struggle in that upper room as the front of her frock was badly disarranged, revealing smooth expanses of white shoulder and bosom to Ellen’s eyes. The fleeing girl was breathless, and her fingers trembled so that it was only with the greatest of difficulty that she manipulated the spring lock on the outer door.
The Domino Lady’s Double!
Somehow, Ellen had figured there was some such person mixed up in the killing at the Japanese Legation headquarters.
But when she had been brought unexpectedly face to face with her, the sudden shock had held her spellbound. The girl was vanishing through the yawning street door before Ellen had recovered her emotional equilibrium sufficiently to call out, or stop her. For an instant, Ellen debated whether or not to pursue the mysterious person who so closely resembled her. But a moment’s thought decided her against it. A conviction came to her that here was the house in which the secrets of the last twenty-four hours might be uncovered.
The upper floor was pregnant with an ominous silence; the ghastly, terror-fraught silence of the tomb.
Ellen went upward cautiously, the little automatic held in readiness. She reached the level of the second floor, glided softly into the room of the open door. She knew at once that she was in a chamber of death!
Rob Wyatt had been a handsome fellow in the full flush of rugged manhood. He had been tall with a finely-drawn, rather nervous face, thin lips, a high-bridged, arrogant nose; a man of queer charm and strange moods, admired for his nerve and his attainments in the big game field, feared for his inherent cruelty of nature, loved hopelessly by many women in his life of whose existence he at times seemed utterly unaware.
But now his lanky figure was anything but handsome as it sprawled upon the bloodstained rug at the end of its mortal activities. There was a wrist bag upon the rug, too, its contents half spilled. Ellen stooped and recovered the bag, scooping the articles into it. There were cards in the bag that identified the owner, and brought a tight little smile of grim satisfaction to the face of the little adventuress!
There was an open safe across the room. From its appearance, it had recently been rifled. Ellen wasted no time on it. She realized full well the futility of such a move. Anything worthwhile had been removed.
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Chapter 4: Ellen’s Double
 
SHE slipped the wrist bag inside the black cape, dropped it into a spacious pocket, and turned to the door. Abruptly, she tensed. The sound of the front door being opened came to her ears!
Voices!
Swiftly, she glided forward, peered downward into the darkened stairwell. Police! Two uniformed, officers had entered through the front door, and were climbing stairs toward the lighted room — and her! She, The Domino Lady, was hopelessly trapped; trapped in the room of violent death! Ellen’s heart went cold as she contemplated the utter futility of attempting to escape!
For an instant of indecision, Ellen stood, brown eyes gleaming wildly through the slits in the domino.
Her heart was racing madly beneath her quivering breast. Then, with a gasping intake of breath, she pivoted on stilted heels and looked desperately about. There was a door on one side of the room which gave into a tiny closet. Ellen, grasping at straws, hurriedly sought the doubtful shelter of this small nook. She was not a moment too soon. The two heavy-footed policemen barged into the room. Ellen heard their exclamation of surprise as their eyes took in the scene before them.
“It’s murder, Mac!” exclaimed the taller of the two as he looked down at the figure of Rob Wyatt.
Ellen could see both officers from her place of concealment through the narrow crack she had left in the door. “Shot right through the pump! Deader’n a mackerel!”
“Yeah,” returned the other officer, evenly, “and I’ll bet a month’s pay that safe’s been cleaned, too. It’s standing open. Guess it’s a case of robbery, eh, Dean?”
“Un-hunh,” grunted Dean, as he looked about. “Well, this looks like a job for Fentriss and his boys, Mac. You wait here while I see if I can find a phone downstairs. I’ll call Homicide.”
The tall man left the room immediately thereafter and Ellen could hear his heavy tread receding down the stairs. The other officer walked slowly over, and began a casual examination of the Wyatt safe.
The clothes closet was tiny, really only a locker built into one corner of the office, and Ellen found it hot and unbearably close within the cramped space.
Perspiration slipped down her face and across the smooth expanse of her shoulders and bosom. She had hoped that the officers would leave to telephone, or go for the homicide squad, allowing her a chance to escape the room, and the premises But she had hoped the hopeless. She was trapped, and could be certain of discovery at any moment!
Murmuring a little prayer for deliverance beneath her breath, she raised the back of one slender hand and wiped the perspiration from her forehead. Then, a grim, hard smile twitched at the corners of her red mouth.
“It’s now or never,” she told herself, silently. “If I wait until the other officer returns, I’m sunk. I’m certain to be discovered. Or, in case these men do not find me, the homicide detectives are sure to do so when they go over the place.”
The policeman called Mac was busily engaged in studying the rifled safe. Ellen gripped the little automatic in her right fist, and reached upward to see that the little domino mask was securely in place about her eyes. Her slender fingers were trembling a little. This was the tightest spot of her entire career, and she feared that she might be forced to shoot her way out of it. She had never taken human life and she didn’t want to take one now. But she was determined to escape this trap, send death-spitting streams of fire toward anyone who crossed her path to safety!
The officer was bending over, examining the combination on the safe door. This was the precise opportunity for which Ellen had been waiting. She softly opened the closet door, lunged forward into the room, the little automatic bristling ominously in her white-knuckled fist!
Something seemed to warn the policeman of danger, and just as Ellen reached a point directly behind him, he swiveled around on his heel, his right hand going for the holstered service revolver at his waist.
“Hold it!”
 
HER voice, through tightly-drawn lips, was cold as death as it knifed through the stillness of the room. Her brown eyes glittered grimly through the holes in her mask.
“Lay off the gun!” she gritted, savagely. “Or you get the entire contents of this thing right where it’ll do you the most good!”
The officer stared, hard. “Oh, The Domino Lady, eh?” he snarled, angrily as he raised his hand from the gun in his belt. “So it’s you? And you’ve another killing to your credit! How long do you think you can get away with this stuff, sister?”
Ellen let his speech pass, ignored it. “Just march over to that closet if you want to go on living!” she commanded in a brittle voice. “And make it snappy! I haven’t all night!” She gestured toward the small closet which she had so recently quitted.
The man hesitated for a moment, then moved toward the closet. There was no mistaking the gleam in his captor’s eye, or the businesslike tones of her cool voice. Discretion was the better part of valor, he decided; he’d seen the corpse on the floor, and felt certain this Domino Lady had perpetrated the crime of murder. He had no desire to join the cadaver on the reddened rug! Muttering under his breath, he stepped within the closet. Ellen promptly turned the key in the lock, imprisoning him.
She was speed personified, now. With a quick glance about the room, she glided to the door, peeped downward. No sign of the returning Dean as yet. Bringing her pocket flash into play, she moved swiftly along the upper corridor toward the rear of the house. A moment later, she was quitting the structure through the same window by which she had gained entrance. And, shortly thereafter, her yellow roadster was cutting the blackness of Market Street, heading toward a distant section of town!
 
ELLEN shot a glance at the dial of her watch as she sped along through the night. It was precisely twelve-thirty, or exactly fifty minutes since she had ventured into the Wyatt menage.
At that time, things had appeared pretty hopeless. Now, she had a live lead to work upon. No use quitting when there was so much valuable time ahead before daybreak. Might as well strike while the iron was hot, and try to accomplish as much as possible!
She brought the roadster to a standstill before a large, unpretentious apartment house on San Luis Place. This was the address she had secured from the wrist bag found in Wyatt’s house all right! She hoped to find her impersonator here, The Domino Lady’s Double! And she’d get the truth from her lips, or else —
She ignored the push button that gleamed at the jamb of the outer door. She twisted the knob instead and, to her surprise, it silently yielded to the pressure of her hand. A moment later Ellen was creeping silently along a passageway that led to a rear courtyard where withered plants rustled in the night breeze.
Noiselessly, she swung to the left and ascended carpeted stairs that led to the second floor.
Before number three-o-two, she paused. Light showed beneath the door. She knocked softly, the tiny automatic again sprouting from her right hand as she did so.
There was no response. She frowned, rapped again. But still there was no answer, no sound of movement from within. Ellen tried the knob. The door swung softly open before her. A cold chill shook her shapely body at the ghastly sight that met her wide-eyed gaze.
In the center of the high-ceilinged room, Ellen saw a blonde girl whose arms and legs were bound tightly to the chair in which she sat. Her golden head was slumped grotesquely forward, her soft hair dotted with blood that had not yet darkened. Despite the cruel gag, that partly concealed the averted features, Ellen had no difficulty in recognizing the girl who had been posing as The Domino Lady!
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Chapter 5: A Dying Confession
 
THE girl was almost nude, but The Domino Lady costume tossed upon the foot of the bed further convinced Ellen of the accuracy of her identification.
Blood was oozing in a long slit in the soft, white throat. It was flowing slowly through the downy valley of her bosom, and forming a great scarlet pool on the light pattern of the rug beneath her chair!
Had she arrived too late? Had both Wyatt’s and this girl’s lips been sealed upon the truth which might have cleared her name? With a low cry, Ellen sprang across the room to the side of the girl who so strangely resembled herself!
Ellen kneeled beside the stricken girl, her brown eyes bulging wide with horror and pity. Criminal though the creature might be, the slim, limp body, bound, gagged and done to death touched her deeply. Her slender fingers trembled as she hastily removed the gag and tore at the cruel gyves which held the bare arms and legs in cramping restraint.
Gently, she slid the slight body from the chair, easing it slowly to the soft rug. She cushioned the golden head on a silken pillow obtained from the bed. Even as the girl collapsed upon the floor, Ellen knew that she was more dead than alive. A doctor would be powerless before the encroachment of death.
She glided into the bathroom, returned with a tumbler of water. She forced a few drops between the flaccid lips. After a moment, the eyelids fluttered, opened gently. The girl smiled wanly up at Ellen.
“The Domino Lady!” she gasped faintly, wonderingly.
Ellen nodded. “And you?” she suggested, softly.
“I’m — I’m Sybil Stevens,” returned the girl, weakly. “I suppose I’m — I’m — dying —?” Her great eyes were misty with mute appeal.
Ellen nodded again, sadly. “I’m afraid so,” she said, and reached out a pink-nailed hand to soothe the fevered brow, “and there’s nothing I can do. Won’t you please tell me all you know about the events of the past twenty-four hours, Sybil, and let me take it down on paper to clear myself, before it’s too late?” She felt that much depended upon the last words of her impersonator.
Briefly, Ellen sketched the story of her campaign of vengeance against Wyatt and his political machine, and explained to the girl just the sort of spot the impersonation had placed her in as the real Domino Lady. “Can’t you see that you’re my one hope of solving this matter, and planting the blame where it belongs, Sybil?” she asked, imploringly.
A look of fierce determination replaced the fleeting smile upon the girl’s dead-white face. She nodded grimly.
“You’ll find paper and pencil in the drawer of the table,” she said, indicating the receptacle with a movement of her brown eyes. “Get it, and I’ll tell you all I can.”
It was the work of a moment for Ellen to locate the desired writing implements. She was back at the girl’s side as the latter began her strange confession.
“You must forgive me,” the girl began, piteously, “because I was forced to impersonate you! Forced by that beast, Rob Wyatt! He had letters of mine which I couldn’t afford to have published!”
“Blackmail?”
Ellen’s pencil was flying over the paper, jotting down every word as spoken by the weakening girl. To add speed, she was using a shorthand method of transcription.
 
CAME a sob. “Yes. We had been lovers at one time. Wyatt promised to get me a break in pictures. After a time, he grew tired of me, and threw me over. I hated him, but could do nothing because of the foolish letters. I could only do his bidding.”
“When did you first meet Wyatt?” asked Ellen when the girl hesitated, gasping for breath. It was apparent that she was weakening fast from the loss of blood.
“Two years ago when our show visited Los Angeles. I was the ingénue with a road show, just a kid at that time. Wyatt insisted that I belonged in pictures. He talked me into leaving the show, with the promise of his securing me a chance in pictures. Of course, he failed to keep his promise.
“Later, he threw me over, and I’ve managed to get along on the bits I’ve managed to pick up around the studios. Then, after your exposé of the Black Legion, and your latest triumph over Wyatt in Los Angeles, he seemed to fear you and your power because of his political aspirations.
“He knew that I resembled the real Domino Lady closely enough to get by with an impersonation of her. So...” Again, the girl’s soft voice gave way before the weakness which had dampened her forehead with the dew of death.
Ellen regretted the necessity of further questioning under the circumstances, but she steeled herself, and said, softly: “And then?”
“Wyatt demanded my presence in San Francisco,” she continued, weakly. “I was ordered to impersonate The Domino Lady, steal certain valuable papers from the Japanese Legation under cover of Wyatt’s men, and leave a card which would identify the intruder as The Domino Lady!
“I was forced to carry through with the plan. But, please believe me, I didn’t kill that attaché! On the contrary, I knew nothing of the murder until I read the newspaper the next morning! One of Wyatt’s men had shot the attaché after my departure, thus placing the crime of murder against The Domino Lady! Please tell me you believe me?” Mute appeal was mirrored in the great eyes that were already glazed with the sightlessness of death. Ellen shivered, and nodded.
“I do believe you,” she whispered, and meant it. “Won’t you please try to go on, dear?”
The stricken girl was gradually going, but she showed plenty of gameness as she went on: “Tonight I went to Wyatt’s to remonstrate with him, because of the wanton slaying of that Japanese and the trick he was playing on an innocent girl.
“He laughed at me, threatened me, and I drew my automatic. At the moment, I could have killed him I was so angry. Suddenly, the lights were extinguished. There were shots. It was all so confusing for a few seconds. Then, I found the switch, snapped the lights on again. Wyatt was dead on the floor, shot by some mysterious intruder!
“And his safe had been rifled of his blackmail files as well as the papers I had obtained at the Japanese Legation! I fled the house in terror.”
“But surely,” said Ellen, imploringly, “knowing Rob Wyatt as well as you did, you must have some idea as to the identity of his slayers? And the ones who came here to attack you, Sybil?”
The girl gasped, swallowed hard, nodded.
“Rob Wyatt was afraid of Wade Lilmyer,” she breathed, chokingly.
“Afraid of his great political power. Lilmyer was secretly out to get Wyatt. I can’t be certain of the actual killer of Wyatt, of course, but one of Lilmyer’s men, one Blackie Thorpe, attacked me shortly after I arrived home. So I believe he was present at Rob’s house, and was the actual murderer of Wyatt. He knew me and was afraid of what I might know. He came here and —” Her great eyes closed, and for the moment, Ellen thought she was gone. Gently, she caressed the hot brow of the dying girl. The eyes feebly flickered open.
 
“WILL you try to sign this statement, Sybil, so as to make it authentic?” Ellen asked, softly. “It’s taken down exactly as you gave it to me.”
Too weak for further conversation, the girl nodded, feebly. With Ellen’s hand steadying her numbing fingers, she scrawled her signature at the bottom of the sheet of shorthand which was going to be a link in the chain of evidence which was to clear the good name of The Domino Lady!
Even as the girl completed the movement, Ellen knew it would be her last. The cruel wantonness of the murder touched the little adventuress very deeply. As the golden head lolled lifelessly to one side, a great tear rolled from her brown eyes, and dropped upon the smooth cheek of the dead.
Ellen Patrick remembered the mansion of Wade Lilmyer now. The place had been called Chaseview.
As she slid her shapely body behind the wheel of the powerful car, her thoughts were racing. Chaseview was some thirty miles removed from San Francisco; an ideal spot near the peaceful Pacific for the headquarters of the political monster who fed upon the lifeblood of the citizens of the state.
She brought the dash lighter into play, kindled a cigarette. For a moment, she sat quite still, smoking and thinking.
Her baguette showed one-twenty. But she had no thought of quitting for the night. Better to go on while she was getting the breaks, try to clear her name of the stigma placed against it by the vulpine murderers of her father!
Ellen sought the narrow back streets as she tooled the car toward the open highway leading to Chaseview. And no car ever left the limits of San Francisco faster than her yellow speedster.
Thirty miles to go.
At seventy an hour all the way, she could make it in about twenty minutes! A heavy police car would require twice that time for the trip, she figured. And Ellen knew the police wouldn’t be far behind her after the call to headquarters she had made in the hallway of the apartment building where Sybil Stevens had been murdered! She clung to the wheel as she hit open country, and gave the rocketing car all she had! She must accomplish the impossible within the next forty minutes, or never!
Ten miles melted away. Speedometer dancing at sixty-five. Engine hot and roaring. Steam shooting up around the nickel-plated Adonis on the radiator cap.
Still more speed. Seventy now.
The yellow Cad threatened to leave the highway at any moment. The Domino Lady was riding a hunch; tempting Fate; gambling her life and future on one wild venture; the most desperate venture of her entire career!
The catapulting car streaked down great hills, roared up steep inclines, beyond the top of which she knew not what she might encounter!
She thrilled to the breathless speed of the hurtling machine as the night breeze, provoked, whipped at her face and her tousled, golden hair!
Then, before she realized it, she was upon Chaseview. Squealing brakes. Burnt tire marks on the concrete highway. Twisting the wheel with dexterous skill, Ellen nosed the roadster down into the mouth of a sandy lane which led off to the right near Wade Lilmyer’s great house.
Overhanging branches of a row of tall trees effectively concealed the car from any chance passerby.
Shivers of excitement chased along her shapely spine as she adjusted the little domino into place, and glided like a phantom of the night toward the rear of the Lilmyer mansion. It was an imposing structure of gray stone, its grandeur eloquently testifying to the power of the owner. Ellen saw but one light in the structure. It was far up on the second floor of the house.
The night was moonless, and a veritable pall of blackness seemed to hang ambiently over the little adventuress as she crept forward.
Her usually pleasant face was drawn and white, her whole body keenly alert to her great danger.
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Chapter 6: Trapped
 
ELLEN slipped soundlessly into a small vestibule before a side door of the house.
She could almost feel the intensity of the darkness that swallowed her immediately. She bent to the lock, her heart pounding tremulously beneath her quivering left breast. Had it been possible, she would have welcomed the presence of Roge McKane at the moment! But no! The young investigator must never know her true identity as the notorious Domino Lady!
She had little trouble with the lock of this side door. Evidently, Wade Lilmyer was unafraid of intrusions in the face of his great political power and underworld connections. Presently, the portal swung silently open. With palpitant heart, Ellen dug into her evening bag and produced the tiny automatic in whose use she was so adept. It steadied her, brought confidence in its wake.
She slid softly across the threshold, merged into the blackness of the interior. Silence pressed down upon her with weighted shrouds.
Her straining eyes were balls of fire, her ears a taut tension. Alone in the mansion headquarters of the murder king, where something intangible, terror-inspiring seemed to be hovering over her, just out of sight! She shivered, paused momentarily considered retreat.
Then, she took a firm grip on her panicky nerves, flogged herself onward. No daughter of Owen Patrick, fighting Irishman, would ever show the white feather, she told herself grimly. Come what might, she was in this thing to the finish!
Her flash showed the way through the lower rooms, and up an ornate staircase toward the second floor.
Cautiously, Ellen advanced, her heart hammering. Vivid imagery placed vague whispers of evil in the soft rustle of her skirt, the accelerated heart throbs in her temples. In the eerie silence, the big structure became a thing alive and acquired a voice. Not a single voice, but many.
At every vague sound, Ellen tensed to attention, stood stockstill like a carven image while her brown eyes bored vainly into the surrounding blackness. Repeatedly, she found herself thinking of Roge McKane, and wishing he were nearby!
The little adventuress hesitated a moment at the winding stairway, her hand on the cold balustrade, then started softly upward. Her silent examination had proven the lower floor to be empty of occupants at this late hour. She was looking for evidence, and the man behind the murders, Wade Lilmyer!
He, and he alone, could surrender up the incriminating papers, and the death gun which would clear the name of The Domino Lady! She must find him —
Each step upward brought an additional quiver to her youthful body, a fresh tremor to her pounding heart. But as she envisioned the lifeless body of beautiful Sybil Stevens, weltering in a pool of its own blood, her full lips thinned to a hard cerise line of grim determination. The thought buoyed her in the thrilling ascent into the unknown!
At last, she reached the level of the second floor. A bright pencil of light marked the keyhole of a door directly in front of the stairs! She glided silently forward; applied a cautious eye to the tiny opening.
The room beyond was empty of occupants at the moment. It was sumptuously furnished as a masculine den, or office, with a huge, roll-top desk set well to the rear of the place.
Ellen wasted no time, but tried the knob. No way of telling just how long the office might be empty, and she had work to do before the return of its occupants! The portal swung inward under the pressure of her hand, and she stepped quickly inside. In another moment her fingers were busy with a big green filing cabinet.
 
EYES and fingers working in perfect coordination, Ellen ransacked the files and trunks with thoroughness and speed, tossing aside anything which seemed of no immediate importance.
Drawer after drawer was invaded but success did not come to her, though she wasted precious moments in vain search. As she searched she shot occasional glances at the tiny watch on her wrist. She had so little time, and so much had to be accomplished! If success did not come within the next few moments it would be too late! It would be —
Suddenly, she uttered an audible little cry of surprise and delight. Her trembling hands shot out, manicured fingers snatching at a fat sheath of papers which had been secreted in the bottom of the lowest drawer.
They were heavy, official-appearing, and Japanese characters set them off as the ones stolen the night before from the headquarters of the Japanese Legation. Looking again, Ellen quickly located the Rob Wyatt blackmail files where they had lain directly beneath the Japanese documents!
Swiftly, she fanned the papers out on the surface of the big desk, studied them minutely. Here, indeed, was the very evidence needed to tie Wade Lilmyer in with the triple slayings, and send him to the place he deserved to be.
These papers, and the confession of Sybil Stevens which Ellen knew was already safely in the hands of the police!
And by the same token this indisputable proof would invalidate any charges that might have been possible against The Domino Lady! Here at last was Ellen’s vindication.
Hurriedly, she scooped the papers together in one big bundle, and slipped them into an empty portfolio taken from atop the filing cabinet.
Excitement caused her brown eyes to gleam even more brightly than usual and as she leaned over the desk her swollen bosom threatened to escape its meager confinement as it tossed with emotional stress. She made a pretty picture, indeed, as she finished her task, and swung around from the desk. Elated, and with triumphant blood singing a song of victory in her ears, she failed to hear a sound behind her, or see the big man who had softy entered the den!
“Caught in the act, eh?”
Breath trapped in her throat, and her piquant face blanching, Ellen swiveled on her stilted heels to look into the smiling face of Wade Lilmyer himself!
The politician was big money and power, personified; a well-groomed fashion plate who, in spite of a vulpine face, gave off a pungent scent of perfume.
He was rather tall, strong-shouldered, with long arms, and the effortless grace of a jungle cat. Ellen did not have to be psychic to comprehend that she was face to face with the political and underworld boss. Nor did it take Lilmyer long to convey the impression that The Domino Lady was face to face with grim and certain disaster!
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Chapter 7: Wade Lilmyer Proposes
 
A POLICE car from headquarters slid to the curb with a scream of brakes and, a final blast of the siren. San Luis Place, a quiet thoroughfare, was soon filled with a crowd of the curious who had been routed out of their beds by the noisy arrival of the lawmen.
Detective-Lieutenant Tom Fentriss and his aides from the Homicide Bureau jumped from the car and shouldered their way through the humming crowd. The lieutenant’s Waltham stood at exactly thirty minutes past one.
“Purdue!” Fentriss hesitated at the doorway of the apartment house. He was forced to speak loudly to be heard above the tumult. “You’d better ask a few questions and see if anybody in the crowd knows anything. That phone call might have been a fake. We’ll soon find out.”
He met an excited superintendent in the hallway. Fentriss flashed his shield. “Know anything about a murder here tonight?” he growled.
The superintendent started, trembled. “A murder, sir?” he gasped, unbelievingly. “Why — why — no, sir! You see —” He gulped nervously, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down his scrawny neck like a buoy on a storm-tossed sea.
“Yeah, murder!” Fentriss’ voice was habitually gruff. We had a phone call saying a jane had been slashed to death in your building, Apartment Three-o-two. Know anything about it?”
He eyed the trembling man sharply.
“Three-o-two?” repeated the superintendent, wonderingly. “Why — why — that would be Miss Stevens’ apartment, sir!” His wide-eyed gaze flitted about the ring of hard faces that hemmed him in. “I — I know nothing of any murder. There must be some mistake. Miss Stevens was one...”
Fentriss interrupted by pivoting on his heel. “King!” he thundered. “You stay here with this bird while we go up and see what’s what. Come on, boys!”
Two steps at a time they ascended the stairs, halted only momentarily before the door of Apartment Three-o-two. Then they were inside looking down at the pitiful remains of Sybil Stevens, victim of a monster’s power and greed. Even Lieutenant Fentriss, hardened to murder as he was, was shaken by the sight of the beautiful white body, lying in a crimson welter.
“Touey, call Headquarters,” he said, turning momentarily away. “Tell ’em to keep this under cover. It might lead to something as startling as our phone caller intimated it might. If that info was on the up and up this case ought to blow the lid right off the capitol building in Sacramento!” He paused, chewed thoughtfully at the sparse brown moustache which adorned his upper lip. “Say, Touey, tell ’em to get the coroner up here, pronto!”
 
TOUEY nodded comprehensively as he made for the phone in the lower hallway. There was no explanation necessary; the girl who had called headquarters a short time before had hinted that this obscure murder was tied in with political dynamite which was due to blow the state inside out!
“Look, Tom!” Another detective extended a sheet of paper to Fentriss. It had been lying unnoticed upon the table to the rear of the murder room. The lieutenant straightened, looked at it, and his eyes went hard.
“Any you fellows know shorthand?” he asked, looking at his three aides, closely. “This was written in a hurry, evidently, and might give us the lead we need if we hurry. It’s signed by the dead woman.” But the detectives were as ignorant of the mysteries of shorthand as was their commander. Fentriss swore, softly.
“All right, then, Cody,” he snapped, irritably. “Rush this down to Headquarters and let Macey have a shot at it. Phone me here just as soon as you can. Give me the low-down. Make it snappy, man! This is important!”
After the hurried departure, of Cody, Fentriss and his other men went over the murder apartment with a fine tooth comb, but without tangible results. The entire place was dusted for fingerprints. Strangely enough, they did not connect the black and white outfit on the bed with The Domino Lady, although they were familiar with the costume so publicized. Perhaps it was due to the fact that there were so many black and white ensembles in common use at the moment.
In an incredibly short time a detective called to the lieutenant from the lower hallway, “Telephone, Tom!”
Fentriss’ long legs had him to the wall phone in nothing flat. “Yeah? All right, Cody. Let’s have it!” he barked into the instrument. He listened intently for a few moments, grunting occasionally as he jotted down information upon a sheet of paper alongside the instrument. The muscles in his lean jaws were working, his eyes slits of gleaming determination.
“A confession, eh? The low-down on the girl’s murder, and information on the next step. Chaseview? Well, that’s outside my jurisdiction, but try and stop me! I still think this Domino Lady’s pulling a fast one, and she’s not going to get away with it! Whether she’s guilty of murder or not, I’d like to get my hands on her! She’s got plenty else to answer for. Tell the Chief I’m rushing out to Chaseview, pronto, Cody. Then, you get down here to take over. We’re leaving.”
Fentriss banged up the receiver.
“Boys,” he thundered to the assembled detectives, “that paper was written by The Domino Lady! She was here when the girl upstairs died. It gives the details of the Jap Legation job as she heard it from the dying girl. She put in the purported details of the Wyatt bump, and wound up by inviting us out to Chaseview, the home of Wade Lilmyer! She claims Lilmyer’s behind the whole thing from start to finish, and promises to prove it if we come out there!”
Detective Touey grinned, “Sounds like she’s screwy, Tom,” he said. “Why, Wade Lilmyer’s running for governor.”
“Don’t I know it?” broke in the lieutenant, impatiently. “But if there’s a chance of grabbing off this female pirate I’ll make a dozen trips to Chaseview! Of course,” he added, grimly, “there’s a possibility that there is something in what she claims! Let’s go, boys! King, you and Purdue better stay here, keep everything quiet. Cody will join you shortly. Come on, fellows.”
A moment later the big police car was heading for the open country, the siren blasting the way through the desultory early morning traffic.
 
FEAR, like an icicle, plunged into Ellen’s breast instantly as she faced Wade Lilmyer across the width of the room. His round eyes and his strange, triumphant smile reminded her greatly of Peter Lorre as he moved a pace forward, paused, a big revolver aimed directly upon her racing heart!
“So I have company, eh?”
The suavity of his tone was belied by the baleful glitter in his dark eyes, as Lilmyer surveyed Ellen from the heels of her evening slippers to the little black hat. “Now, if you’ll just drop the gun, and toss the portfolio upon my desk,” he suggested, with a wave of his heavy weapon.
After the first shock of his sudden appearance wore off a bit, Ellen was not particularly frightened. It was quite true that it was a more melodramatic situation than any in which she had hitherto found herself.
But Ellen had not been an adventuress for three years, using her keen wits at all times to avoid capture or death, without having learned how to take care of herself in any emergency. She shrugged resignedly, dropping the automatic and portfolio to the desk top. Then, she awaited his next move.
Lilmyer sensed her confidence, and tried to shatter it. “I’ve admired you and your nerve and your beauty for a long time. It is going to be most difficult to kill you, and call the police to remove a burglar I was forced to shoot down like a dog! After all, there are too few beautiful women in existence, and you are very beautiful, you know.”
His round-eyed smile was never-ending, his voice a deceitful purr.
Ellen said nothing. She realized that the politician knew she was wise; that her death was his only hope of salvation! Talk on her part could accomplish little. The full force of his threat penetrated her consciousness instantly, left her cold, calculating. The police should be here any moment. If she could stall long enough, she might save her life. Of course, capture by the authorities would mean long imprisonment, but —
Wade Lilmyer was speaking again in his purring voice while his dark eyes licked at her sensuous figure: “Of course, there is no particular hurry, my dear. You’re very desirable, you know. Perhaps we might enjoy a drink, and a bit of a good time together, eh?”
Ellen’s heart leaped with hope. A chance to stall, kill time! Her great brown eyes agleam through the slits in the domino, she spoke, softly, tantalizingly.
“But — but you couldn’t trust me without your revolver! And I’m sure our drink and good time would be spoiled as long as you held me at gun point!”
Wade Lilmyer snorted. “Since you’ve put your gun down, I can do likewise. I’ve yet to see the woman I couldn’t handle with ease, my dear! And, in case you get ambitious, I can throttle you with my hands just as easily as I can shoot you with this revolver! So, be warned.”
The still-smiling man did not raise his voice. He might have been talking about the price of the votes he was reputedly known to have bought. He had a sort of persuasiveness about himself, and an unawareness of his unsavoriness to his charming caller.
“But,” he pursued, casually, “why speak of such unpleasant things which must be quite evident to a woman of the world like yourself? Let’s talk of pleasant things, like yourself for instance, eh?”
He moved toward Ellen again, his eyes upon the rise and fall of her glorious bosom. The little adventuress felt she couldn’t stand to be near him. The thought that he might touch her just once was enough to cause her soft flesh to creep. She must talk — gain time.
“But why should you kill me, Mr. Lilmyer?” she breathed, desperately. “I could be of much use to you alive, you know. I’ve been around. You surely know of my reputation as a shadow whom the police have never even glimpsed. It seems to me that you could use someone like myself in your employ.”
“Perhaps,” he said, noncommittally.
“You could hold the fact of my being The Domino Lady over me as an assurance of loyalty, you know!”
“And you might come here to live, eh?” he suggested, suavely, his greedy eyes laving the white snowiness of exposed shoulders.
 
QUICKLY, he lunged forward. A single bound closed the distance between them, and he grasped Ellen’s right arm in the bruising clutch of his left hand. Lilmyer was a big man. Forceful resistance was out of the question. She could not call for assistance. Before the police arrived, he could have hidden the incriminating papers, and could then turn her over to the officers who had sought her for so long. In fact, the tall politician seemed to hold all the cards!
“The mask!” breathed her smiling captor in his deep purr, “would be more becoming if removed from your beautiful features, my dear! It is a shame to hide any part of such a beautiful creature as yourself!” He pulled Ellen close, raised his hand toward the little domino! Ellen’s heart froze within her tossing bosom. It was the most tense moment of her career!
Wade Lilmyer’s round eyes were upon the silken mask, and the beauty of Ellen’s moistly-parted lips, so close to his own.
He had not noticed the ornamental, pink carnation which was fastened high upon her evening gown! As he leaned forward, reaching for the domino, Ellen’s left hand moved almost imperceptibly into the folds of the cape. Immediately, a fine spray shot out from the imitation flower.
It struck Lilmyer’s face with a swishing sound, and was transformed into an ambient cloud about his dark head! One whiff, and the big politician staggered, slowly sank downward to the rug at her feet! A favorite trick of The Domino Lady, and one which she was certain would assure peaceful slumber for her erstwhile foe for several minutes!
The little adventuress was moving precisely and swiftly now.
Holding a handkerchief to her nose until the fumes had evaporated, she quickly secured velvet tapes from the drapes over the large French windows. Using these with expert ease, she rolled Lilmyer over upon his stomach, and tied him hand and foot.
Exultantly she turned to the desk and secured the portfolio. She fanned out the incriminating papers on the top of the desk, stood back and surveyed her handiwork with a grim little smile. That had been a close one, all right! But again her quick wit and resourcefulness had pulled her out of a tough spot! She picked up the little automatic, turned to leave. But, before going, she tossed a small black card atop the fanned out documents. On it, in white ink, was her customary salute: The Domino Lady’s Compliments!
Abruptly, she tensed. Outside in the Lilmyer driveway, a siren wailed raucously, and skidding tires whined along the concrete! The police had arrived!
Ellen stiffened, paused a moment in indecision, one hand fluttering upward to her heart. A tiny, crackling tremor rippled along her shapely spine. The police would come directly to this room, since it was the only one which boasted illumination at this late hour. And she knew there was but the single exit which led out almost directly upon the stairwell! She was hopelessly trapped! Given an additional few minutes and she could have made a getaway, but now —
Heavy feet ascending the stairs! With an effort, Ellen fought down the feeling of panic. Hurriedly, she flew to the single door, and turned the key in the lock! That might hold them off a few minutes longer —
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Chapter 8: The Domino Lady Triumphs
 
DESPERATELY, she looked around her. The French windows loomed near at hand. With a single leap, she was beside them, opening them. She looked out into the darkness.
Then, suddenly, inspiration swept her. There was a narrow ledge extending along the side of the house, just below the windows. It led to where a latticed frame for creepers extended downward to the side yard. The framework was but a few yards away! If she could only walk the ledge to it, she might use it as a ladder to gain the ground!
To think was to act with Ellen Patrick. She quickly threw her silken calves over the window sill, and put her feet upon the ledge. Turning, she pulled the big windows shut behind her. A shattering blow upon the door of Lilmyer’s den told her that the police were at it in earnest! And their muffled curses spoke of ruffled tempers, too! Ellen smiled, grimly, and started her perilous walk.
No one had ever accused The Domino Lady of cowardice, but Ellen was no human fly. Tremors of panic shook her youthful figure as she crept along the narrow ledge on her stilted heels in the encompassing darkness. She could not see the ground, knew not how far she might fall, or what she might alight upon, should she slip.
She hugged closely to the cold stone of the wall, praying for help in her hour of desperate need; hoping the police would not think of looking out the French windows until she had somehow quitted her perilous perch.
Once, her left foot slipped, slid from the edge, and an icy sweat broke out all over her tensed body. She stood quite still for a long moment, fighting back the scream which had welled up in her soft throat. The big building seemed to be leaning outward, pushing against her back; trying to catapult her, to the earth below! Ellen panted for breath, took a firm grip on her panicky nerves. Only a few more steps.
Later, Ellen often thought of her ledge-walking stunt as the most perilous venture of her career. But at last, she reached the sturdy framework, and walked down the ladder to the ground. A little prayer of thankfulness escaped her dry lips as she felt solid earth under her feet once more! She lost no time in heading across the Lilmyer grounds towards her waiting roadster.
As she lost herself from view among the trees, a loud voice sounded from the direction of the mansion. From the sound, Ellen judged it to be coming from the French windows through which she had made her escape.
“Touey! McCoy!” the voice thundered. “Scour the grounds! That girl can’t be far away! She’s done a great night’s work, but I want her just the same! I’ll show her she can’t make a monkey out of this police department!”
Ellen laughed softly as she gained the seat of her car. Electric torches were to be seen, flashing through the trees as the detectives hunted her. But there was no fear in the heart of The Domino Lady! Once more she had escaped unscathed after a sensational coup, had cleared her name of the murder smirch, and that when the hand of every man was lifted against her! As she meshed the gears of the yellow Cad speedster, her thoughts reverted to her murdered father. How Owen Patrick, old war horse, must be enjoying her adventures and triumphs, wherever he was!
A half-sad smile curved her cerise lips as Ellen swung the powerful roadster skillfully about. Then, as her thoughts shifted to Roge McKane, she brightened. It was but a few hours until she would see the handsome young investigator. This was Saturday morning; tonight the Club Manana opening, and romance!
She trod the accelerator to the floorboards, a happy smile of expectation and anticipation on her lovely features and roared off in the direction of San Francisco.
 
THE END
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