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 Buck Coyle couldn't ride himself of the feeling that that accident that had landed him in the hospital hadn't been an accident at all, but a deliberate attempt to murder him. So far as he knew, he didn't have an enemy in the world. Why would anyone try to kill him? 
 It was gruff Police Lieutenant Garnett who connected the murders of the two other men with the attempt on Coyle's life—but even then it didn't make sense. Many years before, Coyle—three-stripe Sergeant Coyle then—had commanded a tank which had destroyed a stone cottage in Germany, in which a woman and a small child were killed. And the two murdered men—Orlan Koesler and Charlie Roach—had been members of his tank crew. 
 That small stone farmhouse had with its thatched roof and stone shed had been the horrible focus of many nightmares for Buck Coyle through the years—that and the sight of a woman's shattered body and a lifeless blonde little girl who looked like a small, cast-aside doll. 
 Was it possible that the woman's husband could have come to America to avenge their deaths? It would have been a simple matter for the man to trace them. But why should he have waited all these years? A long vendetta, a long time to brood over the death of his family, the destruction of his home... 











CHAPTER ONE
 It seemed like a nice place, as hospital rooms go. Green-tinted walls, cream ceiling, a nice view of the city. On one side of the bed, there was a telephone and a chrome-plated valve for the piped-in oxygen; on the other side, a remote control unit for the built-in television. It smelled like money. About thirty bucks a day, not counting pills and doctors— which was a long way out of my class. I looked around, found the panic button and jabbed it. 
 Vague impressions and fears moved uncertainly in my brain. What was I doing in a hospital? My tongue was thick; my mouth was dry. My head ached and my eyes didn't want to focus. 
 Beginning with my head, I checked myself out. The left side of my face was bruised and sore, but nothing seemed to be broken. My arms were all right, except for more bruises. There was a good deal of skin missing from my right hip, thigh, knee, and ankle. 
 The last thing I remembered was driving away from the ship in Allan Ditmire's Bentley convertible. Driving through Plains City on a fine autumn day, with nothing on my mind more serious than wondering where to take Jeanie Kelly for dinner that night. Floating along in that beautiful, handmade hunk of precision automobile, with not a worry in my head. 
 And there the scene stopped. 
 Suddenly I had a worry. It sagged in my stomach like a shot-put.I must have wrecked the Bentley! That would explain the break in my memory. It would explain my waking up in a hospital. Almost twenty thousand dollars' worth of automobile—now there was a worry a man could get his teeth into. 
 I waited for the nurse, wondering what had happened to my clothes. Then the door whispered open and in stepped not a nurse, not a doctor, not even a scrubwoman, but a lieutenant in the Plains City Police Department by the name of Garnett. Woody Garnett. 
 I didn't know his name then, of course. I didn't even know he was a cop. He was a big, bald, sweaty, dead-panned bull of a man wearing a wrinkled gray suit and a wilted shirt and a tie that was just something he had around his neck. In his mouth, clinched between strong yellow teeth, was a bulldog briar. He came into the room, walking as though his feet hurt, studying me bleakly from under a set of wildly bushy eyebrows. 
 He sank wearily into a groaning chair near the television. From his coat pocket he took a dime notebook and consulted it. “Charles Elwood 'Buck' Coyle?” he asked. 
 I nodded. “We know who I am. Now who are you?” 
 “You own a garage and body shop on North Harrison, specialize in imported cars and road racers. You live at the Westerner Apartments, on Santee. No parents, no known relatives...” 
 I said, “If you're checking my credit, you can forget it. I'm getting out of this place as soon as somebody brings my pants.” 
 He closed his notebook and studied me with vague interest. “I'm not checking your credit, Mr. Coyle. My name's Garnett. Lieutenant, City Police, Homicide.” 
 My stomach hit bottom. Now I knew what real worrying could be. “Homicide...” I had to clear my throat. “Was... someone killed?” 
 “How do you mean?” 
 “The accident,” I heard myself saying. “There was an accident; I don't even know how it happened, but I can't believe that I killed...” 
 “What makes you think there was an accident?” 
 It was my turn to blink. “The last thing I remember I was driving the Bentley. The shop had given it a five-thousand-mile shakedown and I was driving it back to Allan Ditmire, the owner. Now I wake up in a hospital. It's the only thing that figures; there had to be an accident. That's why you're here, isn't it?” 
 Garnett tamped his pipe with his thumb. “Think hard, Mr. Coyle. What is the very last thing you remember?” 
 I tried so hard that sweat beaded on my forehead. But all I could think of was that I had hit and killed someone. “I'm sorry, Lieutenant, but that's the last I remember. I was taking the Bentley to the Mayhew Building—that's where Mr. Ditmire has his offices— I was just driving...” Then, slowly, a small window in my mind began to open. “... Wait a minute. Iwasn't driving. I'd already reached the Mayhew Building, and was just sliding out from under the wheel...” 
 I began to breathe again. How could there have been an accident if I had already parked the Bentley? How could I have killed anyone? 
 Lieutenant Garnett rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “You've kind of got it turned around, Mr. Coyle. You didn't kill anyone. And there was no accident. Someone tried to kill you.” 
 I heard the words, but it took the meaning a long time to sink in. The lieutenant was saying that someone had tried to murder me. Me, Buck Coyle. Not a name in a newspaper, not a character in television or in a book, but me. 
 “So that's what I'm doing in a hospital,” I said, my voice sounding thin and faraway. “But why?” 
 Garnett shrugged. “I was hoping you could tell me.” 
 I shook my head, still unable to digest the whole of the ugly meaning. “You must know your business, Lieutenant, but this time you have to be mistaken. I don't have any enemies, except in a business sort of way, and none of them have the guts for murder.” 
 The lieutenant rubbed his pipe bowl alongside his nose, polishing the dark briar until it shone like a black pearl. 
 “All right,” I said wearily. “If you can't tell me why, tell me how.” 
 Garnett consulted his notebook once more. “Yesterday, like you say, you left your shop in the Bentley. That was around four in the afternoon. Around four-twenty you parked the Bentley in front of the May-hew Building. You got out on the driver's side, walked around in front of the car, and the Ford tried to cut you down. You had your back to the Ford, so it figures that you wouldn't remember that part of it. But it couldn't have been an accident; the driver of the Ford had to cut sharply in front of the Bentley to hit you. Even so, he clipped the Bentley's front fender, lost control for an instant, which was just long , enough to save your life. Instead of hitting you head-on, he sideswiped you and sent you sprawling on the sidewalk.” 
 I felt strangely hollow. Garnett sat back and gazed at the ceiling. “No sir, Mr. Coyle, it was no accident. That gent was out to kill you, all right. He ditched the Ford a few blocks from the scene—it was on our pickup list. The killer stole it just for the job, and had his own car waiting to make his get-away in.” 
 I was thinking:Yesterday around four o'clock. Here it was nineteen hours later, in the middle of the next day. I said, “How about witnesses?” 
 “At least a dozen. None of them got a good look at the driver, but the general impression is that he's in his late twenties, dark hair, a neat dresser. You getting any ideas, Mr. Coyle?” 
 I shook my head. 
 “You ever hear of a fellow named Marvin Storch?” 
 I closed my eyes and tried to remember. The name meant nothing. 
 Garnett shrugged. “Storch is a newcomer in what is almost an extinct business. He's a professional assassin. Getting evidence to convict with is a tough thing, but we do know that hit-and-run is Marvin's favorite game. And he's good. Far as we know, you're the first mistake he's made—if this was actually his work.” 
 I felt sick. A professional killer in Plains City? A hired assassin, gunning for me? Somebody was crazy, and I was beginning to suspect that it was a police lieutenant named Garnett. 
 He smiled faintly. “I know this is a lot to throw at you all at once, Mr. Coyle. Maybe I'm on the wrong track about Storch.” 
 “You're very much on the wrong track, Lieutenant. The worst enemies I ever made are a few race drivers who got squeezed out on tight curves, and if any of them wanted to kill me he'd do it on a track. How much does a professional killer cost, anyway? A thousand dollars? Five thousand? My life simply isn't worth that kind of money to anybody but me. That driver was probably a kid who hoisted the Ford for kicks; then he lost control for a moment and panicked...” 
 The lieutenant gazed vacantly about the room, then suddenly changed directions. 
 “Have you received any unusual mail, Mr. Coyle? In the past day or so?” 
 “What has my mail got to do with hit-and-run?” 
 There was a certain steeliness in his voice as he said: “Will you answer the question, please?” 
 “I'm not sure what you mean by unusual. I get all kinds of mail, like anybody else, but there have been no threatening letters. If that's what you mean.” 
 Garnett sighed. “That's what I meant. Well, thank you for your co-operation. Probably you're right and there's not a thing to worry about.” He smiled widely, without taking his pipe from between his teeth, nodded and shambled off toward the door. 
 “By the way,” he said, pausing in the doorway, “You don't happen to know a fellow named Koesler, do you? Orlan Koesler?” 
 A vague, uneasy warning blinked in the back of my mind. For just a moment it seemed that I was on the brink of remembering something. A face. A name. Something... 
 But I shook my head. “No. The name means nothing.” 
 “What about Roach?” he asked. “Charlie Roach?” 
 Again, I shook my head. “Just a name, Lieutenant. I don't know anyone named Charlie Roach.” 
 Garnett ignited a kitchen match with his thumbnail. Puffing on his pipe, he watched me through a rising cloud of bluish smoke. Then he turned again and was gone. 
 I lay there for what seemed a long while, carefully steering my thoughts away from some unseen ugliness that I couldn't even give name to. Two student nurses floated in on crepe-soled clouds and changed the bed with incredible efficiency. A doctor came in, chatted pleasantly and reminded me how lucky I was not to have been killed. He looked at my chart and said they wanted to keep me another day to make sure there were no internal injuries. I didn't even argue. I was too busy trying to think what it was that Garnett had started with the mention of those two names, Roach and Koesler. 


 The worst thing about hospitals is that they give you too much time for thinking. Now I thought of Mary. And the marriage that we had had. The good and bad of it. And the violent blackness that had crashed down around me when she had died. 
 It had been months since I had thought of Mary that way, freely. I could almost see her—small, bright, resilient as spring steel, her short hair flying, her eyes brilliant with laughter, drifting her blood-red Jag into some hellish hairpin corner at suicidal speeds. And that, rightly enough, I suppose, had been the way she had died. Exactly what had happened we never knew. The experts guessed faulty brakes. More likely, Mary had started shifting down an instant too late, gambling to gain that last precious fraction of a second on the straightaway. 
 Gambling with her life. And losing. I could still hear the crowd's screaming. I could see the sleek Jaguar leaving the road in a crazy, side-slipping horror, and the crash into the hay bales. And the explosion, bright and fiery. 
 All that was left of the Jag were senseless chunks of metal. Of Mary, only a name and a memory. And a long, dull ache. 
 That had been just a year ago, almost to the day. Or a dozen lifetimes. Time is a relative thing and it is hard to remember. 
 But it was good to know that I could think of Mary now without losing myself in hopelessness. It was good to be able to think of another girl, like Jeanie Kelly, without having an unreasonable guilt come down on me like a smothering hood. I was grateful to Garnett, whose questions had started me thinking. I could almost be grateful to the driver of that Ford who had put me here—but not quite. 
 A smiling, starched, and rustling nurse came in, took my temperature and gave me a pill. I lay for a while staring at the ceiling. I went to sleep. 
 Jeanie Kelly used her lunch hour to bring me my mail, a basket of fruit from the garage help, and the latest sports car magazines from herself. 
 Her grin had the false brightness of one that had just been turned on. “Hi,” she said, handing me a damp washcloth. “The nurse said give you this. They're bringing you some lunch.” 
 “You delivering for the produce man today?” 
 She looked at the basket of fruit and laughed. Jeanie was tall, quiet, mature in mind and body. Jeanie was a sense of peace after Mary's storm and lightning. A psychologist could probably build something of that, but Jeanie in no way took Mary's place in my life. She had quietly and surely made her own place. 
 Now she shook her head, grinning that grin which was not quite real. “I still can't believe it. All your years on the tracks, behind the wheels of everything from M.G.'s to Maseratis, and you let a car hit you on a downtown street.” She looked at my face, which was getting more discolored by the minute. Then she turned and walked to the window, looking out at the city. 
 “I had a visitor this morning,” she said. “A police lieutenant, Garnett.” 
 At first, I felt anger. If Garnett wanted to try his screwball theories on me, that was one thing, but when he started worrying Jeanie, that was playing a hunch too hard. 
 “Don't pay any attention to the lieutenant. He likes to be dramatic; maybe he's been reading too many crime comics.” 
 I looked at her. She was a beautiful woman in her own quiet, almost regal way. The kind of woman a man enjoys being seen with. Bright and young, but not so young as to remind him that he is beginning to crowd forty. She was a highly efficient girl Friday to a Plains City insurance executive; she wore clothes like aVogue model and appreciated fast cars, but not to the point of being a nut on the subject. I meant to marry her as soon as I got the nerve to ask her, if she would have me. 
 She said, “Does someone want to kill you, Buck?” 
 “Some of my creditors, maybe. And Allan Ditmire, after what happened to his Bentley. By the way, have the insurance boys been notified?” 
 She nodded, still not turning from the window. “I took care of it myself. Buck, I know it sounds crazy, but I think the lieutenant's worried.” 
 “Garnett's got an over-active imagination. The lieutenant's assassin will turn out to be just another punk kid who never learned how to drive. I'll be out of this place tomorrow and I want everybody in a celebrating mood.” 
 Now she turned from the window, smiling. “All right, Buck. Whatever you say.” 
 A nurse came in with my lunch. 
 “Steak, green beans, Waldorf salad; pretty high living for a greaseball. How did I land in a place like this, anyway?” 
 “Nothing but the best,” she laughed, “for the man who drives a Bentley convertible.” 
 When Jeanie left, the room was suddenly impersonal and cold. The steak, which was sure to cost me plenty, was tasteless in my mouth. I pushed the lunch away and thumbed through the mail. 
 There was one item that was foreign, out of place, and somehow ugly in that pile of precise commercial correspondence. It was a dime-store envelope with my name and shop address scrawled in pencil. I turned it over, but there was no return address. There was no cause for it, but my palms were suddenly sweaty as I ripped the envelope open and unfolded the single sheet of paper. 
 There the same penciled, cramped back-handed scrawl had formed the misshapen words: 


 Now you must pay for those you murdered in Ubach. 
 I stared for a long time at those hunched, deformed words. In my mind a long-sealed door swung slowly open, and an old recurring nightmare moved into the shocking light of consciousness. It had been a long while, weeks and months, since this particular nightmare had come to haunt me, and I had thought and hoped that this one page in the history of Buck Coyle could be forgotten. 
 Now this. 
 I looked at my hands and they were shaking. I couldn't stop them from shaking. And the thing that had been so neatly sealed away all came rushing back. 


 In the dream, it is always October. Our tanks are deployed on the plains of Ubach, in that gray surrealistic world of abrupt slag mountains, and concrete dragons' teeth, tank traps, pillboxes. And corpses. Plenty of corpses of machines and men. And fires. No matter in what direction you might look, you could always see a tank, or a house, or a town, or something, slowly burning. 
 That is the setting of the dream. Germany. Somewhere to the east of Ubach, between Ubach and Julich, and north of Aachen, and a little to the west of the River Wurm. That is where we always are, the four of us, with our light tank dug into that hard, worn-out German earth, with our 37 mm turret gun and a dismounted light machine gun pointed toward the Rhine. And there we waited, the four of us, pinned down for three miserable days by observed fire from some Kraut artillery school. Just kids, the story had it. Tough towheaded teen-agers, bucking for commands in the SS. 
 But they could shoot, and don't let anybody tell you different. With an 88 mm depressed for ground fire, they could shoot the buttons off your uniform. Ask Beauchamp, our platoon leader. They took Beau-champ's head right off his shoulders, neat as you please, when he stood up in the turret to direct his own fire. On top of everything else, the Krauts pulled in a regiment of Tigers and Panthers, Mark Vs and Mark IVs, with their high muzzle velocity guns, and several towed 75 mm antitank pieces as well. Then it began to rain. 
 We had an interesting time of it for a day or so. In that kind of soup the P-47S could give us no help. We four had to take it along with all the others. We had to sweat and stew in our own mud and filth, and eat our “C” rations cold because the gasoline trucks couldn't reach us, so we couldn't start up the engines except for a little at a time to keep the radio going— not long enough to heat our chow on the exhaust manifolds. The doughfeet got a kick out of that. The way the Infantry lived, they figured eating hot chow was a sign of weakness. 
 The dream comes in four distinct parts. The first part of the dream establishes the time and the place. The setting is always surprising and unfamiliar and strange, no matter how many times I have dreamed the dream before. The three men in my crew are also strangers, and in every dream, I have to get to know them all over again. That is the second part of the dream—our own little hell somehow isolates itself from the bedlam that surrounds us, and for a little while we study each other and wonder vacantly which of us will be the first to die, or crack up, or—if this is to be a very lucky day—catch a piece of iron, but not too big a piece, in the leg or possibly the arm, and wake up on the Purple Heart Express headed back for the States. For a little while—in the dream, at least—we become invulnerable. With the war crashing harmlessly around us, we hunker in the mud and grimly size each other up. 
 There is Harry Deegan, Technician, 5th grade, the driver of the tank. The thing about Harry is his eyes. Harry has eyes that can see in the dark. In the daylight he's just another tank jockey, but after the sun goes down he's worth his weight in Scotch. In the dark of the moon Harry spots roadblocks two hundred yards away. With eyes like that, you'd think he'd make a hell of a gunner, but it's a sad fact that Harry Deegan couldn't hit a slag pile with a load of canister shot. A tall, husky fellow in his middle twenties, he has pale-blue eyes and straw-colored hair, and would be almost handsome except for big yellow-speckled front teeth that hang over his lower lip and ruin the shape of his face. He comes from a farm in Vermont and he was going to some sort of college when the draft got him; he never said what he was studying to be, and I never asked. 
 There was Orlan Koesler, also a T/5, assistant driver and bow gunner. Koesler was from the Middle-west somewhere—Ohio, I think. He was a long, raw-boned galoot who hated to ride buttoned up because he had to fold up like an accordion, and even then his head kept banging against the hatch. Koesler was a good tough hand to have along on a mission, but he was one of those fellows that came out of the war an entirely different man from the one that went in. I knew him from our basic training days at Knox— then he was shy, awkward, an all-round lousy soldier. I remember the exact moment that he started to change; it was on the beach at San, French Morocco, when he killed his first man. He was never anything but a lousy soldier, but he was an expert killer. He was never quite as happy as when we drew a job of flushing infantry out of timber. You could see it in the way his eyes glistened when he turned loose with that machine gun and cut them down. A good man to have on a mission, but when it was over, most of us left him to himself. 
 And there was Charlie Roach, Private, first class; a brash, punk kid from Dallas, Texas, who either didn't have a brain in his brick-colored head or he was the only one-hundred-per-cent brave man I ever met. Charlie was the tank's 37 mm gunner, radio operator and general hell-raiser. He figured this was being staged for his personal benefit, and he meant to enjoy it as much as possible. Every outfit has one of them, the bully boy who gets decorated for staging a one-man attack on an impossible position, and the next day gets court-martialed for stealing the colonel's liquor. In our company his name was Charlie Roach. 
 Rounding out the crew was myself, a three-stripe sergeant and commander of the tank, dispenser of latrine details, part-time slave-driver, and little tin god. I had tried a lot of jobs, but the dirt tracks and racing cars were the only things that ever really interested me. Then the war came along. Gasoline and rubber shortages closed the tracks. So I enlisted. 
 In the dream, everything is very clear. I can see the gleam of anticipation in Koesler's eyes. And the taut, grim lines at the corners of Deegan's toothy mouth. And Charlie Roach, still cocky in the face of deadly odds. 
 And myself—in the dream I can stand a bit to one side and see myself squatting in the black mud, cold and miserable and sick with fear. All of us, with the possible exception of Roach, look at each other and see fear looking back at us. 
 Now the dream, in quick transition, shifts to its third part, where violence begins. 
 It begins with silence. We first notice it in the silence of the guns, the absence of noise rings in our ears. Then the rain stops. The sun slices cold and clean through the slate-colored clouds. And we hear the beautiful snarling of our P-47S swarming like infuriated hornets over the lumbering Tigers and Panthers. The first bomb cuts a clean diagonal toward the earth. We, the four of us, stand up in the mud, watching the first brilliant flash of orange and the boiling mushroom of black smoke. 
 I look at Koesler and he's grinning. I look at Deegan and Roach, and they are grinning. In the dream I can even see myself grinning. 
 At first, we are almost sick with relief. We know the waiting is over, that our engineers and infantry are preparing to attack, that our own tanks will soon be moving in. Now we begin to recover from the shock. We recover from our first nausea of relief and we are no longer grateful for merely being alive. We have been frightened and we are ashamed of sniveling and shaking and squatting in our own filth like animals. Suddenly we want to strike back, to destroy, to kill. Not just Koesler, but all of us. 
 Now the dream shifts without warning to its fourth and final act. 
 We, the four of us, are in a place of naked trees. I am standing in the turret of the tank, looking for something, but at first I am not sure what it is. Charlie Roach is crouched down with his thirty-seven, hunting the desolate countryside through the crosshair gunsight. Deegan and Koesler ride up front unbuttoned, with only their heads showing through the open hatches. 
 The tank crawls on until at last we reach the edge of the shell-potted woods. And we see the house directly ahead of us. 
 It is a small stone farmhouse with a queer-looking roof, probably thatched, and there is a stone shed leaning hard against the house, and there are two or three little outbuildings for tools and the like, and everything is gathered together at the very crest of a long rise. Why anyone would build a house in such a place I didn't know, even in the dream. 
 I signaled for Deegan to stop the tank and back it up so that we could get a better look. So we backed again into that skeleton forest and I studied the house through the glasses. Koesler looked up from his perch behind the bow gun. 
 “Well, Sarge?” 
 “Something moved,” I said. “I saw it through a window.” 
 “This is it, all right,” Koesler said. He noticed me watching his eyes. He turned and checked the loading on his machine gun. 
 Roach said, “I don't see a thing. Not a cow, not a chicken, not a Kraut artillery observer. Not a thing.” 
 “This is it,” Koesler said again. “I've got a feeling.” 
 Again I looked through the glasses and again I saw something move. “I think Koesler's right,” I said. “This is it.” 
 Deegan said, “It's a farmhouse. Maybe you saw the farmer or some of his family.” 
 “All the farmers are in the Kraut army,” Koesler said. “And no civilian is going to be in that house, unless he's downright crazy.” 
 I looked at Roach and he shrugged. “Koesler's got a point. Church steeples, slag piles, and houses on hilltops, those are three places that most Germans have learned to stay away from.” 
 I was now convinced that what I had seen was a Kraut artillery observer. That house, especially with the forest gone, commanded a clear view of the western country where our troops would soon be assembling for attack. One good spotter with glasses and radio could easily direct more death than I wanted to think about. 
 I said, “Move it up, Deegan, nice and easy on the side of the shed. And keep your eyes open. If they've got an antitank piece up there, we're dead.” 
 Deegan opened the throttle. We started lumbering across the stubbled wheat field that stood between us and the house. I yelled through the throat mike, “Get the lead out, Deegan, before he calls a stonk on top of us!” 
 Now we were in position to fire. Roach looked up at me and nodded. I fed the 37 a yellow-nosed round of high explosive, gave Roach the range and ordered the fire. 
 Roach's first shot went high but still blasted away part of the house's roof. Deegan took an abrupt zigzag course up the hill, running, stopping, firing. Running, stopping, firing. 
 There was no return fire from the house. 
 Soon we were in machine-gun range. Koesler opened up with the bow gun. Roach used his own .30 caliber and zeroed in with tracers. The 37 mm bellowed. We ripped the place to pieces. 
 I gave the order to cease firing and advance toward the rubble. 
 Then, in the mysterious way of dreams, all of us knew what had happened. No one said a word, but we knew. Deegan turned and looked up at me with hurt-filled eyes. Koesler stared straight ahead. Roach sank back down into the turret and rested his head on the smoking breech of his gun. 
 Once more, I gave Deegan the order to advance, and still he didn't move. 
 “Deegan...” 
 No one said anything. 
 “All of you,” I said, “Look at me.” 
 Roach came slowly up from the turret. Koesler and Deegan looked around. I drew my .45 from my shoulder holster and said, “We're going to have an understanding. You're the crew and I'm the commander of this tank. That's the way the Table of Operations is set up and that's the way it's going to be. Or somebody is going to get his brains splattered all over this lousy Kraut landscape.” 
 They looked at me. Then Koesler turned. Deegan turned. Roach sighed and shrugged and grinned a little. We move toward the house. 
 That is where the dream ends. At that exact point, every time, I wake up, sick and sweating. 
 The dream ends, but a worse kind of wide-awake nightmare—reality—takes its place. For just a little while, on awaking, my memory of the thing is vivid. 
 I can see the woman, or what was left of her, lying there in the smoking rubble. And there is blood on the floor and on the thatched roof and on the crumbling walls, and from one of the rafters there hangs an obscene bit of dripping flesh. 
 There was no way of knowing what she had looked like, and we could only guess her age from the size of the little girl who must have been the woman's daughter. The little girl was about six years old and hardly marked at all except for two .30-caliber holes in her stomach. We found her body under a heavy wooden beam and a small mountain of shattered stone. In a kind of grim desperation we turned the place inside out looking for that artillery spotter. 
 But there was no spotter. No radio, no glasses, no man at all. Just a few bloody odds and ends of what had been a woman, and the frail, white body of a little girl. 









CHAPTER TWO
 The doctor came in the next morning and reminded me again how lucky I was to have survived a hit-and-run with only a few scratches and bruises. He said I could leave any time. A nurse laid out my clothes and I returned my backless gown to the hospital. I called Bert Lawson, my shop foreman, and told him that I was all right but not to expect me at the garage for a while, and to have one of the boys leave my M.G. at the hospital. When that was taken care of, I called Jeanie Kelly. 
 There was concern in her voice. “Buck, are you sure the doctors think it's all right for you to leave?” 
 “They can't get me out of here fast enough. I think they're getting shaky about the bill; somebody must have told them the Bentley wasn't mine.” 
 She laughed, but it sounded forced. “Have you talked to Lieutenant Garnett any more?” 
 “I don't know that we have anything to talk about. If they catch that driver, he'll be charged with hit-and-run. If they don't catch him—well, I guess there's nothing to be done.” 
 “Buck, you'll call me later, won't you?” 
 “I told you we'd have a coming-out party tonight. Around seven. All right?” 
 I got dressed, then used the hospital phone to call Garnett. 
 “Yesterday you wanted to know if I'd received any unusual mail,” I said. “Exactly what did you have in mind?” 
 He hesitated, and the humming of the wires had a suspicious sound to it. “What makes you ask?” 
 I told him about the penciled note. He listened as I read it over the phone. “... What kind of shape are you in?” he asked. 
 “They just gave me my walking papers.” 
 “Coyle, you'd better come down to Headquarters; it's time we had some straight talk.” 
 After a while, I left the room, made a brief but expensive call at the business office, picked up the key to my M.G. and caught an elevator down to street level. I was still stiff and getting sore in places that I hadn't even noticed in the hospital. 
 The sight of my red M.G. made me feel better; slipping into the form-fitting red leather seat was like coming home again. It was nothing very special as sports cars go, a stock model T.F. with added dual exhausts and a hot ignition, but it was paid for and it was mine. I backed it out of the hospital parking lot and headed toward the center of town. 


 There's nothing very different or unusual about Plains City. Our politicians are only moderately crooked, the climate is so-so, it's a rail and air freight center so we've got enough industry to keep things going. We're not immaculate, but most of our crime is small time. The syndicate never got a start here, one of the main reasons being a force of good tough cops like Garnett. 
 The lieutenant's “office” was a scarred oak desk, crowded in among twenty others just like it, in a single high-ceilinged barn of a room, and on the desk was a wooden board with plastic letters on it which read:Lt. Woodrow N. Garnett. 
 Garnett had his coat off, his sleeves rolled up, and his collar unbuttoned. He was already wilted and wrinkled, and the day had hardly started. 
 I handed him the note and sat, uninvited, in one of those hard, slat-backed oak chairs that makers of office furniture used to be so fond of. Garnett read the note; he studied the envelope, the paper, the penmanship. 
 “Well,” he said, “there can't be more than ten or twenty thousand places that sell this kind of writing material, but I'll give it to the lab boys and see what they can do with it. Yesterday I got a blank when I asked about mail of this kind; what made you decide to turn it in?” 
 “It was brought to me, with my other mail, after we had our talk. And there's something else. Yesterday you threw a couple of names at me, Koesler and Roach. I told you I didn't know them, but I remembered later that there was a Koesler in my outfit during the war. Orlan Koesler was one of my tank crew. So was Charlie Roach. He was my gunner.” 
 Garnett looked interested, but not surprised. “Just like that,” he said dryly, “it all comes back. But yesterday you couldn't remember. You and Koesler and Roach and a driver named Harry Deegan, all of you together in the same armored outfit, in the same tank, for almost two years, and yesterday you couldn't even remember their names. Why?” 
 I stared at him. “How did you know we were together? And how did you know about Harry Deegan? I never mentioned Deegan.” 
 “Everything in good time, Mr. Coyle. Right now, I want to know what it was that jarred your memory.” 
 It had to come sooner or later, so I sighed and said, “I was telling the truth yesterday. I didn't remember because I've spent all these years since the war teaching myselfnot to remember. But that note brought it back.” 
 As briefly as possible, I told him about the nightmare—the one that actually happened. I heard myself telling about the woman and the little girl, and it all sounded remote and impersonal, like something that I'd read about somewhere that had happened to somebody else. 
 Garnett sat for several seconds, his eyes empty. Finally he said, “Go on.” 
 “That's about all. The next day, our division piled into the Siegfried Line. We took a hit from a pillbox, and that was the end of the war for me and Koesler and Roach. The end of everything for Deegan; he was killed.” 
 “And then what?” 
 “That's all there is. When the tank was hit, Roach and I dumped out of the turret. Koesler got out through the escape hatch. There was nothing we could do for Deegan. The next thing I remember was waking up in a field hospital, with my ribs caved in.” 
 “After the war, did you keep in touch with Roach or Koesler?” 
 “No. Those years in the Army were another time, another world—the people I knew there had nothing to do with the people I knew before or since the war. That's the way service friendships are.” 
 Garnett stared at some spot over my left ear. “Then you don't know that Roach and Koesler are dead?” 
 I remember Roach, brash and loud and very much alive. And Koesler... it was easy to think of Koesler as a killer, but somehow I couldn't picture him dead. “No, I hadn't heard.” 
 “Koesler got it first,” Garnett said bluntly. “Three weeks ago, in Cleveland. Hit-and-run, stolen car. The cops figured it for an accident and were all set to enter it as manslaughter by some punk joy rider, until they found the note on Koesler's body. A note like yours, Mr. Coyle. It didn't make sense. They began to think maybe it was a gang killing. Koesler was on the shady side; they'd pulled him in a couple of times for assault...” 
 Garnett shifted his empty gaze to my face. “Then, a week later, it happened again. This time in Dallas. Your friend Charlie Roach got it just the way Koesler had, hit-and-run, stolen car... only, this time, the cops got a description of the driver. It matched with an out-of-town hood they'd been keeping an eye on. Marvin Storch, free-lance killer and hit-and-Tun specialist. Is this beginning to Ting a bell, Mr. Coyle?” 
 I felt of my forehead and it was sweaty. I cleared my throat and said, “They found a note on Charlie's body? Like Koesler's?” 
 “And like yours, Mr. Coyle. Word for word. Well, Roach was just a punk and nobody was going to miss him much, but cops all over the country want to nail something on Marvin Storch. So they began to dig. The Dallas police soon turned up the Cleveland case. They uncovered the fact that both Koesler and Roach had been in your tank crew, Mr. Coyle, and that is the only thing in common the two men had. It began to look like somebody was out to kill every man that had been in that tank. Now, with two down, and Deegan dead in Germany, there's only you left.” He smiled benignly. “What's the matter, Mr. Coyle? You don't look so good.” 
 “I don't feel so good. I've had people try to kill me, but they were soldiers and there was a war. Murder —that's something different.” 
 Suddenly Garnett was all cop. “I'm glad you appreciate the spot you're in. You're alive through sheer luck. I didn't know about the Koesler-Roach killings until you were in the hospital. Now it's going to be tougher for Storch to kill you, but that doesn't mean he won't try again. Marvin Storch is a careful worker. If word got out that Storch botched a job, he'd have to look for another line of work. And Marvin wouldn't like that.” 
 “You think he'll try again to kill me?” 
 “If our boy is Marvin Storch—and I'd bet a year's pay on it—I know he will. But not with a car the next time. A rifle, maybe. A long, fine rifle with a scope sight and an oversized silencer. Or maybe a bomb rigged to your car's ignition. Maybe even poison, but that's not likely. Mr. Storch is not the poisoning type.” 
 I started to speak, but the lieutenant anticipated my question. “I know,” he said. “If I'm so sure it's Storch, why don't I throw a dragnet over this town and haul him in? We're working on it, Mr. Coyle. Every man on the force is putting pressure on his best sources of information, and if Storch is really in Plains City, we'll get him, eventually. But he's a professional. He knows people who can make him invisible. It will take time.” 
 “Fine,” I said with a touch of bitterness. “I sit around and wait for a professional assassin to kill me while the police waste time questioning stool pigeons.” 
 The lieutenant gazed at me through slitted lids. “You know a better way, Mr. Coyle?” Then he shrugged. “But we're missing the most important point. Storch is just a paid killer, a hired hand trying to do a job. The real danger is the person who hired him. You must know him, Mr. Coyle. At least you must have a hunch. Who is he?” 
 Suddenly I felt weak and there was a queasiness in my stomach. “I don't know who, Lieutenant. But I think I know why. The note tells us. It must be the husband of the woman we killed near Ubach. The father of the little girl. I don't know how he did it, but somehow he got the names of every man who was in that tank. There were a lot of Germans doing white-collar work for the Army after the war. Anyone who really wanted to know could have found out. Our regimental history, with details of every mission, was set up and printed in Berlin while our outfit was still there.” 
 Garnett blinked. “An account of the woman and child was in the regimental history?” 
 “No, only the crew knew about that. But the hill the house was on was one of our company objectives. It was normal procedure for a recon tank to scout such a situation, and ours was the only recon tank in operation that day. Anyone, especially a soldier who knew about such procedure, could have got the names of that recon crew from the regimental roster.” 
 Garnett scratched a match on the bottom of his chair and held the sputtering flame to his pipe. “It's possible, I guess, but doesn't it strike you as a pretty bizarre explanation?” 
 “No more bizarre than having a hired assassin out to kill me. Besides, it's the only explanation there is.” 
 Garnett tilted his pipe and puffed placidly. “So you figure the party behind the assassin is a nut of some kind, maybe the husband of that woman?” 
 I nodded. 
 “Say you're right,” the lieutenant wondered out loud. “Say he's really the husband and he's crazy with the notion to kill every man who was in your tank that day. Still, it would take a lot of doing on his part. First, he'd have to get the names of the crewmen without arousing suspicion. That would be far from easy. Next he would have to get a permit to enter the United States; then he'd have to locate three men who are scattered in three different parts of the country. Finally, after all that was taken care of, he would have to come up with enough money to live on and to pay off a very expensive killer. Wouldn't you say that was a lot of doing, even for a man with an obsession?” 
 “Not too much, considering he's had more than fifteen years to work on it.” 
 The lieutenant gazed into the smoky spaces of that vast, barnlike room and nodded his head. Two big, quiet men moved through the maze to Garnett's desk. 
 One was Frank Lavy and the other was Mike Carson. Both were compact and had a quick look about them in spite of their mild manners and combined weight of over four hundred pounds. Lavy wore steel-rimmed glasses and Carson had pinkish hair and eyebrows—otherwise, they could have passed for twins. They were detective sergeants and looked like they knew their business. Garnett told them about their new assignment. They were supposed to keep me alive. 









CHAPTER THREE
 It was a French place called Robert's, one of those muted, pastel restaurants where the cut crystal in the chandeliers looks like diamonds and the prices on the menu could make you think they actually are. It was too frilly for my pocketbook, but this night was to be something special. Jeanie and I were celebrating my release from the hospital. 
 The celebration never got off the ground. The claret was sweet, the steaks were dry, and the check came to more than I could ask for an eight-cylinder valve job. Mike Carson, the redheaded detective, loafed over a cup of coffee a few tables away and mentally shook down every customer who came through the door. 
 I lit a cigarette for Jeanie and tried to keep it light. “Now we know. This must be the way the other half lives.” 
 She laughed, but it wasn't really laughter. I could see her darting quick glances at Carson's face, holding her breath until each new arrival got a silent okay from the detective. “Relax,” I begged. “All those nerves, you'll get an ulcer.” 
 She seemed surprised. “I didn't know it showed.” 
 “Like a tilted pinball machine. Look, the cops know their business. They've got me guarded like the gold at Fort Knox.” 
 “That's comforting. But how much fun does a gold bar have?” 
 I had to admit that I was already getting tired of having Carson or his partner watch every move I made. So I paid up and we got out of the place. Carson was loafing on the sidewalk, absently stripping the cellophane from a slender panatella. I said, “Have you spotted anything that looks like trouble?” 
 “Not a thing, Mr. Coyle.” 
 “How about knocking it off for the rest of the night? I'm taking my girl home.” 
 “Sorry, Mr. Coyle, it's my job.” 
 Jeanie's hand tightened on my arm and I could see the anxiety in her eyes. 
 I sighed. “All right,” I said to Carson. “Forget I mentioned it.” 
 It was getting to be a nervous night. Jeanie kept turning to look behind us as I headed the M.G. away from the restaurant. “Buck, I think someone's following us.” 
 “It's Carson,” I said. “It's his job, remember?” 
 She smiled weakly. “I'm playing it pretty heavy, I guess. I'm sorry.” Then she frowned. “Buck, didn't you ever have the feeling that someone was watching every move you made?” 
 “Sure, but it doesn't bother me when I know it's a police detective.” 
 “That's not what I mean. I've had the feeling all day.” 
 I braked the M.G. almost to a stop and stared at her. “You think somebody's been followingyou?” 
 “... I don't know. I couldn't see anyone, but...” 
 I cut in with a touch of impatience: “Woman's intuition?” 
 She smiled that no-smile again and sighed. “I guess it's silly.” 
 “Sure it is. But just to play it safe I'll talk to Garnett and have someone keep an eye on you.” 
 She started to protest, then changed her mind and looked straight ahead. That worried me. When a girl with Jeanie Kelly's strong sense of independence meekly accepted police protection, it meant that she was worried by something more dangerous than female intuition. 
 Jeanie lived in an old-fashioned gingerbread building in the downtown “Junior Executive” section of Plains City. The night was crisp, with a taste of autumn in the air—my favorite kind of night, ordinarily. But not tonight. Jeanie held her puzzling silence as I parked the M.G. and walked her up the short walk to the Palmer front entrance. A dark, unmarked sedan pulled up at the curb behind the M.G., and a ripple of fear crossed Jeanie's face. 
 “Relax,” I coaxed. “It's Carson.” 
 I touched her hand when she handed me the key to the building. Her fingers were icy. I started to tell her that she was throwing all her worrying away, that nothing could possibly happen with a police detective sitting a bare twenty yards away watching every move we made. But at that instant a round, ugly hole appeared magically in the Palmer's heavy glass-paneled door. 
 For a small part of a second I stared at that hole and my insides froze. In a slow-motion sort of way, the heavy glass shattered, the fragments glittering like ice crystals as the whole thing caved inward. It all happened in an instant, but I remember thinking,He must be using a silencer. There was just the hole, and the shattered glass—I didn't hear the rifle until later. 
 Jeanie stared, her eyes wide, screaming without making a sound. I acted on pure instinct. I knocked Jeanie away from the porch light over the Palmer entrance when another slug slammed into the oak paneling right through the spot where she had been standing. This time, I heard the rifle, the flat spitting sound crowding hard behind the bullet's impact. But it was just a sound, lost in the night, and then Jeanie and I went reeling off the cement porch and crashed into a lilac bush. 
 From the corner of my eye, I saw Carson tearing out of the sedan. He yelled something in our direction and went pounding across the street, a big .45 automatic in his hand. Jeanie and I began picking ourselves up. The Palmer Apartments stirred restlessly. It seemed that I could still hear the echo of that partially silenced rifle. 
 I stared at Jeanie. She seemed less frightened now than she had before the shooting. “It's him, isn't it, Buck? The man who wants to kill you?” 
 “I hope it is. Carson must have seen where the shots came from, the way he lit out of here. Are you all right?” 
 She nodded, smiling weakly.
feel like calling the cops?” 
 “You 
 She nodded again. 
 “Ask for Garnett. Tell him to fill the street with badges. Carson's breathing on the assassin's neck.” 
 I got up first, kicked the shattered door open, reached inside and snapped out the light. “It's all right,” I said. “He couldn't see to shoot now, even if he was still in the mood.” I got Jeanie started toward her apartment while nervous faces began to appear up and down the red-carpeted corridor. She hesitated for just a moment. 
 “Buck, let the police handle this.” 
 “Sure. Just ask for Garnett.” 
 I stared at the shattered glass and at the splintered hole in the oak paneling. Those two slugs hadn't been meant for me at all.They had been meant for Jeanie. The first slug had missed me an easy two feet and had missed Jeanie a scant two inches. The second bullet had gone right through the spot where Jeanie had been standing. Shooting like that didn't happen by accident—the assassin had been out to kill her. 
 No more than a few seconds had passed since the first shot. In the back of my mind, I heard the neighborhood rise up in alarm. Two explosions jarred the uneasy quiet. That was Carson, I thought. Unlimbering his .45. There was the heavy sound of someone running in the street. And people started yelling. 
 I stood there staring at the door, thinking of what might have been if dumb luck hadn't robbed the killer of his intended victim. Suddenly, I was a man on fire. I wanted to kill that rifleman with my bare hands. I started running with no particular plan in mind, toward what seemed to be the core of noise and confusion. 
 Carson was kneeling behind a Ford sedan gazing angrily over the barrel of his .45. He seemed to be watching a red-brick apartment building across the street and two doors down from the Palmer. He wheeled, snarling, when I came up behind him. “Get down, you fool!” 
 I dropped to one knee behind the Ford. “Is that where he is? That apartment house?” 
 “It's where the shots came from. I hope somebody thought to call for help.” 
 “Garnett ought to be on the way. Say the killeris in that building; how do you figure to keep him there till help arrives?” 
 “That's a good question,” the detective growled. “He could be spilling out the back way while I'm here watching the front.” 
 I was already on my feet. 
 “Where do you think you're going?” Carson snapped. 
 “To watch the back. If I see anything, I'll yell.” 
 I started to turn away and he grabbed my leg. “All right, Coyle, if you're bound to be a hero. If he comes out, try to see in what direction he goes. No more than that.” 
 The apartment building was sandwiched between two fortress-like duplexes, and behind them was a wide blacktop alleyway and a string of carports. It was pretty light back there, with a street lamp at the end of the alley and nightlights in the carports. The alley was empty of life. Nothing stirred, nothing breathed. I darted across the blacktop and took a position behind the carports. 
 The muted scream of sirens climbed the still air over the city. Garnett was on his way. And Carson, if nothing had gone wrong, must be in the building by this time. There wasn't a sound anywhere, except for the sirens. 
 Then, from somewhere inside the apartment building, that big .45 of Carson's exploded with muffled violence. The heavy automatic sounded again, and sandwiched in between the two crashes, I heard the venomous spitting of the assassin's silenced rifle. 
 Then no sound at all came from the building. 
 Only one thing I could be sure of: someone was dead. There is a certain finality to the silence following the violence of gunfire. Carson or the assassin— one of them was dead. But this was only a fact in the back of my mind, dry and without emotion. I could think only that the assassin had almost killed Jeanie. By rights, he was mine. I wanted him. 
 Suddenly the back door to the apartment building flew open and a blunt, squat figure of a man burst into the incandescent glare of the alley. In that small part of a second I noted that his mouth was large and lax, his eyes were small and slightly slanted, his nose was a round, flat button between his eyes and upper lip, the nose of a third-rate pug who never got over being a sucker for a left jab. I noted that his close-cropped hair made his head look almost square, and that he wore a loud jungle-pattern sports shirt and neat fawn slacks and two-tone brogues. And the rifle with the drilled muzzle and the bulky muffling contraption near the end of the barrel, and the fine scope sight and the steel with its special non-reflecting finish. 
 Then it occurred to me that Carson wasn't coming out of the building, because Carson was dead. I looked into those small, steely eyes—and I went after him. 
 Why he didn't kill me, I can't guess. Maybe he was out of ammunition. Maybe that fancy silencing mechanism had jammed on him, or maybe he'd simply bagged his limit for that day. He didn't seem surprised, or amused, or anything. He just stood like a post until I was almost on top of him. And then he clubbed me, using the rifle butt in the effortless, matter-of-fact way that a judo expert uses leverage. 
 I went down. 
 Unconsciousness closed in like a sea of ink. But this was my day to be stubborn. This was my day to charge armed assassins with my bare hands. I was on my knees and elbows, my face two inches away from the blacktop surface of the alley. Keeping my face off that tar-smelling slab was the toughest thing I ever did. But I did it. I was down, stunned like a slaughterhouse steer, but not all the way out. 
 “All right,” I told myself grimly, “up on your feet, Coyle.” 
 About that time, a hamlike hand grabbed the back of my coat and jerked me to my feet, and suddenly I was looking directly into those queer, steely eyes. 
 Now the sirens were almost on top of us, but the assassin showed no alarm. 
 “Buster,” he said flatly, “you're a caution, and that's a fact, but we ain't got time to jaw about it now. We got us a little trip to take.” 
 “A trip where?” I croaked. 
 “That depends on you, Buster, and how well I like your company.” 
 I twisted abruptly, tearing my coat out of his grip. Then, with all the rage and strength that was in me, I hit him squarely on the chin. It was a solid blow. The shock went up my arm and left my fist numb. The assassin didn't even rub his chin. 
 He said coldly, “Buster, I just ain't got the time to play with you.” He cuffed me once in an offhanded sort of way—a short, stiff-armed swing, like a Kodiak bear cuffing a vaguely bothersome hound. Then he caught me before I fell and hustled me to the carports and onto the front seat of a new Buick sedan. He handed me some keys and said, “You drive, Buster.” 
 I was through being stubborn. I took the keys and he directed me out of the carport, down the alley and toward the street. The assassin got a .38 revolver from under his side of the seat and discarded the rifle. 
 He took the revolver in his left hand and rested the muzzle just behind my right ear. 
 “You know how to get out of this lousy town, Buster?” 
 “Which way?” 
 “That's up to you. If I don't like it, I'll let you know. Got any more questions?” 
 “You think that gun at my head will get you past the cops?” 
 “You're a real smart fella,” he said. “Now hit the street. Hard.” 
 I'd been in plenty of holes, with low muzzle velocity guns, slow tanks, fast cars, but I had never felt so close to death as when the killer fixed me with those grayish eyes of his. His only escape route was filling up with police cars and he still hadn't turned a hair. An instant before the Buick nosed onto the street he ground the muzzle of that .38 into the back of my neck. 
 “You got a hot mill under the hood, Buster. You got high-pressure tires, hard shocks and limited spring action. So bust them open, Buster. Or I bust you.” 
 I wanted to live. So I busted them open. 
 Two police sedans were already parked in the street. Another one down toward the Palmer was pulling out in the middle to block that end. That left just one direction to go, to the right, heading into two more police cars. It looked like Garnett had the whole Plains City police force on this one lousy street. 
 The assassin was prodding me with that revolver. I gave the Buick all it had. 
 It jumped like a Maserati. A startled cop leaped to one side to escape being run down. Another dropped to one knee and blasted wildly with a riot gun. The two oncoming police cars wavered for an instant, and by the time they decided to pull out and block the street, we were past. 
 Suddenly the night was bright with gunfire. With no warning at all, the assassin yelled, “Turn here!” moving the .38 to the base of my skull. I slammed the gearbox down a step, twisted the steering wheel and prayed. This is where the beefed-up suspension system paid off. We took the corner screaming, drifting a little, but absolutely flat. The killer glanced at me with those slanting eyes and said, “That's cute, Buster. You're good. Now show me how fast you can get us lost.” 
 At the moment I was as anxious to lose the police as the killer was. I needed time to think and I couldn't do it with red lights flashing in my mirror, knowing that if it came to a showdown the assassin would probably kill me just for the hell of it. I kept thinking to myself,Do as he says. Get us lost. Buy a little time and concentrate on staying alive —you can't do Jeanie any good with a bullet in your brain.
 I hustled the Buick south, then twisted west, and corkscrewed north again. We broke every traffic law in the books and some they hadn't even thought of yet, but we lost the cops. The killer was looking at my face but not really seeing me. He was thinking. Now we were on a quiet, residential street with tall trees and houses with orange-lighted windows and no traffic. 
 “All right, Buster, stop it.” 
 I pulled over to the curb. He sat listening intently to distant sirens. The police cars seemed to be milling in confusion. The cops in their stock sedans were no match for the Buick. Instead of looking pleased, the killer's eyes grew dark with anger. 
 “Bad news, smart fella. For both of us. The cops are throwin' up roadblocks in every direction. In ten minutes they'll have this town sealed tighter than a time capsule.” 
 He had it figured. And there was nothing I could do. 
 “I told you to get lost, Buster. You didn't do it.” I could see his finger tightening slowly on the trigger of that .38. Then I heard myself speaking. 
 “One thing yet! A thing I've got to know. Who hired you, Storch? If that's your name. And why did you try to kill Miss Kelly tonight, instead of me?” 
 He looked at me with that blank, intent gaze that revealed no part of his twisted thinking. At last, he eased the trigger back to its normal position. He almost sighed. 
 “You hit it, smart fella. You really hit it.” 
 I was too weak to speak. I had been so certain that death was only a second away that it was a shock to find myself still alive. 
 “Drive,” he said. “Nice and easy until I tell you to stop.” 
 I turned the key and drove, nice and easy, like he said. One, two, almost three quiet blocks slipped by. He said, “Stop.” When we rested at the curb again, he nodded toward a house across the street—a comfortable-looking red-brick house with a distant light glowing faintly through the front windows. But it wasn't the house that caught the killer's attention; it was the black Plymouth hardtop parked in front. 
 “A wheel man like you, Buster, ought to be able to jump a switch with no trouble at all.” 
 He waved me out of the Buick. Bold as brass, we walked up to the Plymouth and tried the doors to see if they were locked. They weren't. The killer nodded, then he ground the .38 in my back while I raised the hood and did a makeshift jump across the ignition. The killer nodded again. “That's nice. I know people that would pay good for a wheel man like you, Buster. Now let's get out of here.” 
 We didn't raise a whisper from the house when I backed the Plymouth out of the drive. “Television,” the killer said flatly. “In the back of the house watchin' television. You could walk off with the front porch and they'd never know the difference.” 
 He never changed his deadpan expression, but I had the feeling that behind the mask he was laughing. I said, “Where do we go now?” 
 “Where we came from, Buster. Right back where we came from.” 
 I stared. “Back to that apartment house!” 
 “I told you, Buster. Drive.” 
 Still, I didn't tumble to what he was up to. I was beginning to think he was crazy—an egomaniac or something. But he had the gun and was still boss. I drove. 
 We met two police sedans and nobody gave us a second glance. But there was a police car and an ambulance in front of the killer's apartment house— we could see them two blocks away. I tramped the brakes, hard, and the killer said softly: 
 “Easy, Buster. The Palmer—that's where we're headed.” 
 An icy finger started at the base of my spine and moved slowly up my back. 
 “Nice and easy,” he almost crooned. “Make no mistakes, Buster, and maybe I won't blow off the top of your skull.” 
 “You lousy bum!” I said hoarsely. 
 He almost smiled, but not quite. “You got a temper there, Buster. You watch it, or maybe it'll be the top of your girl friend's skull that'll come flyin' off. You understand?” 
 There was an aching silence, and then I heard myself answering from a hundred miles away. “... I understand.” 









CHAPTER FOUR
 The alley behind the Palmer was much like the one behind the killer's own apartment building, except that there were garages instead of carports, and it was darker. I nosed the Plymouth up to the rear exit and the killer said, “Park it here.” 
 I braked to a stop, partially blocking the driveway. 
 He shot me a steely look. “Closer to the building, Buster. We block this driveway and somebody's apt to come along and start wondering who this heap belongs to... They might even call the cops. And we wouldn't want that, would we?”
I thought.He won't be panicked. He can't be hurried into making mistakes. 
 Behind those frosted-glass eyes, there's a brain, 
 Maybe, with a little luck, I could overpower him. 
 But it was only a fleeting thought. He had the muscle and he had the gun. Worst of all, he had a brain. 
 “Out,” he said quietly. “Nice and easy.” 
 He got out and motioned for me to slide over and o-et out on the same side. 
 “Where's the girl's apartment?” he said.
I thought to myself,this is as far as it goes. What he wanted was to get me and Jeanie together and play on our fears for each other's safety. If I let him do that, there would be no stopping him. 
 All right, 
 Without warning, he slammed that .38 into me hard enough to crack a rib. “The apartment, Buster. Try gettin' cute and the girl's dead. Remember that.” 
 I was down on one knee trying to get my breath, working at it harder than was absolutely necessary. I kept one eye on that gun, telling myself that if I dived for that .38 and started yelling blue murder at the same time, the cops down the street would be sure to hear me and come running. I had tested that muscle and knew that I was no match for it, but if I just yelled loud enough... 
 When the chips were down I made the mistake of glancing into those chilly eyes and I froze. I didn't know much about professional assassins, but I knew that this one hadn't fallen into his job by accident. He did it because he enjoyed it. 
 He stood over me for two or three seconds, waiting tensely. “Go ahead,” he hissed. “Try bringing the cops down, Buster. See where it gets you.” 
 I can almost believe that he actually wanted me to start yelling. His need to kill was almost greater than his instinct for survival, but he was too much of a professional to force it. With a vague look of disgust, he pulled me to my feet and shoved me toward the door. 
 The Palmer was chattering with nervous excitement and that arid electrical tension that always follows in the wake of violence. The killer grabbed my arm and shoved me ahead. The excitement was real enough, but it was locked safely away behind heavy doors. Jeanie's small downstairs apartment was four doors down from the rear exit, and the corridor was clear. The killer hissed again: 
 “Go ahead and get cute, Buster. But your girl friend won't like it.” 
 I breathed deeply and nodded toward her door. 
 The killer smiled. I think it was a smile. His lax mouth pulled up slightly at the corners as he guided me easily with one hand, like a shopper with a grocery cart. We reached the door and the killer knocked. 
 I'll never forget the clear, pure panic in Jeanie's eyes when she opened the door. The killer had the .38's muzzle resting on my cheekbone just under my left eye. “Scream just once,” he said coldly, “and the top of his skull hits the ceiling.” 
 Her mouth worked, but she didn't make a sound. The killer shoved me through the doorway and came in behind. His one small uncertainty had been taken care of. He was now in the apartment. He had me and Jeanie together. She wouldn't scream because she knew what he would do to me. And, as long as it was possible for him to touch Jeanie, I would do exactly as he said. 
 Now the killer looked around the apartment and grunted with satisfaction. Jeanie stared, and I could almost see her vibrate, like a violin string drawn to the breaking point. When she spoke, her voice came out a pale, thin shadow of the real thing. 
 “Buck, is this the man...?” 
 I nodded. “He's the one. Right now, we've got to do as he says. We've got no choice.” 
 The killer said flatly, “Shut up. Back up to the wall, both of you. Sit on that couch and keep quiet.” 
 Jeanie stared at me and I nodded. We backed up and sat on the couch. I didn't know how to explain what had happened, even if the killer had let us talk. He moved quickly to the front window, parted the slats on the blind and peered into the darkness. He grunted again. “Takin' pictures. The lousy street is full of newspaper jerks. Take the other end of the couch, Buster, where I can watch you.” 
 I moved to the other end of the couch. The killer nodded approval. “You're learnin', Buster.” He looked at Jeanie. “Now you sit nice and quiet, or Buster gets it.” 
 She was as pale as milk glass. I ached to take her hands and try to convince her that everything was going to work out right. But I did nothing. The killer went into the tiny kitchen, plundered the refrigerator and came out with a can of beer. He found an opener, opened the beer without putting down the gun. 
 He came back in, sipping beer. He had another look out the window and said, “That Plymouth, Buster. Get it away from here. Take it to another part of town and leave it.” 
 A quick flash of hope brightened Jeanie's eyes. 
 “Come back the best way you can,” the killer said. “If you make a wrong move, don't bother to come back at all.” To drive the point home, he turned the .38 on Jeanie, and I went sick inside while my brain burned. 
 Jeanie looked at me and said, “Do as he says, Buck. I understand now why he came here... I'll be all right.” 
 I jerked to my feet and my voice came out a snarl. “She had better be all right, or I'll kill you!” 
 The killer yawned and wiped his loose mouth. “How about the cops?” he said to Jeanie. “Do they know Buster did my driving tonight?” 
 She hesitated, then nodded. The killer finished his beer and made a show of thinking. He moved over and stood in front of me—then, with not a twitch of emotion, he clubbed me with his gun hand. 
 It wasn't a knockout blow, just a punisher. He came forward with the other hand, holding the .38 in my middle. I made no effort to fight back, so he didn't shoot me. But there was nothing I could do about the fist. It was short, stiff, and right over the plate. I caught it with my mouth and Jeanie screamed without making a sound. 
 He stepped back and studied his work with satisfaction. “All right,” he said, “so the cops know you did the driving. Now they'll know how you got away from me. We had a fight and you made a run for it. Where we left the Buick, that's where you got away from me. Later they'll tie me to the Plymouth, but that won't make any difference. Now get out of here.” 
 I dabbed a handkerchief at my bloody mouth. “I've got a question. Why do I tell the cops anything? Why do I even see them?” 
 “Because,” he said patiently, “if you don't show up, the cops'll think you've been knocked off. That means more heat for me. Besides, I need somebody on the outside that I can trust—somebody with a girl friend that he'd like to keep alive. That's you, Buster.” 
 The tightrope was too shaky; I couldn't afford the luxury of anger. I glanced at Jeanie and there wasn't a trace of fear in her eyes, only concern for me. 
 “Out,” the killer said coldly. 
 I got out. 


 I moved the Plymouth away from the Palmer with not so much as a sidelong glance from the cops. A squad car was still parked in front of the killer's apartment, but most of the excitement had shifted to other parts of town where the roadblocks were. I wondered if they had found the Buick. When they found it, they were sure to learn of the missing Plymouth. A rope of anxiety tightened around my throat. I couldn't stop thinking of Jeanie alone with that assassin. I wouldn't let myself think what would happen if the cops stopped me and started shooting questions that I couldn't answer. Jeanie, the assassin, myself— all of us were on the highwire together. 
 At last, I reached the edge of a residential section, not far from where we'd ditched the Buick. This was good enough. It didn't make any difference where I left the Plymouth, just so it was nowhere near the Palmer. I parked it; then I started walking west, toward a neon-lighted thoroughfare to look for a taxi stand. 
 I made it somehow without running, but there was no taxi stand. I walked to the end of the block and used the pay phone in an all-night drug-store. After a wait, a voice snarled, “Garnett!” 
 “This is Buck Coyle,” I said. “I'm in a drugstore at Grant and Farnsdale.” 
 There was an electric silence. Then he barked, “Where's Storch?” 
 “... I don't know. I got away from him out on Wentworth and walked until I found this drugstore.” 
 I could almost see him burning. “Damn it, Coyle, why didn't you call before now!” 
 “I was trying to get away from that assassin of yours —are you sure he's Storch?” 
 “I'm sure. Look, Coyle, stay where you are. Have a cup of coffee. I'll be there in ten minutes.” 
 He made it in nine. Sergeant Frank Lavy hustled the patrol car up to the curb and killed the siren. Before a crowd could gather, Garnett threw open a door and pulled me inside. Lavy, the big man with glasses who had been Carson's partner, pulled the sedan back into the street. Garnett said, with elaborate irony: 
 “Nice going, Coyle. I would have sworn it was impossible, but you managed to get a killer through an airtight dragnet.” 
 “I had a gun at my head,” I said, playing it straight. “I had no choice.” 
 Lavy half-turned his head and glanced at me and the lieutenant in the back seat. “Carson didn't have a choice either, hero,” he said bitterly. “You had to play it big, didn't you? Had to impress the girl friend. Well, mister, a good cop is dead in the morgue because you had to play it fast and loose.” 
 “That's enough, Lavy,” Garnett said wearily. The sergeant turned stiffly and faced the street. The police sedan hummed softly through the night. 
 “From the top,” Garnett said to me. “I want it all, Coyle.” 
 I told him most of it just the way it happened, until I got to ditching the Buick and picking up the Plymouth. There I manufactured a fight scene, for which I had the scars to back me up, and my alleged escape from the assassin. To my own ears, it sounded like a plot for a dime novel, but Garnett merely narrowed his eyes and said, “Then what?” 
 “That's all. I got away from him, made it to the drugstore and called you.” 
 “You must have been with him for the best part of an hour. Didn't Storch say anything, give any hint about what he was up to?” 
 “No.” 
 “He didn't say who hired him, or why?” 
 “He told me to blast through your police line if I wanted to stay alive. If he said anything else, I don't remember.” 
 Garnett jammed a bulldog briar into the corner of his mouth and looked thoughtful. “Anyway, we know now that it's really Storch we're after. We found some personal things in his apartment. You're a lucky man, Coyle.” He unfolded a plastic tobacco pouch and filled his pipe. “Luckier than you know, maybe. It's a rare day that Storch bungles a job. But you've managed to escape three times...” 
 “Twice,” I said, without thinking. 
 Garnett blinked. “I make it three. The hit-and-run attempt, the sniping attempt at the Palmer, and when he had you right in the car with him tonight.” 
 “The sniping wasn't for me; it was for Jeanie.” 
 The lieutenant interrupted the ritual of lighting his pipe. “Miss Kelly? How does that figure?” 
 “I don't know how it figures, but I know it was Jeanie he was after with that rifle tonight. He missed me clean with both shots. It was dumb luck that Jeanie wasn't killed; it was her name on those bullets, not mine.” 
 Puzzled, Garnett gazed at me over the bowl of his pipe. Only then did it occur to me that I had upset the delicate balance. That I had started the high-wire to swaying, and it was a long way down for all of us. Me and Jeanie, and the paid assassin. 
 Garnett leaned forward and tapped the driver sergeant's shoulder. “Back toward the Palmer Apartments, Lavy. I think maybe we'd better talk some more to the girl.” 
 I said quickly, “No!” There were beads of sweat on the back of my neck, and they were cold. 
 Garnett looked vaguely surprised. “Why shouldn't we talk to the Kelly girl?” 
 “Look, Lieutenant, she's had a hard night. I didn't tell her the killer was gunning for her. What's the sense of waking her up just so she can sit up the rest of the night and worry?” 
 “I sort of thought she'd be doing that, anyway,” Garnett said a little too offhandedly. “I had the idea you and she were engaged, or something. You don't think it would worry her that a killer jerked you up and took you off as hostage?” 
 “I called her,” I said, trying hard to keep it natural. “I called her before I talked to you, Lieutenant. I told her to take a pill and get some sleep... Can't the questions wait till later?” 
 I counted every long, nervous second while Garnett made up his mind. Finally he leaned over and tapped Lavy again. “Never mind, Sergeant. We'll take Mr. Coyle home.” 
 I looked at my hands and they were shaking. 
 “It still doesn't make sense,” Garnett was saying. “Why would Storch suddenly drop you and go after the girl? Who changed the signals?” 
 “I don't know. Whoever hired him in the first place, I guess.” 
 “Brilliant deduction,” Garnett said sourly. “We know Storch is a pro, that he's merely acting as somebody else's gun. But why were his orders changed at the last moment?” 
 Suddenly I thought I had the answer. “Tell me something, Lieutenant. You've seen the records on Koesler and Roach, the first two men on the killer's list. Did they have wives, or sweethearts, or a family? Was there anyone in the world, for that matter, that they gave a damn about, except themselves?” 
 Garnett frowned. “I guess not. They were loners, but I don't see...” 
 “Look again, Lieutenant. Roach and Koesler were killed the way they were because it was something that had to be done. A score to be settled without too much mess or fuss because, as far as the killer was concerned, there could be no real satisfaction in having them murdered. No matter how he went at it, there was no way to make them suffer as he had suffered. But me—the killer saved me for last, maybe through dumb luck. But now he knows about Jeanie, and he'll have his satisfaction.” 
 “You're talking riddles, Coyle.” 
 “I'm talking vendetta, Lieutenant, that has been festering in some sick brain for fifteen years.” 
 “The dead German woman's husband? The father of the little girl? You think he's actually in this country, gunning for you?” 
 “I think he's in this country gunning for me through Jeanie. Maybe he learned about me and Jeanie after Storch had already made his first pass. That would explain the change of signals. Now this man wants to hit me where it hurts most, Lieutenant —by getting Jeanie first.” 
 Garnett sat for several seconds saying nothing. Then: “I don't like it. It's corny. All it needs is a jazz background and a hundred-dollar-a-day private eye.” 
 “Have you got a better explanation?” 
 He sighed. “No, I guess I haven't.” 
 My apartment on Santee was in a three-story pile of crumbling red brick. I had moved in almost fifteen years before because any kind of apartment was hard to come by then, and this one had been available and cheap. For ten years I had been intending to look for something better, but somehow I never got around to it. 
 Lavy pulled up in front and Garnett opened the door and let me out. “I almost forgot,” he said blandly. “Congratulations, Coyle.” 
 “For what?” 
 “For getting away from Storch. Wouldn't you say it's quite a trick, getting away from a man like Storch?” 
 There didn't seem to be any answer to that, so I nodded. “Good night, Lieutenant. Sergeant.” 
 I climbed the creaking stairs, unlocked the door to my apartment, and in my mind I kept repeating:Take it easy. Don't, for the love of heaven, do anything that might tip them the killer's in Jeanie's apartment. 
 I stepped to the window and saw that the sedan was still there.Make it look natural, I thought. Snap on the lights. Act as you normally would if you weren't tied in knots and your nerve hadn't gone to buttermilk. 
 I snapped on the lights. Several minutes crawled by, then the police sedan moved away from the curb and disappeared in the darkness. I began to breathe again—but not for long. As I started for the door, another car, a dark, unmarked sedan, pulled up at the curb on the other side of the street. I listened as the motor was switched off. The headlights blinked out, but the door didn't open. 
 The first thing I thought was Garnett. He had radioed somebody to keep an eye on me, just in case. Then I thought something else. The killer. Not the hired gun, but the real killer who had hired Storch. Maybe that was him down there in that car, waiting to see what I was going to do. 
 If it was the killer, I wanted him. If I could just get my hands on him, that much of it would be over. I'd still have Storch to deal with, but maybe Storch would listen to some sort of reason and let Jeanie go, if he knew the cops had nabbed the man who paid him. I reached for the phone and dialed the police. 
 Garnett wasn't there, but I was put through to a sergeant in Garnett's division. “Mr. Coyle.” He listened politely while I told him who I was and explained about the car. He asked me to wait while he talked to the dispatcher. Maybe thirty seconds limped by while I listened to the hollow confusion in the receiver. Then: “Nothing to worry about, Mr. Coyle. Lieutenant Garnett called in a while back and asked for somebody to keep an eye on your place.” 
 I didn't know whether to be relieved or angry. “Thank you, Sergeant. Thank you...” I hung up. 
 I couldn't leave the apartment without being seen by the cops. Still, I had to let the killer know that I had followed his instructions to the letter. I had to convince him that he would be all right as long as no harm came to Jeanie. I had to take a chance, so I used the phone again. 
 Jeanie's voice was drawn as thin as a silken thread, not in panic but in the certainty that death was at her elbow every second. I said, “Jeanie, everything's all right. I've done just likehe said, but there's been a little hitch...” 
 Storch's voice broke in, cold and deadly: “That's too bad for your girl friend, Buster.” 
 “Listen to me,” I said without yelling. “I dumped the Plymouth. I told the cops your story. Everything's exactly the way you wanted it. There's just one thing—the police think I need protection, so they're watching my place. I can't come back tonight without giving everything away.” 
 There was a long silence. 
 “All right,” he said at last, “we sit it out. You there, me and the girl here. Maybe it's good you and the cops are so cozy. Keep playin' it cozy, Buster, and maybe you and the girl will come out of this thing alive, after all. And keep your ears open when you're with the cops. I got nothin' personal against you and the girl. You figure a way to get me out of this town and I'll do right by the girl friend.”
I thought coldly. But I said, “That's what I want. But so help me, if you as much as lay a hand...” 
 I'll bet, 
 “Relax, Buster. You do your part; I'll do mine. It's up to you.” 
 The muscles in my throat were so tight that I couldn't make a sound. I could almost see the killer smiling. 
 “But I don't like waiting around,” he added. “When I wait I get impatient, and when I get impatient...” 
 “I get the idea. Let me talk to Miss Kelly.” 
 “You can talk to Miss Kelly when this is over— that is, if it works out the way I want it to and she isable to talk. So don't get cute, Buster. Handle it any way you like, but one wrong step and you've got a dead girl friend on your hands.” 
 He hung up. I sat for a long while listening to the mocking hum in the receiver. Once in a demonstration of electronic equipment I saw a sound generator shatter a crystal glass with pure tone. Some singers do it with their voices; it's a favorite trick of Italian tenors. And that is what I felt like right now, one of those crystal glasses an instant before it flies all over the room. Somehow... I didn't know just how, but I was going to kill Marvin Storch. 
 If I got the chance, I would shoot him in the back without the slightest qualm. Fighting fair with a man like that was like fighting fair with smallpox. All I asked was the opportunity, and I would kill him. 









CHAPTER FIVE
 Sometime during the night I dozed off in a chair. It was just getting light when I awoke. I was stiff and still scared and angry. The police sedan was still across the street. That was cops for you, hanging on like bulldogs when you didn't want them, but where were they when all the shooting was going on? I limped down the stairs and had a look out the back way, just on the off chance that Garnett had overlooked something. He hadn't. A plain-clothes man lounged against a telephone pole in the alley. I went back up the stairs and got the gas hotplate going and the coffee started. I wondered if Garnett had gone to bed or if he was so hot to land Storch that he'd checked sleeping off his schedule. I wondered about a lot of things while the coffee boiled and tried not to think of Jeanie. It wasn't easy. Like not noticing that your heart had stopped beating, or that your clothes were on fire. 
 I don't know why I hadn't thought of it before, but I was halfway through my first cup of coffee when I remembered the Luger. It was my only souvenir of the war, a lethal little beauty of blued Krupp steel that I'd taken off a Kraut officer and now kept carefully wrapped in oiled rags, stuck away at the back of a dresser drawer. I got the pistol and unwrapped it. I looked at it with a kind of cold affection that men can have for fine steel. I took it in my hand, getting the feel of it, pleased with its heft and balance. Finally I removed the clip and checked its action. It was perfect. That Kraut had known his guns. The sear had been worked down and only a whisper of trigger pressure was needed to put the deadly mechanism in motion.Tchuck! Like the shutter click on a high-speed camera. The sound of unleashed violence. 
I promised myself,I'm going to kill Marvin Storch. 
 With this gun, 
 I thumbed the cartridges out of the clip and carefully wiped each of them. It was old ammunition, but I somehow knew that the round with Storch's name on it would do its work, and that was all that mattered. 
 It was a strange Buck Coyle who stood there in the gray morning light so fondly caressing a gun that he hadn't bothered to look at in more than ten years. It was a Buck Coyle that I didn't recognize or like, but he had taken charge in anger and there was nothing I could do to stop him. 
 It took almost an hour to detail strip the pistol, clean every part and put it together again. Outside, it was growing lighter. The smell of coffee and bacon seeped through the floor and walls of my apartment. The cop in the sedan got out and stretched his legs and yawned. He glanced at his watch and peered up and down the street. Looking for his relief, I thought. 
 Then I saw the other cop, the one that had been staked out in the alley, round the corner of the building and call something to the first cop. The first cop looked at his watch again. They walked toward each other and started jawing. 
 Something in the back of my mind nudged me. If I was to get out of the building without them seeing me, now was the time. I shoved the Luger into my hip pocket, grabbed my coat off the back of a chair and made for the stairs. 
 Out the back of the building, up the alley, and into another street. 
 I wished for my M.G., but it was still parked in front of the Palmer, unless one of Garnett's brothers in Traffic had spotted it and towed it away. I wished for a cruising hack to happen along and get me out of the neighborhood fast, but that was the morning for cabbies to be doing something else. So I walked. Walk, don't run, I told myself. Finally, I reached the end of the block and stepped onto a thoroughfare, and that took off some of the weight. Finally a cab came along and I gave the driver the Palmer's address. 
 When the taxi turned into the street I saw another of those familiar unmarked sedans parked across the street from the apartment building. Because of what I had told Garnett about the attempt on Jeanie's life, he had already staked out her protection. It was a sour joke that the killer they were protecting her against had spent the night right under their noses in Jeanie's own apartment. 
 Then a thought hit me and left me in a cold sweat. Storch was a careful man, a pro, so he must have spotted the police car by this time. I could only imagine the kind of rage he must be in, figuring that I had double-crossed him. The picture in my mind made me sick, but reason told me that he hadn't killed Jeanie yet. He wouldn't kill either of us until the very last minute. We were too valuable to him alive. 
 I had the cabbie stop in front of the Palmer. I got out and walked over to the police sedan, and a lanky, rawboned plain-clothes man peered at me bleakly. Then he said, “Good morning, Mr. Coyle. You always up this early?” He saw that I was surprised that he knew me. “I pulled duty at the hospital when you were there,” he said. “My name's Fenton. Sergeant Fenton.” 
 I tried not to keep watching the window of Jeanie's apartment and wondering if Storch was watching me. I said as pleasantly as I could manage, “Glad to see you again, Sergeant. It is pretty early, I know, but I wanted to check with Miss Kelly before going to work.” 
 The sergeant grinned and nodded. He remembered Jeanie from the hospital. 
 I said, “Has everything gone... all right, Sergeant?” 
 “Smooth as silk, Mr. Coyle. There's a man watching the back of the building, too. We'll keep a sharp eye on Miss Kelly until they catch the murderer—and that won't be long.” 
 “I hope you're right, Sergeant.” Then I wished him good morning and headed toward the Palmer. 
 In front of Jeanie's door, I changed the Luger from my hip pocket to my waistband under my coat, and prayed for just one single unguarded second on Storch's part. That didn't seem too much to ask. I knocked. 
 “Jeanie, it's me. It's Buck.” 
 The door came open, fast. Jeanie stared at me with eyes that hadn't closed since I had seen her the night before. Storch held her left wrist behind her in a punishing wrist lock, and he had the muzzle of the .38 jammed in her throat, beside a throbbing artery. 
 “In, Buster,” he snarled. “Easy, now, or the girl gets it.” 
 I had been right about one thing—waiting hadn't done Storch's temper any good. I stepped inside, and he kicked the door closed. Then, in an explosion of rage, he hurled Jeanie against the wall and slammed the .38 in my stomach. I spewed and bent almost double. He straightened me with a vicious underhand blow with his left fist and then rode me back against the wall with Jeanie. 
 “So you just had to go and play it cute, didn't you, Buster? You think I'm blind or something? You think I can't spot a cop as far as I can see, even if he is in plain clothes and drives an unmarked car? Looks like I made a mistake about you, Buster. You're a lot more stupid than I figured.” Storch shoved his face close to mine. “Go ahead! Give me an excuse. Just any excuse at all!” 
 Just then I found my voice and said an especially stupid thing, even for me, “Since when does Marvin Storch need an excuse for killing?” 
 He blinked, then looked vaguely amused. “You got no brains, Buster, but you got moxie; I'll give you that much. I like boys with moxie. When a slug sets their insides on fire, I like to hear them cry.” 
 Death was so close that I could almost hear them shoveling dirt on my coffin. It didn't seem possible that anything I might do could make matters worse, so I spit right in his flat face. 
 He couldn't actually believe that I had done it. Only a sigh away from death, and I had spit in his face. Maybe a dozen seconds passed. We didn't make a sound. We didn't even breathe. Then, slowly, his loose mouth began to curl in a smile so cruel that it set my scalp to prickling. And he lifted his hand— his gun hand—in a distracted sort of way to wipe at his face. 
 Here was the second I had prayed for. I grabbed for the Luger. 
 He recognized the play and stopped it with brutal efficiency. He merely dropped his raised gun hand, crashing the butt across the bridge of my nose. My hand never reached the Luger. I felt the grinding of bone and cartilage and knew that my nose was broken, and then a blinding fireworks display went off just behind my eyes. 
 When I could see again he had the Luger in his left hand and the .38 in his right, and I was on the floor and he was standing over me smiling that loose-lipped smile. And he was saying to Jeanie, with cold unconcern: 
 “Go ahead, yell your head off—if you want to see him get it.” 
 The scream got as far as Jeanie's eyes, and that was all. Suddenly she crumpled to her knees and hid her face in her hands and sobbed with a bitterness to break your heart—all without making a sound. I started toward her and Storch kicked me back. 
 My eyes watered and the throbbing in my nose spread all through my head. I started toward Jeanie again and got kicked back again. Storch said coldly, “I never saw such a dumb head. You're just begging for it, ain't you, Buster?” 
 I got up on my knees and tried to master the knack of breathing through my mouth. “I don't get it,” I said, thinking out loud. “Why don't you go ahead and kill me?” 
 Now there was a glint of triumph in his eyes. “That's not the way my orders read, Buster. The girl gets it first, then you.” 
 “Who gave you those orders? Who's paying you?” 
 He smiled loosely. “All in good time, Buster. When the girl is dead, then I tell you. So you'll know, just before you get it.” 
 “Why did you kill Orlan Koesler and Charlie Roach?” 
 “Forget about Koesler and Roach. You're the big target, Buster. The biggest target there is, well as I can make out from my orders.” 
 He pocketed the Luger, slipped over to the window and glanced out, all the time keeping the .38 aimed at Jeanie. 
 I said hoarsely, “Let her go, Storch. She's done nothing; she doesn't figure in this thing at all.” 
 He laughed. “You're stupid, Buster, but not that stupid. I told you, the girl gets it first. And she gets it now, because you had to go cute and yell cop.” 
 At first, I couldn't believe it. Then I saw his eyes as he leveled the pistol directly at Jeanie's head. I lurched to ray feet and almost yelled, “Storch, you'd be a fool to do it now! Those cops don't know you're here; they were planted there last night to watch the place. That was after I dumped the Plymouth and talked to the police. But pull that trigger and they'll fall on you like a brick ceiling.” 
 He hesitated, narrowing his small eyes until they were mere pin points. “You talk a lot, Buster.” 
 “I'm telling the truth. Look out there. One single cop in an unmarked sedan. Is that the kind of force they'd send to flush out Marvin Storch?” 
 He was tensed for the kill but still not completely decided. “There could be a hundred cops out there, hiding.” 
 “You think they'd try to blast you out of here like that, with two hostages and an apartment full of people? They would empty this building first, and that would cause a commotion. Tell me, Storch, have you heard any commotion?” 
 He studied the peacefulness of the street and tried to decide whether or not to believe me. He had a job to do, and he enjoyed killing, but not even Storch was so committed to sadism that he could ignore the urge to stay alive. He fixed his steely eyes on me and said: 
 “You got something on your mind, Buster?” 
 For a moment, I was weak with relief. “I can get you out of here, Storch. Out of this town. I know where the roadblocks are and how to get around them. I can get you a car—a hot one—and show you how...” 
 He was already shaking his head. “That would take a lot of doing, Buster. It would cost more than I could pay.” 
 I stared. “Our lives, Storch. Miss Kelly's and mine, that's all I'm asking.” 
 He shook his head again. “You still don't get it, Buster. You and the girl have been bought and paid for. You're both dead. All they've got to do is hold the funeral.” 
 “I'm offering you a chance to escape. Doesn't that mean anything to you?” 
 He shrugged. “Sure. But I never dropped a job in my life, and I'm not going to start with this one. Because I've got a notion of my own, smart fella.” 
 Jeanie was still on her knees, shaking with uncontrollable sobs. The killer stepped over to her and nudged her chin up with the .38. “Shut up,” he said, “and listen to me good. You're goin' to pick up the phone and call the cops. Tell them who you are and that you think someone has been watching your apartment from the building across the street. You got that straight?” 
 Jeanie stared blankly. The killer hit her in the mouth with his left fist, then threw the .38 on me before I could move. 
 “The phone,” he repeated. “Or your boy friend gets a hot one where it hurts.” 
 With a little animal-like whimper, she reached for the phone and began dialing. I wanted to tell her not to do it. Storch was going to kill us, anyway, so why play into his hand by giving him everything he wanted? 
 The answer to that was easy. I wanted Jeanie to stay alive and I wanted to stay alive myself. It had a corny ring, but I kept telling myself while there's life there's hope. Right now, we could buy our lives from Storch by doing exactly as he said. Maybe we could drag it out another twenty or thirty minutes before he finally killed us. But twenty minutes could be longer than the Ice Age when you were staring down the barrel of a .38. A thousand things could happen in twenty minutes. A ship could sink. A war could start. Manhattan Island could be blown off the face of the map. It was even possible that I might get an idea. 
 I watched Jeanie as she got some police corporal by the name of Brewster and told him that someone was watching her apartment from the building across the street. Then she asked for Garnett, but Garnett wasn't there. She talked to another lieutenant who knew about the case and told the story all over again. It was a good act. Even Storch seemed to like it. 
 “You're learning,” the killer said when she hung up. “Now we wait.” 
 So we waited, but not for long. Headquarters must have radioed the message to the cop across the street. Storch parted the blinds and we could see the plainclothes man jump out of the sedan and hustle down toward the end of the block, where he must have called to his partner. Storch turned from the window, his mouth hanging open in a grin. 
 “That takes care of the cops.” Then, to Jeanie: 
 “I want a car—a good one to fit Buster's talent at the wheel. You must have a car in that string of garages behind the building. What kind?” 
 Jeanie blinked. “Renault. A 4CV.” 
 That seemed to enrage him more than anything that had happened. “I could do better with a damn pushcart.” Then he went quietly cold and glared at me. 
 “Get out back, Buster. Find us a heap and jump the ignition, like you did on the Plymouth.” He glanced at a flat gold watch on his hairy wrist. “You've got exactly four minutes to get things ready, then me and the girl friend will be coming out.” He pressed the muzzle of the .38 to the back of Jeanie's head. “You got it clear, Buster?” 
 I wanted so much to kill him that the thought made me sick. Then I looked at Jeanie, and there was something about her eyes that started a subtle, knowing vibration in the back of my mind. She had managed to push her fear aside and now she was trying to tell me something with her eyes. She was saying,Don't be afraid for me. You must do something soon, even if we die for it. 
 I knew that she was right. Storch was ready for the big play. With a gun at Jeanie's head and me at the wheel, he would try to crack the steel shell that Garnett had thrown up around the city. That would be the end for Jeanie and me. 
 The killer jammed the pistol cruelly into Jeanie's neck. “Maybe you didn't hear me, Buster.” 
 I looked at him, but I felt that Jeanie knew that I was speaking to her. “Four minutes. I'll have everything ready.” 
 Storch opened the door and shoved me out with a final warning. “Don't forget the girl friend, Buster.” 
 The corridor was empty, the building silent. For most apartment dwellers the day wouldn't begin for almost an hour. But when I started for the rear exit I walked on eggs, my insides floating. I kept thinking of Jeanie. 
 It was a little better when I hit the morning air. Three and a half minutes to go. I crossed the alley and went up the string of garages, trying doors. None of them was locked; I had my pick of the stable, so I chose a black late-model Chevy. Not flashy enough to be easily spotted, but hot enough for most purposes, the kind of car I would pick if I was a killer on the run. 
 All right, Coyle, what do you do now? 
 One thing I wasn't going to do. I wasn't going to jump the ignition. I wasn't going to budge out of that alley. Jeanie had decided for both of us—this was where we made our stand. 
 But how? I remembered a trick that used to be a favorite with sleight-of-hand artists and magicians— the trickster would set a table with china and crystal and silver and maybe even goblets of water, and then he'd yank the tablecloth out from under the whole business without disturbing a thing. My problem was how to pull off a deadlier version of the same trick. I knew just how they would come out of that building, Jeanie in front and Storch right behind her with a cocked pistol boring into the back of her neck. What I had to do was take Storch out of action without disturbing the sensitive firing mechanism in the pistol. 
 It couldn't be done. Not even i£ I was the slickest magician ever to pull a silk handkerchief out of his sleeve. Even if I had a gun, which I didn't have, and could shoot straight enough, which I couldn't, and the bullet hit Storch directly between the eyes, his reflexes would still squeeze the trigger and kill Jeanie. What I had to do was divide the killer's attention, but I didn't know how. 
 I looked around for something to fight with. There was nothing.” Time was dribbling away and panic was beginning to crawl up my back like an army of ants. I tried the lid on the Chevy trunk. It was locked. There was no time for subtle solutions; I climbed on the bumper and kicked the deck hard with my heel. I put a dent in the metal and knocked off some paint; that was all. I got up on the deck and jumped on it, hard. It put an ugly crease in the lid, but it also sprung the lock. In the trunk there was a thermos jug, a casting rod, spare tire, jack, and a lug wrench. 
 The lug wrench was the only thing I could use. The dog-leg shape of it made it awkward to hold, but it would have to do. 
 I closed the lid, then went to the front of the Chevy and poked the wrench through the grill and released the hood. The hood up, I rested the lug wrench inside on the chassis beside the carb where I hoped it would be easy to get to. Then I heard the Palmer's back door open and they came out, Jeanie in front and Storch right behind, pushing her along with the muzzle of his .38. 
 My throat was dry. There was a pounding in my temples, and suddenly I realized that I had been holding my breath. Storch gave Jeanie an angry shove when they reached the garage and she stumbled and almost fell against the Chevy. My every instinct yelled,Now! But he was too far away. He grabbed Jeanie's arm, twisted it behind her back and was prodding her again with the gun. Then he turned his anger on me. 
 “I said four minutes, Buster. You don't listen so good, do you?” 
 “It's almost ready,” I said. “Have you got a knife?” 
 “Do I look stupid?” 
 “I've got this wire to skin before I can make the jump.” I had both hands under the hood. He shot me a narrow, coyote look from those steely eyes. At last he released Jeanie's arm, but forced her against the side of the Chevy and held her there with his hip. Then he said, with an iciness that prickled my scalp: 
 “For the girl friend's sake, I hope you're not thinking of anything stupid, Buster.” 
 “Look, do you want this switch jumped or don't you?” 
 Reluctantly, he reached into his pocket with his left hand and came out with a little silver penknife. It looked ridiculous in that hairy fist; a switchblade would have seemed more natural. “Here,” he said impatiently. I took a deep breath and didn't move. His right hand, the gun hand, still held the .38 steadily at Jeanie's head. 
 Without looking up, I said, “Hand it down here. I've got both hands full.” 
 I turned my head just a little and saw Jeanie's wide, anxious eyes watching me. Then she dropped her head a fraction of an inch—a bare suggestion of a nod. 
 “The knife,” I said again to Storch. 
 Impatience and anger got the best of him. Suddenly he thrust the knife into the dark cavity under the hood. It was now or never. So I hit him with the lug wrench. 
 I had a choice of two targets, his left hand or his face, as he leaned toward me. I chose the face and prayed that Jeanie could twist out of the way during the split second of shock. 
 The killer's instinct warned him that something was wrong. Suspicion darted in his eyes as he leaned in with the knife. I made him lean as far as I could —enough, I hoped, to pull his gun hand out of line. Then I jerked with all the strength in my arms and shoulders and smashed the length of steel in his mouth. 
 The .38 roared. And I died a little as Jeanie went reeling back against the garage wall. 
 With the instincts of a wolf, Storch took a single backward step, then recovered. Quicker than it takes to think it, he had the situation pegged. 
 Even if he killed us, he must have known that he couldn't get away, but the knowledge seemed to bother him not at all. He was a killer. It was the one thing in the world that he was good at. And I could see that he meant to die doing the one thing he truly enjoyed. 
 I imagined that I could almost see him smile in anticipation as he pivoted, swinging the gun once more on Jeanie. These had been his orders. The girl first. Then me. 
 For an instant the scene was frozen. I saw Jeanie crashing against the garage wall. It was incredible, but there was no sign of blood. Either Storch's gun hand had been pulled out of line by his reaching with the knife, or Jeanie had twisted away at just the right second. Somehow, the slug had missed her—a fact Storch took in stride. For that frozen instant, he stood there, his loose lips thick and red like the fleshy petals of some carnivorous hothouse plant. Then, almost leisurely, he began to squeeze the trigger. 
 I must have gone crazy. I remember charging into the muzzle of the assassin's gun. I didn't even have the lug wrench. Somewhere in my frenzy I had lost it. With my bare hands I lunged at Storch's throat, only one thought in my mind. I was going to kill him! 
 These hands of mine had fought the wheels of Coopers and Maseratis. These arms and shoulders had wrestled formula cars over the toughest race courses in the country. If he didn't pull the trigger in my face, I was going to kill him. 
 Then, with shocking ease, he brushed me aside. I could have been a yelping pup for all the effort he used in doing it. The strength of his arm was unbelievable. His fist loomed in my face and went off like a grenade. 
 I was on my back on the cement floor of the garage, shocked and shamed and unable to move. I could almost hear him sneering,You'll get yours, Buster, all in good time. But this job is going to be done right. 
 Once again, he turned the gun on Jeanie. Explosion after explosion shattered the gray morning stillness. I was blinded with tears more bitter than gall, and still I was unable to move. 
 Everything went quietly mad. Jeanie was still huddled against the wall. But Storch wheeled with an abrupt, unreal grace of some nightmarish ballet. Then he jerked three times like a monkey on a string and crashed against the car. 
 I got a good look at the killer's face. Those small eyes burned white hot. His rugged jaw set like a bear trap, he made an almost superhuman effort to lift the .38 the inch or so he needed to kill me. He couldn't do it. That was when I saw the crimson ooze just above his left shirt pocket. Another spot appeared, red and glistening, about ten inches lower and a little to the right of his belt buckle. There was still another spot, spreading fast, this one right in the middle, bracketed in like expert artillery. 
 I didn't understand it. I could only stare as he began to fall. Those small hot eyes still fixed on me, he started a limp glide down the Chevy's rear fender. The .38 fell from his hand. 
 At last, other sounds got through to me. The sound of voices. And running. A face dark with anger was looking down at me. It belonged to Garnett. 
 “You all right, Coyle?” 
 They were just words. His eyes said what he really thought of me. He didn't care a damn whether I was all right or not. But I nodded. 
 Sergeant Lavy was bending over Jeanie. He turned on one knee and called, “The girl isn't hit, Lieutenant.” 
 I raised myself to one elbow. Then to my hands and knees. After a while, things came into uncertain focus, and I looked at Jeanie and grinned weakly. It must have been a lousy grin. I put my hand to my mouth and it came away bloody. 
 But we were still alive. I didn't know how it had happened, but the nightmare was over. I got to my feet and went to Jeanie. 
 I took her in my arms and held her. “It's all right,” I said. “It's all over.” 
 Sergeant Lavy shot me a look of guarded anger. “You better get her back in the apartment, Coyle, before she starts screaming. I've seen that look before.” He sighed and pocketed his revolver. “You're lucky to be alive, mister. But you just have to play it big, don't you?” 
 He turned and walked over to where Garnett was bending over the assassin's body. Several Palmer residents, in varying states of shock, were trying to crowd out through the back door and a uniformed cop was trying to hold them back. Another bluecoat was trying to block the alley. Jeanie clung to me like a poor swimmer going down for the third time. At last, she said: 
 “I'm sorry, Buck. I can't stop shaking. I never went to pieces like this before.” 
 “You've never been a killer's target before. But he's dead now. It's all over.” 
 “I know.” But she was still trembling. 
 At last, she stopped trembling. She looked toward the killer's body and then away quickly. “Buck, it's a nightmare. I keep telling myself that I'll wake up any second...” 
 “Youare awake,” I said. “The nightmare is over.” 
 In the distance we could hear a siren cutting a long gash in the early morning silence. Then Garnett came over and said: 
 “You'd better go back to your apartment and rest a while, Miss Kelly. A doctor's on the way; he can give you something...” 
 Jeanie shook her head. “Thank you, Lieutenant, but I'm all right now.” 
 Garnett gestured to one of his bluecoats. “Take Miss Kelly to her apartment and see that she's not disturbed.” 
 Meekly, Jeanie allowed herself to be led away. An ambulance pulled into the alley. The driver and a white-jacketed intern took one look at the body and covered it with a sheet. Garnett directed the doctor to Jeanie's apartment, then he turned to me. “How about it, Coyle? You still feel you don't need the cops?” 
 “I didn't have a choice. I had to do exactly as Storch said or he would have killed Jeanie.” 
 “Yeah,” Garnett said with heavy sarcasm. “I noticed how good you were doing, taking Storch's orders.” 
 He had me and he knew it. I said, “All right, Lieutenant, I was wrong. I should have come to you. But I was scared. He had a gun at Jeanie's head.” Then I thought of something that left me chilled. “How did you know where to find us? You didn't know all along, did you, that Storch was pulling the strings?” 
 Garnett grinned, but not pleasantly. “All I knew for sure was that you were lying about escaping from Storch. And if you were lying about that, it figured you'd be lying straight down the line. So we watched you, betting that sooner or later you'd lead us to the killer.” 
 I blinked. “You arranged it so I could get away from my apartment this morning?” 
 He shrugged. “Not before it began to get light— we didn't want to lose you in the darkness.” 
 “And you followed me here and set up the ambush?” 
 “That's about the size of it.” 
 “I guess I didn't make it very easy for you.” 
 Garnett relaxed a bit. He got out his pipe and tapped the bowl on the heel of his hand. “Do you think you've learned anything, Coyle? The next time you might not be so lucky.” 
 “The next time?” 
 “You knew from the first that Storch was just a hired hand. You don't think he'll be the last, do you?” 
 Maybe next time it would be someone smarter, more subtle. The kind of killer that nobody looks at the second time. One of those nice soft-spoken fellows who remind you of the corner grocer or the mild little man who teaches your class in Sunday School. Until he whips out a switchblade and empties your life in the dirt of some dark alley. 
 “You look worried,” Garnett said, looking mildly pleased. “That's good. Maybe now we can start working together.” 









CHAPTER SIX
 I spent most of the morning closeted in an interrogation room with Garnett. Around noon, Lavy came in with two of the local sheets and we looked at the headlines. Garnett got a picture on the front page, along with one of Storch. Lavy made the inside with a nice half-column. 
 I looked at the sergeant. “The papers make you boys look pretty good.” 
 Lavy gave me a cold, toothy smile. “How did we look to you this morning, Mr. Coyle? When Storch was about to set fire to your girl friend?” 
 Lavy knew how to use a needle, and I had it coming. “I'm sorry, Sergeant. I don't know why I said that.” 
 “Because you're scared.” Garnett sighed. “But we're doing everything possible; there's a policewoman with the Kelly girl and a pair of plain-clothes men watching the apartment. We've also put two men to watching you around the clock. You and the girl are safe. If the pay-off man is who you think it is, we'll have a line on him pretty soon.” 
 And I had an uneasy feeling that getting a line on the pay-off man, as Garnett called him, wouldn't be as simple as the lieutenant seemed to think. Garnett watched me closely as he methodically filled and tamped his pipe. “You don't think much of cops, do you, Coyle? Especially local cops. You don't much like the notion of leaving your life in our care, do you?” 
 “I don't like the notion of leaving my life or Miss Kelly's inanybody's care, Lieutenant. However, you did save our lives this morning, and I'm grateful.” 
 Garnett smiled vaguely and lit his pipe. “But it was dumb luck that we happened to tumble to Storch's play? That's the way it looks to you, isn't it? Lavy, bring me the package on this case.” 
 The sergeant turned and left the room. Maybe three or four minutes passed and Lavy came back with a thick folder of material. Garnett emptied the folder on the table and began sorting through it. “Here are police reports on Charlie Roach and Orlan Koesler. Here are their Service records, and yours, too. Here is a report from the Immigration people; they've started sifting the records of every German to enter this country since the war. Then it occurred to us that Storch's pay-off man might be in the country illegally, so we've contacted the civil and military authorities from the Ubach area and they've started independent sifting operations at their end.” 
 I sat up a little straighter and stared at the impressive collection of cablegrams, photostats, Army records, and police reports. I took a closer look at Garnett and Lavy, and began to get a fresh picture of the local police. From a shabby desk of a second-class police station in an unimportant place like Plains City, its arm reached across oceans and into confidential files of foreign countries. That was something to think about. 
 Garnett fanned the material on the table, then he stacked it neatly and put it back in the folder. He looked at me and said wearily, “You impressed, Mr. Coyle?” 
 “I guess I am.” 
 “Good. I want you to think enough of us to co-operate when the time comes. But most of this,” patting the folder, “is routine stuff and the chances are a thousand to one that nothing will come of the Army or Foreign investigations. Right here's where we'll find the answer. If the man we're looking for is German, we'll find him. We're getting the word to every person of German extraction—a break has to come soon.” 
 “And if it doesn't?” 
 His eyes narrowed. “Strain a little, Coyle. Try to trust us.” 
 “You said a minute agoif the man is German. Do you have any reason to doubt he's who I think he is?” 
 Garnett hesitated. “No. But I've got a hunch he's in Plains City, whoever he is. I can feel it.” 
 “Feel it?” 
 The lieutenant glanced at Lavy. “Over the years, a cop, if he's serious about his job, grows a set of antenna. You can't see them, but they're there, testing and feeling for danger wherever he goes. I feel it now, in the air all around you, Mr. Coyle.” 
 “Have you got a plan?” 
 “Sort of, when the time comes. We can count on your co-operation?” 
 “Yes.” 
 He sat back and sighed and closed his eyes. “Take him home, Lavy, and see that he gets some rest.” 
 “What about Miss Kelly?” I asked. 
 “Trust us, Mr. Coyle. Just trust us.” 
 Lavy nodded, and I followed him out of the interrogation room and out of the building. The sergeant drove me by the Palmer, where I checked on Jeanie and picked up the M.G. Jeanie was still sleeping off a pill that the doctor had given her. There were plain-clothes men at the front and back of the building and a policewoman in the apartment. I prowled the place for several minutes, making sure there were no loopholes for a killer. 
 “Trust,” Lavy said dryly. “It's a wonderful thing.” 
 I got in the M.G. and drove to my apartment. 


 The wartime landlords had had a nice thing going. They cleared out broom closets, moved in Murphy beds and a few pieces of attic furniture, and called them apartments. They nailed shelves on the walls, hooked up hotplates and called themefficiency apartments. Hang a curtain in front of the “kitchen” and board up a corner somewhere—two rooms and bath. 
 That was my place. It was an address for personal mail, in case I ever got some, and a place to sleep. Sergeant Lavy followed me in and looked around in mild surprise. 
 “That speed shop over on Harrison,” he said, wiping his steel-rimmed glasses on a clean white handkerchief. “Doesn't that belong to you?” 
 “Me and the bank.” I went to the refrigerator and poured myself a glass of milk. I looked at the apartment and grinned sourly. “They don't make them like this any more. You want some milk?” 
 Lavy shook his head and began to prowl the place. He looked at some racing trophies that crowded new laundry for space on top of a bureau. He moved in closer to read the inscriptions. 
 “These yours? I mean, did you win them racing?” 
 “Some of them. The others belong to my wife...” I caught the mistake, but correcting it was awkward. “Belonged. She's dead now.” 
 I could almost hear the gears grinding as he added odd pieces of information in that policeman's brain of his. “I remember now. About a year ago, wasn't it?” 
 “... Yes.” 
 “Sure,” Lavy went on, inspecting more trophies. “A good-looking girl. Her picture was in the papers, and I never forget a...” Then he looked up and saw my face. 
 “She wasn't so pretty when they pulled her out of that Jag,” I heard somebody saying. “She looked like a little old woman, very old and shrunken. She was burned black. All her hair was gone.” 
 The surprise outburst brought hot spots of color to the detective's cheeks. “Sorry, Coyle.” 
 I walked over to the window and looked out at what I could see of the city. 
 “We make quite a pair,” I said. “Seems like one of us is always being sorry about something.” 
 He shrugged. 
 I said, “Kick something out of the way and sit down. How long do you usually have to wait before Garnett's antenna gets down to cases?” 
 Lavy grinned but said nothing. We sat peering through the sooty window. Out there somewhere was a man with just one burning thought in his twisted brain: To kill Jeanie. To make me drink from his own cup of gall. And then kill me. 
 I said abruptly, “You want some coffee?” 
 Lavy grunted. “All right. My relief will be coming on in another hour. You know Sergeant Woodstock?” 
 “I don't think so.” I got up and snapped on the light, then found the coffeepot and began drawing the water. Lavy got up, stretched, yawned, and said: 
 “Woodstock's a good...” He turned toward the door and there was that look in his eye. Suddenly he was all cop. He grabbed inside his coat and came out with the police special, then he padded quickly to the door and jerked it open. 
 He shot me a quick look, slipped through the door and was gone. But only for a few seconds. Then he was back. 
 “Nobody out there,” he said angrily. “Lord knows where he is now, or when he came.” 
 I didn't know what he was talking about. 
 He kneeled and picked an envelope off the floor, holding it very carefully by its edges. “Must have slipped it under the door while we were sitting here.” 
 He reached for the phone and started to dial, and while he dialed he swore steadily under his breath. “I must be getting senile, letting him shove this thing under my nose that way. Next he'll be slipping hand grenades in my pockets.” 
 While Lavy ranted, I stared at the envelope. That infantile, back-slanted scrawl was the same that had been on the other warning note. It gave me a crawling feeling to know that the man who hated me so bitterly had been just on the other side of that door. A person who could hate that hard and that long—it didn't seem possible that I wouldn't have known somehow that he was there. They say a combat soldier develops an instinct for such things. I had felt nothing. If he could come up on me that way, I could imagine how little trouble he would have with Jeanie. 
 Lavy got his number and extension and was almost shouting. “I want to talk to Garnett.” He listened for a few seconds. “No, somebody else won't do. Find Garnett; I'll hang on.” 
 I reached for the letter, but Lavy jerked it away. “The lab boys have to see it first.” He waited, drumming his fingers on the table. Then, briskly, “That you, Lieutenant? Lavy. Look, he's been here... Yeah. Anyway, the handwriting's the same. Slipped a letter under the door.” 
 There was another wait while Lavy listened, his ears glowing like neon. “I know,” he started, “but I didn't figure...” That part of the conversation was severed abruptly. Lavy mopped his brow with his white handkerchief. “Yes, Lieutenant. I'm holding it for the lab. Yes, Lieutenant, I understand.” 
 The sergeant hung up and sighed. “Garnett's on his gunpowder diet again. Look, I've got some things to do. You sit tight. Okay?” 
 I nodded. 
 “A squad car is on the way and the lieutenant will be right behind. Don't let anything happen to that letter.” 
 Lavy went out of the room and down the stairs and started knocking on doors to see if anybody had spotted the man with the letter. I knew before he started that it was a waste of time. 
 A police sedan swept into the street without sirens. A few minutes after the first sedan a second car braked at the curb and Garnett spilled out and pounded up the stairs. He came into the apartment with Lavy and another plain-clothes man at his heels. 
 The lieutenant went directly to the telephone table and glared at the envelope. The new cop, a long, hungry-looking gaffer wearing a baggy gray suit and a red plaid vest with spots on it, shambled across the room and nudged the letter with his finger. 
 “Nothing,” he sighed. “I'll run it through the mill, but don't get your hopes up.” 
 “Can you open it now?” Garnett asked. 
 The lanky cop shrugged. “Sure. What the hell, it's a blank, anyway.” He took the envelope by one corner and slit it open with a penknife. He emptied the enclosure on the desk, unfolded it and held it down with the knife blade and a fingernail. I moved in beside Garnett and read:
 Executioners are expendable. Live your little time in fear. Justice will be done. 
 Garnett fixed me with a slitted gaze. “'Executioners are expendable. Live your little time in fear.' Do you make anything of that?” 
 The lines of the note became blurred and I looked away. “No, I don't think so. Just a little touch of sadism that he couldn't resist putting in.” 
 “What about the last sentence?” 
 “Justice will be done.” I thought about it. “It sounds stilted. Maybe the kind of thing a foreigner who wasn't too familiar with our language would say.” 
 “Maybe...” Garnett patted his coat pocket, found his pipe and clamped the bit between his teeth. “Maybe stilted is the word for it, but it's the cold, thought-out tone of the thing that bothers me. This boy is out to get you, Coyle.” 
 “That, “I flared, “seems fairly obvious.” 
 “I mean, not just kill you, the way he handled Roach and Koesler—he's out to really make it hurt. When he slipped this note under the door he could just as easily have handed you a bomb, if all he wanted was to see you dead.” Garnett rubbed the cold pipe bowl along his nose. “I'm afraid you pegged it right from the first. It looks like he's not too interested in killing you right off, nice and clean.” 
 “I told you,” I said tightly. “He wants to get me through Jeanie.” 
 The lanky cop carefully folded the note and slipped it back into the envelope. “Nobody cares what a lab man thinks,” he said idly, “but I'm going to tell you, anyway. This joker's past due for a rubber bedroom. If he's a foreigner, he's not in this country legally—we got enough crackpots of our own without lettin' them in from other places. Now, for that stilted phrasing that somebody mentioned— there are just two kinds of people that always have that jargon at the tips of their tongues. Lawyers and preachers. What you want to look for is a disbarred lawyer or an unfrocked preacher.” He smiled smugly at all of us. “Well, good day, gentlemen.” 
 “You geniuses kill me,” Garnett said coldly. 
 “There's a thought.” He smiled again all around and shambled out of the room. 
 Lavy moved heavily to the window and stared out at the hazy city. Then he turned with a suddenness that made Garnett blink. “Lieutenant, where would you likely find a disbarred lawyer or unfrocked preacher?” 
 Garnett took off his hat and ran his fingers through his hair. I could hear it crackle. “Lavy, can't you recognize a gag when you hear one?” 
 “I don't think he meant it as a joke, Lieutenant. What he said started me thinking about Horner Street—skid row. All the misfits. The grifters, the down-and-outers, the mission bums...” 
 The telephone jangled. I grabbed it and a woman's voice said, “Mr. Coyle? This is Corporal Jansan...” 
 “Who?” 
 “Corporal Elizabeth Jansan, the policewoman with Miss Kelly. May I speak to Lieutenant Garnett?” 
 Suddenly my mouth was dry. “Has anything happened? Is Miss Kelly...” 
 “Miss Kelly is fine, Mr. Coyle.” 
 The lieutenant grabbed the handset. “That you, Liz? Garnett.” He listened, his face a mask. “All right, Liz,” he said finally, “I'll be right over.” 
 “What is it!” I yelled. 
 “Calm down,” Garnett said flatly, “before you rip at the seams. Nothing's happened—that is, nothing important.” 
 “That policewoman didn't call just to pass the time of day.” 
 He peered thoughtfully into the bowl of his pipe. “All right. The boys over at the Palmer Apartments picked up a skid-row bum. He had one of those letters on him. Like yours. Only this one was addressed to Miss Kelly. It was a threat against her life. But his luck's about to run out, Coyle. Now he's putting time limits on his killings—for Miss Kelly it's twenty-four hours. And he'll try to bring it off, if he's as crazy as we think he is. That's when we come down on him.” 
 I heard the words, but I couldn't believe them. “You said theycaught him.” 
 “I said they caught a skid-row bum. He claims a man gave him ten dollars to deliver the two notes. All he had on him was nine dollars and twenty cents, and a muscatel breath. It figures; this bum has been a Horner Street character for fifteen years. We're holding him on an open charge, but his story will hold up.” 
 “Thenyou buy it. I want to see this bum for myself.” 
 Garnett sighed. 
 “But I'd like to talk to Miss Kelly first, just to be sure she's all right.” 
 “It's your phone.” 









CHAPTER SEVEN
 It was seven o'clock when we got back to the interrogation room. We were just getting settled when a jailer brought in a boozy little down-and-outer wearing an oversized sweater rolled up at the sleeves, bilious green shirt with something at the neck that might have been a tie. His pale, bleary eyes looked as though they hadn't focused sharply on anything for a long time. He oozed an alcoholic sweat, peering at Garnett and Lavy and me. 
 “Meet Milton Ainsworth,” the lieutenant said dryly. “Milton's been on the Street for ten, fifteen years. That right, Milton?” 
 Milton shuffled uneasily. “Somethin' like that. I forget, exactly.” 
 “You ever been in trouble, Milton?” 
 Another sad, uncomfortable shuffle while he tried to collect his bleary thoughts. “Well, maybe. Now and again I land in the tank, I guess.” 
 “We're talking about big trouble, Milton. Armed robbery, burglary, assault.” 
 The little bum wiped his eyes in fuzzy amazement. “Me, Lieutenant? You talking about me?” 
 I looked at Garnett and said wearily, “All right, you've made your point. He's just the messenger boy. But who paid him?” 
 Garnett lit his pipe and purled contentedly. Then, almost gently, he said. “Try to remember, Milton, back to when the officers picked you up at the Palmer. You remember that?” 
 Milton nodded. 
 “And the letter you were to deliver. The second of two letters. You had already delivered the first to Mr. Coyle's place on Santee. Tell us about it, Milton.” 
 “Well,” the little bum said hesitantly, “I had these two letters. And ten dollars.” His eyes brightened. “The fellow gave me ten dollars and said one letter was to go someplace on Santee—the place you're talkin' about, I guess. Then there was another letter. That was to go to a big apartment building, where your cops picked me up.” 
 I was itching to question him, but Garnett silenced me with a look. “All right, Milton. That's good. Now about the man, the one that gave you the ten dollars. What did he look like?” 
 Milton blinked. “A man. That's all.” Bigger than me, I think.” 
 “How much bigger?” 
 He frowned and shook his head. “... I forget.” 
 “Was there anything about him that you noticed especially? Did he wear glasses? A mustache? Was there anything special about his clothes?” 
 Milton closed his eyes, bewildered. “... I forget.” 
 Patiently, Garnett tried another tangent. “All right, Milton, you're doing fine. Now do you remember what the man said when he gave you the letters and the money?” 
 With sudden brightness: “He said not to spend the money until both letters were delivered.” 
 “And did you do as he asked?” 
 Milton gazed down at his shabby shoes. “I guess I didn't... Well,” he whined, “it's a long ways from Horner to Santee. A man works up a thirst.” 
 “Didn't you see the police officer near the door of Miss Kelly's apartment?” 
 “Miss Kelly?” 
 Garnett sighed and explained who Miss Kelly was, and Milton brightened again. “Oh sure, I saw the cop, Lieutenant, but I wasn't hardly drunk at all. I don't know why he picked me up. Why did he pick me up, Lieutenant?” 
 Even Garnett's patience was beginning to wear thin. His gaze was colder as he fixed it on the boozer. “You know why you were picked up. Like you said, you weren't that drunk.” He leaned across the table and said quietly. “All right, Milton, now we're through playing. Now we're going to get some questions answered, one way or another. Is that clear?” 
 Milton looked uneasy. “... I don't know what you want, Lieutenant.” 
 “Straight answers, Milton. Like you take your muscatel. Straight. Or maybe you'd like to sweat under the lights. You ever spend fifteen, twenty hours under the lights, Milton?” 
 The little bum swallowed. He wiped his sweaty face on his sleeve and said, “Can I sit down, Lieutenant?” Garnett indicated a chair at the end of the table and Milton collapsed. We waited five, ten seconds while he took himself in hand. Then: 
 “That cop at the Palmer, when he grabbed me he liked to broke my arm. First time in my life I ever wore a pair of cuffs. So I knew it was more than just another drunk beef. I knew it had to be somethin' about them letters, but honest, Lieutenant, I never knew what was in them. I just delivered them, like the man said.” 
 “Ah,” Garnett said, like a man who had just finished off a thick steak. “We're back tothe man again. Tell me about him, Milton. Straight, remember.” 
 “You won't believe me, Lieutenant. That's why I never told you before. He was a bum. Just a bum, like everybody else on the Street. Like me, I guess.” He lifted his head and peered down the table at our faces. “See, I told you. You don't believe me.” 
 “Go on,” Garnett said, so quietly that it was almost a whisper. 
 “That's about all. I was standin' on the corner at Horner and Third, and up walks this bum and says how would I like to make ten bucks. I tell him not to bother me, I'm busy, but then he goes in his kick and peels off the ten and I know he means business.” 
 “Peels the ten off of what?” 
 “A roll. A big one.” 
 “A Street bum. Pulls out a fat roll and pays you ten dollars to deliver a pair of letters. Doesn't that sound a little foolish?” 
 “I kept tellin' you,” Milton whined. “You wasn't goin' to believe me. But that's the way it was. Go to these addresses, he says. Slip the letters under the door, careful like, so nobody'll see. Then he hands me the ten. You think I'm goin' to ask a bunch of questions and maybe lose all that money?” 
 Garnett nudged him back on the path. “Theman, Milton. What did he look like?” 
 The little drunk screwed up his face. “Tall, almost as tall as the sergeant there, but not as heavy. A long, lanky drink of water. Looked like a clodhopper or somethin'.” 
 “What do you mean, clodhopper? A farmer?” 
 Milton made a painful effort to remember. “No... at least I don't think so. The kind of clothes he had on was just somethin' to cover him up, you know what I mean? Maybe it was somethin' in his face— he had queer-lookin' eyes. Not much color.” 
 “How about the way he talked? You notice anything there?” 
 Milton licked his dry lips and tried to keep his thoughts in line. “The way he talked... I forget, Lieutenant. He just talked, that's all.” 
 “He didn't have an accent?” 
 Milton shook his head. “I don't remember it if he did. But now that you brought it up, maybe there was somethin' a little funny about him. It wasn't a clodhopper he reminded me of so much; it was a Holy Joe.” 
 Garnett looked at Lavy, then at me, and finally back to Milton. “You mean he might have been a preacher?” 
 “Who said preacher? Holy Joe. You see them all the time on the Street, poundin' a Bible at all hours.” 
 Lavy leaned across the table and spoke for the first time. “A nut,” he said. “Some kind of religious nut. Is that what you're saying?” 
 Milton looked down at his hands. They were shaking. He looked up wearily and said, “Sure, I guess that's what he was. A nut. Did I tell you what funny eyes he had? Not much color. Ain't that the kind of eyes nuts have?” 
 There was a moment of silence, then Garnett called for the jailer to take Milton back to his cell. Before I could object, Garnett said, “I've seen it happen too often. From here on out, he would just say what he thinks we want to hear.” 
 I came half out of my chair. “But we can believe everything he has told us up to now?” 
 “Sit down, Coyle. I didn't say that. There's nothing really bad about Milton; he wouldn't lie just for the sake of lying, but sometimes he's not sure just what is real and what isn't.” 
 “He was lying about the man who hired him to deliver those letters. It's impossible to erase all traces of accent, in a lifetime, even. Much less fifteen years.” 
 The lieutenant held his pipe to the light and carefully inspected the bowl. He took an English-type reamer from his watch pocket and, with the delicate skill of a neurosurgeon, began shaving away the layers of cake. “You are absolutely sure,” he said at last, “that the man we're after—the man who hired Storch to kill you—is a German. More precisely, he is the husband of the woman that you and your tank crew are supposed to have killed. The father of the little girl. If not that, then surely a very close friend or relative of the woman and little girl.” 
 I heard myself saying, “Yes. Absolutely sure.” 
 “With no proof at all to back you up. You are a very intuitive man, Mr. Coyle.” 
 “Save your sarcasm for the skid-row bums, Lieutenant. 
 Garnett finished the reaming operation. He put the tool away and blew the shavings out of the bowl. He ran a cleaner through the stem, then unscrewed the stem and cleaned the shank. At last he reassembled the pipe and began filling it with finely shaved Cavendish. “Please accept my apology, Mr. Coyle. I forgot for a moment that I was talking to a taxpayer.” He glanced at Lavy. “I'm going to be up a while. Why don't you go home, Sergeant?” 
 Lavy shrugged. “I'll just stay around, if you don't mind. That rummy made me look a fool today; I figure I've got some making up to do.” 
 Garnett sighed and looked at me. “Don't you agree, Mr. Coyle, that you taxpayers get a good deal for your money, after all?” 
 The place on the northwest corner of Horner and Third was called Monty's. In front was a liquor store, one of those places that specialize in whatever has the most alcohol for the cheapest price. 
 The three of us got out of the squad car and the frowsy citizens began to scatter. The liquor store was empty of customers by the time we were on the sidewalk. 
 Garnett grinned. “All right, Sergeant,” he said to Lavy. “You work the other side. Hit the joints, the booze shops, the flops, the missions. Use the description that Milton gave us. If you come up with anything...” 
 Lavy nodded, patted his hip pocket to make sure that his police special was in its place. Then he caught a green light and hustled to the other side of the street. 
 A bald, hawk-faced little gaffer was glaring at us through the smeared plate-glass front of the liquor store. Garnett kneed the door open and we went in. “Lieutenant,” the little proprietor whined, “what you tryin' to do, ruin me? You have to park your car right in front of my joint?” 
 We walked straight through and left him fuming. Behind the liquor store there were four snooker tables and two for pool, but not a customer in sight. Garnett glanced at the back door, still standing open, and grinned vacantly. At the second table a rack boy was shaping up the balls. Clouds of smoke hovered over the tables, rolling like the thunderheads that come down the eastern slope of the Rockies in the springtime. 
 Garnett looked at the rack boy and said, “You. Come here.” 
 The “boy” was somewhere in his late sixties. Garnett said gently, “I'm looking for a man, Pop. Maybe you can help. The fellow I want is tall, about the size of Mr. Coyle here, but not as heavy. A lanky sort of fellow, maybe a farmer. Eyes kind of funny. Pale. He looks like the Street, but we don't think he really is. The way he talks might be funny—you know, like a Holy Joe.” 
 The old man peered intently at our faces. “This fellow, he done somethin' bad?” 
 “We just want to talk to him, Pop. You know where he is?” 
 “Nope.” He turned and spat on the floor, then shambled back with his rack. 
 I looked at Garnett. “Is he lying?” 
 “I don't think so. Let's go up front and talk to Monty.” 
 Monty Striker was the hawk-faced owner of the liquor store. He was still whining about the squad car parked in front of his place, and Garnett said mildly, “Shut up, Monty,” and repeated the description that Milton had given us. 
 Monty absorbed the lieutenant's question and considered it carefully, the way a diamond merchant might consider a rare uncut stone. Then he shook his head. “He ain't been in my joint, Lieutenant. Either he's new on the Street or he ain't no boozer, because sooner or later all the alkies wind up here. See that wine over there, the twenty-three per cent stuff, sixty cents a fifth? That's what my customers buy; nobody on the Street can match that price...” 
 “The man we're looking for,” Garnett said. “The description rings no bell at all?” 
 Monty considered again and shook his head again. “He must be new; I thought I knew all the bums on this Street. Tall and lanky ones I know. Farmer types and Holy Joes and just plain nuts. You get to see some queer ducks down here—I know them with eyes like a snake's and the souls of buzzards, but I don't peg the fellow you're talkin' about.” 
 The lieutenant took out his pipe and caressed the brown bowl with his thumb. “If you should pick up anything...” 
 “I'll let you know,” Monty said quickly, and began easing us toward the door. “About that car, Lieutenant...” 
 Out on the sidewalk Garnett looked at the sedan. He got in and drove it around the corner and parked it in front of an all-night movie house. “Now you know what it's like to play policeman,” he said when he got back. “You want out of the game?” 
 “Sometime within the next forty-eight hours the killer's going to make his play against Jeanie. If we don't catch him first.” 
 He looked at me but said nothing. Across the street, Lavy was starting up a dingy stairway toward one of those half-number hotels that thrive on all the Horner Streets of the world. Garnett glanced at his watch and said, “There's a lot of dirt to stir up. We better get started.” 


 It was midnight when we reached the corner of Eighth and Horner, which was the end of the line. Nobody knew the killer. Or if they did they weren't saying. All we had to show for our trouble were sore feet and short tempers. And Jeanie, if the killer played the string all the way out, had four less hours to live. 
 Garnett took out his handkerchief and wiped his forehead. He looked at his watch and grunted. 
 “There's something about you, Coyle,” he said wryly. “I don't think I've had a dozen hours' sleep since I first ran into you.” 
 I gave him a narrow look. “Don't let me keep you up, Lieutenant. There's nothing much going on—just a girl about to be murdered.” 
 We were standing in a yellow pool of light under a corner street lamp, waiting for Lavy to catch up with us on the other side. The Street behind us, all the way to Second, stretched out only half-alive, half-breathing, waiting. We had made all the wine joints, the hole-in-the wall eating places, the missions, the walk-up flophouses and the walk-down bathhouses. Nobody knew the killer. Every time a head shook “no” the knot in my stomach pulled a little tighter. 
 Garnett walked over to a corner call box, unlocked it and checked in with the night shift at headquarters. He came back, and I said, “Is Jeanie all right?” 
 “Miss Kelly's fine. The policewoman has been calling in every hour.” 
 “Is that all they said?” 
 “Not quite. A police artist has been working with Milton—he's finally got a picture that Milton says looks like the man who paid him to deliver the notes.” 
 I stopped breathing. A prickling sensation started at the base of my spine and walked straight up my back. “You've got a picture of the killer?” 
 “Not exactly. It's just a picture of somebody that Milton says... Well, you know Milton. Anyway, they're bringing the picture down here for you to see before they start making copies.” 
 Across the street we saw Lavy appear in the doorway of a basement flophouse. He crossed with the light and came toward us. Garnett told him about the picture, and the sergeant nodded. 
 “Maybe it's the break we've been waiting for.” 
 “And maybe it's something Milton saw in the bottom of an after-shave bottle.” 
 About ten minutes later a squad car pulled up at the curb with the flasher going but no siren. A young, springy plain-clothes man got out of the car and handed the sketch to Garnett. All of us stood under the street lamp looking at the drawing. 
 It was a sad, long face with deep lines around the mouth and an eerie blankness in the eyes. The nose was long and slightly hooked; the lips were thin and looked colorless in the drawing. What promised to be a high forehead was covered by the brim of a shabby hat. A face like this one would not be an easy one to love, but it would be just as hard to hate. It was difficult to rake up any feeling at all about the face, except... Garnett was watching me. “Yes, Coyle?” 
 Something touched a far corner of my mind, then flitted away. The lieutenant moved in closer and prodded. “Do you recognize that face?” 
 “... No. But for just a moment I had a feeling. You know how it is sometimes—you pick a face out of a crowd and hold it for a minute because there's something about it that strikes a familiar chord. The face itself means nothing. So it must be the eyes. Somewhere or other I must have seen eyes like that.” 
 Lavy spoke dryly. “We're not being very lucid, are we, Mr. Coyle?” 
 I recognized the needle, but Lavy was right. The more I talked, the muddier it became in my mind, and I wondered what had made me speak in the first place. 
 “I'm sorry, that's all there is to it. If that's the killer, I don't know him. Anyhow, we have the picture. Isn't there something we can do with it before time runs out on Jeanie?” 
 “How many times does the lieutenant have to tell you?” Lavy said. “Miss Kelly's safe.” 
 We rode the squad car back to the movie house where the lieutenant had parked. Just as we were getting out, the radio began squawking, and the words “Palmer Apartments” froze me. Garnett grabbed the handset. 
 “This is Garnett. What's going on at the Palmer?” 
 Even the dispatcher's voice sounded thin and uneasy. “It's the girl, Lieutenant. Miss Kelly. She's gone. A man got into the apartment dressed as a policeman and took her away.” 
 For the moment I felt only numbness. I watched Garnett's face go pale, and he spoke again into the handset. “A man dressed as a cop simply walked in and took Miss Kelly away? Just like that?” 
 “Not quite, Lieutenant.” The dispatcher's words were almost lost in the hissing receiver. “The patrolman on duty is dead. The policewoman is injured; that's all we know from the first report. Shall I keep you informed?” 
 Garnett was suddenly an old man. But not old enough to stop fighting. He nodded to Lavy, and Lavy piled into the front seat. Garnett and I dumped into the back and the lieutenant yelled, “Don't be afraid of waking up a few bums! Hit the siren!” 









CHAPTER EIGHT
 The Palmer was ablaze with lights. A uniformed cop with blood on his face and an egg-sized lump on his forehead met us on the walk in front of the apartment building. 
 Gamett snarled, “You were here when this tiling happened, Calloway?” 
 The cop swallowed. “Yes sir, I was. Lord knows how it happened. The girl's gone. That ape in the cop's uniform, the one that slugged me and killed Matt Forrester, I guess he's the one that took her.” 
 Garnett flashed the police artist's sketch. Calloway took one look and sighed. 
 “That's the one, Lieutenant.” 
 More policemen and a crew of lab men screamed up at the curb and piled out. Garnett collared a young plain-clothes man. “Morgan, take this back to headquarters and tell them to get started on the copies. Calloway says this is our boy. It might do some good if we get the pictures circulated fast enough.” 
 Morgan was one of those ambitious young cops with notions of his own, but he was smart enough not to argue with Garnett. The lieutenant turned back to Calloway. 
 “Did anybody see how the kidnapper got away with Miss Kelly?” 
 The cop spread his hands helplessly. “I don't think so. Lieutenant Stanton and some other men are inside questioning the tenants, but I don't think so.” 
 A big artery pounded in the lieutenant's neck. “From the beginning,” he said coldly. “A woman's been kidnapped, a cop killed, another one hurt. While all this was going on, I'd be curious to know what our police force was doing.” 
 Calloway turned another shade whiter and looked sick. 
 “Well,” he said uneasily, “to start with, the place went dark. I was up front here by the main entrance and Matt Forrester was standing watch in the hallway near the rear exit. There's another exit in the east wing, but we sealed that one up for tonight. Anyhow, like I say, the whole place goes black. One of Lieutenant Stanton's men found the place out back where the killer shorted the lead-in wires and blew the fuses, but of course we didn't know that then. I yelled at Matt and started back into the building, toward the Kelly girl's apartment, and that was when I heard the shot. The one that killed Forrester, I guess...” 
 Calloway paused for comment, but Garnett said nothing. The cop moved his shoulders in a hint of a shrug. “This here hallway, the corridor that runs the length of the building, was like the inside of a tar barrel. I ran smack into the wall. All the tenants were yelling what's wrong with the lights, and some of them were blundering out into the hallway. I didn't dare do any shooting, even if I could have seen something to shoot at. About that time I struck a match and had myself a look at what was going on, and that's when I got it. I saw him for just a second— the fellow you had a picture of. Then he cracked me on the forehead. Knocked me out clean—must have been out almost fifteen minutes, according to Lieutenant Stanton.” 
 Garnett said tonelessly, “I don't suppose you heard the shot that got Corporal Jansan?” 
 Calloway shook his head. “That was after the killer hit me.” 
 “You know it was the killer?” 
 The cop blinked. “Who else?” 
 Garnett's face turned an unpleasant shade of purple, but his voice didn't change. “You say Lieutenant Stanton is on the case? Where is Stanton now?” 
 “In the Kelly girl's apartment. Him and the Doc and a couple of ambulance boys.” 
 Garnett turned and I followed him into the building. The hallway near Jeanie's apartment was jammed with bug-eyed, pajama-clad tenants, but Garnett bulled through them. Lieutenant Ray Stanton, a gaunt, hungry-looking man of no particular age, waved us in and said to Garnett, “I thought you were on days.” 
 “I've made this case a personal thing; I hope you don't mind.” 
 “Why should I mind? I'm not bucking for anything.” 
 Everybody stood back as the ambulance boys rolled Corporal Elizabeth Jansan out of the apartment. Her eyes were closed, her face was as pale as the sheets that covered her, and her blue lips were icy and lifeless. She looked dead to me, but the doctor said, “She'll be all right soon's we get that bullet out of her,” speaking to no one in particular. He followed the stretcher out of the room, and Lieutenant Stanton closed the door and sighed. 
 “What a lousy mess. I don't like to think what the newspapers are going to say about this.” 
 “Have your men turned up anything?” Garnett said. 
 “Nothing to tell us what the killer did with the Kelly girl, if that's what you mean. You say this case is a pet of yours?” 
 “Something like that.” He nodded in my direction. “This is Mr. Coyle; he and the Kelly girl are engaged to be married...” He glanced at me and added, “I think.” 
 “Lousy break,” Stanton said. “But we've got this town corked tighter than French champagne. We'll get her back.” 
 “Alive?” It must have been my voice, but it sounded like a crack in river ice. 
 Stanton shot a glance at me, then at Garnett. He had me pegged. I was high explosive on a short fuse. “We're doing everything we can, Mr. Coyle.” 
 “It's not enough.” 
 He shrugged and sighed. Garnett said, brisk and businesslike, “That's enough, Coyle.” 
 Stanton said quietly, “My men are turning this block upside down looking for something, anything, that might give us a lead. Some of those men haven't slept for almost twenty-four hours. They didn't have to come; they weren't drafted for the job.” 
 He was right and I was being unreasonable, but that didn't change the fact that Jeanie was in the hands of the killer. I couldn't just stand there waiting. Stanton and Garnett looked at me thoughtfully. The killer didn't have their girl; they could afford to be objective. 
 I turned to leave the apartment and Garnett said, “Where you headed, Coyle?” 
 “I don't know.” 
 As I was leaving the building, pushing my way through the gawking crowd, Sergeant Lavy came up behind me and said, “Can I take you somewhere, Mr. Coyle?” 
 “I'll get a cab.” 
 “No trouble. I've got a car right out front.” 
 He slipped around me and opened the door of the police sedan. I said tightly, “I'd rather be by myself right now, if you don't mind.” 
 He moved casually when I started to step around him, very efficiently blocking my way without appearing to. “Did Garnett send you?” I asked. 
 He nodded. “You know how it is, Mr. Coyle. The lieutenant says keep an eye on you. It's my job.” 
 “Don't you ever take some time off?” 
 He smiled wearily. “Why don't you get in, Mr. Coyle? A free lift on the city, anywhere you want to go.” 
 Arguing was a waste of time, and time was something I had too little of as it was. “All right,” I said. “Take me home.” 
 Lavy made idle, soothing conversation as he drove, and I tried not to scream at him. 
 He braked at the curb in front of my apartment building, and then, sighing: “You're not going to do anything foolish, are you, Mr. Coyle?” 
 “Foolish?” I barely recognized my own voice. “Of course not, Sergeant. I'll just get myself a good night's sleep. We've got to be philosophical about these things. It's a well-known fact that there are more women than men in the world, so what's the big tragedy if just one girl dies tonight? Isn't that the way to look at it, Sergeant?” 
 He hunched uncomfortably behind the wheel. “You know what I mean. Let the police handle this thing their own way.” 
 There was a hot response on the tip of my tongue —then I remembered the near thing with Storch and swallowed the words. “... Good night, Lavy.” 
 I got out of the car and climbed the dingy stairway to my apartment, and when I looked out of the window he was gone. 
 I backtracked down the stairs, left the building by the rear exit and made for the M.G. The only thing I could think of was getting more information out of that skid-row boozer, even if I had to choke it out of him. If his memory was good enough to work with a police artist, then it was good enough for other things. 
 Maybe it was Garnett's habit to pamper alcoholic bums like Milton Ainsworth, but I.... 
 The thought dangled, unfinished. The M.G. wouldn't start. I pulled the starter button and nothing happened. The battery turned the motor, but there was no fire; something was wrong with the ignition. I heard somebody cursing hoarsely, repeating the same four words over and over. The voice was mine. 
 Somehow I knew what I was going to find when I raised the hood. The rotor on the custom dual-contact distributor was missing. There must be at least a thousand ways to put an automobile out of commission in a hurry, but for some reason it is always the rotor. This time, there was something added—a single sheet of paper, folded, tucked between the distributor and the engine block. The same cheap tablet paper. 
 In the beam of the M.G.'s headlights, I read:Time is running out for Miss Kelly. If you want to see her before she dies, follow these instructions. Come to 318 Horner Street, identify yourself to a man named Ben. Come alone. Do not tell the police of this note and make certain that you are not followed. Failure to comply with these instructions will result in the immediate death of Miss Kelly. 
 I crumpled the paper in my hand and squeezed it so hard that my arm ached. The killer was playing with me, taunting me with my own ineptness, savoring every drop of misery that he could squeeze out of me. 
 I had to do as he said—exactly as he said. I unclenched my fist, smoothed the paper in front of the headlights and read the note again.Failure to comply with these instructions will result.... 
 A big hand darted in over my shoulder and grabbed the paper. 
 I wheeled, cursing, and swung wildly. Sergeant Frank Lavy took the right-handed punch on his cheek and fell back two steps. I piled in after him and he tried to hold me off with one hand. I butted him in the stomach. It was like ramming a concrete wall, but he fell back just the same, still trying to fend me off with one hand while holding the paper with the other. 
 “Take it easy, Coyle! It's Lavy!” 
 He had the paper—the key to keeping Jeanie alive. I would do anything to get that paper back; I think I would have killed him if he had given me the chance. 
 “Coyle!” 
 I took another wild swing, deliberately low. I heard him grunt as he faded away toward the rear of the M.G. I bored in again, but this time a rock-hard fist loomed in my face and exploded. 
 “Coyle, stop it!” 
 I hit him full in the mouth. I could feel his big front teeth grinding into my knuckles. It looked like he was going down and I kept after him. He landed a punch alongside my head that made my ears ring. I stumbled forward. Lavy cuffed me on the back of the neck and then cracked my chin with his knee when I started to fall. 
 I fell heavily on my side and then rolled over with my face in the gravel alleyway. Panting, the sergeant knelt beside me and rolled me over. “Coyle, you all right?” 
 “Give me that paper!” I screamed. “I'll kill you!” 
 He took a patterned handkerchief from his chest pocket and dabbed at his bloody mouth. “Yeah,” he said dryly, “you'll live, I guess.” 
 Slowly, he got to his feet, then stepped in front of the M.G. and read the note. He looked at me, read the note through a second time, then folded it and slipped it into his pocket. I dragged myself to my hands and knees, shook my head several times to clear it, and got shakily to my feet. 
 “You just can't keep your nose out of my business, can you?” I snarled. 
 “You're forgetting something,” he said mildly. “I'm a cop. When it comes to murder, that'smy business.” 
 I leaned against the M.G. and looked at Lavy, hating him. “And you won't be satisfied, will you, until you and Garnett and all the rest of you get Jeanie Kelly killed!” 
 He looked at me for what seemed a long time. “Mr. Coyle,” he said finally, in a voice as smooth as silk, “this may get me fired off the Force, but I'm going to tell you something. It is my personal opinion that you are a middle-aged spoiled brat. These things...” nodding at the M.G. “Souped-up kiddie cars. If you don't get your way, you hold your breath until your face turns blue, or knock your head on the floor, or call people dirty names. No matter what goes wrong, it's never your fault; it's always somebody else's. It is my opinion that you're long past due for somebody to knock some sense into that head of yours —unfortunately, I can't be the one because I'm a cop. But I'll tell you something: the police are not going to get Miss Kelly killed. If anybody gets her killed, it will be you.” The sergeant touched the paper in his pocket. “I suppose you meant to follow these instructions, just the way the killer wants.” 
 “Yes. I've got no choice.” 
 “How do you know how much choice you have? How often does a man in your line get to deal with extortioners and murderers?” 
 I began to cool a little, but not much. “Maybe I don't get to meet killers every day of the week, but I know this one means business. Look at Koesler, and Roach, and Carson.” 
 Lavy's eyes narrowed at the mention of his partner's name. “Sure, he means business, but those three deaths didn't really mean anything to a killer like this one. Detective Carson's death—that wasn't planned. Koesler and Roach died not because they were important in the killer's scheme of things, but because they were part of a chain of which you form the last link. You're the pay-off, Coyle. This madman has to squeeze fifteen years' worth of satisfaction out of your dying, and you can be sure that he's not planning anything quick and easy.” 
 I wanted to yell, but the words came out a hoarse whisper. “Can't you understand! His plans for me don't count. I'm thinking of Jeanie.” 
 “So am I. That's why I'm not letting you play into this maniac's hands. The minute he gets his hands on you, Miss Kelly is as good as dead.” 
 Slowly, he was getting through to me. “How... can you be sure?” 
 “There's no such thing as being sure, when it comes to dealing with nuts. But the experience of almost fifteen years as a cop tells me this is the way he's thinking. 
 Deep in that cold void around my stomach I knew he was right. If he could possibly avoid it, the madman wouldn't harm Jeanie until he got me there to see it. An eye for an eye. He wanted to see me hurt in exactly the same way he had been hurt—that was the whole point and substance of his madness. 
 “Well, Coyle?” Lavy asked. 
 “Mabe you're right. But what if you're not? What if I fail to carry out his instructions to the letter and he kills Jeanie?” 
 He shot me a gray, tired look. “On the other hand, what if I'm right? What if you do as he wants and he kills her a little at a time right in front of your eyes?” 
 I sagged against the M.G. 
 “You ready to try it my way, Coyle?” 
 I nodded. 


 Three eighteen Horner was an all-night cafeteria, a place with worn oilcloth on the tables and one-arm chairs against the walls. The air was steamy and sour with the smell of thin gravy and unwashed bodies. I skipped the steam table and picked up a cup of coffee at the end of the line. 
 I asked the cashier, “Is Ben around?” 
 He fixed an unblinking stare on my face. “Who wants to know?” 
 “The name's Coyle.” 
 A customer came through with liver and bacon. The cashier rang up the sale and fixed me again with the stare. “Ben know you?” 
 “We never met, but he probably knows the name.” 
 He shifted his stare and glanced over my shoulder, and somebody must have given him the nod. “The end chair,” he said. “By the cigarette machine.” 
 Ben was a gaunt wolf of a man of no particular age, a cheap-Jack hustler exactly like a thousand others of his mark. “Coyle,” I said. “I think you have some information for me.” 
 He glanced at me with pouchy eyes. “What kind of information?” he asked sleepily. 
 “An address, I think.” 
 “And how do I know you're who you say you are?” 
 I showed him my driver's license and some other things from my wallet. He yawned. “All right, Coyle. The Cedars.” 
 He started to get up from his chair, but I grabbed his arm and held him there. 
 “What did the man look like?” 
 His eyes went frosty, then blank. “What man is that, Mac?” 
 “The one who gave you the money to wait for me.” 
 “Mac, I don't know what you're talking about.” Even his voice had gone blank. “I don't know any man and I wasn't waiting for anybody.” 
 “Listen to me, hustler,” I told him. “See that man up front, in the chair by the door? He's a cop. There are more cops outside, and none of them have had much sleep the past forty-eight hours, so they're not in the mood for stalling. The man who paid you is probably a murderer. How about it, Ben? Did he pay you enough to make you risk a rap for accessory?” 
 The hustler's eyes were no longer sleepy. He glanced at the door and saw that I had spoken the truth about Lavy, and he began to worry. 
 “Look, mister, I told you all there is. I can't tell you something I don't know, can I?” 
 “All right, I guess I'll just have to get the detective to take you down to headquarters.” 
 I started to get up and this time he reached out and grabbedmy arm. “Just a minute. I don't want nothin' to do with murder. You on the level about that?” 
 “Talk!” 
 He spread his hands and rolled his eyes up in his head. “Cripes, I wasn't just puttin' you on, mister. I was down the street mindin' my own business, standin' in front of a pool hall, when this creep comes up to me and asks where's there a decent place to eat, so I tell him this place here, where we're at now...” 
 “What time was that?” 
 “Seven... eight hours ago. It was just gettin' dark.” 
 “What did he look like?” 
 “Like I said, a creep. A long horse face and a voice like the call to judgment. Funny-looking eyes. Anyhow, I told him to try the cafeteria. Maybe an hour later I drop in for a cup of Java and who do I run into but him, the creep again. That's when he hit me with this proposition—says it's worth a pair of twenties if I'll just sit here and give you the words, The Cedars, when you show up. He left and I haven't seen him since. Not that I mind. He paid me in advance.” 
 That had a queer ring to it. “Just like that, he gave you forty dollars? How'd he know you wouldn't walk off the job?” 
 The hustler started getting nervous all over again. “He just knew—I can't tell you how. He sat there looking me up and down with those funny eyes, and I knew he'd just as soon kill me as look at me. Maybe rather. Without saying a word, he let me know that my health would take a sudden turn for the worse if I didn't do like he said.” 
 “That's all?” 
 “So help me!” 
 Lavy had faded out of the place while my back was turned, but I found him around the corner from the cafeteria, in an unmarked police car, talking to Garnett. 
 “The Cedars,” I said. They looked at me blankly. “That was the message. 'The Cedars.' What does it mean?” 
 Garnett said, “There's a roadhouse south of the city; a third-rate cocktail place, jukebox, dancing. I think there's a motel.” 
 Lavy nodded. “That's the place. The Cedars.” He was already pulling away from the curb. 
 The Cedars was a dingy frame roadhouse trimmed in blue neon, with a graveled parking space on one side and a string of cabins on the other. The roadhouse was dark, except for the blue neon. Lavy drove on past for two blocks and parked. 
 “Nothing doing at the roadhouse,” Garnett said. “It has to be the motel.” 
 “Or a trial run,” Lavy said, “just to see if Coyle follows instructions.” 
 The lieutenant grunted. “It's your play, Coyle. If you want it.” 
 “I want it. I also want the Luger that Sergeant Lavy took from me earlier.” 
 The officers looked at each other, then at me. “You know I can't do that,” Garnett said. “You don't even have a permit. If you was to shoot somebody, it would be my neck.” 
 “And what if somebody shoots me or Jeanie? Whose neck will it be then?” 
 The lieutenant sighed. “All right, Lavy, I guess we'd better go back ourselves and shake up that flea-bag.” 
 Panic streaked up my back. “Forget the pistol!” I wasn't going to have them blundering through those cabins and maybe getting Jeanie killed. 
 Garnett smiled grimly but said nothing. He and Lavy got out of the car, and I got out of the back seat and slid under the wheel. I didn't like the idea of them being in the car at all, but Garnett insisted. They got down on the floorboards behind the front seat, and I prayed that the killer wouldn't see them. 
 “All right,” the lieutenant said. “See what you can stir up, Coyle.” 
 If I had that pistol, I'd be in a position to protect myself, and maybe Jeanie as well. But Garnett had to play it by the book. A detective lieutenant bucking for captain—he wasn't sticking his neck out for anybody... 
 That was when I found the Luger. On the floorboard beside the accelerator, where my foot couldn't miss it. I reached down for the pistol and shoved it in my waistband, and suddenly I felt much better about having the cops along. A man like Garnett didn't mislay firearms by accident. 
 From behind the driver's seat I heard Lavy growl uncomfortably. I started the sedan and drove back to The Cedars. The office and registration desk for the motel was in the first cabin, which was also edged in blue neon. 
 “You'd better take this,” Garnett said. I reached cautiously behind the seat and a piece of paper was put in my hand. It was the picture of the killer. I folded it and put it in my jacket pocket, then I got out of the car and walked across a graveled driveway to the office. 
 The door was locked. I peered through a window and saw somebody sleeping on a couch by the desk, and I rapped on the glass with a coin. 
 The sleeping figure didn't move. I went back to the door and started kicking it, and I kept kicking it until it opened. An angry night clerk glared at me. “What the hell, mister? Can't you read!” He pointed to a swinging sign above the door that said no vacancy. “Just be quiet,” I told him, shoving into the office and closing the door. “I want some questions answered. You do that and there won't be any trouble.” 
 The clerk was a pale, pimply faced kid in his late teens. His Adam's apple went up and down as he swallowed, and then he started backing up, and kept on backing until the desk stopped him. 
 “What...” He had to swallow. “... What kind of questions?” 
 I spread the sketch of the killer on the registration desk. “We'll start with this. You ever see this man before?” 
 The kid stared at the picture, licking his pale tongue around his thin lips. “No. I've never seen him.” 
 “This is just a sketch,” I said. “It may not be accurate. Look at it again and tell me if he reminds you of anybody you've seen recently.” 
 He looked again, but I could see that it wasn't registering. “When did you come on duty?” I asked. 
 “Seven o'clock, like every night. Except Mondays. I come on at seven and Mr. Manley, the manager, comes on at seven in the morning and is in charge the rest of the day. I... I could get Mr. Manley for you; his cabin is just next door.” He started edging for the door. 
 “No need to walk,” I said. “Call the manager.” I glanced at a compact PBX behind the desk. “Tell him something important has come up and he'd better come over.” 
 “Something... important?” 
 “I have reason to think one of your guests is a homicidal maniac.” 
 The pale youth went a shade whiter. He began sidling along the desk toward the switchboard. Licking his thin lips, watching me over the handset as he made his connection, he said, “Mr. Manley won't like this. Mr. Manley doesn't like to be disturbed after he goes to bed.” 
 After several long rings, the manager answered, and the kid clerk seemed to shrivel under the blast in the earpiece. “... Mr. Manley, something important has come up. I think...” 
 I heard the angry whack as the manager hung up. The clerk swallowed, eyed me nervously and broke the connection on the switchboard. In less than two minutes the office door burst open and Mr. Manley stood glaring at us. “What the hell's going on here! Yeats, I've told you a hundred times I don't want to be disturbed...” 
 I stepped forward and held the sketch in front of his face. A taut, acid little man on the shady side of fifty, he shot a glance at the picture, then at me. 
 “Who are you?” 
 “My name is Coyle and this is a police matter. Take another look at the picture. Have you ever seen this man before?” 
 “You a cop?” 
 “I'm with the police, yes.” Strictly speaking, that was true. “The picture, Mr. Manley.” 
 Pulling a dressing robe about his thin shoulders, he had another look and shook his head. “Never saw him.” 
 “You're sure?” 
 “Of course I'm sure. Would anybody forget a face like that?” 
 “This is just a sketch drawn from memory; it may not be an exact likeness.” 
 “Sorry,” he snapped. “What do you want with him?” 
 “We think he's a murderer. A homicidal maniac.” 
 He paled, then went to the desk and looked at the register. “I know all the guests except the ones in twelve and fourteen. Yeats?” 
 The kid shook his head. “Twelve's a young couple from Kansas. Fourteen's a salesman. He's a regular.” 
 “He has to be here somewhere,” I snarled. “What about the roadhouse?” 
 “Closed,” the manager said. 
 “I know it's closed,” I told him. “I want to talk to the manager or whoever runs the place.” 
 Manley nodded for the kid to get on the phone and wake him. 
 The roadhouse manager had living quarters over his place of business, and he wasn't any happier over the roust than Manley had been. The picture meant nothing to him. 
 I had to believe him, no matter how much I hated it. I went back to the car and sat behind the wheel feeling sick to the bone. Because of my blundering, I had let the cops in on this thing, and now the chances were very short that Jeanie was dead. I had killed her... I had killed Jeanie just as surely as though I had pulled the trigger myself. 
 From behind the seat, Garnett said impatiently, “Well?” 
 “He's not here,” I said flatly. “Nobody at the motel or roadhouse has ever seen him.” 
 Lavy sighed. “So it was a dry run after all.” 
 Garnett said, “Maybe he's staked out somewhere watching us, making sure that Coyle's by himself. Drive around to the parking lot, Coyle, and see what happens.” 
 Now we were whistling in the dark. Nothing was going to happen and Garnett knew it as well as I did. But I did as he said and we waited, hardly moving, hardly breathing, for almost half an hour, and finally the lieutenant said, “If he was going to show, he would have done it by now. We might as well go home. The next move is up to the killer.” 
 “Sure,” I said bitterly. “All we have to do now is wait until somebody turns up Jeanie's body.” 
 “Take it easy, Coyle.” Garnett sounded as tired as I felt. “The snakes are after you. You're about to come loose at the seams, which is just what the killer wants. The minute you start going to pieces, that's when he will kill Miss Kelly. That's the whole point of the kidnapping. He wants to watch you squirm. Until that happens, he isn't going to harm her.” 









CHAPTER NINE
 They let me out in front of my apartment building. 
 “Try to relax,” Lavy said. “Believe me, everything possible is being done to help Miss Kelly.” 
 I looked at Lavy and Garnett through a red haze, and I worked my mouth, but the words wouldn't pass my swollen throat. I turned and started up the walk toward my apartment. 
 “One more thing,” Garnett said. “No stupid tricks on your own—understand? Leave it to the police.” 
 I kept walking. 
 “You hear me, Coyle?” 
 I went into the building and closed the door and climbed the stairs to my apartment, and when I looked down from the street window the police sedan wasn't there. 
 I turned on the lights and sat down and tried to think. Tried to hope. Tried to make myself believe that possibly there was something in what Garnett had said—maybe there was a chance that Jeanie was still alive. It was useless. All the hope had been kicked out of me. I sat for a long while, my brain filled with blackness. 
 There was a knock at the door. The sound jarred me out of my stupor. What time was it—three, four in the morning? Who would be at my door at that hour? 
 “Mr. Coyle?” It was Mrs. Willard, the apartment manager. 
 “What is it?” 
 “I don't like to disturb you, Mr. Coyle, but the boy said it was important and wanted me to give it to you as soon as you came...” 
 I got up and opened the door, and Mrs. Willard held it out to me. 
 “I know it's simply an awful hour, but the boy did say...” 
 “What boy?” 
 “The Western Union boy; the one that brought it. He did say it was important, and I thought... Well, I signed for it. I hope you don't mind.” 
 The boy had said no such thing. Mrs. Willard was one of those women to whom all telegrams were life-or-death matters, and she simply couldn't wait until morning to find out what was in this one. I thanked her and told her that she had done the right thing, and then I took the yellow envelope and closed the door as her eyes registered dismay. 
 I stared at the yellow envelope. It was shaking. 
 My hand was shaking. Something had been changed —this time it wasn't a scrawled note on cheap paper; it was a telegram. 
 I tore open the envelope. The words jumped out at me in bold focus. 


 MISS KELLY HAS BUT A SHORT WHILE TO LIVE. PLEASE COME ALONE. ALL SAINTS HOSPITAL FOURTH AND WASHINGTON. 


 That was all. No name, for no name was needed. The message was all too clear, as the sender had known it would be. To anyone else it would appear perfectly harmless. The killer must have been amused at his own cleverness. Threatening murder through a public-communication system. Arranging the rendezvous near All Saints Hospital; that was the touch that made my flesh crawl. Hospitals and death; they went together. Even the warning to come by myself appeared perfectly commonplace. A person in a hospital, on the brink of death—naturally the doctors wouldn't allow a lot of visitors, only a very special few. 
 But at least Jeanie was still alive. Garnett had guessed right about that. The madman, whoever he might be, was reluctant to kill Jeanie without having the two of us together. Yet, there was a kind of bleak finality in that telegram. The killer had delayed this murder about as long as he dared. He must know that time was running against him, that soon the police dragnet was certain to close around him. 
 I couldn't see them from my window but I knew that Garnett's men were down there somewhere. This was the kind of thing the lieutenant would be looking for, and he knew me well enough to know that this time I'd try to duck him. 
 I tried to think, but my mind was numb. Time wasted away, dribbled away like grains of sand between my fingers. 
 I went to the window. The first signs of dawn were beginning to show. There were no police cars in the street, but that didn't mean anything. 
 A milk truck rattled into the street. The delivery-man entered the building and I could hear him setting out the full bottles and taking in the empties. The milkman left the building, got in his truck and drove down the street and out of sight. That was when I saw the other truck—the truck that picked up the apartment's dry cleaning and laundry. 
 All I saw, actually, was the tail end of it as it turned off the street onto the driveway that circled around to the rear of the apartment building. I began to see how I might get out of here without advertising it to Garnett. 
 Somewhere down the hall, a door opened, then closed. That would be my neighbor, two doors down, Sam Arlund. Arlund was a bus driver; he left for work this time every morning. Now there was another sound, the laundryman bumping down the corridor with his heavy bundles. 
 “'Mornin', Mr. Arlund.” 
 “Uh...?” The bus driver was still half-asleep. “Oh, hello, Frank. I put my laundry outside my door.” 
 “Already got it, Mr. Arlund.” 
 I went to the door and listened, and as I listened, I counted all the money I had with me, in my wallet and in my pockets. It came to twenty-four dollars and thirty cents. How much did a laundryman make? I wondered. Would twenty dollars impress him? 
 The bus driver plodded to the end of the hall and down the stairs. The other tenants wouldn't begin to stir for another hour or more. Now or never, I thought, and jerked open the door. 
 The laundryman made a surprised sound as I almost stepped into his arms. “Oh... hello, Mr. Coyle. 'Mornin'.” 
 “Good morning, Frank.” Both of us spoke in whispers. He was looking at me in a curious way. No doubt Frank had seen the papers and read about the killings. “Frank...” Then I motioned him down to the end of the hall and said again, “Frank... I need your help. Did you see anybody downstairs as you came into the building?” 
 He nodded—a big young guy with not too much forehead. “Sure, Mr. Coyle, the cops. I figured they was here because of you, kind of protectin' you from that nut I been readin' about.” 
 “They are, Frank, but right now I don't want protecting. This is very important, Frank. I've got to get out of here without being seen. Will you help me?” 
 He squinted and looked uncertain. I unfolded two tens and held them out to him. “You could do it easy, Frank. Just bundle me up in a sheet and throw me in the back of your truck with the dirty laundry. Nobody'd ever notice.” 
 He wasn't so rich that twenty dollars didn't interest him; but getting cute with the cops was out of his line. “Gee, Mr. Coyle, I don't know.” 
 “Listen to me, Frank.” I was sweating with the effort of keeping my voice calm and low. “I can't tell you how important this is to me. It could easily mean the difference between life and death for someone.” I put the bills in his hands and he couldn't make himself give them back. I started coaxing him downstairs before he could get his thoughts organized. 
 On the ground floor, by the rear exit, there was a small mountain of laundry waiting to be loaded. I showed him what to do. He went out the first time carrying a big armload of real laundry, and when he came back, he said, “The two cops are still out there. One by the carports, the other one down the driveway a piece.” 
 I took a deep breath. “All right, Frank, let's go.” I spread a sheet on the floor, then got on it. Frank folded the sheet over me, tied it, then lifted me effortlessly in his huge arms. He took me out and dumped me gently into the rear of his panel truck. “They didn't notice,” he hissed. “Good. Frank, I don't have any more money on me, but it's worth another twenty tomorrow if you'll take me to All Saints Hospital.” 
 “I can't do that, Mr. Coyle. That's clear the other side of town, and I've got a schedule to stick to.” 
 “Can you take me to some place where I can get a cab?” 
 “Well... sure, I guess so. After I get loaded here.” 
 I waited, balled up in my white cocoon, while Frank made three more trips for apartment laundry. Frank started the truck and I threw off the sheets as we rattled up the alley to the street. 
 I paid the cabby at Fourth and Washington, in front of the hospital. That solid building of red brick rose up like some medieval fortress in the morning mist, and a crisp, slender nurse came out of somewhere and hurried silently up the long flight of white cement steps. I moved down a few paces to where Washington dead-ended on Fourth. No one was waiting. The street was empty and silent. I stood on the corner specified in the telegram, in a pool of blue-white light from a street lamp. The morning had reached that uncertain hour where grayness prevailed and all the city looked as thoroughly dead as a steel-point etching. 
 With every second that passed the knot in my stomach became heavier and colder. I couldn't remember the time when I had last eaten or slept or drawn a breath that was not laced with anxiety. Time dragged. The street remained empty. A blank, unsurmountable wall of hopelessness rose up in my mind. I had blundered again, somehow. I didn't know how; I'd followed the instructions as faithfully as I possibly could, but somehow, somewhere, I must have blundered. 
 “Mr. Coyle?” 
 I jumped as though a gun had been jammed in my back. She must have come out of the hospital, out of one of the many service entrances, coming up behind me, silently. 
 “I'm sorry,” she said quickly. “I didn't mean to startle you. I'm Mildred.” Then she saw that the name meant nothing to me. “Mildred Flagg,” she added, sighing. “But I don't suppose Fred told you about me, did he? Fred's like that, you know. He forgets.” 
 Too much was happening too fast. I didn't understand any of it. “Fred?” 
 A frail little woman with a pinched, childlike face and pale-blue eyes, Mildred Flagg said timidly, “I didn't make a mistake, did I? Youare Mr. Coyle, aren't you?” 
 “Yes, my name is Coyle. Buck Coyle.” 
 There was a puzzled dullness in those blue eyes. “I don't understand. Fred called just a few minutes ago, as I was coming off duty.” She still wore the stiff, dead-white uniform and cap of a registered nurse. “Fred said you'd be waiting here, on this corner, and he asked me to meet you and take you to my place and he'd meet us there...” Her small voice trailed off in confusion. “I'm sorry, Mr. Coyle, but I don't understand at all... Fred said you were an old friend of his...” 
 I was beginning to understand. This was another example of the killer's psychotic love of indirection. How this little nurse with the tired eyes figured in the madman's scheme, I couldn't guess, but I'd play along with the game, whatever it was. 
 I made myself laugh. In my own ears it sounded hollow and frightened. “You'll have to excuse me, Miss Flagg. You see, I never thought of Fred by his real name; we had nicknames for each other. In the old days.” 
 “Is that so?” It sounded phony to her, too. “Fred Stanley? It seems a nice, normal name to me.” 
 “And you're perfectly right, Miss Flagg. Nicknames are silly.” I had a strong hunch that Nurse Flagg had innocently got herself mixed up in something that she didn't even begin to understand. 
 My grin felt sharp and jagged, like a crack in plate glass. “That's Fred for you. Always doing the unexpected.” 
 “Really? That's odd, isn't it? I've always thought Fred to be quite punctual and predictable. His calling and asking me to meet you was the only truly unpredictable thing I've ever known him to do.” 
 I had blundered again, but I didn't know how badly. I said lamely, “Time changes all of us, doesn't it?” 
 She studied me with growing distrust and I thought I had better get the conversation on the right track. “Did Fred say why he wanted to meet me at your place, instead of here?” 
 She shook her head. “No. When I talked to him, he sounded rather... disturbed.” There was something in the way she said that—disturbed. 
 My muscles ached with wanting to grab her and shake her until she told me where Jeanie was. But she probably didn't know. Probably as far as she knew, Fred was a nice, quiet guy who liked to mind his own business. I wondered what she would think if she knew that Fred had already killed three people and, unless something happened fast, the count would soon go up to five. 
 But all I said was, “There's a taxi stand up on the next corner, Miss...” 
 She said not to bother; she had her own car in the hospital parking lot. Mildred Flagg owned a late-model Ford sedan and she drove it with the same thoughtful competence with which she must have run her floor at the hospital. I tried to relax on the passenger side of the seat, but my insides were in knots. If I closed my eyes, I saw Jeanie's face frozen in terror, like ice sculpture. 
 I asked, “How long have you and Fred known each other, Miss Flagg?” 
 She concentrated on the road ahead. “Not long, really.” 
 What did she mean,really? Had it been a casual acquaintance which had just recently become intimate? Could it be that she and Fred were in this thing together? 
 We came to a cross-town thoroughfare and she slipped the Ford expertly into the flow of early traffic. I didn't notice where we were going. I didn't care. If Jeanie wasn't there, it didn't make any difference. And if she was there... 
 Then I thought of something else. Nurse Flagg had talked to the killer just before she left the hospital. He had told her just where to find me. That must mean that he had known every move I had made, from the time I bribed the laundryman to now. It was a chilling thought. Not even a ghost could have trailed me from the apartment to the hospital. But the killer had. 
 “Is something wrong, Mr. Coyle?” The nurse was watching me from the corner of her eye. 
 “I was just thinking...” 
 “About Fred?” 
 “Yes, I suppose I was.” 
 “You and Fred were very close, weren't you, when you were boys? In Texas?” 
 “Yes.” In Texas? Who did she think she was kidding? 
 “Did you know his parents?” 
 “Not very well. You know how it is with kids; they don't pay much attention to adults.” 
 She drove on, staring fixedly into the windshield. Then, with sudden decision, she turned onto a side street and stopped. 
 “All right, Mr. Coyle, you don't know Fred at all, do you? Fred Stanley never knew his own parents; he was raised in an orphanage. And he has never lived in Texas.” Those tired eyes were flashing now, with anger. 
 “Orphanage?” The word stumbled over my tongue. 
 “A church orphanage, back East somewhere. He told me where, but I've forgotten.” 
 Something was wrong. The picture that had been so clear had suddenly gone muddy and distorted. The killer was a German. He couldn't have been raised in an American orphanage, back East or anywhere else. 
 “Mr. Coyle...” Nurse Flagg stared as I held my head in both hands and tried to hold my thoughts together. “Mr. Coyle, what is it!” 
 “Miss Flagg—how long have you known Fred Stanley? Howwell do you know him?” 
 “Why should I tell you?” Her chin tilted stubbornly. 
 My mouth was filled with saw-toothed words, but I swallowed them. I said, “Because a girl's life may depend on it. The girl I want to marry. I think Fred is going to kill her unless I can find a way to stop him.” 
 Her eyes were pale-blue saucers. “You... you must be insane!” 
 “That thought has crossed my mind more than once, but I'm afraid I'm sane, Miss Flagg—perfectly sane. And the nightmare I'm living is real. Now, will you please tell me about Fred Stanley?” 
 She didn't know whether to believe me or start screaming for help. Then I remembered something, and I took the folded sketch from my jacket pocket and showed it to her. She made a little sucking sound as she inhaled. 
 “That's Fred!” 
 “Miss Flagg,” I said with false calm, “listen to me. Listen very closely.” And I told her, as quickly and precisely as possible, about the little boozer and the artist's sketch. In a few words, I told her what I could of Germany, and the dead woman and the little girl. And Orlan Koesler and Charlie Roach, and the threatening notes. And finally I showed her the telegram—and that capped it. After the telegram, she believed. 
 That is, she believed that I wasn't deliberately lying. She was still a long way from believing that Fred Stanley could be a killer. 
 “Miss Flagg, will you help me?” 
 “Yes...” nodding slowly. “If I can.” If it didn't bother Fred. 
 “Will you just drive me to your place and let me talk to him?” 
 After a moment's hesitation, she nodded again. “All right, Mr. Coyle. I must admit that I don't understand any of this, but I'm sure that Fred can explain...” She started the car. 
 “A while ago,” I said, “I asked if you had known Fred long and you said 'not really.' What did you mean by that?” 
 Several seconds must have passed before she said, “I've known Fred quite well for several months— more than a year.” 
 “But before that you knew him in a more casual way?” 
 “Yes... casual. In a business way; nothing else.” 
 “Was it in a hospital that you knew him? Was he a patient of yours?” 
 She shot me a look, her mouth set in a thin line. “There are things a nurse may not discuss, Mr. Coyle. Anyhow, in a very few minutes Fred will tell you himself anything you need to know.” 
 “Haven't you listened to a thing I said, Miss Flagg? Can't you get it through your head that you're not just toying with the niceties of professional ethics? You may very well be helping snuff out a human life.” 
 She looked angry and worried, and strangely self-conscious. “Wait a minute,” I blurted. “Are you in love with him? Is that the reason you're covering up for him?” 
 She didn't have to answer. The high color in her cheeks told me all I needed to know. It also explained why the killer wasn't known on Horner Street. Mildred Flagg might be a lonesome woman, but she was not the type to take up with a skid-row bum. The killer wasn't known on Horner Street because, except for these past twenty-four hours, he'd probably never been there. 
 We were on a quiet residential street, a street of modest frame and brick houses and stately elms with brown autumn leaves. Miss Flagg turned the Ford into a graveled driveway and stopped beside a one-story frame house with an old-fashioned porch all the way across the front. This was the place where Mildred Flagg lived. She had lived here with her parents until they died, and now she lived here alone. There was something about that house, something forlorn, with the feeling of emptiness, although it was cluttered with an unusual amount of dark, old-fashioned furniture and dozens of whatnots and gewgaws of all descriptions. The thing I felt about the place was loneliness. It had seeped into the walls and furnishings. I could smell it. 
 Nurse Flagg unlocked the front door to the dark mustiness of aged wood and fabrics. “Fred should be here soon. May I make you some coffee, Mr. Coyle?” 
 I said yes to the coffee and followed her through the house as she went from room to room opening blinds. Then I began to feel it. There was something here besides loneliness. It clung to the still air like the after-scent of funeral flowers. I couldn't name it, but it raised the hackles on my neck and left me sweating. 
 “Did you hear... something?” 
 “Hear what?” We had entered a small, neat kitchen and Mildred Flagg was measuring coffee into an electric percolator. 
 What had I heard? I didn't know. I couldn't even guess. Maybe the pounding of my own heart. “I thought I heard something. Do you mind if I look through your house, Miss Flagg?” 
 She smiled faintly. “Do you think Fred is hiding here? In a closet, behind a door—under the bed, possibly?” 
 “Humor me, Miss Flagg.” 
 She plugged the percolator in and nodded. “Look all you like, Mr. Coyle. But Fred isn't here. When he comes, you'll hear him. He'll come up the driveway, whistling, like always.” 
 It wasn't Fred I was looking for. I was looking for Jeanie. If Jeanie was still alive. Now, finally, I had to acknowledge a possibility that I had purposely turned blind to until now. It might be that I wasn't looking for Jeanie at all. It might be that there wasn't any Jeanie now—only her body. 
 Back in that dim front room, I got out my handkerchief and mopped my palms and forehead. Take it easy, Coyle. Jeanie's safe. The killer wouldn't have sent that telegram if he had meant to harm her. 
 I looked everywhere Jeanie could have been hidden. In the closets, under the beds, behind the bathroom shower curtains. She wasn't here. Still, this house had to have something to do with the killer and his plans. This is where I'd have to stay until he made his next move. 
 Then, on what used to be called a library table, I saw the glint of lacquered brass on green wool. 
 “Miss Flagg!” 
 The shout was startling in that small room, and Nurse Flagg appeared almost immediately. “The belt buckle, there on the table,” I managed hoarsely. “Have you ever seen it before?” 
 She looked at me, anxiety in her eyes. Then she went to the table and cautiously touched the buckle, as though it might be alive. “No, I've never seen it before. Where did it come from?” 
 “The last time I saw it, Jeanie Kelly was wearing it.” I remembered the dress only too well—green to match Jeanie's eyes. With touches of lacquered brass on the buckle and buttons. “Jeanie has been here, in this house, in this room,” I heard myself saying in a flat, cold voice. “That, or the killer has been here. One of them left this buckle.” 
 Mildred Flagg swallowed with difficulty. “But why!” 
 “If it was Jeanie, she left it to let me know that she had been here. That the killer—your Fred Stanley— had brought her here.” 
 She blurted again, as though they were the only two words she knew: “But why!” 
 “Can you think of a better place to commit murder? Who would look for a homicidal maniac in a quiet, respectable neighborhood like this?” 
 But she wasn't listening. That was something I was beginning to learn about Mildred Flagg—when there was something she didn't want to hear, she simply refused to listen. 
 “Miss Flagg...”I moved over to face her, looking down into those pale eyes, sad eyes. “Miss Flagg, is his name really Fred?” 
 She was only faintly surprised by the question. But something happened to her—somewhere in her mind a wall of resistance began to crumble. Then she sighed a long sigh and said, “I can't tell you much, Mr. Coyle. There really isn't much to tell.” 
 “Will you help me, Miss Flagg?” 
 She hesitated. “What do you want to know?” 
 “About the man you call Fred Stanley. Wherever he is, he has Jeanie with him, and he means to kill her. He would like to have me there when he does it. You remember what I told you about the woman and little girl in Germany? This man—the killer—has his own twisted idea about poetic justice. The way he sees it, it would sort of even things up i£ he killed...” 
 “I understand about that.” At last she was listening. “About Fred... I don't know what his real name is. When I first met him, almost fifteen years ago, he had no name, no face, not even a past, and not much of a future.” 
 “What do you mean?” 
 “I was an Army nurse during the war, stationed in England. He had been burned, terribly, and his face was a blackened mask. When they brought him to my hospital ward he was burned beyond recognition; his dog tags had been lost and, as a result of shock, he was suffering from almost total amnesia. He didn't know who he was, and no one could tell him.” 
 “Is there any possibility that he could be German?” 
 She shook her head. “When our infantry medics found him, he was wearing an American uniform— what was left of it.” 
 “What outfit?” 
 She shrugged. “There was no insignia on his clothing.” 
 A lot of outfits removed identifying patches when they went on attack. I said, “Given time and care, amnesia usually clears itself up, doesn't it?” 
 But she was already shaking her head, so I probed in another direction. “A while ago you mentioned that Fred sounded 'disturbed' when you talked to him. That word is beginning to take on new meaning for me. In that English hospital,” I pressed, “in that ward of yours—was it a mental ward?” 
 “Mr. Coyle, amnesia in no way implies...” 
 “I'm not talking about amnesia, Miss Flagg. Was Stanley a mental patient?” 
 She winced. But at last, staring straight through the spot where I stood, she nodded. 
 “And you still can't tell me where to find him or Miss Kelly?” 
 “... No.” 
 “Even if it could save Stanley's life? The cops, if they find him first, won't take his Service and hospital record into account. They won't even know about it. They'll just know one thing—he's a cop killer. They'll drop him on sight.” 
 Her face began to wrinkle and break up like a papier-mache mask. She turned her head away and said, “Do you think I haven't thought of that?” All her tears, I guessed, had already been shed. Long ago. “I don't know any more, Mr. Coyle. Fred said he'd meet you here. That's all I can tell you.” 
 Ugly questions circled like vultures in my mind. But it was the killer's game. All I could do was wait. Very slowly, I reached out and took that green and brass buckle in my hand and closed it in my fist and squeezed it until little cramp knots began jumping on my forearm. If Jeanie had left that buckle, it meant that she was probably safe and not far away, and that terror hadn't paralyzed her mind. But if the killer had left it, it could only mean that he felt compelled to drag out his torture, to prolong the taunting to the last possible minute. 
 Mildred Flagg must have been aware of all that hate that had been building up inside me for longer than I wanted to remember. She tried to speak but made no sound. Abruptly, she wheeled and ran from the room. 
 I followed her through that musty, uncomfortable house to that bright, neat kitchen. I didn't want to hurt her; and I was sorry that she was so lonely that she had fallen in love with a madman, but I couldn't stand there doing nothing, saying nothing, just waiting on the homicidal whim of a maniac. 
 Without looking at me, she poured coffee into two small, delicate cups and placed them on a metal breakfast table. She pushed one of the coffee cups toward me, but I didn't sit down. “Don't ask me to help you, Mr. Coyle. I brought you here because Fred asked it, but don't expect me to do any more. I couldn't hurt him... no matter what he's done.” 
 “Even if he has killed and intends more killing?” 
 Gravely: “No matter what.” 
 Mildred Flagg sank to a chair and stared at her coffee without touching it. She had been talking but saying little. One thing she had done, though— she had wrecked my pet theory completely. If the killer wasn't a German seeking vengeance, then who? And why did he hate me so that even death, by itself, was not enough to satisfy him? 
 Suddenly I came erect, as though a cold breath had touched my face. Once more the hackles began to rise on the back of my neck. 
 This time, Miss Flagg heard it, too. A solid but almost inaudible thumping, no louder than a heartbeat. She stared at me with those wide, pale eyes and gasped: 
 “The cellar! When you were searching the house, Mr. Coyle, you forgot about the cellar.” 









CHAPTER TEN
 I hadn't known there was a cellar. There was no way to get to one from inside the house; I had opened every closet, every door. 
 “Follow me, Mr. Coyle.” Nurse Flagg's voice had gone cold now, strangely lacking in excitement and curiosity—almost as though she already knew what we would find. I followed her out the back door onto a flat cement porch, the kind that some people insist on calling a patio. At one end of the porch was a storm cellar-type door, covered with sheet iron and painted white, and a few feet back of the door there was a ventilating chimney. Mildred Flagg started lifting on the door. I took it from her and swung it open, and the moist, earthly smell of the grave rose up from the darkness and enveloped us. 
 We listened. The thumping was louder, coming from below. I thought of all the horror stories I had read as a kid, of people getting buried by mistake when they weren't really dead; buried alive. And how they would always wake up too late, after the grave was filled, and how they would claw and scratch and beat on the coffin... That is what this sound reminded me of. 
 Nurse Flagg grabbed my arm as I started down the cement steps. “What is it?” . 
 “I don't know.” But I was hoping. Hoping so hard that I almost forgot to breathe. “Go get a light of some kind; I'm going to take a look.” 
 I started down the steps again. A narrow shaft of morning light shot down the opening and fell in a brilliant rectangle on the cellar floor. Beyond the rectangle was darkness. 
 “Jeanie...?” 
 It was more of a wish than a question. I stepped cautiously into the darkness and the thumping got louder and faster. 
 “Jeanie...?” 
 The toe of my shoe touched something. Something soft and resilient and alive. Behind me, I heard the swish-swish of Nurse Flagg's crepe soles on the steps, and the sharp beam of an electric lantern stabbed slantwise across the cellar and fell on Jeanie's face. 
 She lay on her side, her wrists fastened behind her back with a length of copper wire, her ankles fastened the same way. Her mouth was gagged with what might have been the sleeve of a discarded shirt, and her eyes stared up at me, wide and swimming with terror, and then with relief. 
 Quickly I knelt beside her, my hands shaking so badly that I could hardly undo the knots in the gag. Nurse Flagg put the lantern down and untwisted the wire at Jeanie's wrists and ankles. Once freed, Jeanie's nerve deserted her, and she clung to me, trembling violently. “Buck! Buck!” 
 I crooned to her. “It's all right, Jeanie. It's all right now. You're safe. No one can hurt you now.” 
 She tried to speak but choked on the words. All she could manage was, “Buck...! Buck...!” over and over. I held her tight, knowing that words would be no good now, knowing that it would take a while before mere words would penetrate the terror. 
 Nurse Flagg looked at me over Jeanie's shoulder, looked at me with a bleakness that was past emotion. She took Jeanie's wrists and began to massage them. 
 “She is in shock; a touch of hysteria is to be expected.” 
 But she didn't know Jeanie as I did. I knew what she was made of. Tough steel and Irish fire. It would take a special brand of terror to break a girl like Jeanie. 
 “She ought to be taken out of here,” Miss Flagg said, holding the light to Jeanie's face, observing the dilated pupils. “You'll have to carry her; she won't be able to stand for a while.” 
 I nodded, holding her gaze for just a moment. And out of that bleakness, she asked, silently:Could Fred have done this thing? My Fred? 
 I said, “Will you hold the light, Miss Flagg?” 
 She stood and shone the sharply focused disk of light on Jeanie, and then she swung the light slowly toward the cellar exit as I lifted Jeanie in my arms and started toward the steps. The electric lantern exploded in Nurse Flagg's hand. 
 It happened with heart-stopping suddenness. A slender pencil of flame stabbed from the darkness. A flash as sourceless as summer lightning lit the cellar for the briefest instant—and in a deafening explosion battered the cellar walls. The lantern vanished. 
 Nurse Flagg stood in the rectangle of light at the bottom of the steps, her white uniform dazzling against the cellar darkness. 
 A lesson well learned is never forgotten, they say. It must be true. I dived, half crouching, half falling, with Jeanie in my arms. I fell across Nurse Flagg's legs and sent her reeling back into darkness, out of the light; then I struck the cellar floor on my shoulder and Jeanie and I hit and rolled almost to the near wall. Something stopped us—a chair, an odd piece of furniture, something. We hit it and stopped rolling and I grabbed for the Luger in my waistband. Grabbed instinctively, without taking time to think. 
 Then, just as instinctively, I held my fire. That was what the sniper was waiting for: to give away my position. Oh, no, I thought grimly. My position was Jeanie's position. I wasn't going to draw fire as long as she was there beside me. 
 Someone was trying to kill us. With a hand gun, from the sound of it—at least a .38 caliber, and probably even bigger. 
 The old sickness that I had once known so well was there in the pit of my stomach, right where it had stayed through every minute of every combat mission of the war. 
 And that's what this was—war. In the cramped confines of a cellar or on the shell-pocked plains of Ubach, as long as one man was trying to kill another, it was war. 
 I reached out and found Jeanie's hand and squeezed it, trying to tell her to stay where she was, to be still and silent and everything would be all right. Her hand was icy, and it was trembling, but she remained perfectly quiet and returned my pressure, and I knew that the Kelly toughness was still there. 
 I began inching away from Jeanie, making for the far wall. Where Nurse Flagg was, I didn't know. My eyes were slowly adjusting to the darkness and they were beginning to distinguish large masses from small, and light masses from dark, but that was no great help in pin-pointing a killer who had a gun and knew how to use it. 
 Something loomed up in front of me—more discarded furniture. Apparently Miss Flagg never threw anything away; she simply stored it in her cellar. 
 Now, near the wall, I could make out Nurse Flagg's white uniform. If I could see it, so could the killer. 
 The longer I stared at it, the whiter that uniform seemed to get. I was glad it was on Nurse Flagg, instead of Jeanie. I doubted that even a madman would kill in cold blood a woman who was probably the only friend he had in the world. 
 Seconds slowly drained away and formed minutes, and still there was no sound in the cellar. I tried to remember where the shot had come from. From the back? From my left, or from my right? 
 I tried an old trick, a simple trick to draw out an enemy's position. Shifting the Luger to my left hand, I fished in my right-hand pocket and came out with a dime. I filled my lungs and held my breath. There wasn't a sound. Outside, I could hear an autumn wind rattling the dry leaves on Nurse Flagg's back-door bed of petunias. But there wasn't a sound in the cellar. I aimed for the far wall and flipped the dime with my thumb. 
 The noise was startling. It lingered an instant and was gone. Nothing followed. Not the slightest reaction from the killer. I lay as still as death on the cold cement floor and tried to figure it out. Was he deaf, or did he have brass-plated nerves that refused to jangle to my brand of trickery? 
 I lay holding my breath until my lungs burned, peering until my eyes jumped, listening until my ears rang. Nothing but cold, dead silence. 
 Slowly—very slowly—I began to get it. Then, full blown, I had it. I knew why the killer made no sound. We were there by ourselves: Jeanie, Nurse Flagg, and I. The killer wasn't there! 
 I couldn't explain how he had managed it, but even before the door at the top of the steps began to close, I knew that he had somehow escaped. But he hadn't gone up the steps; the confusion hadn't lasted long enough for that. Then how...? 
 At the moment, it didn't matter. I glanced up and saw that heavy cellar door coming down like the lid on a coffin. The rectangle of light at the bottom of the steps became narrower and narrower. Then it was gone. The door came down with a crash. 
 For a few seconds, the darkness was almost absolute. I charged blindly toward the steps and fell sprawling on the cement floor. The Luger jarred out of my hand and clattered against the wall. As I wasted valuable seconds pawing for the gun, the killer was barring and bolting the door from the outside. 
 By the time I found the Luger, it was much too late to do anything about the door. But I fumbled along the wall, anyway, until I found the steps, and then I scrambled up the steps until my head cracked against the solid planking. 
 “Stanley, open the door! I want to talk to you!” 
 I might as well have been talking to the cement wall. But I kept yelling and beating on the door. “Stanley, let the women out of here! Whatever you've got against me, meet me with it man to man. 
 “Listen to me, Stanley! Miss Flagg's down here. She's probably the only friend you've got in the whole world. At least open the door and lether out.” 
 I had the childish hope that Mildred Flagg would be his weakness; that he would get to thinking of all she had done for him and take a chance on letting her out. All I wanted at that moment was a crack in the doorway. Just a crack big enough to get the Luger through. 
 “Listen to me, Stanley, you lousy murderer!” 
 I got my shoulders under the heavy door and tried with all my strength to force it. The door wouldn't budge. There wasn't even a crack of light between the door and the facing. I sat on the steps panting, my knees shaking from the exertion. Well, I told myself, this wasn't the only way out of the cellar. The killer had got out with no trouble, and he hadn't used the door. I fumbled for matches, struck one and cupped it in my hands. 
 “Jeanie, you all right?” 
 “Yes, Buck...” 
 It was a small voice, but it wasn't hysterical. 
 “How about you, Miss Flagg?” 
 Mildred Flagg was crouched against the wall, covering her face with her hands. She reminded me of an old-fashioned actress registering shock. It looked too melodramatic to be real. 
 “Miss Flagg...?” 
 Slowly, she moved her hands and squinted at me through her fingers. I struck another match. She hadn't moved. She could have been a starched white statue against the gray cement wall. I said again: 
 “Miss Flagg...?” 
 Then I saw the blood on her hands and face, and Jeanie saw it, too. I stumbled down the stairs, hoarding my flickering match, but Jeanie reached her first. 
 The match went out and I had to use another one. Now we saw that the blood on her face had come from her hands. She had been cut slightly from flying glass when Fred blithely shot the electric lantern out of her hand. Jeanie produced a small handkerchief and dabbed the blood from the nurse's face. I held the match close and Jeanie made a quick examination of the hands. 
 “There are several small cuts,” Jeanie said, “but I can't see the glass.” 
 Nurse Flagg took a deep breath and said tonelessly, “It doesn't matter.” 
 Jeanie glanced at me, smiling fleetingly as my match began to flicker. “Can you spare another match? While I get a bandage on?” 
 I held another match while Jeanie made a bandage with her handkerchief and some strips from the tail of her blouse. Mildred Flagg didn't even seem to notice. 
 I fumbled about on the cellar floor and found a discarded broom that I hoped to use as a torch. But I saw immediately that a torch was out of the question. The air was already stale, and smoke from the burning broom would soon make it unbreathable. I glanced up at the ceiling—the hazy ring of light that had marked the entrance of the ventilating pipe wasn't even visible. The killer must have covered the ventilator with something, or stopped it up... 
 Suddenly the ghostly halo appeared over our heads. 
 “Sergeant Coyle, do you hear me?” 
 I knew the voice was coming down the ventilating pipe, but there in the darkness it sounded as though it were coming right out of the walls. 
 “I hear you.” 
 “How does it feel, Sergeant? Trapped in a room, with no escape? Trapped, with death about to come down on you?” 
 There was no gloating in the voice, no taunting. It merely asked questions with the cold objectivity of a machine. 
 “How do you like it, Sergeant Coyle?” 
 “What do you want?” I yelled. “Who are you?” 
 Jeanie's hand closed convulsively on my arm, and I pulled her to me and held her close. 
 “Don't you know who I am, Sergeant? Can't you guess?” 
 “No!” 
 There was a period of dark silence, and I had the impression that the killer was pleased that I hadn't identified him yet. I called tensely, “Listen, Stanley, what do you want with us? Sometime in the past maybe I did something to you, but I'm sure that Miss Flagg or Miss Kelly never harmed you. Let them go.” 
 “My name isn't Stanley,” he said. 
 “Whatever it is, let the women go. You'll still have me.” 
 “That's not enough, Sergeant. I realized that a year ago.” 
 Something inside me went cold, but I still hadn't grasped his full meaning. “For the love of God!” I yelled. “Don't you know the meaning of mercy?” 
 “Mercy?” The voice took on a hard, chiseled quality. “Remember Ubach, Sergeant? Did you show mercy there?” 
 “That waswar!” By now, I was almost screaming. 
 “Think about it, Sergeant. For a little while.” 
 The gauzy halo vanished from the ceiling. 
 “Buck, who is he! Why does he hate you so?” 
 Wearily, I shook my head. “I don't know, Jeanie. That thing that happened in Germany so long ago... The decision to shoot that house to pieces was mine and mine alone; that's one truth I can't escape. That man up there—maybe he's the voice of retribution. I've thought about it so much that it makes no sense any more.” 
 “Buck, what are we going to do?” 
 I grinned to myself and was glad that it was dark and Jeanie couldn't see it. “I guess we'd better think of a way to get out of here.” 
 “How didhe get out? He didn't go up the steps, did he?” 
 “Not unless he knows how to make himself invisible.” 
 Nurse Flagg said, “The crawl space under the front part of the house. That's the only other way.” 
 Suddenly I felt light, almost gay. “There's a second exit in this cellar? You know about it?” 
 “Exit?” Mildred Flagg said in that colorless tone. “Not exactly that. I'll show you.” 
 I already had the matches out. 
 Jeanie stayed at my elbow, clutching hopefully to my arm. Miss Flagg guided us through a maze of rolled, discarded rugs, broken furniture, cases of old clothing and odds and ends of everything under the sun. “Here,” she said as we reached the back wall. Before the match flickered out, I glimpsed the small unpainted door about four feet above the floor. 
 Jeanie pressed a book of paper matches in my hand, and a small metal cigarette lighter. That was a relief—my own supply of matches was running low. 
 Miss Flagg touched the wooden doorknob. “When this house was built the owners decided on a half-basement. But the floor plans didn't allow for an inside basement stairway, so the main door was put outside at the end of the porch. Beneath the front half of the house there is a standard crawl space, and this small door was installed for the convenience of plumbers and other workmen.” 
 I flicked Jeanie's small lighter and a clean, blue flame danced above the silver case. The door was under-sized, but large enough for a husky plumber to slip through with ease. I glanced at Jeanie and grinned. For the first time in days, I felt that my luck had started to change. 
 “Is the door locked?” I asked. 
 Miss Flagg shook her head. “No, it's never locked.” 
 She grasped the knob and tugged. The cellar dampness had affected the wood, swelling door against frame to form a seal that was almost airtight. I handed the lighter to Jeanie and took the knob in my own hand. If the killer could open the door and close it, so could 1. I jerked two or three times and the door began to give. 
 “It's opening!” Jeanie cried, and I saw the bright anticipation in her eyes. The prospect of escape was sweet to all of us. We could almost taste it. 
 The door came open suddenly. Jeanie gasped and the flame of her lighter leaped wildly. For several seconds, we stared, hoping that what we were seeing was not real. The opening to the crawl space beneath the house was barred from the other side. Barred with three lengths of wide, heavy construction steel. Barred so that not even a midget could have squeezed between them. 
 I grabbed one of the bars and shook it savagely. It rattled, but I couldn't move it more than a fraction of an inch in any direction. Apparently the bars were fitted in brackets and locked in place. This is how the killer had left the cellar. He had left one of the bars down; then, after shooting the lantern out of Nurse Flagg's hand, he had squirmed through, closed the door, replaced the bar and locked it in place. Then he had come around to the back of the house and locked the main cellar door. 
 I tried to reach between the bars. The killer had very carefully placed the brackets just beyond my reach. Glancing over my shoulder at Nurse Flagg, I said: 
 “Has the man up there—the man you know as Fred Stanley—been coming here long?” 
 She swallowed with some difficulty. The full meaning of those bars was just getting through to her. “I... I'm not sure what you mean. But yes, Fred has been coming here off and on for over a year.” 
 Over a year... “Was he here often?” I asked. “I mean, did he more or less have the run of the place?” 
 A kind of lethargy seemed to seize her, and she nodded heavily. “Yes, Fred has often been to this house. We have been... friends for a long time. Ever since the war, almost.” She spoke thoughtfully, almost to herself. “First there was the hospital in England. Then other hospitals, after the operations. The plastic surgery. It happens sometimes with nurses; you find the same patient in your care almost everywhere you go. Almost as though he were following you—or the other way around. That's the way it was with us, with Fred and me. When I came back stateside and got my first assignment, there he was. In the same hospital...” 
 “Mental hospital?” 
 She shrank from the term. “He... was under observation.” 
 Jeanie uttered a little cry and dropped her lighter. “It's hot!” she said. 
 I felt for her hand. “It's all right. We can talk just as well in the dark. Anyway, we'd better save the lighter fluid; we may need it later.” 
 “Buck, shouldn't we be doing something about getting out of here? Beforehe returns?” 
 For the moment, I had almost forgotten our immediate danger. Something else was digging in my subconscious, something I didn't want to look at. But it was there, digging, digging a little deeper all the time. Something the killer had said... Something Nurse Flagg had said just a few minutes before... 
 “Buck...?” 
 I said, “Yes, Jeanie, you're right. I was thinking that if we learned all we could about the killer, if we put together everything we knew about him, the three of us, maybe—just maybe—we'd find a weakness of his that we could play on.” 
 But it wasn't that. It was something else altogether. A black thing, and evil. 
 “I'm sorry, Buck. I didn't mean to go female.” 
 I squeezed Jeanie's hand. “Don't talk nonsense. You're right. Now's the time to be busy, while the killer's away.” 
 I was talking too much and too fast, and when I struck another match Jeanie was looking at me and frowning. I found her lighter and gave it to her, and I gave Mildred Flagg a book of paper matches. 
 “Is there anything down here that might be used as a wrecking bar?” I asked her. 
 “... I don't think so.” 
 “Let's look, anyway. Jeanie, take your lighter and search along the front wall. Miss Flagg, if you'll take the end of my right, I'll take the one on my left; we'll look until we find something. Something strong for prying—something heavy but wieldy, that can be used for battering. Something for cutting or hacking, such as garden tools or anything with a metal blade.” 
 It sounded businesslike and brave, almost as though I actually thought something would turn up. We used up most of our match supply, searching every inch of that crowded, littered cellar. Moving furniture, emptying boxes—finding nothing. 
 If there had been any tools in the cellar, the killer had removed them. 
 “Jeanie?” 
 Dejectedly, she shook her head. 
 “Miss Flagg?” 
 “No, nothing.” 
 I sighed and suddenly felt a hundred years old. We had one tool, one weapon. The Luger. 
 The three of us met near the cellar stairs. The matches went out. Jeanie snapped out her flickering lighter. 
 “I guess we'll have to think of something else,” I said. “Miss Flagg, you know the house, you know the man up there. Do you have any ideas?” 
 “Ideas?” The voice was surprisingly strong. “No ideas, Mr. Coyle. If Fred feels that we must die, then he will kill us. I know him well enough for that. I saw him in that English hospital, refusing to die, astounding the doctors by staying alive one day after another, long after they had given his case up as hopeless. Something stronger than medicine kept him from dying, Mr. Coyle. Perhaps it was hate. Perhaps it was his hate for you. If he is determined to kill you, then nothing will stop him.” 
 Jeanie's fingers tightened on my arm. “Buck, do you have a gun?” 
 “Yes, but I don't know how much good it will do us.” Maybe—just maybe—if I went to the top of the steps and shot a hole in that heavy plank door, a hole big enough to put the Luger's muzzle through, there was a slight chance that someone in this quiet neighborhood would hear it. 
 Jeanie was enthusiastic. “Buck, we've nothing to lose by trying!” 
 Nothing but our lives. But that had already been decided by the killer. “When you're in a tough spot, do something, even if it's wrong.” It was an old Infantry axiom. Jeanie would have made a good soldier. 
 Jeanie snapped on her lighter until I got my bearings. “Well,” I said, “we'll give it a try. But you ought to know our chances.” 
 “A hundred to one?” 
 “A thousand to one, if we're lucky. Even if someone hears the shots, they'll probably think it's a backfire.” 
 “One in a thousand is better than nothing.” 
 I nodded, and she snapped out the lighter. “Stand over to the left of the landing,” I told her. “Miss Flagg, you over to the right.” 
 At the top of the steps, I tried once more to force the cellar door. It wouldn't budge. All right, I thought, here goes nothing. I drew the Luger and tried to remember if the clip was full. I pulled the clip and counted by feel, counting the cartridge-rim scallops with my thumb. Only six rounds. But they were perfectly clean and wouldn't jam the action. Now if the ammunition just hadn't deteriorated during the fifteen years of storage... With a quick series of finely machined clicks, I put a round in the chamber, held the muzzle about three inches from the door and started firing. 
 The Luger is a heavy weapon with a lot of power, but I wasn't prepared for the deafening roar, the high-powered muzzle blast that struck my ears like balled fists. The first slug went through the wood, making a near-clean hole, but flattened a little on the sheet-iron covering and must have made quite a hole outside. I took another shot a few inches away, making the inside hole big enough to accept the muzzle, high front sight and all. I jammed the whole length of the barrel through the hole and pulled the trigger one, two, three times. I stopped. 
 There was one round left and I couldn't make myself throw it away on the thin morning air. Anyhow, for our purposes three shots were as good as four. I withdrew the Luger and shoved it back in my waistband, and then I returned to the bottom of the steps. My ears were still ringing. 
 “Buck, I didn't realize it would be so loud! Surely someone heard it and will report it.” 
 “Loud in here, yes, but sound dissipates rapidly in open air.” 
 Then I thought of something. Now that it was too late, I had a brilliant idea that might very well have got us out of this trap. Instead of wasting that ammunition in a frenzy of wishful thinking, I might as well have located the hinge bolts of the door and shot off the hinges. 
 I groaned. Hesitantly, Jeanie touched my shoulder. “Buck, what is it?” 
 “What a fool I am! What an unadulterated idiot!” 
 “Don't say that!” Usually Jeanie was a highly sensible girl, but there were times when Irish emotionalism got the upper hand, and this was one of those times. I managed a grin to myself in the darkness. I reached for her... And at that moment, the pale halo reappeared above our heads. 
 “Coyle!” the killer screamed into the vent pipe. “You're goin' to pay for that, Coyle! You'll pay good, before this day's near over! You murderer! You lousy murderer of women and children!” 
 Then, in an outburst of violence, he began kicking and beating and hammering at the crown top that covered the vent. He must have taken it in his hands and literally ripped it off, for the gauzy halo was suddenly replaced with a shaft of brilliant sunlight. 
 “You hear me, Coyle? You hear me,Sergeant Coyle?” With heavy, bitter emphasis on the Sergeant. “You'll pay good! All of you!” 
 “Who are you?” I shouted. “What did I ever do to you?” 
 We could hear him breathing into the pipe. Long, deep, shuddering breaths, as he fought to control his emotions. “You just think on that a spell,Sergeant Coyle. And think about her. The other one. Remember how she died?” 
 An old coldness crawled inside me and writhed among my vitals. “What are you talking about!” 
 Now the voice was grinning. “NowSergeant, you just think a spell on what I've said. It'll all come clear —before you die.” 
 Unexpectedly, Nurse Flagg squeezed my arm for silence, then she moved directly beneath the ventilator. “Fred... Fred, this is Mildred. Do you hear me?” 
 The disk of sunlight was dazzling on her white uniform and cap. “Fred...” she called again. With affection and great gentleness. As a mother might call —a fond but grieving mother calling to a mindless child. 
 “Stay out of this, Mildred. It's got nothing to do with you. Just stay out of it.” 
 “It's too late for that, Fred. I can't stay out of it, because you plan to kill me, just as you plan to kill Mr. Coyle and Miss Kelly. Isn't that so, Fred?” 
 He hesitated, but only for a moment. “I've got to, Mildred. If I let you go, you'd want to tell the police —or those doctors. I'm sorry about that, Mildred. I never wanted to hurt you.” 
 “Didn't you?” I demanded. “Then why did you get her involved in the first place?” 
 I don't think he heard me. He was thinking of something else. Slowly, he covered the vent pipe, and the shaft of light grew smaller and smaller until it was no larger than a pencil, and at last it vanished altogether. The last thing he said before plunging us into darkness was, “I'm sorry, Mildred. You're my friend. The best friend I ever had.” 
 Then we were alone again, the three of us, in darkness. Mildred Flagg whispered to herself, “I'm sorry, too, Fred.” And I think she was crying. Crying, not because of the strong possibility that she would be dead before this day was half-finished; for another reason. Maybe she was crying for all the years of loneliness, and the slow realization that anything better was beyond her reach. Or maybe she was crying just because she was a woman. 
 But she was tougher than she looked. 
 Mildred Flagg spoke again, her voice steady. “When the time comes for Fred to kill us, he will have to come to us. Fred is not the same person to all of us; we've known him in different lights. We must know the whole man in order to deal with him when the time comes. We should pool our information...” 
 That had been my notion at first, but now that gnawing sickness wouldn't let me think of anything else. 
 “Miss Flagg, do you know if Fred was here in Plains City a year ago?” 
 “Why yes, I think so. But I don't see...” 
 “This is important to me, Miss Flagg. I want to know when Fred came to Plains City. The exact date, if you know it.” 
 Miss Flagg hesitated, then said, “I don't remember the exact date, but it was near the middle of August. A little more than a year ago.” 
 “It couldn't have been September?” 
 “No. When Fred first called he brought a box of candy for my birthday, the fifteenth of August.” 
 I tried not to hear the pounding in my chest. “The first week in September was he still here?” 
 I could barely see her white cap nodding. “Yes, I'm certain of it. He was out of work and I had arranged two jobs for him—Fred is an excellent gardener. But he didn't report for either job. I chided him about it, reminding him that he had been in Plains City almost a month and ought to be working at a steady job.” 
 “What answer did Fred have to that?” 
 “That was the strangest thing. He said he had more important things to do. He said that something would soon happen—and when it happened it would be the most important day in his life.” 
 Now I knew the answer—or part of it. The killer had fed me pieces of the puzzle, wanting me to figure it out for myself. Jeanie, although she couldn't see my face, sensed that something was wrong. “Buck...?” She took my arm. For a moment, I choked on my own rage. Then the rage went cold. I went cold. Even to Jeanie's touch. And I heard myself saying hoarsely, “He killed her. He killed Mary.” 
 Mildred Flagg didn't know what I was talking about. But Jeanie did. Jeanie hadn't known my wife, but she had known about her. And she knew of the life we had had together. Not that I had talked about it much—Jeanie had a way of sensing those things that affected me. 
 “Buck... hecouldn't have!” 
 “Hecould have. He was here at the time of the race. The first week of September.” 
 “But that doesn't mean...” 
 “I think it does. Too many pieces fit. And there's always been something about that accident. The brakes failing, the way they did. I checked that Jag the day before we put it on the race course—it was perfect. I know, all brakes fade under race conditions, but they don't go out altogether. Not the ones I've checked and double-checked and even tested on the road.” 
 Nurse Flagg broke in, her voice trembling. “Please, Mr. Coyle, I don't understand...” 
 “Mary was my wife. My wife died a little more than a year ago in a racing accident. We thought it was an accident.” 
 “But now you think that Fred...?” 
 “Yes, I think he killed her. I don't know how he managed it. Acid on the hydraulic lines, doctored drums or shoes. It could be done a hundred different ways. Of course, a year ago I didn't know there was a madman out to make me pay in kind for those killings that happened so long ago, in a war that's almost forgotten.” 
 “But why...?” Mildred Flagg began. 
 “Why did he kill Mary, instead of aiming directly at me? I guess this thing has been eating at him for a long time, and he finally decided that just killing me wouldn't be enough. It had to be done a little at a time, by destroying the ones I loved. First Mary, now Jeanie. Remember what he said, just a few minutes ago?” 
 Jeanie remembered. I could tell by the convulsive grip on my arm. 
 “That was just what he said, Buck! That merely killing you wasn't enough. And there was something else. He said that he had known for a year...” 
 There was a span of silence and no one said anything. A faraway sound worked its way into my brain, and I was vaguely aware that the sound was coming from Miss Flagg and she was crying. Jeanie said something—I don't know what—and felt her way past me to Nurse Flagg. I thought of Mary. That red Jag fluttering through the air like some awkward wounded bird, then bursting into brilliant orange flame. I could almost see it now. The brilliant orange against the deep-blue sky. And the shellburst explosion.
the killer had instructed. 
 Think about her, 
 Is that what he had in store for us? Fire? Explosion? 
 The more I wondered about it, the more certain I became that the killer had finally decided to bring this blood vendetta to an end. In fire and explosive violence. That is the way it would have to be. It was the way the woman and little girl had died. 
 I had stopped wondering who the madman might be. That no longer seemed important. He had become something more than man—a live nightmare that stalked its victim in broad daylight as well as darkness. And I didn't know how to fight it. 









CHAPTER ELEVEN
 We sat mutely in the darkness, Jeanie and I on the bottom cellar step, Miss Flagg off to our right on a bundle of discarded clothing. Suddenly the familiar halo appeared above our heads. Then, as the ventilator cap was removed, a shaft of light stabbed down to the floor. 
 “It's almost time, Sergeant. The waiting's almost over. I've given you time to think, Sergeant. Have you got it all figured out?” 
 Something inside me sagged. What was the use of arguing with a hollow, disembodied voice? I heard myself saying flatly, “You killed Mary, my wife. You murdered her. Is that what you want me to say?” 
 “Part of it.” There was an offhand shrug in the voice. “It was easy. I'm a pretty good mechanic, you know. A few drops of acid on the hydraulic line... Nothing to it.” 
 I started to yell again, but somehow I knew that if I started yelling now, I wouldn't stop. Jeanie was beside me, holding my hand. 
 “Fred,” Miss Flagg said thinly, “why... how could you have done such a terrible thing!” 
 Again, with a shrug of his voice: “You wouldn't understand, Mildred. This is something I had to do. A long time ago, I made a promise, a vow... I swore vengeance for the evil that was done that day. It was the thing that kept me alive after the doctors had given me up for dead. It's the thing that's kept me alive all these years...” The voice trailed off, as though the killer had shut a door on that train of thought. Suddenly he shouted: “Justice! There must be justice! Don't you understand?” 
 Jeanie, rigid and trembling, shouted back: “Who do you think you are! You're not God!” 
 And the voice answered serenely: “How do you know?” 
 I heard Jeanie's breath draw in sharply.How do you know? What are you going to say to a man like that? 
 “Buck, in the name of Heaven, who is he!” 
 “... I don't know.” 
 Jeanie shouted again, “Who are you! Why do you hate us so!” 
 “Hate you?” He seemed genuinely surprised at the question. “I don't hate you. I don't even hate the sergeant. Please understand, Miss Kelly, what I've got to do has nothing to do with hate.” 
 “Thenwhy, Fred? Why?” 
 “... Ask your boy friend, Miss Kelly. Ask Sergeant Coyle.” 
 He always referred to me as “Sergeant.” That might mean one of two things—either he had actually known me in the Army, or he knewof me through my Army record. That wasn't much help. There could still be a German connection to the woman and little girl. Or he could be just a plain nut who had somehow found out about it—a nut with a “God" complex bent on dishing out his own brand of retribution. 
 He sighed into the vent pipe, a long, aching sigh filled with bitterness and disappointment. “I'm sorry, Sergeant. I was hoping that by this time you'd know me.” 
 “Why don't you justtell me who you are?” 
 He sighed again, this time with resignation. “Yeah... I guess I'll have to. It never really meant anything to you, did it? I mean, a little thing like that... A woman shot all to pieces, a dead little girl...” 
 “What are you getting at?” I asked quietly. 
 “I was just wondering, Sergeant, what it's like to be a man like you. Tough sergeant. Tank commander. The power of life and death in your hands. I was just wondering. Do men like you ever have nightmares?” 
 And I said huskily, “Harry Deegan, is that you?” 
 Jeanie gripped my hand in a small, tough vise. Above us, the killer began to smile. I couldn't see him, but I knew he was smiling. 
 “Deegan, itis you, isn't it?” 
 The unseen smile widened. “Now you know, Sergeant. Now you know.” 
 “You're the one who hired Storch.” 
 “You're getting it, Sergeant.” 
 “You paid Storch to kill every man who had been in my tank at Ubach.” 
 “That's good, Sergeant. Now you're beginning to get it good.” The voice was high-keyed with glee. 
 I said, “You had Koesler killed. Orlan Koesler, the bow gunner. You had him killed.” 
 “Yes!” The word came like abrupt laughter. 
 “And Charlie Roach. You had him killed, too.” 
 “Yes! Charlie, too!” 
 “And...” I made myself say it. “And Mary, my wife.” 
 I heard the breath whistling between his teeth, and I remembered how big his teeth had been, and ugly, with brown speckles on them. “Yes, Sergeant, your wife also.” 
 For a while—I'm not sure how long—I went off my head completely. Suddenly I was screaming hate into the mouth of the vent pipe, and once I had started I couldn't make myself stop. It seemed to go on and on, a torrent of old fears that over the years had become rotten and vile. Then a white-hot pain exploded like a grenade just above my ankle and raced all the way to my groin. I fell to one knee, holding to the injured leg. The pain didn't last long, but while it did last it was blinding. 
 Mildred Flagg spoke with calm professionalism to mask her own panic. “I'm sorry, Mr. Coyle. The accepted method of treating hysteria is to slap the patient sharply across the face. Somehow I couldn't believe slapping would be drastic enough in your case, so I took the liberty of striking your shin.” 
 She had pulled a leg off a dilapidated chair and must have put all her strength behind the swing. For a moment I couldn't make a sound. I could only hug the leg and gasp in blue-electric anger. Finally, the pain began to recede and with it the anger. 
 The killer waited in silence until a kind of stunned calm took hold of us. Then, almost absently, he asked, “You're not so tough, after all, are you, Sergeant? I was sure all along that you had a breaking point.” 
 I said, when I could trust myself to speak, “Is that what you were doing when you killed Mary—probing for my breaking point?” 
 “Something like that. And I think I found it, too. I would have killed you then, only I lost my chance. In a way, the deaths of all these other people are your fault, Sergeant. All I ever wanted was to see you broken—completely broken and helpless—and then I was going to kill you. That would have been the end of it, except that you left town right after your wife's funeral and I couldn't locate you for almost a month.” 
 Now I understood him. He was like a sleek, well-fed cat with a sparrow in its teeth. It wasn't the death of the sparrow that the cat wanted, and it wasn't food. What it wanted was the long-drawn-out pleasure of killing. That was Deegan. Like he'd said, maybe he would have ended it a year ago if I hadn't left town to try to get Mary's flaming death out of my mind. But I didn't think so. I'd been gone just two weeks. He could have waited and finished it off, but I figured he just couldn't bring himself to end it so quickly. He had waited too long—fifteen years—with this one sick idea in his head. He couldn't end it, just like that, any more than the cat could kill the sparrow neatly, quickly, on the first lunging attack. 
 Jeanie was crying, “Why, why, why!” over and over. There were tears in her voice, but they were tears of frustration, not fear. Jeanie still didn't understand about Deegan. To her, he was just a name that I may have mentioned at one time or other, the name of one of my tankers who had died long ago in a foreign land. 
 She didn't know Deegan, the tanker with the magic eyes; the man who could spot roadblocks a hundred yards away in the dark of the moon. Those eyes— they had sounded a familiar note when I had first seen the artist's drawing. They were the brooding, empty eyes of a fanatic. But everything else was changed—the nose, the mouth, the hairline. It wasn't Deegan's face. Deegan's face had burned away, and the doctors had given him a new one. But not the eyes. 
 I said to the vent pipe, “What are you after, Deegan? Exactly what is it you're after?” 
 There was silence from above. 
 Jeanie said wearily, “He's going to kill us. There's no way we can stop him.” 
 I said, “Miss Flagg, what do you think? Is he crazy? I mean legally crazy so that he can't tell right from wrong.” 
 She hesitated for what seemed a long time. Then, “No, I don't think so.” 
 Somehow that was no comfort to me. “How about it, Miss Flagg? Do you think there's a chance of talking him out of this?” 
 I could see the white cap moving from side to side. “... No. Talking won't stop him. Nothing will.” I think that Miss Flagg, after her brief spell of weeping, had made up her mind that she was going to die and she had held to the idea until it no longer frightened her. Miss Flagg, in her own mind, was already dead. 
 But I tried again. “Look, you've had experience with cases like this. He has to have a weakness... something we can work on.” 
 “He has no weakness, Mr. Coyle, because this is the moment he has been rushing toward for more than fifteen years.” 
 “Rushing... And what exactly has been driving him all that time?” 
 There was a small, bleak smile in her words. “The need for punishment, Mr. Coyle. Fred—I still think of him as Fred—judges himself as harshly as he judged you and the others in the tank that day of the... accident. In his own mind he is as guilty as any of you —more so, possibly, because from the beginning he suspected that it was wrong to destroy that German farmhouse, but he didn't try to stop you. Believe me, Mr. Coyle, his own sense of guilt has driven him to this violence.” 
 Suddenly I was angry. “If he feels so damn guilty about it,” I said, “maybe you can tell me why he doesn't just kill himself and settle the question of justice once and for all?” 
 In that same bleak voice, she replied, “I think, Mr. Coyle, that is exactly what he intends to do.”
he takes care ofus,” I jeered. 
 “After 
 Gravely, the white cap bobbed up and down. “Probably.” 
 “Maybe you can even tell us how he intends...” 
 The sentence never got finished. A shadow sliced through the shaft of light. Suddenly a torrent of stinking oily liquid belched from the bottom of the vent pipe. Gasoline! Gallons of it. Hundreds of gallons, it seemed. 
 The first gush of gasoline struck the front of my shirt and thoroughly soaked my clothing before I could jump back from the pipe. It was even in my hair and running down my legs into my shoes. 
 “Jeanie!” At the first whiff of the stuff, I had pushed her away from me. “Jeanie, did any of that stuff get on you?” 
 “Buck, I'm soaked!” 
 “Miss Flagg?” 
 “I was standing just next to you, Mr. Coyle.” In the same flat voice. 
 And still that oily flood poured from the pipe. A sparkling pool shimmered in the disk of light on the cellar floor. Liquid snakes crawled off in all directions, into darkness. 
 The floor was slippery with it, covered with it. The pungent fumes rose sluggishly and slowly filled every cubic inch of stale air. Then, as suddenly as it had started, the flow stopped. 
 I yelled, “Deegan! For God's sake, let the women out of here!” 
 He said nothing. A black knife cut across the shaft of light. He was putting an airtight cover over the vent. Now, for practical purposes, the darkness in the cellar was absolute. I splashed back toward the wall, feeling for Jeanie. 
 “Buck, I can't see a thing!” 
 “Whatever you do, don't touch that lighter or strike a match!” The warning wasn't as unnecessary as it might sound. People did stupid, fatal things when that were rattled and frightened. 
 I found Jeanie. “Buck, why did he do it? All this gasoline?” 
 “An eye for an eye,” Miss Flagg said almost to herself. “This is how those people died in Germany, isn't it, Mr. Coyle?” 
 “Fire? No, not exactly.” 
 “Violence, I mean. Great violence. That is what he must create.” 
 One small spark... the smallest spark imaginable, and there would be violence, all right. The explosion would rattle windows all over the city. 
 Jeanie said calmly, “So that is how it's going to be. And there's nothing we can do to stop him, is there? Nothing in the world.” 
 I said, “You never know for sure what a psycho like Deegan is going to do. Maybe he just wants to scare us. Remember, once he kills us, it's all over for him. There would be no point in his own life once we're dead.” 
 It was whistling in the dark. I knew it, and so did Jeanie and Mildred Flagg. Deegan's day had come. 
 I said, “Miss Flagg, I remember bumping into a bundle of clothing a few minutes ago. Do you think you could find it?” 
 She said she thought she could, and a few seconds later a piece of cotton material—a discarded dress or shirt—was thrust against my chest. Silently, we cleaned ourselves as well as possible. 
 “Strange...” Jeanie said, very softly. “I don't hate him. I know he's going to kill us, but somehow I can't hate him.” 
 I had found myself thinking the same thing. I understood the guilt that he carried with him. I understood how easily that guilt could twist a man's thinking. With a small push—a very small push—it could just as well have been me. If I hadn't had Mary to hold to, and now Jeanie. 
 It seemed moronic to do nothing, to just stand there waiting for the end, but I couldn't think of a thing that might help us. Not even the old Infantry axiom helped. I was whipped. I was afraid to do anything, even move. Deegan would have enjoyed that— it was too bad he couldn't see it. 
 That was when I heard the sound of steel on steel. Heavy steel. Not the smooth, oily sound that the bolt action on a rifle might make. I listened hard; there it was again. Jeanie heard it, too, and her hands tightened on my arm. That sound was familiar—at least it reminded me of something. But I couldn't think what. Then Mildred Flagg said hoarsely: 
 “The crawl space! He's sliding the bars away. He's coming into the cellar!” 
 Instinctively, I grabbed for the Luger. Deegan snarled, “Don't try it, Sergeant!” 
 I grabbed, anyway, forgetting all about those freakish eyes of Deegan's. Forgetting for the moment that the very air we breathed was as explosive as dynamite. I jerked the pistol and lunged in what I thought was the direction of the crawl-space opening. And explosion almost too powerful to be believed knocked me back. 
 I thought the gasoline had been set off. I expected the whole cellar to crack open and belch us out in a gusher of fire. 
 Nothing happened. Except that I landed on my back in a pool of gasoline, stunned, the breath knocked out of me. And somewhere Jeanie was crying, “Buck, Buck!” and off in another direction I heard the rustle of Miss Flagg's starched uniform. Then I felt a hot wetness and a stinging along my side, just below my armpit on the left side, and I thought to myself, stupidly, “I'm shot. The crazy fool shot me!” 
 If I could have seen him, I would have burned that last cartridge, gasoline or not. But I couldn't see. And Deegan could. Good old Deegan, the only tank driver in the Division who could thread an M-4 through an African cork forest at night without taking off enough bark to make a wine stopper. 
 “Don't move, Sergeant,” Deegan said with an eerie gentleness. “I can see you just fine. I can see Miss Kelly, too. I've still got five shots in this revolver, so just don't move.” 
 “Damn you, don't you know this cellar is full of gasoline!” 
 “Yes... I know.” 
 That was when we heard the quiet thunder above our heads—the sound of heavy shoes moving quickly through Miss Flagg's house. I forgot the sticky blood and burning under my armpit. Maybe it was Garnett, or Lavy. Suddenly I wanted to yell with laughter. 
 But Deegan said mildly, “They can't help you, Sergeant. Your police friends are much too late to help you.” 
 “Deegan, let the women out of here. Whatever quarrel you've got with me, we can settle it between ourselves.” 
 “Sorry, Sergeant, there isn't time. Anyhow, this is the way it's got to be. You've got to be punished for what you did, and punishment's no good unless it hurts...” 
 I could hear the heavy tramping overhead, straight through the house and out the back. Then big fists were pounding on the cellar door. 
 “Coyle! Miss Kelly!” It was Garnett, and he sounded scared and angry. “Coyle, are you down there?” 
 We could hear them tugging at the door and cursing, and a narrow slit of light appeared between the door and the facing. Not that it mattered. I still couldn't see Deegan. I couldn't see anything at all except for a ghostly shape almost directly ahead of me. That white uniform of Mildred Flagg's. 
 “Fred, this isn't right. This isn't the answer.” 
 “Stay away from me, Mildred.” 
 The pale uniform continued to move. “I've got a lighter in my hand, Mildred. One little flick, that's all it needs.” 
 Garnett was pounding again on the cellar door. Then the white shape darted forward. And Nurse Flagg shouted, “Now, Mr. Coyle! Shoot!” 
 I heard Deegan grunt in surprise as Miss Flagg clawed at him. Instinctively, I started to shoot. But there was nothing to aim at but that white uniform. And even if I did shoot, the flash was an even bet to set off the gasoline. Still, if I held my fire, there was the dead certainty that Deegan would succeed in his plan to blow us up. 
 The decision was mine. No one else could make it. Just as it had been my decision so many years ago to shoot that house off of that war-struck German hill. 
 My left side had gone numb and I had to shoot from where I lay. Then I had an inspiration; I covered the Luger's muzzle with the tail of my coat and aimed squarely at that writhing white target. But at the last instant my nerve failed and I shifted the aim slightly off center and prayed as I squeezed the trigger. 
 No man ever prayed harder for so many things at once. I braced for the inferno that would explode all around us if that muzzle flash set off those fumes. But that short pencil of flame spurted into the wool of my jacket and was smothered. 
 There was no time to feel relief. We were still a long way from home. The Luger's bellow sent out shock waves that battered and deafened our ears. Then, sickly, I saw the hazy outline of the nurse's uniform sink slowly to the floor. 
 She had marked the target for me—too well. 
 I heard Jeanie stumble past me, toward Deegan. I tried to yell, but something had happened to my voice. I could only lie there and wait for Deegan to open fire with that gun of his, or flick his lighter. I waited a small eternity, a dozen lifetimes, for him to cut Jeanie down. 
 Then, without warning, Garnett's men lifted the cellar door and the light almost blinded me. 
 “Coyle, you down there!” 
 I made a sound in my throat and tried to shade my eyes with my shoulder. I squirmed around as the cops pounded down the steps. Guns drawn, they probed the dark corners with their flashlights. That was when I saw Deegan—actually saw him—for the first time. 
 He lay sprawled on the cement floor, his eyes wide and staring... those pale, vacant, eerie eyes of his. He worked his mouth and tried to speak, but the only sound was the bubbling of blood as it gushed up through the soft V of his throat. That was where my bullet hit him, just above the breastbone, through the throat and out through the base of his skull. For most purposes he was as good as dead. But not so dead that he couldn't have pressed that lighter if Jeanie hadn't been hanging onto his arm like grim death. If she hadn't clawed the lighter away from him at that last, almost-fatal moment. 
 The cops came in. Lavy stopped to look at my side. Garnett knelt beside Jeanie and quietly pried her fingers away from the dead hand. Two uniformed cops went over to Miss Flagg and one of them said: 
 “This one's hit, Lieutenant. She's out cold.” Then, after a brief inspection, “The wound looks clean, right through the shoulder muscle.” 
 Right through Nurse Flagg's shoulder and into Deegan's throat and out the back of his head. That was a Luger for you. 
 Sergeant Lavy looked at me for what seemed a long while, looked at me with eyes as hard as bullets. Then he said to Garnett, “I'll go call an ambulance.” 









CHAPTER TWELVE
 I was right back where I'd started, in a hospital, but this time in a less expensive room. A room with plain white walls; an iron bed with what felt like a shot-filled mattress, and a scabby nightstand with a water pitcher just out of reach. Not the kind of room they put Bentley owners in. The kind of room, near the elevator, that they kept ready for gunshot cases. 
 But one thing hadn't changed. The company was the same. 
 Lieutenant Garnett sat in a metal chair near the foot of the bed. I told him all I knew about Deegan... the Deegan I had known before, during the war. Which wasn't much. 
 “He was a quiet guy. Not shy-quiet. Grim-quiet. You see the type among the old-timers in New England and sometimes the Middlewest. His folks were farmers, I think, which would account for the nursery jobs he's been working at. He was religious, but in kind of a spooky way, even in those days. I remember once he put in for chaplain's assistant. The C. O. turned him down, and I think Deegan would have killed him for that if he'd ever got the chance.” 
 Garnett nodded wearily. “I know; we've been checking his Army record.” Then, wryly, “The head-shrinkers have got it all figured out, now that it's over. Here's a guy, they say, that was brought up in a strict, religious family and never knew anything else until the war jerked him up by the roots and put him in uniform. All this worldly wickedness was new to him. He didn't know how to deal with it. That's what kept him shut up, I guess. Kept it all inside him. Then, with the killing of that woman and kid, he cracked. It was too big for him. He had to change it around in order to live with it.” 
 “Change it?” 
 “Change the rules of the game, sort of. That woman and kid. He'd taken part in the killing, but he couldn't live with it afterward. He had to have somebody to blame, somebody to hang the guilt on.” 
 “Me,” I said. 
 Garnett nodded. “But not even that could take all the guilt off his own shoulders. Even after he'd set himself up as God's personal avenger, he still couldn't shake all the blame. Sure, you'd given the order, but he hadn't tried to stop you. At first, he probably thought that by killing you, that would sort of make things right again. But the more he thought about it, the more complicated the scheme became, and finally he decided that merely killing you wouldn't be enough. To really settle the score and salve his own guilt, he'd have to see that you paid your debt in full and 'in kind.' A new twist to the old 'eye for an eye'.” 
 “So he went after Mary,” I said numbly. 
 The lieutenant spread his fingers on one hand and studied his thickened nails. “Once he started, he played the avenging God part to the hilt, your Deegan. The obvious thing was to associate your wife with the German woman—a life for a life, the way he figured it. Also, according to the headshrinkers, it was easy to think of your wife as a part of you; killing her would be like killing you a little...” 
 Garnett shot me a quick look when he realized what he had said. 
 “Well...” he went on. “Even that went flat on him. That's the trouble with perversions—and that's what murder is, his kind of murder—there's no satisfaction in them. Anyhow, you left town and he couldn't find you for a while, and by that time he'd cooked up this other scheme of hiring a pro. This time, he was going to do it big, kill off everybody who had been in the tank that day—including himself. Miss Kelly was probably an afterthought, icing on the cake.” 
 I looked into the lieutenant's old, old eyes. “He really was crazy, wasn't he, Garnett?” 
 Garnett shrugged. He tilted back in the hospital chair and rubbed his stubbled chin. “One thing I can say about your friend Deegan. He knew how to hate. Crazy or not, it takes a lot of fuel to keep burning for fifteen years and longer.” 
 I was beginning to appreciate how consuming that hate must have been. All the pains he'd taken to keep the scheme in motion. Little things, like closing off the crawl space in Mildred Flagg's cellar. The death that he had prepared for us, the gasoline—Garnett's cops had found the four five-gallon cans that Deegan had had filled at four different stations—the bar and bolts on the cellar door. 
 Garnett didn't have to tell me how lucky we were to be alive—but he did, anyway. My laundry-truck escape had been traced in a matter of minutes when one of the lieutenant's men noticed that the laundry truck wasn't following the pattern set by other service vehicles. The driver, when the cops nabbed him, was quick to remember that I had mentioned All Saints Hospital. At All Saints some nurse had seen me ride off with Mildred Flagg, and from that point it had been a matter of time. 
 I said, “So my shooting through the cellar door was all for nothing?” 
 “Not quite. A neighbor heard it and turned in a complaint about some hotrodders that had been plaguing the neighborhood.” 
 “While the cops were doing what?” I asked sourly. 
 He sat for several seconds, staring at my face. “You're alive, aren't you? Maybe in that cellar, time was dragging, but not outside where my boys were trying to track you down and save your hide.” 
 We talked a while longer, Garnett and I, but most of the important things had been said. Miss Flagg was all right... All right, except for the thing with Deegan, and maybe she would get that straightened out, too, in time. Jeanie had been to see me twice already and the second time I had asked her to marry me. I hadn't done so well shifting for myself. I'd had enough of it. When she said yes, I knew that my own bad dreams were disappearing for good. 
 Garnett stood up and pulled his hat down hard and square on his bristling head. “Well, I can't say that knowing you has been pleasant, Coyle.” His smile was as bleak as a glacier. “Try to stay out of trouble, will you?” 
 And without so much as a nod, he tramped out of the room. 
 I lay for a long while, thinking. Among others, a good cop, Carson, had died because of that one bloody day on the plains of Ubach. “Error in judgment” the Army would have called it. A tragic mistake. 
 Deegan hadn't been so generous. To him, it had been murder, and all of us had been guilty. 
 The longer I thought about it, the easier it was to understand why Deegan had done the things he had. Suddenly I knew that if I closed my eyes the past would begin gathering in that room like an assembly of ghosts. I felt of my forehead and it was clammy. I began to sweat, and my stomach shrank to a cold knot the size of a walnut. 
 Then something strange began to happen. The feeling began to go away. The door to my room opened and Jeanie was standing there. She looked at me and smiled, and I began to feel better. Much better.
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