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THE CRAWLING CORPSE 
By DALE CLARK 

 
Ransom’s killer was clever—but he should never have slugged 

Steve Howard’s niece and put the cameraman sleuth on his trail! 
 

CHAPTER I 
 

TROUBLE-SHOOTING 
 

HE road was a private one. In the 
darkness, it hugged the hillside in a 
tight hairpin curve. Somewhere 

below, Seganka Lake lapped against its 
rocky shore. Little Steve Howard could 
remember when it had been plain Skunk 
Lake and a noisome, stagnating puddle. 

Then a group of wealthy sportsmen had 
formed a corporation to buy up the 
surrounding real estate. They had dammed 
the lake, raised its water level and built 
luxurious summer homes with private 

beaches, piers, boathouses and tennis 
courts. 

Watching the road unwind before the 
car’s headlights, Howard also realized that 
“Big Ned” Cotton had been the moving 
spirit in the enterprise. And now, indirectly, 
it had caused Big Ned’s death. 

“Park here,” fat Sam Boland’s 
wheezing voice ordered. Boland was the 
insurance adjuster handling the settlement 
of Ned Cotton’s insurance policy. 

Steve Howard braked, his car’s 
headlights shining on the ruby, serpentine 
reflection of an S-sign knocked crazily 
askew by the roadside. 

“Big Ned’s sedan sideswiped that sign 
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and rolled downhill like a barrel going over 
Niagara Falls,” Boland explained. “Mrs. 
Cotton was killed outright. But even with 
his brains leaking out of his split skull, Big 
Ned managed to crawl away from the 
wreck.” 

“Cut it, Sam,” Little Steve Howard 
interrupted. “You’ll give the kid 
nightmares.” As he spoke, he swung out of 
the car and prepared for action. Over one 
thin shoulder he dropped the strap of a 
camera carry-all case. In the other hand he 
grasped a spike-footed tripod. 

“Molly,” he requested his niece in the 
front seat, “hand me that flash powder out 
of the glove compartment.”  

Boland’s fat-creased eyes blinked 
astonishment. 

“Aren’t you up to date enough to use 
flash bulbs? I thought everyone used ‘em 
nowadays?”  

Steve Howard didn’t bother to explain. 
Molly had started to get out of the car. 

“You wait here,” he said quickly. “I’ll 
call you when I want you.”  

His pretty blond niece pouted.  
“But Uncle Steve—”  
“If you want to join the WAC, you’d 

better learn how to obey orders,” Steve 
Howard said firmly. “Okay, lead on, Sam.”  

The fat insurance man led the way 
down the hillside, pointing a flashlight 
ahead of him. It was black as spades except 
where the beam funneled through the 
undergrowth. The bushes were crushed 
where the sedan had rolled down the steep 
slope. 

Boland stopped. 
“Watch out for bloodstains,” he 

warned. “Here’s where they picked up Big 
Ned’s body.”  

“I’ll shoot one from here,” Steve 
Howard decided. He stabbed the spiked 
legs of the tripod into the hillside. Expertly, 
he trained his camera set-up on the 
wrecked sedan a few strides ahead—then 

trickled the old-fashioned flash powder into 
the equally old-fashioned flint-firing gun. 

He raised his arm, triggered. 
There came the blinding white flare of 

magnesium, a wisp of reeking chemical 
smoke instantly whisked away by the 
wind—and, a split-second later—a panicky 
startled yelp. 

Something bolted headlong from the 
bushes beyond the wrecked sedan. 

“Sam! Hit it!” Steve Howard yelled. 
But Boland seemed stunned into 

bewilderment. 
“Give it to me!” Steve’s wiry fingers 

wrenched the flashlight from the fat man’s 
hand and drove a squirt of light down the 
hill.  

The flash beam caught an utterly weird 
apparition—on long, gangling human legs 
disappearing up into a flapping black cloth 
out of which peered an incredible, sunken-
eyed knob-cheekboned face. 

A blurted mumble of recognition came 
from Steve Howard’s lips.  

“Holy smoke! It’s Dolf Ransom!”  
The gangling, black-veiled object 

instantly whirled and plunged downhill. 
Steve let it go momentarily, throwing the 
flashlight around into Sam Boland’s fleshy 
features. 

“Blast it!” he demanded. “Who stacked 
that fellow on this job?” 

 
TEVE HOWARD was an unusual 
commercial photographer. He had 

gambled his life savings that insurance 
companies would patronize a photographic 
laboratory specializing in scientific, police-
type photography. 

Backing his gamble with the hardest 
kind of work, he had been well on the road 
to paying off the overhead cost of his 
highly costly equipment—when a flock of 
imitators rushed into the same field. 

Dolf Ransom was one of these price-
cutting rivals. Ransom was a pretty fair 
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photographer and chemist, but he didn’t 
have any more brains than to work for 
sweatshop prices. 

Boland shook his head. 
“I don’t know, Steve. It’s beyond me.”  
“Is there some other insurance 

company mixed up in this?”  
Again Boland’s head shook. 
“No, Big Ned had just the one policy—

fifty grand with Coast Mutual.”  
“Mrs. Cotton?”  
“She couldn’t get insurance. Big Ned’s 

wife had some kind of blood cell disease. 
The family didn’t talk, but she wouldn’t 
have lived more than another six months 
anyway.” 

Steve Howard again aimed the 
flashlight after Dolf Ransom. With long-
legged, two-yard leaps, the gaunt man was 
fleeing for the concealment of the big rocks 
along the lake shore. 

Steve couldn’t imagine what his rival 
was running away from. 

“Come on,” he grumbled. “Let’s see 
what it’s all about.”  

He started toward the rocks, sweeping 
the ground ahead so Ransom couldn’t 
sneak off in another direction. 

“He went right in there,” Sam Boland 
puffed. “I saw him.” 

“Shut up!” Steve froze, listening. “You 
hear that?”  

The heavy slop of waves pounding on 
the rocks was pierced by another sound of 
creek . . . crr-ukk. 

“Oarlocks!” Steve rapped sharply. 
“He’s got a boat down here!”  

He pumped his wiry legs forward, his 
flash beam jetting ahead through the black, 
spray-wetted stones and out onto the 
choppy, wind-tossed lake. 

A spectral-looking blob flashed pale 
and was gone again. 

Steve Howard wedged himself into the 
gap in the rocks. Gaping wide-eyed at the 
water’s surface, he felt a prickle chase up 

his spine. An incoming wave slapped him 
with wetness to his knees as he advanced. 
There was certainly something out there in 
the trough behind the wave. 

Howard risked another groping step—
and his shoe sole slipped on the mossy 
stone. He skidded to land in water up to his 
neck. 

It was dark now—he’d lost the 
flashlight when he slipped. And it was 
glacially cold. His hand closed blindly on a 
waterlogged shape in the darkness. 

“Sam! Give me a hand here—and uh-
h—scratch a match!”  

Steve Howard managed to scramble up 
onto the rocks, dragging his burden with 
him. 

Sam Boland scraped a match alight—
and both men gasped as the yellow glow 
fanned over Dolf Ransom’s water-and-
blood soaked face. The rival 
photographer’s temple had been crushed 
like an eggshell. 

For a long, shivering moment Steve 
stared at the corpse he had hauled out of 
the waves. 

 
HEN he looked around. Fingernails 
scrabbling, soaked shoe leather 

digging for a foothold, he struggled up the 
windswept rocks. It was no use. He could 
hear the diminishing, distancing creak of 
oarlocks. But he couldn’t catch even the 
dimmest glimpse of the boat. Cursing the 
loss of the flashlight, Howard slid down 
beside Boland. 

“You think we ought to try pumping air 
into the guy?” the adjuster asked. 

“With half his skull smashed?” Steve 
despaired. “No, he was dead before he hit 
the water. There’s nothing we can do 
except call the sheriff. Let’s get to a 
phone.”  

He started up hill, squeegeeing lake 
water from his shoes at every step. The 
wind bit into his soaked clothes, probed at 
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him with icicle fingers. It was like trying to 
think in a cold shower. 

“Sam, was there something funny about 
this accident of Big Ned’s?” he asked. 
“Had his sedan been tampered with, or—”  

“No,” the adjuster cut in. “The car was 
mechanically okay. The sheriff’s already 
checked that angle. Besides, that’d be a 
poor way to try and kill a man. The 
accident might happen anywhere along the 
road, not at a spot like this.”  

“I guess so,” Steve muttered, shivering 
as he shouldered his tripoded camera. 

“Besides,” Boland continued, “even 
here the accident wouldn’t necessarily have 
been fatal. Big Ned lived long enough to 
crawl out of the car—he might only have 
been crippled.”  

Steve Howard resumed climbing. 
“So this check-up—you hiring me to 

take pix here—was just routine?”  
“That’s right. We simply can’t payout 

fifty thousand bucks without making a 
routine investigation.” 

“Yeah. Who gets the fifty grand?”  
“Lawrence Fargo—Big Ned’s nephew 

on his wife’s side.” Boland grunted. “He 
doesn’t need fifty thou bad enough to kill 
for it. He doesn’t need fifty thou, period. 
That Fargo tribe is richer than Big Ned was 
himself.”  

They mounted the road shoulder 
abreast of Steve’s parked car. The 
cameraman hustled to wrench open the 
door of the machine. “Let’s get going, 
Mol—”  

The rest died on his lips as he stared 
into the front seat. 

It was empty. Molly had vanished. 
 

CHAPTER II 
 

MARTINIS WITH MURDER 
 

OR a moment, Steve Howard couldn’t 
believe his bulging eyes. Then his 

raking fingers reached and closed on 
something—Molly’s handbag still lay on 
the cushion. 

He spun around in the road, shouting 
hoarsely. 

“Molly! Molly!” and then to Boland 
beside him, “The kid’s gone!” 

The adjuster took it calmly. 
“She can’t have gone far. She hasn’t 

had enough time.”  
“Far enough so you don’t hear her 

answer me, do you?” Howard raged. 
“Yeah, but where would she go? And 

why?”  
“Where or why, I don’t know! That’s 

what scares me!” The tension of tightened 
heartstrings vibrated in Steve’s tone. Under 
his hard, graying exterior, the photographer 
was badly worried. 

Twenty years before, an infant Molly 
had twined petal-pink fingers around the 
lensman’s pyro-stained one—and he had 
been her slave ever since. And now that 
Molly’s father was out Jap-hunting in the 
Pacific, Steve felt himself doubly 
responsible as the girl’s guardian. 

“She’d answer me if she could!” He 
turned growling, on Sam Boland. “Come 
on! Jump in! We’re going to borrow some 
flashlights and come back here looking for 
her.” 

The fat man hoisted himself into the 
car, complaining. 

“I don’t see why you had to drag her 
along tonight, anyway.”  

Steve Howard twisted under the 
steering wheel prodded his toe at the 
starter. 

“It’s on account of the WAC,” he 
mumbled. 

“The—huh?”  
“Molly wants to join ‘em. You know, 

get into a photographic unit.” Howard 
gunned the motor. “So I promised to take 
her on some of my jobs, let her shoot some 
pix with me for practical experience.” F 
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“Practical experience? But you left her 
sitting in the car.” 

“Yeah,” Steve Howard confessed. “I 
wanted to see first how bad this wreck was. 
I’ve seen ‘em so gory it made he-men cops 
sick to their stomachs. I wasn’t going to let 
the kid tackle this one if it was blood-and-
brains all over the place.”  

 

The car topped the crest of the hill, 
rolled down toward the scattered lights of 
the exclusive Seganka Lake colony. 
Vaguely, Howard wondered at the number 
of lights—considering this was late fall, 
long past the summer season. 

Maybe something special was on 
tonight. 

“I wouldn’t worry too much, Steve,” 
Sam Boland consoled. “After all, we were 
close enough to hear her holler for help—
say, if anybody came along and tried to 
drag her out of the car.”  

Howard’s lips tightened. 
“She wasn’t dragged. All I can figure—

well, maybe she didn’t mind me about 
staying in the car. Maybe she was right 
close by when we flushed Ransom out of 
the bushes.” 

“Meaning she might have bumped into 
Ransom or—”  

“Or the killer,” Steve Howard muttered.  
The headlights fanned over a stone wall 

surrounding the first of the Seganka Lake 
homes. Steve cut the wheel sharply, nosed 
the machine off the paved road onto a 
graveled driveway. 

“We’ll call the sheriff. And then we’ll 
go back there with flashlights. We couldn’t 
have found a thing stumbling around over 
that hillside in the dark.”  

He braked, leaped out and raced up 
house steps lighted by an imitation Cape 
Cod lantern. His thumb jabbed at a 
doorbell’s button. Hearing no answer, 
Howard tried he knob and flung himself 
headlong through the doorway. 

A woman’s shriek dinned into his ears. 

Even before he saw her, Howard spoke 
swiftly. 

“It’s all right, ma’am. There’s been an 
accident. I’m sorry about busting in like 
this—” 

E gaped as the woman appeared in the 
side doorway of the entrance hall. The 
only light came from the flicker of an 

open fire in the room behind her. It 
revealed little more of her than an 
interesting silhouette attired in a bare-
shouldered negligee. 

“Oh, I see,” she said. “Well, I’m sorry, 
but the doctor isn’t home tonight. He’s at 
the meeting with the others.”  

“Doctor?” Howard puzzled. 
“My husband, Doctor Jameson,” she 

explained. “People usually call a doctor 
when there’s an accident. Isn’t that why 
you’re here?” 

“No. I want your phone—fast!”  
Now Mrs. Jameson touched a wall 

button that kindled artificial electric 
candles in the hallway. Momentarily Steve 
Howard stared at her. Any man would have 
stared. Her combination of feline green 
eyes and cold-waved henna hair spelled 
sheer sensual allure. 

The photographer’s glance wasn’t 
blind, either, to the lacquer-perfect make-
up seemingly sprayed onto the oval face, 
slim throat and bared shoulders. He 
wondered if she had donned the perfect 
make-up and the negligee just to sit by the 
fireside while her husband attended some 
meeting or other. 

Doctor Jameson’s wife gave him a 
queer, twisted smile. 

“The phone’s right at your elbow,” she 
pointed out. 

“Yeah.” Steve Howard snatched the 
instrument from its cradle on an expensive 
early American, antique lowboy. 
“Operator, get me the county sheriff’s 
office. I want to report a murder.”  

H



THRILLING DETECTIVE 6

He heard Mrs. Jameson’s throaty gasp. 
She took a half-step backward, braced one 
smooth shoulder against the door frame. 

Waiting for the operator to make the 
connection, Steve snapped at the woman. 

“Look, if you could rustle me up a 
flashlight—a couple of flashlights—”  

“I—I’ll see—please wait.” The henna-
haired woman spun around and fled noisily 
on her high spiked heels. 

Steve Howard finished spilling this 
story into the phone before she returned. It 
was the lure of the crackling, leaping 
flames which drew the soaked and chilled 
photographer into the next room. He 
walked in, spread his hands to the blaze. 

Then he noticed another piece of 
antique furniture. This one had probably 
started life as an old-time New England 
cobbler’s bench, though it now served as a 
coffee table. Parked on it were two, 
swimming-full Martini glasses. 

Waterlogged and semi-frozen from his 
dunking in Seganka Lake, Steve didn’t 
hesitate long. He figured he could use a 
good stiff drink, so he stooped, grasped the 
nearest glass by its stem, and lifted it to his 
lips. 

It was as good a Martini as he’d ever 
hoisted in his life—and it was iced, shaker-
cold, though sitting here within five feet of 
the busily snapping fire. 

There was no doubt in his mind. Doctor 
Jameson’s wife had been entertaining a 
guest in this room, and not very long ago, 
either. 

She came into the room, smiling. 
“I’m sorry. There doesn’t seem to be a 

flashlight around.” Over one arm she 
carried a heap of masculine garments. “But 
I’ll look again, while you’re upstairs 
changing into these dry things.” 

“Thanks. But I can’t stop.” 
 

RS. Jameson became stern. 
“I can’t let you go out like this! 

You’d catch your death of cold. You might 
even get pneumonia.”  

“My niece is in a jam out there in the 
dark! That means a lot more to me than 
catching cold.”  

The cameraman headed toward the 
front hallway as he spoke. Mrs. Jameson 
was already there, barring his way. 

With a cat-quick gesture, she slid the 
piled clothing off her arm. The movement 
exposed a pistol that had been in her hand 
all the time. She pointed the gun at Steve. 

“Not so fast! You forget Seganka Lake 
is private property. You’re a stranger, a 
trespasser. I’ll thank you to explain what 
you’re doing—finding corpses—”  

Gunfire outside the house rammed the 
rest back into her throat. 

The henna-haired woman gulped, 
instinctively flung her head around toward 
the shot. 

Steve Howard moved fast—to wrench 
the pistol out of her surprised hand. 

Holding the weapon in his own fist, he 
darted past her through the hallway and out 
the front door. 

For a bewildered moment, his stare 
searched the Cape Cod lantern-lighter front 
yard. 

“Sam! Boland!”  
But the insurance adjuster wasn’t in 

sight. 
A second—several seconds passed 

before the scrape of a cautious footfall sent 
the photographer scurrying around the 
corner of the house. He crouched 
watchfully. 

Ahead of him lay the dark glimmer of 
the lake with the outline of pine trees along 
its shore. A paler strip in the foreground 
was a footpath paralleling the driveway 
back to the garage and boathouse. 

He hesitated, then plunged forward. 
Suddenly he was caught squarely in the 
harsh glare of an electric bullseye lantern. 

“Hands up!” a voice grated. M 
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Steve Howard dived flat onto the 
footpath, his gun hand in front of him 
pointing toward the lens of the bullseye. 

“Hands up yourself!” he challenged 
back. 

 
CHAPTER III 

 
TWO DOWN 

 
 MOANING plea came from Doctor 
Jameson’s henna-haired wife. 

“D-don’t s-shoot, you c-crazy fools!”  
“Jeanette!” the man behind the bullseye 

exclaimed. He shifted the electric beam so 
it fanned over Mrs. Jameson, standing on 
the house’s rear porch. Howard figured she 
must have raced through her kitchen and 
out the back door. 

Flushed, her breath came fast, her eyes 
were bright. She was really a beautiful 
woman. 

“Jeanette!” the other man said again. 
“It’s—he’s all right, Harland. He—he 

was inside with me when it happened.”  
She turned to Howard. 
“Put down that gun,” she ordered. 

“This is Harland Griffin, our next door 
neighbor.” 

Steve Howard didn’t put down the 
pistol. He held it ready for business as he 
regained his feet. 

“What’s been going on out here?” he 
demanded. 

For answer, Harland Griffin aimed his 
electric bullseye down the footpath. 

Sam Boland’s plump figure blocked the 
path, his head and shoulders hidden in 
shrubbery beside the walk. 

The photographer hurried to the spot. A 
chill coursed through Howard as he looked. 
He knew that Sam Boland was as dead as a 
lapsed policy. 

Harland Griffin came close, too. The 
neighbor lifted a hand and swept a cowlick 
of brown hair from his deep-socketed, 

bloodshot eyes. He had been drinking, and 
his next words pushed a load of alcoholic 
fumes toward Howard. 

“Somebody potshotted the guy—kicked 
the heart right out of him!” Griffin 
declared. 

Howard’s fingers tightened on the 
pistol. His voice hardened with suspicion. 

“You got here pretty fast—for a man 
who had to grab himself a flash lantern and 
a gun.”  

Harland Griffin chuckled. 
“Your little pal,” he confided to the 

henna-haired Mrs. Jameson, “is a smartie. 
It would have been too fast—only it 
happened I was outside in my own yard 
with the lantern and gun when I heard the 
shot.”  

“Happened—how-so?” Howard 
quizzed. 

“I thought I heard a prowler. I went out 
to investigate.”  

Jeanette Jameson grabbed at the 
suggestion. 

“It must have been the prowler who 
killed this man, then.” 

Steve Howard shrugged. 
“Maybe. But do you mind if I look at 

your gun, Griffin?”  
The cowlicked man shrugged, too. He 

handed over his blued .38 revolver. 
Steve took it, sniffed at the barrel. It 

smelled of oil. It didn’t smell of cordite. It 
hadn’t been fired since it was last cleaned. 

The photographer shook his head. 
“I don’t get it—all of you people 

running around pointing guns at me.”  
“I’m sorry,” Jeanette Jameson said 

quickly. “I had you all wrong.”  
“Hunh?”  
“Well,” she defended, “put yourself in 

my place. A dripping-wet stranger breaking 
into the house and babbling about 
murder—I wasn’t sure, you might have 
been an escaped lunatic! You certainly 
sounded insane to me.”  

A 
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“Murder?” Harland Griffin caught up 
the word. “He was talking about murder 
before this happened?”  

Steve Howard nodded. 
“That’s right, fella. This is the second 

victim tonight. Ransom was the first.”  
“Ran—who?”  
“Ransom. Mean anything to you?” 
 

ARLAND GRIFFIN pawed nervously 
at his brown cowlick. 

“Good Lord, no. Nobody by that name 
lives around here.”  

Automobile headlights swung through 
the entrance pillars into the driveway. 
Caught in the light, Griffin’s face showed 
strained lines of bitterness. 

“Good night, Jeanette. I—we’ll talk 
about it some other time.” He pivoted on 
his heel, made off across the lawn with 
long, scissoring strides. 

The car behind the headlights was a 
large one. It rolled up the driveway in a 
mechanical perfection of silence marred 
only by the crunch of pebbles under the fat, 
balloon tires. 

“Don’t mention Harland to Gideon—
the doctor, I mean,” Jeanette Jameson said 
swiftly. 

She might have saved herself the 
trouble. 

Doctor Gideon Jameson, crossing in 
front of the headlight beam toward them, 
was a pudgy, pie-faced man in his mid-
fifties. His voice was a harsh, asthmatic 
bark: 

“Jeanette! Didn’t I see Griffin here 
when I drove in? I thought I made it clear 
to that scoundrel I didn’t want him hanging 
around!”  

The henna head flared up sharply. 
“Good heavens, Gideon! Mr. Griffin 

came over to help because—well, come 
and see for yourself.”  

Elderly knee joints creaked protestingly 
as the plump physician went down beside 

Sam Boland’s body. 
“This man is dead—died before he hit 

the ground.”  
The doctor tilted his round face in a 

blankly bewildered stare toward his wife. 
“Who is he? And what’s he doing here, 

dead, in our yard?”  
“The name was Boland,” Steve Howard 

vouchsafed. 
It apparently meant nothing to Doctor 

Gideon Jameson.  
“He was an insurance adjuster 

investigating that Cotton car crack-up,” the 
photographer added. “We both were—” 

“You were with him? In what 
capacity?”  

“I was taking pictures of it.”  
The round face worked up a frown. 

Doctor Jameson clambered to his feet. The 
effort increased the asthmatic sound of his 
breathing, as if he had a toy whistle in his 
throat. 

“You’re sure that’s all he was 
investigating?” he puffed. “He wasn’t—by 
any chance—on a pearl hunt?”  

“A how-much?”  
“Mrs. Cotton was wearing a string of 

pearls when she left home,” the doctor 
explained. “Later, when we lifted the body 
out of the wreck, the pearls were missing.” 

Howard’s brain tried to juggle this 
unexpected development into the picture. 
He couldn’t key it into the murder riddle. 
He knew Coast Mutual didn’t write jewel 
insurance, and therefore Sam Boland 
hadn’t been searching for the missing 
pearls. 

Yet if Sam had accidentally blundered 
across the track of a panicky, fear-crazed 
thief, it might have cost the adjuster his 
life. 

“I don’t get it,” said the cameraman 
puzzled. “Mrs. Cotton was supposed to be 
right at death’s door, wasn’t she? What was 
a dying woman doing gadding around with 
a string of pearls?”  

H 
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Doctor Jameson fanned the air with a 
fat hand.  

“Her ailment was an incurable anemia 
which completely destroys the white blood 
cells. Big Ned and young Fargo agreed not 
to let her know since nothing could be done 
about it, anyway. 

“We all knew the end would be very 
sudden when she collapsed. But in the 
meanwhile we wanted her to lead as 
normal and happy a life as possible.” 

 
E stopped fanning the air, used the 
hand to scrape his jaw instead. 

“I mention the pearls because it 
happened that Harland Griffin reached the 
accident ahead of everybody else.”  

“Gideon! That’s not fair! Harland 
wouldn’t!”  

Jameson scowled. 
“Jeanette, it’s no use defending him this 

time.”  
He turned to Steve Howard. 
“Young Griffin is a common swindler. 

He cheats at cards. He’s a crook. He 
wouldn’t hesitate to steal from a corpse—
and he’s flat, stony broke, desperate for 
hard cash in a hurry.”  

Howard listened impatiently. None of 
this seemingly led him a step closer to the 
missing Molly—and yet he was torn with 
the heart-rendering suspicion that only by 
finding the killer could he be utterly sure of 
his niece’s safety. 

Jeanette Jameson laughed bitterly. 
“Hard cash! A few hundred dollars 

worth of pearls! Why don’t you mention 
the man who inherits the big money—the 
whole Cotton bankroll?”  

The doctor turned to Howard. 
“Don’t take my word for any of this. 

Just ask Judge Metzgen. He can tell you the 
whole, inside story.”  

Instant, warming relief surged through 
the perplexed photographer. Judge Elbert 

Metzgen—at long last—was a known, 
trustworthy name. 

Dozens of times Steve Howard had 
testified as a technical witness before the 
white-haired Superior Court jurist. He was 
utterly confident that Judge Metzgen’s 
personal integrity was beyond question. 

“Metzgen! Does the judge live 
anywhere near—”  

“It’s the next house after Harland 
Griffin’s,” supplied the doctor. “And if you 
want to talk to Lawrence Fargo, I noticed 
his car parked in front of the judge’s door 
as I drove by a minute ago.”  

Howard hesitated. Sheer instinct would 
have sent him on into the night hunting for 
the lost Molly—if he’d had any least clue 
to her whereabouts. 

But how could he, alone, search the 
whole countryside? 

Cold intelligence told him Molly’s 
actual physical danger would be slight—
unless or until his niece crossed the killer’s 
path. 

As he hurried off, he thought grimly, he 
could prevent that in only one way—by 
reaching the murderer first himself. 

 
CHAPTER IV 

 
MURDER MOTIVE 

 
UDGE Elbert Metzgen, in dressing 
gown and slippers, nursed a hot toddy 

before a blazing log fire. A second toddy 
reposed in the bronzed fingers of the bald, 
powerfully built, middle aged Lawrence 
Fargo. 

Bending forward in his chair, alert gray 
eyes crinkled toward the photographer, 
Judge Metzgen spoke. 

“It’s a long story—and, thunderation, 
you’re as wet as a drowned rat! So I’ll cut 
it as short as I can.”  

Fargo nodded. 

H 
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“Harland Griffin’s father was one of the 
founders of Seganka Lake. The judge here 
drew up the papers, so he can explain it 
better than anyone else can.”  

Judge Metzgen nodded. 
“We mutually agreed none of us would 

sell his property to a newcomer without the 
consent of all the others. It cost us a great 
deal of money to dam the lake, put in the 
private road and so on. 

“We didn’t want any of the members to 
make a fat personal profit by selling out to 
just anybody. We didn’t want this to turn 
into the kind of summer resort where 
people go in for a lot of noisy drinking and 
wild parties. We didn’t want any game 
hogs who’d take more than their share of 
the fish. 

“We decided to run it like a private 
club, where any member’s blackball can 
prevent a newcomer’s joining.” He paused. 
“We achieved this result legally by leaving 
title to the road in the hands of our 
corporation. Obviously, you can’t sell 
anybody a house without a right-of-way, a 
means of getting to it.”  

“Well?” Howard grunted. 
Lawrence Fargo leaned back in his 

chair lazily stretching his legs. His eyes 
weren’t lazy. They were thinned streaks of 
inky concentration. 

“Harland Griffin’s father died,” he 
declared. “Harland gambled away his 
fortune in a short time. He wants to sell his 
Seganka Lake property, which is probably 
worth fifty thousand dollars.”  

The judge nodded agreement. 
“But Big Ned Cotton thought the 

money wouldn’t last three months if 
Harland ever got his hands on it. 
Consequently, he consistently blackballed 
the prospective purchasers. Young Griffin 
has found half a dozen buyers in the last 
two years, but at every meeting Big Ned 
voted against releasing the road rights.”  

Steve Howard fidgeted in his water 

soaked clothing. 
“So,” he surmised, “Harland Griffin 

bumped off the Cottons, man and wife?”  
Judge Metzgen’s eyes widened with 

shock. 
“The sheriff found absolutely no 

evidence the car had been tampered with,” 
he stated. 

Fargo smiled. 
“Not to mention the fact my uncle 

could have been killed so much more easily 
in another way. Uncle Ned went fishing 
every day of the season. 

“He couldn’t swim a stroke. I could 
easily have killed him by upsetting the boat 
and paddling off for shore. So could 
Harland. So could any other good 
swimmer.” 

Howard stared at the heir. 
“Uh-huh, but upsetting the boat 

wouldn’t have got rid of your aunt, would 
it?”  

Judge Metzgen gestured wearily. 
“It wasn’t necessary for anyone to get 

rid of Mrs. Cotton. She wouldn’t have lived 
more than another half year at most.”  

“I know—Jameson said that—but she 
might have left the money to someone 
else.”  

“I prepared both wills. It’s true Big Ned 
left his money to his wife, but her will left 
it to Mr. Fargo finally,” the judge retorted. 

 
T all sounded so smooth—so 
unshakable. 

But there was a gap in it somewhere. 
There had to be. Ransom’s crushed skull, 
Sam Boland’s bullet-blasted body, added 
up to the grimmest kind of proof something 
was deadly wrong. 

“Well, how do you figure it, Judge?” 
Steve Howard asked heavily. 

“The accident, of course, was just an 
accident.” The white-haired jurist handed 
down his verdict firmly. “But then Harland 
Griffin came along before anyone else. I 

I
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fear he yielded to temptation and stole Mrs. 
Cotton’s necklace. He needed money to 
keep his property from being sold for 
taxes—either that, or having to accept 
Doctor Jameson’s offer.”  

“Jameson’s offer?”  
“Gideon Jameson offered him fifteen 

thousand cash for his Seganka Lake 
holdings.” 

“Fifteen thousand!” Howard’s brain 
raced. “For something that was worth fifty 
grand?”  

Fargo’s bronzed face broke into a slow 
smile. 

“Don’t blame the poor doctor. He 
wanted to get rid of an undesirable 
neighbor. It was worth fifteen thousand to 
him to—well, get Harland away from 
Jeanette.”  

Howard moistened his lips. 
“Yeah, but would Big Ned Cotton let 

him do it? Wouldn’t Big Ned figure 
Harland would run through fifteen grand 
even faster than fifty—sure as hades, he’d 
have stopped the deal!” 

“He couldn’t,” Judge Metzgen advised 
drily, “inasmuch as Jameson already owns 
a road right.”  

“To his own home. But if the doctor 
ever wanted to sell the Griffin place—!” 
Suddenly Steve Howard remembered the 
henna-haired woman’s words. “That 
meeting tonight! Was that about the road 
rights?”  

“Yes,” the judge wagged his head, “but 
you’re wrong. The sheriff said that car 
wreck was an out-and-out accident.”  

“All the same, Big Ned Cotton would 
have blackballed the proposition if he’d 
lived!” Howard insisted. “He’d have 
stopped it—and cut Doc Jameson out of a 
sweet thirty-five-thousand-dollar profit!”  

Judge Metzgen and Fargo were shaking 
their heads at him. 

“I know, don’t say it,” Steve Howard 
groaned. “The accident was on the level—

even though it’s all your life is worth to go 
near it.”  

He swung toward the door, and as if by 
a miracle of timing the judge’s manservant 
held the door open in front of him. 

“I beg pardon, sir,” the servant intoned, 
“but Mr. Griffin just telephoned the pearls 
have been found.”  

Fargo shot to his feet, sun-browned 
features twisted and incredulous. “Griffin! 
You mean, he admits he found—”  

The servant was well-trained, 
impassive. 

“It seems, sir, the necklace was located 
by a young lady. A Miss Coward or some 
such name, I believe.”  

Startled sound rocketed from the 
electrified Steve. 

“That’s Molly! What’s she been up 
to?”  

His torpedo-like charge fairly bowled 
the manservant out of the doorway. 

Harland Griffin’s inherited house and 
grounds might have been worth fifty 
grand—once. But the front yard into which 
Steve Howard raced was now little better 
than an unmowed hayfield of tangled, 
knee-tall dry grass. The paint-peeling house 
looked like the stage set for a Hollywood 
spook drama. 

Off to one side stretched what had once 
been a clay tennis court—now a yellow, 
raw scar on the grounds, made uglier by 
rusted wire dangling in shreds off the 
backstop’s crazily leaning post. 

There was a light on the tennis court, 
and a huddle of forms clustered around it. 
One of them, Steve saw with horror, was 
down and apparently unconscious. The fat 
Doctor Gideon Jameson squatted beside his 
opened black bag and his slim patient. 

Steve burst out of the tangled grass 
onto the sun-cracked clay. 

“Molly!” he bawled recognition of the 
slim, blond-haired figure. “Kid, what 
happened to you?”  
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“Quiet, man.” The doctor reproached 
him tartly. “She’s had a bump on the 
head—nothing serious.”  

“I—I guess 1 can sit up now,” the girl 
mumbled. 

“No, take it easy.” The photographer 
crashed to his knees beside his favorite 
niece. “Just tell me what happened. Who 
did this to you?” 

 
AITING for her answer, he was 
aware of Jameson’s harsh, asthmatic 

breathing on the other side of the girl—and 
of the henna-haired Mrs. Jameson’s 
indrawn breath. Harland Griffin, his lips 
curled in a contented leer, leaned against 
the tennis court net post and watched. 

Molly’s pallid lips formed a fluttered 
sound. 

“S-Sam Boland, d-darn him!”  
Howard strained blankly. 
“Boland? Boland slugged you?”  
“He doublecrossed you—us,” Molly 

persisted. 
“Doublecrossed? How do you mean?”  
“It was right after you fired the flash 

powder, while you chased that Ransom 
down to the lake.”  

“It—what?”  
The girl sighed. 
“There must be another angle to that 

accident, something Boland didn’t want to 
talk about. Because while you were chasing 
Ransom, he turned and came up the hill. At 
first I thought he was heading for the car. 
Then I realized he was making for the other 
side of the hill. So I jumped out and 
followed him.”  

Howard hesitated as Fargo’s big 
bronzed shape and Judge Metzgen’s 
dressing-gowned figure pressed into the 
light. He shook his head. 

“You didn’t follow Boland, Molly. He 
was with me. You were tagging after 
somebody else, but I guess in the dark you 
couldn’t tell.”  

“I couldn’t see,” the girl admitted. “But 
I could hear him threshing through the 
undergrowth. I could hear him breathing—
and he wheezed just like Sam Boland.” 

Queer looks passed around the circle of 
watchers.  

“But, kid, didn’t you hear me hollering 
your name?” Howard asked quickly. 

“I heard you,” Molly confessed, “but if 
I answered, Sam—or whoever it was—
would have known I was almost at his 
heels. So I kept mum and tagged him along 
the road. When your headlights came over 
the hill, he dodged off to one side and 
threw himself flat on the ground. And—so 
did I.”  

“That proves it, because Boland was in 
the car with me. Good Lord, Molly, you 
could have been killed.”  

“Oh, I wasn’t taking any ·chances. I 
was at least fifty yards behind him.”  

“But he turned and slugged you,” 
Howard remarked grimly. 

She nodded. 
“Yes, he turned into the yard here. I 

thought I’d lost him until I heard a sound 
out on the tennis court. He was hiding 
something in one of the posts! I sneaked up 
close to see what he was up to. That’s 
when he whirled and hit me.”  

Howard’s glance went to Harland 
Griffin. The cowlicked man was holding 
his electric bullseye in one hand, tossing a 
rusted metal cap of iron in the other. 

“I found this lying on the ground. He 
hit her with it, I guess.” Griffin turned, 
squirted his light down into the hollow net-
post. “Here’s why he took the cap off the 
post. Have a look, Judge.”  

Judge Metzgen bent his white-maned 
head, focused his aging eyes into the post. 

“Those are Mrs. Cotton’s pearls 
undoubtedly,” he conceded. “But what, if 
anything, do they prove.”  

Griffin laughed shortly. 
“That’s easy, Your Honor. The crook 

W 
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who planted them there is trying to frame a 
murder rap on me. Any bets on who the 
wheezing guy is that the girl followed 
here?”  

The cowlicked man swung and aimed 
an accusing forefinger at the heavily-
breathing Doctor Gideon Jameson. 

“You, blast you! You framed me!” 
 

CHAPTER V 
 

WHO DIED FIRST 
 
TEVE HOWARD’S growled comment 
bit into the tense silence. 
“No! It isn’t that easy!”  
Griffin glared. 
“Yeah? Why not?”  
Howard shrugged.  
“The wheezing man didn’t kill 

Ransom. Couldn’t have—Molly heard him 
running away in the opposite direction 
while Ransom was having his skull crushed 
down there among the rocks.” 

It was a long, brain-racking moment 
before the gears meshed and the pieces of 
the kill puzzle began to fit. 

Howard sprang to the net-post. He 
grabbed Griffin’s bullseye, flung its beam 
and his own intently peering gaze down 
into the hollow interior. 

The post was bedded in a concrete 
base—and scattered down there were the 
milky, pea-sized pearls. 

“That necklace—it’s broken!” he 
blurted. “They’re loose.” And then, 
hoarsely he proclaimed, “Holy smoke! I bet 
that’s it!”  

“You bet what’s it?” the henna-haired 
Jeanette Jameson demanded. 

The photographer turned to her. . 
“Mrs. Jameson, I want you to stay with 

Molly—take care of her until I get back.” 
“Back? From where?” Judge Metzgen 

sounded puzzled. 
Steve Howard grinned dourly. 

“You’re invited—all of you people. I’m 
heading for that car wreck. That’s where 
the answer is, where it has been all this 
time. . . .”  

They piled out of Doctor Jameson’s 
luxurious limousine, formed an expectant 
knot on the roadside. Steve realized that 
men like Lawrence Fargo and Judge Elbert 
Metzgen weren’t going to be content very 
long with his assertion he could solve the 
case—maybe. He crowded brusk authority 
into his tone. 

“Lead on with the light, Griffin. Show 
us exactly where you found Big Ned 
Cotton’s body.”  

The cowlicked man swung ahead with 
his bullseye. Lawrence Fargo let out his 
muscular legs behind Griffin. The old 
judge followed slowly. Gideon Jameson, 
wheezing like a leaky calliope, brought up 
the rear with Steve Howard. The 
photographer’s fingers were sweaty on the 
pistol pushed down into his pocket. 

“Right here,” Griffin called. He held his 
light on a blood-smeared patch of the 
hillside. 

Howard scanned the scene anxiously. 
“And this is all Big Ned’s blood?” he 

asked. 
Fargo grunted. 
“Can’t you see it is? There’s a trail of 

it, showing where he crawled from the 
wreck.” 

Howard’s study was rewarded. He 
dropped to one knee, whistled. 

“I’ll be darned! Somebody beat us to 
it!”  

“Beat us?” Fargo quizzed. . 
The photographer pointed a finger at a 

freshly slashed twig in the undergrowth. 
“Yeah. Somebody trimmed a leaf off 

this bush.”  
The others’ gathered to look. Harland 

Griffin impatiently swiped the tumbled 
down cowlick from his eyes. 

“It looks that way. But who would pull 

S 
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a silly stunt like that?”  
Howard drew in his breath. 
“Ransom did—or the man who hired 

Ransom as an expert technical witness in 
case that leaf ever showed up in court.” 

 
UDGE METZGEN was edgy. 

as in
“In court, all this would be overruled 

competent, irrelevant, and immaterial. 
Just what do you hope to prove by it, 
Howard?”  

Steve Howard stared into the jurist’s 
eyes. 

“It proves itself. Ransom didn’t come 
this far for his health, nor did he hike it 
afoot from the city. It’s obvious someone 
met his bus with an automobile, then 
sneaked him to this setup under cover of 
darkness.” 

Fargo goggled. 
“Why, for Pete’s sake?”  
“For secrecy, of course. The man I’m 

talking about didn’t know what the answer 
would be. Couldn’t know, until Ransom 
had made the proper tests.” The 
photographer turned to Judge Metzgen. 
“Right, Your Honor?”  

“How would I know?”  
Steve Howard smiled twistedly. 
“Because you’re the man who hired 

Ransom! You’re the wheezing man who 
ran away from here.”  

The judge’s expression was stricken. 
Steve chuckled dryly. 

“It wasn’t Doc Jameson. Jameson, with 
his asthma, can hardly walk downhill—let 
alone run up one. You could run, though 
your wind wouldn’t last. 

“You’d arrive home breathless and 
perspiring, so you’d have to jump into a 
quick bath. It’s why you’re in your 
dressing gown now.”  

Harland Griffin gaped in owl-eyed 
amazement.  

“You mean,” he articulated 
unbelievingly, “Judge Metzgen planted 

those pearls on me?”  
“No,” Howard muttered. “Molly was 

fifty yards behind. The judge didn’t turn 
into your yard at all, Harland. He went 
straight home. Molly started trailing one 
man—and wound up shadowing another. 
She accidentally picked up the spoor of the 
killer.”  

The photographer focused his glance on 
the silent, thoughtful Metzgen. 

“I’d say you suspected the truth all 
along. But these people were all your 
friends. You didn’t want to make any 
charges before you were sure. You still 
don’t. You’re keeping your mouth shut 
until a blood test supplies a definite 
answer.”  

The rhythm of Gideon Jameson’s 
asthmatic breathing quickened. 

“Blood test? For what reason?”  
Steve Howard scowled. 
“You of all men ought to know. Mrs. 

Cotton suffered from an anemic condition. 
A white blood-cell count of the blood on 
this leaf would prove whether all this gore 
was Big Ned Cotton’s or hers.”  

There was silence—except for the 
pounding lake and the fat doctor’s 
wheezing breath.  

“The wreck was just an accident as 
everyone has said all along,” Howard said 
quietly. “Only Mrs. Cotton wasn’t killed 
outright, and Big Ned didn’t manage to 
drag himself away from the smashed car. 

“It was just the other way around. She 
crawled away from the smash-up—and the 
string of pearls she was wearing snagged 
here in the brush, and the strand broke.” 

Harland Griffin was saucer-eyed. 
“You’re cracked. I found ‘em just like I 

said—here inside the car, and Big Ned 
lying here on the ground.”  

“You found them that way. But you 
weren’t first. Somebody got here ahead of 
you, switched the woman’s body back into 
the machine and hauled Big Ned out.”  

J 
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Lawrence Fargo shook his big bronzed 
body. 

“But why? For what reason would any 
human being—?” 

Howard’s fingers tightened on his 
pocketed pistol. “There were probably half 
a million reasons,” he said grimly. “All of 
them the kind you could put in the bank.”  

Fargo blinked. 
“Me? You’re accusing me?” 
“I’m saying you’re the logical suspect. 

If your aunt died first, you’d inherit Big 
Ned’s fortune directly. If she outlived him 
six months—or even six minutes—the 
bankroll would technically pass into her 
estate before you could inherit from her.”  

“It’d be all the same in the end,” Fargo 
said disgustedly. “I’d get the money 
anyway if that’s what you’re hinting at.”  

Howard’s grin was wry. 
“You’d get about a quarter of it—

instead of half.”  
“Quarter? Half? What are you gabbing 

about?” the bronzed man grated.  
Steve Howard wet his lips.  
“I’m talking about the Federal and 

State inheritance taxes. There’d be one set 
of taxes to pay if Big Ned died last. If he 
died first, there’d be one set of taxes to pay 
when the estate passed on to Mrs. Cotton 
and a second slice when you in turn 
inherited from her. 

“Therefore, Fargo,” the photographer’s 
tone hardened, “you tried to short-circuit 
the thing. You tried to make it appear her 
death came first, thereby netting yourself a 
couple of hundred grand profit.” 

 
HE big man’s bronzed face showed 
sweat despite the cold breeze off the 

lake. 
“No, no—” he blurted. 
“I say you did. It was easy—cheating 

on a tax return, was all. The crime angle 
came later. You learned, belatedly, your 

aunt bad been wearing her pearls. 
Correct?”  

Fargo shook his head stubbornly. 
“It’s correct,” Judge Metzgen said. 

“Big Ned and his wife drove out from the 
city today. The maid knew Mrs. Cotton 
was wearing the necklace. She telephoned 
and asked me to look after it when she 
heard of the accident.” He paused. 

“I in turn mentioned it to Mr. Fargo.”  
Steve Howard confronted Fargo 

inexorably. 
“And you realized what it meant if the 

necklace was found outside the wreck. So 
you came back here tonight—after dark 
and by rowboat. You were going to find 
those pearls and plant them on Griffin, 
claiming he’d stolen them in the first 
place.”  

Fargo was leadenly quiet. 
“You’re forgetting. Doc Jameson is the 

man who first accused Griffin.”  
“Yes, but he thought the pearls had 

been stolen hours before. That’s why he 
was spying on Griffin and Mrs. Jameson 
tonight. 

“He’s the prowler they heard while they 
were having their cocktails, and he’s the 
reason Griffin was out in the yard with his 
bullseye and gun. You see, none of them 
were anywhere near here when Ransom got 
killed.”  

Steve watched the big bronzed man 
with hawklike attention. 

“Here’s the payoff, Fargo,” he 
continued. “You were searching for pearls 
in the underbrush when Ransom and Judge 
Metzgen arrived here tonight. They came 
afoot, so you assumed it was their car 
which parked on the road above. 

“Suddenly, in the darkness, a flash gun 
popped. It was my flash gun, but you 
thought it was Ransom’s. You fled for your 
rowboat, and he ran after you. You 
assumed the flashlight up on the hill was 
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the judge’s, and that Ransom was chasing 
you. 

“That’s why you brained him and 
tossed his body into the lake. He was 
carrying a camera, and I suppose you threw 
it into your boat and dumped it out in the 
middle of the lake. 

“Then—the last step—you headed for 
Harland Griffin’s place. You were going 
there to leave the pearls in his tennis court 
net post, as if he had hidden them. 

“I suppose Sam Boland heard your 
oarlocks and went down toward the lake to 
investigate. You heard his wheezing breath 
out in the Jameson yard, so you shot him.” 

“You suppose, huh?” Fargo said stiffly. 
“And just how much of this do you think 
you can prove?”  

Steve Howard laughed shortly. 
“Plenty, Fargo—I can prove plenty. 

You see, Sam Boland wondered why I used 
magnesium powder instead of a modern 
flash bulb. Well, I did it because 
magnesium is actually better outdoors. 

“It’s what the Army uses for its flares. 
The stuff lights up the whole country—and 
I used plenty of it, because I was shooting a 
picture of this whole setup. I’ve got a 
picture of you—”  

Fargo snarled, made a quick hip-pocket 
grab. 

Steve Howard yanked the pistol out of 
his coat pocket. He was too slow. 

Harland Griffin had whirled and 
smashed at Fargo’s bronzed jaw. 

“I’ve been wanting to do that all my 
life,” Griffin said blissfully. He bent over 
the crumpled heir and snatched something 
from the big man’s hip. “Look, Judge, a 
gun!” 

Judge Metzgen ignored the weapon. He 
turned indignantly on Howard. 

“If you had his picture, why didn’t you 
say so in the first place? Why risk letting 
someone get shot here?”  

Steve Howard chuckled softly. 
“I wanted him to pull a gun on me, in 

front of witnesses. I wasn’t lying—a 
magnesium flash does light up all outdoors 
in all directions. 

“But the angle of view of my camera 
lens is only thirty-five degrees, so the 
chances are swell I’ve got a picture of 
Ransom and nobody else. Fargo knew the 
light hit him, he just didn’t realize he 
wasn’t necessarily in the picture at all.”  

Abruptly, Steve Howard became aware 
of the cold breeze knifing through his damp 
garments. His face puckered. His shoulders 
convulsed. He exploded. 

“Kerchoo! Kerchoo-ey!”  
He heard one of them say, 

“Gesundheit!” 
It wasn’t Lawrence Fargo who said it. 

 


