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THE MURDER GAME
By ARCHIE OBOLER

A carnival of human sacrifice and the trapping of
beasts that were men was the reward

for Andre’s cunning.

OR A MOMENT, after he opened his eyes,
it appeared to Lee Andre that he was seated
in the center of a great cylinder that whirled

around about him. He tried to put his right hand to
his eyes, but the arm seemed banded with iron
close to his side.

Then, abruptly, the spinning sensation ceased,
and the nervous system of Lee Andre, private
investigator, began to function normally again. The
first discovery he made was that he was strapped
tightly into a heavy, oaken chair in the center of a
small room, a very remarkable room in that it was
shaped like a halved apple. The place appeared to
be windowless and door-less, illuminated dimly by
light streaming down from a small, frosted-glass
plate sunk high into one of the curved sides.

For a moment Andre looked down blankly at
the heavy straps that bound him, then, with a rush,
memory of what had gone before came to him. He
had been eating in his study, he recalled; one
mouthful, then dizziness and a falling sensation.
Drugged! That was it! He had been drugged!

IME went by, the heavy breathing of the man
bound in the chair the only sound in that little

curved universe. The forehead of the thin, somber
face was knotted in thought. There were a number
of individuals inhabiting the earth who would enjoy
his death notice, Andre knew; and yet, for the life
of him, he could not recall any particular one who
could possibly have done this. How had this
unknown person or persons drugged his food, when
he alone had cooked it? How had they removed
him from the house, a house guarded night and day
by two vigilant men?

Abruptly, in the midst of his thoughts, the faint
light went out. A moment later he heard a door
softly open behind him. Footsteps sounded, then a
soft bandage suddenly covered his eyes. He felt the

pressure of the straps about him give way. Half-
supported by strong hands under his armpits, he felt
himself led through corridors that twisted at so
many angles that in a few moments he lost all sense
of direction.

No word came from those who led him; finally
he was pushed downward and felt the hardness of a
seat beneath him. Once again straps tightened
themselves; a sudden stir, and off came the
bandage from his eyes.

Momentarily Andre was blinded by a brilliant
glare of light that beamed down at an angle over his
head and shoulders. Then he found himself staring
out into the gloom of a chamber which seemed to
stretch out eerily into infinity.

He bent forward a little, straining his eyes into
the darkness beyond the circle of light.

Then, so abruptly that it startled him, came a
low, monotone voice.

“Greetings, Mr. Lee Andre.”
The investigator nodded his head, and waited.

Silence, heavy and brooding, was his only answer.
Finally he addressed the darkness:
“Well, what’s it all about? Your chair isn’t any

too comfortable, my unseen friend.”
“A thousand pardons. You won’t be kept sitting

in it very long, so be patient,” returned the voice
from the dark.

Andre could hear a sudden stir ahead of him, as
of men moving about, then the monotone came
again:

“Good! We are all here now. Mr. Andre, you
just asked us to what and to whom you owe the
honor of this nocturnal adventure. Before we tell
you who we are and why you are here, let us point
out to you, first, that the chances are, liberally, a
thousand to one that you will not leave this place
alive.

“You are reputed to be a brave man, Lee Andre,
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a man who delights in pitting his brain against
danger. Tonight you will have an opportunity to
prove whether or not rumor did you justice. But
first, who we are and why you are here.”

Andre leaned forward against his bonds as if
better to hear the coming words.

“We see you are a man of great curiosity. You
are more interested in the causes of this—shall we
call it adventure—than you are in your personal
danger. That is good. We are pleased. You will
make a good Bell.”

“Bell.” Andre wondered what that meant.

OW WE will tell you who we are. Two
years ago, five men, all wealthy beyond

ordinary terms of wealth, and all having, further in
common, a general boredom with life, a firm belief
in the unimportance of the average man, and a keen
desire for sport and adventure, decided to join

fortunes, brains, and energies in a supreme effort to
make life interesting again.

“These five men, all of them, to repeat,
influential and wealthy, all of them weary with the
humdrum pleasure of our civilization, came to the
decision that the only game left worth playing was
the game against what you call ‘Society.’ Then and
there was formed the organization of the ‘Crime
Clique of Croesus.’

“We went into the battle against manmade laws
neither from Robin Hood viewpoints nor
revolutionistic idealism. To us crime is a game,
pure and simple. It is the thrill of matching our wits
against mankind that interests us, not a desire for
additional wealth. We know no fight, no wrong, no
laws, no sentimentality. Since our brains are keener
than society, we take what we want and answer to
no man.

“When this Clique was started all five of the
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men pledged themselves to abide by the wishes of
the majority of members, and never, under penalty
of death, to divulge, by word or deed, the existence
of this organization.

“The membership is still five although one of
the original members is no longer with us. One
night he got drunk and talked to his wife. The next
day both of them, unfortunately, committed
suicide.

“We could tell you many stories of our power,
of our fixity of purpose. We are the greatest crime
power in the world. Until now we have been
content to find our adventure in such affairs as
daylight vault-robberies, or the removal of
fabulously expensive jewels from the fat throats of
our society friends.”

The moment that the last sentence was uttered,
the man in the chair understood his connection with
this mad affair.

As if reading what flashed in the prisoner’s
mind, the voice went on:

“By now you will begin to understand why you
are here. In the single year of our operation, no man
has ever suspected the existence of our
organization. You are the first member of so-called
‘organized society’ to pick up our trail. As the
representative of insurance companies interested in
certain jewels we have taken, you have very
shrewdly noted that certain guests have invariably
been present whenever one of these society jewel
robberies occurred. Yesterday you commissioned
one of your men to get you complete lists of the
names of every guest at half a dozen society events
where robberies occurred. When you gave that
order you became a menace to the Clique. With
that order you signed your death warrant.

“Since we are all sportsmen, we give, to those
whom we consider our peers, a fighting chance to
live. Three men have been given this chance. All
three of them failed. You, Lee Andre, come to us
with a reputation for bravery and keenness of mind.
You, too, can fight for your life. You, too, can play
our Game of the Bell. Listen closely, for there is not
much time.”

Softer the monotone became, and more sibilant,
until it was almost like the hiss of some malignant
creature.

“This is our Game of the Bell: The man
condemned is let loose into a darkened room. One
of us, drawn by lot, waits there armed with a
revolver containing only three bullets. The

condemned man carries only a bell. The game is for
the man with the bell to make his opponent
discharge those three bullets at him within one
hour’s time. Even if he is only wounded, when the
hour is up the condemned one dies. The only way
for him to win is for those three bullets to be shot
off within those sixty minutes and miss, miss
completely.”

For the first time Andre spoke. “That’s not a
square game. What’s to prevent you from holding
your shots for the hour?”

“That is up to the condemned,” was the answer.
“We want action. It is up to the hunted to pursue a
policy of aggression. He must make the hunter
shoot. Incidentally, for every missed shot, the
hunter must pay the remaining members of the
Clique the sum of $50,000. For every bullet
remaining in his gun when the hour is over, if the
condemned still lives, the hunter pays the rest of us
an even $100,000. So you see it pays the hunter to
shoot straight and often. You will now be taken to
the room of the hunt. Thirty seconds from the time
the bandage is taken off your eyes, the hour of the
game has begun. We of the Clique have already
drawn for the honor of shooting you. That is all.”

ITH THOSE last three words the strong light
above him went out, Andre felt a bandage

covering his eyes. His straps were loosened and
again he was half-carried along. When next he
stood alone, with the bandage removed, he was
once more in darkness. He was unbound, and in his
left hand he felt a small metal object. The bell. He
grasped the little clapper with his fingers and
moved quickly to one side away from the spot
where he had been released.

Standing here alone in the darkness, unarmed
except for the bell in his hand, somewhere in the
blackness ahead a man with a loaded revolver
waiting for him to betray his position so that he
might shoot him down, Andre made a sardonic
grimace at himself. This, too, was worthy of the
melodramatic ingenuity of a blood-and-thunder
playwright. Yet it was real, all too real. The bell in
his hand, and the tense stillness of the darkness
about him told him that.

A short while before, with the merciless glare of
the light above him, when the sentence of death had
been passed on him, Lee Andre had been as calmly
cool as if he were listening to a lecture on the
merits of capital punishment.
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But now, here alone in the blackness, with death
lurking, he felt his face suddenly grow clammy,
and his knees swayed beneath him. With an effort
he steadied himself; his only hope, he realized, lay
in keeping his head. He had but one hour to make
the gunman hidden in the darkness fire three times
and miss. The voice had said that three before him
had played this game. All three had lost. The lean
face of the detective tightened. Well, he, Lee
Andre, would win!

He set the bell down on the floor and moved
away from it. He would have no use for it. Slowly,
carefully, fearful lest the rustle of cloth be heard by
the man with the gun, he moved his hand to his hip.
As he had expected, his automatic was gone.

That left one more possession in which he was
vitally interested. Andre’s long fingers crept to his
watch pocket. As his fingers felt the thick bulk of
the timepiece, his fingernails rasped across the
cloth. A sharp click came from out of the dark, a
shaft of flame suddenly lit the room, and past his
face Andre felt the rush of a bullet that smashed
into a wall behind him.

Even as he darted swiftly to one side, Andre
marveled at the accuracy of the shot. Half an inch
more and it would have been curtains; these men of
the Clique obviously had practiced blind shooting
at sounds.

He stood very still and looked in the direction
where the stab of light had come from the gun, a
gun that now held two bullets instead of three. Not
the faintest sound came to him; the only tremor in
his ears was the steady beat of his heart.

Moments went by, silent moments, each one an
eternity in length. Andre judged that at least fifteen
minutes had passed since he had come into the
place. Forty-five minutes left in which to wheedle
the hidden marksman to miss twice more.

He bent down. His fingers told him that the
floor was heavily carpeted. Bending low, he began
to creep back toward where, he judged, a wall
should be.

A man might not be afraid to face death and at
the same time love life. Such a man was Lee
Andre. He held dear every moment of living, yet
now, crawling along the floor, oblivion waiting
perhaps an arm’s length away, his mind was free of
the poisons of terror. He was eager to live and in
order to get out of the room alive, he realized, he
must keep his self-control. What he intended to do
was to find the wall and creep along it until he had

circled the place. Somewhere in that circuit he
might meet his assailant.

His groping hand found the reassuring hardness
of a wall. Inch by inch he crawled on all fours
along it. How large the room was he did not know;
the flash of the gun had revealed nothing, and the
silencer had blanketed all echoes. Time was
rushing by, but all he could do was edge his way
along and trust that, if he should meet his would-be
executioner, his attack would be speedier than the
pressure of a waiting finger on a trigger.

Suddenly Andre stiffened as if an electric
charge had shot through him. A dozen feet in front
of him he saw a faint glow. For only a moment it
came, then it was gone. A few moments more,
while he waited breathlessly, and again he saw it. It
gleamed faintly like a bit of rotten wood on a dark
night in a swampland or like—

Then, abruptly, Andre realized that his
adversary had forgotten to remove a luminous-
dialed wristwatch when he had entered the room to
play this game of death!

Again the glow of the radium paint disappeared
only to reappear, after a few moments, and the
detective realized that the man was wearing the
watch with the face on the inside of his wrist; it
was only when he turned that arm at a certain angle
that the dial was visible.

As tense as a jungle-cat watching its prey,
Andre kept his eyes alert for that glow. At its
intermittent gleam he would crawl guardedly
toward it, moving his body with exaggerated
slowness lest the brushing of cloth once again
betray him.

His only fear was that there might be some
obstacle in his way, some trap that would betray his
presence. Closer and closer he came to where the
man with the gun waited. Time and again he was
tempted to stop this stealthy stalking and risk all in
one grappling leap. The moments were flying, and
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Andre knew that the second his hour was up, he
would die, even if he were within a foot of his goal.

Yet he held his impatience in check; inch by
inch he moved on. Finally he was so close that he
could hear the faint rush of the watcher’s breath.
Slowly, slowly Andre drew himself into position,
his muscles tensing for the effort.

At the moment the watch was no longer visible;
the reappearance of the radium-dial, he told
himself, would be his zero hour. If he charged and
hit the other man he had a chance. If he missed!

HE DIAL glowed in the darkness again, and
with a low, charging drive Andre dove to

where the wearer of the watch should have been.
His shoulder hit hard against a human body, a gun
exploded so closely to him that he felt the hot blast
of released gas, then his arms wound exultantly
around a struggling human body.

Six weary, battering months Andre had spent
one time learning, in a little village far from the
Japanese coast, the secrets of Yawara, science of
defense by attack.

Now, powerful though the man with the gun
undoubtedly was, he had no chance. The fighting
fury of the attack, projected out of the darkness,
was the balance against him; one shot of the gun he
fired by muscular reaction, and then he was lost. A
steel arm twisted about him, a leg shot up with
crushing force, and in two minutes he was lying
unconscious.

Immediately after he had flung his unseen
opponent from him in a terrible thrust of the
Yawara attack, Andre groped around for the gun he
had heard clatter to the floor. His hand closed on it,
and he knew a swift inner surge of exaltation.
Without a moment’s hesitation he pointed the gun
upward and fired the last shot.

A light flashed on overhead. It revealed a
gruesome scene: one man standing, gun in hand,
and the crumpled form of another against a wall.
Then darkness again, and tomb-like quiet.

Andre groped silently to the fallen man. His
fingers played over the body. Then it came, the
voice he had heard before, no longer a monotone
now, but vibrant with excitement.

“You have won, Lee Andre,” it said. “How, we
do not know. You are a greater source of danger to
us now than ever before, but the Clique must let
you go. With our peers we keep our word.”

Again silence while the detective waited. Then:

“You are a man of intelligence. You must
realize, now, that to continue your interest in our
affairs means eventual death. No matter where you
might go in this world we would reach out and get
you.”

The voice deepened suddenly, and its very
staccato earnestness held a hidden, menacing
threat.

“It would be best to forget us. When the light
goes on again, you will find, on a table in a corner,
two objects, one of them a glass filled with liquid.
The other is a folder containing $25,000 in cash.
Take the money, and you are one of us. Refuse it,
and before we set you free, you must drink what is
in the glass. You have our word that it will not
harm you. It is simply an opiate.”

“If you are a fool,” the voice went on, “and
refuse the money, remember this: the first move
made against us, when you are free, will mean your
death. The next time we will play no games.
Choose now, and choose wisely.”

On went the lights overhead. At the farther end
of the room Andre saw a small table. He walked
over to it, and without a moment’s hesitation his
hand passed over the heavy billfold and closed on
the glass. He lifted it high as if in toast, then drank
deeply. Eyes half-shut, a grim, defiant smile on his
face, for a moment he stood there, then his legs
gave way, and he crumpled to the floor.

*   *   *

HE MOMENT he opened his eyes, again,
Andre knew he was onboard a ship. The tang

of salt air sweeping in the porthole across the room,
the sway and heave beneath him told him that. He
lay still for a moment, his mind going back to the
drugged drink he had taken in the room of the
Crime Clique.

How long had he been unconscious? He got to
his feet slowly and looked around the dingy cabin.
He felt strangely weak and unsteady, and he
grasped at a table edge to support himself.

The door opened, and a heavy, sullen-faced,
bearded man in captain’s uniform came in.

He stopped short at the sight of Andre; then said
gruffly, “Up, are ye? You’ve been a long time.”

“What—what ship is this?” asked Andre.
“Ship? You mean to say you don’t—” There

was a sudden shrewd gleam in the other’s eyes.
“Well, you was plenty drunk, all right, when you
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came aboard. This is the Scorpion. Your brother it
was who fixed up your passage.”

“Brother?” Andre wondered which of the
Clique had acted that part.

“Where are we? What’s our destination?” he
questioned further, his hand still pressed on the
table before him.

“Well, you are the questioning fellow,”
commented the captain, scratching his beard.
“We’re 300 miles out, bound for Sydney with a
cargo o’ cement. Eh—have a drink? You need one.
We’ve got a long passage ahead.”

Without waiting for an answer, the captain
poured a tumbler full of the liquor for himself and
set another into Andre’s hand. Andre looked down
at it thoughtfully, then, suddenly, as if memory of
something of terrific importance had come to him,
he set the glass down on the table and groped
anxiously in the inside pocket of his coat. He pulled
out a small leather folder, hurriedly ran his fingers
through it, then replaced it in his pocket, his face
suddenly relaxed and cheerful.

“Got a radio on board, Captain?” he asked.
“Sure,” said the bearded one, amiably. “Sparks

there’ll take anything you want to send.”

“Fine,” said Andre. “I’ll be sending plenty.”
He lifted the glass of whiskey again, while

through his mind raced the picture of what would
follow when his message hurtled across the ether to
his men back in ’Frisco. It had been very fortunate,
indeed, for him, that amateur criminals persisted in
doing the melodramatic. If the Clique had done
away with him as ruthlessly as would have a gang
of professionals, their own skins would now be
safe.

As it was, they were as good as caught, for as
Andre had bent over the fallen hunter, in that
interval before the light had momentarily flashed
on, he had swiftly picked the man’s pockets. In the
leather folder which now lay in his own pocket
rested a number of neatly-engraved calling cards,
indelibly identifying one of the mysterious five.

With that man in their hands, Andre knew, his
boys wouldn’t have very much trouble forcing out
the names of the other four.

Andre smiled suddenly and raised his glass of
whiskey up on high. Finis, Crime Clique. The
bearded captain grinned self-consciously and
clicked glasses. He thought the silent toast was for
him.
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