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ONE DIED FIRST 
By WAYLAND RICE 

 
Prescott was determined to rout out a mysterious killer 

in order to vindicate the memory of his Uncle Ed Morgan! 
 

RESCOTT glanced at the dashboard 
clock and saw that it was twenty 
minutes after ten. He slowed up a 

bit then because he wasn’t due to pick up 
Uncle Ed Morgan until ten-thirty and the 
office building from which he would 
emerge was only three blocks away. 

A little later he saw the crowd, the two 
police cars at the curb and the ambulance 
just pulling away. Its place was being 

taken by the ominous black van with the 
small plaque on its side which read “CITY 
MORGUE.”  

Prescott felt the butterflies in his 
stomach then. He wasn’t given to hunches, 
but something told him that his blustering, 
high-tempered Uncle Ed was in a jam.  

A burly cop stopped Prescott as he 
tried to get into the towering office 
building. 

P 



THRILLING DETECTIVE 2

“My uncle was supposed to meet me 
here,” Prescott said. “He hasn’t shown up. 
I know something has happened and I 
want to know if my uncle is involved.”  

“Yeah?” The cop ceased being bored. 
“What was your uncle’s name, mister?” 

“Edward Morgan. I left him here an 
hour ago and he was to meet me at ten-
thirty.” 

“Stay right here,” the cop said. “I’ll 
phone up.”  

Prescott fidgeted. That hunch was still 
hot as a blast furnace. The man Uncle Ed 
had gone to see was a deadly enemy and 
Ed was impulsive and foolish at times. He 
claimed that was how he’d become 
successful, but Prescott knew his uncle’s 
success was due to other abilities, not his 
browbeating of people. 

The cop was coming back, and he 
seemed excited. Which meant Prescott’s 
hunch was right. 

“Twenty-third floor, mister,” the cop 
said. “Use the night elevator. It’s self-
service and works on buttons.” 

Prescott brought the cage down, 
stepped in and punched the proper button. 
A lean, hungry looking man was waiting 
at the elevator as Prescott got out. He 
showed a detective sergeant’s badge. 

“I’m Sergeant Lacey,” he said. “I 
understand Morgan was your uncle.”  

“Was?” Prescott whispered. “He—he’s 
dead?”  

“Yes. If you can take it, I’ll let you see 
what happened, but I don’t want any 
trouble with squeamish people.”  

“I was in the second wave at Tarawa,” 
Prescott said. 

“Okay, I guess anybody who went 
through that can face things. It isn’t very 
nice. Come on.” 

The closed door was lettered: MARK 
BITTNER & CO. Lacey opened it. The 
reception room was orderly. They passed 
through it and into an office marked 

PRIVATE. Prescott came to an abrupt 
halt. 

The man he knew as Mark Bittner lay 
on the floor beside his desk, his head in a 
pool of blood. About fifteen feet to one 
side in a chair, was Ed Morgan. He was 
slumped over, almost falling out of the 
chair. One hand, dangling over the arm, 
loosely held a .38 automatic. 

“The way we look at it,” Sergeant 
Lacey said, “is that your uncle shot Bittner 
and then turned the gun on himself. Both 
men were shot in the temple. Both are 
contact wounds. I mean by that, the gun 
was shoved very close before they fired.”  

“Why are you so sure of that?” 
Prescott demanded. “About my uncle 
being the killer?”  

“Well, in a case of homicide followed 
by suicide, the guy who holds the weapon 
is the one who fired both shots. It stands to 
reason. Come on outside and talk this 
over.” 

 
HEY sat down in the reception room 
while fingerprint men and 

photographers went to work. Prescott saw 
no reason to hold back anything. He 
explained that his uncle had made an 
appointment with Bittner, arrived at nine-
thirty and entered the building. So far as 
Prescott knew he had no gun. 

“The gun presents an interesting 
situation,” Lacey said. “Maybe you didn’t 
look closely, but there happens to be a 
price tag still tied to the butt. It even has 
the name of the dealer who sold it. I’ve 
sent a man to pick him up. His statement 
ought to clear this fast.”  

“How did you—find out about the 
shootings?” Prescott asked. “The building 
is usually empty at this time of night.”  

“That’s another thing,” Lacey 
explained. “A watchman phoned in. He 
was so excited our operator could hardly 
make out what he was saying. But when it 
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came through, he told us that Mr. Morgan 
was killing Mr. Bittner. So he must have 
heard a struggle, though there are no signs 
of one. Shouted threats too, I imagine.”  

Prescott was slowly, though nervously, 
dry washing his hands. He didn’t look at 
Sergeant Lacey. 

“It’s all too clear, Sergeant. There are 
too many things pointing to the fact that 
my uncle is the murderer. Personally, I 
don’t believe it and I never will. Where is 
the watchman, by the way?”  

“We can’t find him,” Lacey said. 
“Probably got so doggone scared he’s 
running yet. But he’ll be back. Well, I 
guess there’s nothing for me to do except 
search the bodies after the M.E. gets 
through with them. You can go any time 
you like.” 

“I’ll stick around,” Prescott said. “I 
want to hear what the gun merchant and 
the watchman have to say.”  

He was in the inner office when the 
bodies were searched. Things were 
happening very rapidly. Headquarters 
phoned Sergeant Lacey to report that only 
the fingerprints of Ed Morgan were on the 
weapon. Then the gun merchant was 
brought in. 

He turned out to be a small, pimply-
faced man with myopic eyes behind big 
glasses, nervous as a hungry cat. 

“I committed no crime,” he insisted. 
“It ain’t against the law for me to sell a 
second hand gun. Not iii this state—so 
long as I make a report of it. The guy 
comes in about seven tonight. He looks at 
a couple of guns and picked the one I sold 
him. For thirty bucks. He wanted some 
bullets so I sold him them too. You can’t 
pinch me for that.” 

Lacey said, “Take a good look at those 
two dead men. Which one of them bought 
the gun?”  

The merchant looked, shuddered 
violently and then steadied himself. 

Finally he pointed one dramatic finger 
toward Ed Morgan. 

“It was him. I remember he had grey 
hair and the other guy is bald as an eagle.” 

Bittner was, too. Only a fringe of white 
hair showed around the ears. Prescott paid 
no attention to this testimony. He was still 
certain that Ed Morgan was not a killer. 
And while everyone in the room was 
intent upon the merchant who made his 
identification, Prescott moved over to the 
desk on which lay two heaps of personal 
belongings taken from the bodies. 

He picked up a leather key case from 
Bittner’s possessions and quietly slipped it 
into his pocket. The stuff hadn’t been 
inventoried yet and he was taking a chance 
the case wouldn’t be missed. 

It was all over half an hour later, with 
a verdict that pinned Ed Morgan down as a 
murderer and a suicide. Prescott left the 
building and went to where his car was 
parked. He drove around for twenty 
minutes, then returned and entered the 
building again. 

He used one of the keys in Bittner’s 
case to open the office door, went in and 
crossed to the private office. There he 
turned on the lights and sat down behind 
Bittner’s desk. With another key he 
opened the desk and searched it 
thoroughly. 

 
N THE top drawer lay a small slip of 
paper. It bore a notation for a dental 

appointment in Bittner’s name made for 
the following morning. Just on chance, 
Prescott looked up the dentist’s home 
address and called him. He discovered that 
Bittner was having some drastic dental 
work done, but that he had phoned late 
that afternoon to cancel his appointment 
for the following day. 

“I warned him,” the dentist said, “that 
his tooth might act up. He didn’t seem 
especially interested. And he made no new 
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appointment.”  
Prescott hung up, far from satisfied, 

but feeling he’d made a little progress. A 
man doesn’t lightly cancel a dental 
appointment and risk having a bad 
toothache, and not even make a new 
appointment. 

There was something else too—a bank 
receipt showing that a rebate had been 
made in the rental of a safe deposit box. 
According to the date, Bittner had given it 
up just the day before. Prescott now 
frantically searched the rest of the desk, 
but without further result. 

As he pushed the swivel chair back so 
that he might close the desk again, his foot 
encountered a wastebasket. He pulled this 
out. It was half full of paper, all torn into 
strips. He dumped these on the floor and 
tried to sort them out. 

One item was a lottery ticket on a 
horse race yet to be run. Bittner had 
destroyed it without waiting for the result. 
There were some old notes he’d 
apparently endorsed for friends and then 
been compelled to make good. They were 
the only evidence on hand by which such a 
debt could be proven in court, yet they had 
been discarded too. The other papers 
consisted mainly of bills and brand new 
unpaid statements. 

He was deeply engrossed in this work 
and heard nothing until the office door 
opened and two men walked in. Prescott 
knew one of them as Harry Bittner, 
younger brother of the dead man. The 
other person was a stranger. Both were 
about the same age—in their late thirties—
but there any resemblance ceased. Harry 
Bittner was as lanky as his dead brother, 
was bald and as sharp-featured. The other 
man was heavier, looked very trim and 
had a wide, intelligent forehead with dark, 
frank eyes. 

“Hello,” Prescott said weakly. 

“What the devil are you doing in 
here?” Harry Bittner demanded. “You’re 
Peter Prescott. It was your uncle who 
murdered my brother. You’ve no right to 
be here. Ted—watch him while I call the 
police.”  

The man named Ted moved closer to 
the side of the desk and was tensed to 
resist any attempt on Prescott’s part to 
break away. Harry Bittner picked up the 
phone.  

“Just a moment,” Prescott said hastily. 
“Maybe I can explain a bit.”  

“Explain what? You have no legal 
right to be in this office!”  

The man called Ted spoke up. 
“Take it easy, Harry. Let him talk.”  
“Thanks,” Prescott said. “I know very 

well that the police have already recorded 
the fact that my uncle killed your brother 
and then took his own life. I admit 
everything points to that. My uncle was 
identified as the purchaser of the gun. The 
watchman told the police over the phone 
that Mr. Morgan was killing Mr. Bittner. 
All right—that is evidence and I concede 
it. But I knew my uncle and I know he 
could not have been a killer.”  

Harry Bittner put the phone back 
slowly. “And I say my brother was not a 
killer. Are you insinuating that perhaps 
they were both murdered?”  

“No, I don’t see how that could have 
happened. It’s perfectly obvious that one 
shot the other, but which one?”  

“Mr. Prescott, you’re very upset,” Ted 
said. “How in the world could Mark 
Bittner have shot your uncle, turned the 
gun on himself and then placed the 
weapon in your uncle’s hand?”  

“I don’t know,” Prescott admitted with 
a gesture of bewilderment. 

Ted looked questioningly at Harry 
Bittner. “Why did these two men hate one 
another anyway?”  
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“I told you that,” Bittner said. “They 
used to be in business. Manufacturing 
drugs. They had a fight and when it wound 
up, my brother was out in the cold and 
Morgan was in full possession of a 
successful and growing factory. My 
brother then set himself up in business—
the same type—and tried to muscle in 
wherever Morgan had a customer. It was 
funny for awhile, but the thing got out of 
hand and became serious.” 

 
RESCOTT broke in as Bittner took a 
breath. “All of that is true except for 

one thing. Your brother almost wrecked 
the firm by stealing cash out of its 
accounts. That’s why he had nothing when 
my uncle kicked him out. He’d used up 
any equity he ever had in the business.”  

“That’s your story,” Bittner grumbled. 
“You’ve no proof and it doesn’t matter 
anyway. Not now. They are both dead. If 
there is any motive for a double murder, 
you and I have it. I inherit my brother’s 
business and you, I understand, take over 
your uncle’s. I don’t want to carry on the 
feud any longer.”  

“Neither do I,” Prescott said and 
offered his hand. “There is room enough 
for both of us.”  

Bittner had Prescott’s right hand firmly 
grasped. He acted so swiftly that Prescott 
had no chance to resist. A fist smacked 
him full in the face, half stunning him. 
Bittner let go of the handclasp then and 
used both fists. In less than a minute, 
Prescott was on the floor, badly battered. 
He’d never laid a hand on Bittner. The 
first blow had all but paralyzed him so that 
Bittner had everything his own way. 

Bittner said harshly, “Now get out of 
here. I know why you got into this office. 
To rig a lot of stuff which would show 
things were reversed and it was my brother 
who was the murderer. Well it won’t 

work! I feel like kicking in your foolish 
face.”  

Ted seized Bittner’s arm. “Easy, 
Harry. For the love of Mike, you could get 
into a lot of trouble for this. Even if 
Prescott is all wrong by breaking into this 
office.”  

“Get up!” Bittner shouted at Prescott. 
“And out. Move fast before I haul off and 
finish this job. Beat it!”  

Prescott found his hat, dusted it 
mechanically and decided this was no time 
for retaliation. Ted looked as if he’d join 
the fight at a moment’s notice and Bittner 
was unharmed, full of scrap, and more 
than eager to have something started. 
Getting his head knocked off wouldn’t 
help Prescott in solving this mystery. He 
walked out of the office on wobbly legs. 

The self-service elevator was on the 
floor, its door wide open. He stumbled into 
it. Both eyes were already starting to 
swell. He punched half blindly at the 
button. The cage dropped. It was a long 
way down and Prescott had time to think. 

He didn’t blame Bittner for getting 
sore, though he did make a mental 
appointment to meet Bittner later and pay 
him back for hitting a man while they 
were shaking hands. 

The lift stopped with a jar. Prescott 
opened the door, started to walk out and 
came to a stop. He’d accidentally punched 
the button which had taken the elevator 
into the basement instead of to the lobby 
floor. He grunted in exasperation but 
thought suddenly of the watchman who 
had been missing up to the time Sergeant 
Lacey departed. Maybe the man was in the 
basement somewhere. 

Prescott walked slowly down the 
dismal cement corridors that formed the 
subterranean quarters of this huge 
building. He knew that somewhere would 
be engineers and other service people, but 
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he neither saw nor heard signs of them 
here. 

He called out and his voice echoed 
back hollowly. Nobody came or answered. 
He kept going until he was almost lost in 
the maze of corridors and decided to go 
back. Once he thought he heard the whir 
of an elevator, but the self-operated lift 
was still in the basement. 

Beside it were the banks of other 
elevators. All were grounded in the 
basement, all dark with their doors wide 
open. He passed one of them, hesitated 
and went back. There’d been something on 
the freshly scrubbed floor of the cage. He 
stepped inside and found the light switch. 
He gasped. 

What he’d seen in shadow was now 
revealed as bright red blood, fresh and 
wet, a small pool of it. He looked up. The 
blood was coming through the ornamental 
roof of the car. Prescott closed the car 
door, raised the lift two floors but not even 
with floor level. He had to force the door 
open with an emergency tool fastened to 
the elevator wall. Then he hauled himself 
up and out. 

The roof of the cage was now only 
about seven feet above floor level. With 
the door still open, Prescott jumped up, 
grasped the top of the car and pulled 
himself up. He dropped back quickly, his 
swollen face paling. He knew why the 
watchman hadn’t put in an appearance. 

His body was sprawled across the 
elevator roof, broken and mangled. 
Apparently he’d fallen down the shaft for 
a considerable distance. Prescott looked 
around to see if any of the offices in this 
floor were lighted. They were not. He 
figured there must be a phone somewhere 
in the basement so he dropped back into 
the car, closed the door and rode down. 

 
T BASEMENT level he stepped out 
and started along the corridor, 

suddenly realizing that since he had been 
here last, the weak overhead lights had 
been turned off. The further he got from 
the illuminated elevator car, the darker it 
became. But he kept on going, looking for 
a telephone. 

The corridor gave a sharp turn. He 
literally ran into the fist. It struck his 
already sore left eye and he went back 
under the power of the blow. Sheer 
surprise handicapped him until it was too 
late. He was taking another beating by a 
silent man who was nothing more than a 
shadow, but a shadow with a powerful 
punch. 

Prescott went down. A foot kicked at 
the side of his head, but didn’t make solid 
contact. Prescott figured his assailant 
wouldn’t realize that and went completely 
limp. The man bent over him and Prescott 
raised both arms. He was figuring on 
nothing more than a hand-to-hand battle 
and was totally unprepared for the knife 
that swept down at him. Fortunately he 
was rolling as he grabbed for the man, so 
the knife missed his chest and sliced 
through the soft underpart of his arm. 

The white hot agony made him 
scream. The yell was strident and loud. 
Someone shouted deep in the recesses of 
the basement. The man with the knife 
turned and ran. Prescott was getting up 
slowly when he heard the elevator doors 
close and the mechanism whir. 

Two engineers found him. One of 
them turned the lights back on. 

Prescott said, “Call Sergeant Lacey of 
the Homicide Squad. One of your 
watchmen is dead—on top of the fifth 
elevator car. I found him and somebody 
tried to kill me when I went to hunt a 
telephone.”  

Less than ten minutes later Sergeant 
Lacey was there. He took Prescott into a 
small office and sat him down. 

“You’ve been banged up good and A 
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proper,” he said. “I’m having the M.E. 
look over that wound in your shoulder too. 
Who did it?”  

“Who?” Prescott shouted. “Who else 
but Harry Bittner! He put the first touches 
to the job up in his brother’s office. Then 
he discovered I’d located the watchman 
and came down here to finish me off.”  

Lacey shook his head. “Not Harry 
Bittner, my boy. Somebody tried to kill 
you. I’ll concede that much, but it wasn’t 
Bittner because when this happened, 
Bittner was in my office getting the 
lowdown on his brother’s death and 
making a formal complaint against you for 
entering the office upstairs. What was the 
idea anyhow?” 

Prescott said, “A darned good idea. I 
found that Mark Bittner had cancelled an 
important dental appointment and made no 
new one. I discovered he’d destroyed a 
lottery ticket on a race not yet run. He 
always was a gambler, but he wouldn’t 
have thrown away a chance to win 
something. I found he’d torn up old 
promissory notes on which he might have 
collected and ripped to pieces all the bills 
he owed.”  

“And what does that indicate?” Lacey 
wanted to know. 

“For gosh sakes, Sergeant, it proves 
that Bittner was suicide bent! He was 
burning his bridges. He got set to kill 
himself and then decided to take my uncle 
with him. He hated him enough to do that. 
Bittner’s business was on the rocks. Uncle 
Ed told me he’d been borrowing heavily 
and still couldn’t make the grade because 
Uncle Ed’s stuff was better than Bittner’s 
and sold better.” 

A man with the medical-kit trademark 
of a doctor came into the room. Prescott 
stripped to the waist while Lacey went up 
to Bittner’s office. When he returned, the 
doctor had finished. 

Lacey said, “You took an awful 

punching around, kid. Maybe it did 
something to you. All those things you 
told me about—there’s no sign of them in 
Bittner’s office.” 

Prescott groaned. “I knew it. Harry 
Bittner came to destroy anything which 
would show his brother was the murderer 
and shot my uncle. It’s got to be him!”  

“Maybe,” Lacey shrugged, “but that’s 
doing your story no good. No one else saw 
those papers. We can check on the dentist 
okay, but the rest of the evidence is 
needed. A man can break a dental 
appointment. Heck, I do it every time I can 
and stall until the tooth aches more than 
the treatment will and I’m trapped.”  

“What about the dead watchman?” 
Prescott wanted to know. 

“Him? That’s a cinch. His death was 
the result of a fall down the elevator shaft. 
And nothing but the fall. We figure he 
heard the fight, reached a telephone in 
another office and called Headquarters. 
Then he wanted to have an elevator car 
ready in the lobby floor to bring us up. 
The self-service lift isn’t supposed to be 
left open under any circumstances. So he 
unlocked one of the regular cars which 
he’d brought to the floor. Or so he 
thought. There was a dark car on the 
twenty-third floor. Instead he opened the 
door of another car and walked into the 
shaft.”  

“Like I walked into a knife,” Prescott 
grumbled. 

“Oh, yes. The knife. We found it. No 
prints on it, but plenty of blood. You could 
have used it on yourself, lad. Wouldn’t be 
the first time a thing like that was done.”  

“But why?” Prescott shouted. 
“To clear your uncle’s name, of 

course. Make us think somebody framed 
that setup and got scared of your prowling. 
It’s logical. Besides we did a test on the 
hands of both dead men. Bittner’s showed 
no powder from firing a gun. Your uncle’s 
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RESCOTT sighed. “Sergeant, you’re 
the most stupid, moronic, thick-headed 

cop I’ve ever run across.”  
“So my wife tells me now and then.” 

Lacey grinned without animosity. 
“She’s right. Perfectly right. I’m 

resigned to the fact that I can get no help 
from the police, but I’ll prove my uncle 
was murdered anyway. And I’ll find the 
man who pushed the watchman down that 
shaft because the watchman knew him for 
the murderer!”  

“The watchman told us over the phone 
it was your uncle killing Bittner.”  

“Someone could have impersonated 
the watchman,” Prescott answered. “You 
take too much for granted and adopt the 
easiest way out. Okay—do as you like. If 
Harry Bittner swore out no warrant against 
me, I’m going to work.”  

“Bittner was good and sore,” Lacey 
admitted, “but I sort of persuaded him it 
would be foolish to bring all this into the 
newspapers.”  

Prescott had a sudden idea. “Say—
what of that friend of Bittner’s? Ted 
something-or-other?”  

“If you mean Ted Wilcox, he was 
waiting right outside Headquarters in 
Bittner’s car. They were riding away right 
after you phoned for help.”  

“They think of everything,” Prescott 
said bitterly. “Okay, but I’m still not 
licked. There’s an angle you never thought 
of and I’m not telling you what it is either. 
Good night, Sergeant.”  

Prescott left the building, found his car 
and drove to his uncle’s city office. He let 
himself in, turned on the desk light and sat 
down to think. 

There were two dead men. Which had 
died first? That was the main thing to 
solve because the first to die was 
murdered. The second was a suicide. 

Bittner had taken certain steps which 
indicated he didn’t care much what 
happened to his possessions or health and 
this was very much unlike the man. 

Prescott did have an angle and he 
proceeded to follow it up by calling a 
friend who was in the insurance business. 
From him he learned that all insurance 
companies filed all policy transactions 
with a central bureau in Boston and they 
could furnish information about any 
policyholder. 

Prescott dialed long distance and 
contacted the insurance bureau which 
operated all night long. He gave Mark 
Bittner’s name, address and approximate 
age. Then he waited seven dollars worth of 
toll call time which was cheap for the tip 
he got. 

Mark Bittner had taken out a one 
hundred thousand dollar insurance policy 
less than a year ago. It contained a suicide 
clause. If he took his own life, the policy 
was void. The beneficiary was Harry 
Bittner—he of the treacherous and ready 
fists—and maybe too-eager knife blade. 

It was time to take action. But what 
sort of action? And against whom? Harry 
Bittner had an excellent reason now for 
switching evidence to show his brother 
had been murdered and not taken his own 
life. A hundred thousand dollar reason. 
But Bittner couldn’t have been the 
assailant who used the knife. Nor could his 
friend Ted Wilcox have done it. Or could 
he? Prescott frowned heavily. Wilcox had 
waited in front of Headquarters. Why 
hadn’t he gone in? So that he might drive 
away, reach this building and try to get rid 
of the watchman’s body? Only to find it 
had already been discovered so he was 
compelled to try and commit another 
murder? .He could have driven both ways 
in only a few minutes and been back there 
when Bittner emerged. 

It was even logical and possible that 
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Bittner had visited Sergeant Lacey for the 
sole reason of establishing an alibi for both 
himself and Wilcox. Prescott thought the 
answer to it all lay in Harry Bittner’s’ 
brain and he determined to beat it out of 
him if necessary. 

Prescott opened the outer office door. 
He heard slithering steps, but when he 
looked he saw nothing. There was a soft 
click. One of the fire stairway doors had 
closed. He was being watched. Memories 
of the knifing attack returned and he 
moved warily to the elevators. He made 
certain nobody was in the car before he 
got in and descended to ground level. 

His car was where he’d left it and he 
drove away rapidly. Perhaps, he thought, 
he could find that Harry Bittner was not at 
home, but spending his time watching his 
newest candidate for murder. 

 
ITTNER lived in the suburbs, a good 
twenty minute drive. Prescott crossed 

a bridge, reached the highway and started 
rolling at speed. He glanced in the rear 
view mirror. He was being followed. The 
headlights stayed tenaciously behind him. 
To prove it, he made a detour off the 
highway. The pursuing car stayed right 
with him. 

There was a small neighborhood 
business center ahead. Prescott turned a 
dozen comers, twisted over narrow streets 
and spent thirty minutes trying to give his 
shadow the slip. Apparently he was 
successful. No headlights trailed him after 
that. 

He reached Bittner’s home, a 
moderately large place set far back from 
the street. Prescott parked his car and 
hurried up the walk to the front porch. 
There were lights on. He rang the bell and 
was surprised—and disappointed when 
Harry Bittner faced him. Behind Bittner 
was Ted Wilcox. 

“Did you come to get your face pushed 

in again?” Bittner demanded belligerently. 
“I’m perfectly willing to oblige. . .”  

“I don’t doubt that,” Prescott said. “It 
may reach such a point too, only this time 
I won’t be shaking hands. I came here to 
talk. If you want to listen, okay. If you 
don’t, I’ll come back with Sergeant 
Lacey.”  

“You don’t get in this house,” Bittner 
roared. 

Ted Wilcox said, far more mildly, 
“Oh, listen to him, Harry. What harm can 
it do?” 

Bittner stepped back and Prescott 
walked in. He stopped, pushed the door 
shut and put his back against it. Neither of 
the two men noticed that he quietly fixed 
the latch so the door was not locked. 
Prescott had suddenly thought of 
something that might turn out to be very 
important. He followed the pair into a 
living room, but nobody sat down. 

Prescott said, “I’m no detective, but I 
knew a murder had to have a motive. I 
also felt sure my uncle was not a killer so I 
looked for a reason why your brother 
would have tried to pin the blame on 
Uncle Ed or even managed to set the stage 
as we found it. The whole thing was 
impossible, though I thought of plenty of 
reasons why your brother might have 
committed suicide. From that point I had 
to find a brand new motive. That of a man 
who came upon the scene too late to 
prevent what happened, but in time to take 
advantage of it.”  

“Take advantage of what?” Bittner 
asked harshly. “What little patience I’ve 
got is running out, so talk fast.”  

“Some other person had to have a 
reason for removing the gun from your 
brother’s hand and the glove he must have 
worn. Then putting the gun in my uncle’s 
fist and smearing powder from the barrel 
on his hand. I found that reason. Your 
brother carried a hundred thousand dollar 
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insurance policy, void if he died by his 
own hand. You are the beneficiary. . .” 

Bittner swung one, very suddenly, but 
despite the speed of the punch, Prescott 
was prepared this time. He rocked back 
and the blow lost most of its force. 
Prescott moved in then, fists swinging. 
Bittner was no amateur at this and Prescott 
took another good pasting which opened 
up his already discolored eyes and made 
the wound under his arm ache like fire.  

He slammed Bittner hard with a left, 
made him dodge and sent a powerful right 
exactly at the point where Bittner’s jaw 
would be when he moved. The timing was 
beautiful. Bittner staggered back, his knees 
sagged and then caved in. He hit the floor 
with a thump. 

Prescott, breathing hard, turned toward 
Ted Wilcox. “I wish I hadn’t had to do 
that. Get some brandy down him—and one 
for me, if you don’t mind.”  

Wilcox shrugged, filled a small glass 
and handed it to Prescott. As he did so, the 
sleeve of his extended arm slid back to 
reveal a white shirt cuff with a thin fringe 
of blood around the hem. 

Prescott took a sip of the liquor while 
his brain buzzed mightily. Then he started 
to get up, but Wilcox was faster. There 
was a gun in his fist. 

“I’m sorry,” Wilcox said. “I wish this 
didn’t have to happen. Unfortunately, I’ve 
had no opportunity to change into a fresh 
shirt. I’ve realized for some time that you 
are anything but a fool, Prescott. Seeing 
that blood made you guess that I was the 
man who attacked you in the basement.” 

“I don’t get it,” Prescott said slowly. 
“What’s your interest?” 

Wilcox laughed curtly. “I loaned Mark 
Bittner a lot of money and I was to receive 
an interest in the business. Instead, Bittner 
squandered the cash trying to fight your 
uncle. No papers were exchanged except a 
promissory note. Mark would leave 

nothing if his insurance was void so—I 
had to make it seem that he’d been 
murdered. After all, what difference did it 
make? They were both dead.” 

“And what happens now?” Prescott 
asked. 

 
ILCOX shrugged. 

watchm
“Well, unfortunately the 

an in that building heard the shots. 
I was right outside in the corridor when it 
happened and I entered the office at once. 
The watchman saw me handling the gun.”  

Prescott nodded. “I’m beginning to 
understand. You threatened him with the 
gun, backed him to the elevator shaft and 
knocked him out. Then you opened the 
door of the shaft, threw him down and 
went back to arrange matters in the 
office.”  

“I said you were not dumb,” Wilcox 
smiled. 

“So—you’ve committed one murder 
and now you have to commit two more to 
cover up. After that it will be more and 
more until you’re trapped.”  

“Oh, no,” Wilcox replied confidently. 
“Not me. I’m no ordinary killer. You just 
slugged Harry, but before that he was 
doing a pretty good job on you. Therefore, 
all that’s necessary is to knock you out, fix 
things so your head will strike the corner 
of the fireplace—in exactly the same spot 
where I’ll hit you first of course—and let 
Harry Bittner take the blame.”  

“Just like that,” Prescott said. He heard 
a creaking sound in the hallway. More 
than anything else that he’d ever wanted to 
do, he wanted to cover up that sound. He 
began talking fast and loud. 

“Suppose I don’t tamely submit to 
being slugged? Suppose I jump the gun 
and you are forced to put a bullet through 
me? How will you explain that?”  

“Quite simple,” Ted explained. “I’ll 
say you all but killed Harry and then 
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turned on me. I was compelled to shoot 
you. Harry will back up my statement that 
you have acted like a maniac all through 
this. Even that dumb Sergeant Lacey will 
testify in my favor. It’s no go, Mr. 
Prescott. In fact, I’ll even give you a 
choice of how you’d like to die.” 

Prescott moved to the left slightly and 
Wilcox pivoted to keep him covered. 
Prescott moved again until Wilcox’s back 
was toward the living room door. He 
expected the gun to explode in his face at 
any instant, but he also thought that 
Wilcox favored his first plan and would 
try that if possible. Which meant no 
shooting unless it became vitally 
necessary. 

Finally Prescott said, “I guess I’m 
licked. What do you want me to do?”  

Wilcox eyed him closely for a 
moment. “You don’t seem very agitated 
for a man about to die. Turn around and 
walk toward the fireplace. Get moving. I 
can’t afford to wait. Harry will snap out of 
it at any moment.”  

Prescott started to turn. Ted quickly 
reversed his grip on the gun and raised the 
butt high. Someone spoke behind him. 

“Now that’s what I call service, Mr. 
Prescott. You even got him to hold the gun 
so he can’t shoot. Wilcox—drop that gun! 
Drop it or I’ll drop. . . ummm—well, okay, 
Prescott. He had that punch coming to 
him. Pick up his gun.” 

Prescott handed the weapon to 
Sergeant Lacey and then lifted Wilcox and 
dumped him into a chair. 

Lacey was all smiles. He said, “Well, 
well, it worked out after all. We’ve a neat 

confession complete with motive. Prescott, 
I’m sorry 1 made you go through this 
business; but 1 figured a guy as mad as 
you would probably bull right through and 
flush out the murderer even before we 
could. So 1 let you have your head. I’ve 
been trailing you, of course. You gave me 
the slip a little while ago but 1 figured you 
were coming here. . . .”  

“What took you so long?” Prescott 
demanded. “I knew you’d be here.”  

“You—did?” Lacey gasped.  
“You found the front door unlocked, 

didn’t you? I fixed that so you could sneak 
in. And I’m glad you let me go ahead with 
this. As soon as 1 found both Wilcox and 
Bittner here, I knew it must be you who 
was shadowing me.”  

Lacey clamped handcuffs around 
Wilcox’s wrists. He said, “The guy who 
sold Mark Bittner that gun has a police 
record and he isn’t noted for telling the 
truth. I think Wilcox bribed him. If he did, 
the guy will sing when he finds out 
Wilcox is pinched.”  

“It’s finished then?” Prescott asked.  
“Why not? We’ve got everything we 

need, including a killer. But Wilcox made 
an apt statement a little while ago when he 
mentioned the fact that even if he did 
switch guns and pin a murder on your 
dead uncle, it meant little. Your uncle was 
dead.”  

“Yes, I know,” Prescott sat down 
wearily. “But 1 thought Uncle Ed might 
sleep a little better if the truth were 
known.”  

 


