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WITH the brilliant glare of the noonday sun shining full into his upturned eyes, a venerable man sat beside an open window. The gray-crowned head was a noble one, but strength and rugged manhood was gone; there was only the weakness of years and disaster, illumined and softened by a smile—the appealing, pathetic smile of helplessness. The window framed a vista of green landscape, broken by a dimpled splotch of blue where the sea ran in and lapped the shore, and, far away, a village sprinkled on the hills. But he looked upon it all with sightless eyes—eyes which turned instinctively toward the light as the blind ever seek a ray through their enshrouding gloom. A grateful tang of salt air drifted in, and he breathed deeply of its fragrance.


For a long time he sat thus, silently, then from a distant room came the trill of a song. His smile grew into an expression of infinite tenderness as he listened, and then the closing of a door broke the melody. He sat expectantly for a minute or so, and gradually his mind wandered back into the dreamy thoughtfulness which the voice had interrupted. After awhile he heard a light step in the hall, and then some other sound which he could not interpret. The steps approached the door of the room where he sat, and paused.


"Is that you, deary?" he asked gently.


There was no response, and he turned his sightless eyes expectantly toward the entrance.


"What is it, Mildred?" he inquired.


Again he heard the peculiar sound to which he had been unable to attach a meaning, but still there was no answer.


"Mildred!" he called sharply. He turned quickly in his chair, with a vague uneasiness in his manner, and gripped the arms as if to rise. "Mildred!" he repeated. "Why don't you answer me?"


Suddenly there came an answer—a heart-racking, terrifying answer—shriek after shriek of agony, terror, helplessness. It was here, in this very room in which he stood, but the impenetrable pall of blindness veiled it all. There was a shuffling as of feet for an instant, a gurgling, despairing cry, then the old man tottered forward toward the door.


"Mildred, Mildred, Mildred!" he called despairingly. "What is it, child!"


There was a sound as of a soft body falling, then came utter silence. With straining heart and groping hands the old man kept on blindly seeking. Again he caught the meaningless sound, which he had heard before. One outstretched hand brushed against something which was instantly removed beyond reach. Intuitively he knew that something—somebody—menaced him, that Mildred his granddaughter was now or had been in peril—perhaps it was worse. There was some quick movement to his right, and the old man stretched out his quivering hands straight before him with a pitiful, helpless gesture.


"I am blind!" he said simply.


For a moment he stood there, with hands still outstretched, waiting. For what? He didn't know. At last from the hall outside came a sliding, whispering sound, and the front door closed noiselessly. Instantly he started in that direction. Despite his blindness, he knew his way here in the little house where he had lived for years alone with his granddaughter.


In the hall another thought came to him. Whoever—whatever—it was, had come and gone. And Mildred? He turned and started back toward the room he had just left. One aged hand slipped along the wall to the door frame, and he turned in. For an instant he listened. He heard nothing.


"Mildred?" he called. "My God, child! where are you? What has happened?"


Still silence. He entered and began groping around pitifully. Mildred must be there, somewhere. And finally, as he groped on, he came upon her. One foot struck some yielding obstacle, and he dropped on his knees beside it. A touch of his fingers on the face told him it was Mildred. She was breathing faintly—a gurgle, which as he listened grew fainter.


His brain was instantly awakened to the full possibilities. She had been stabbed, or struck down, perhaps. There had been no shot, and yet, as his hands moved rapidly over the slender form, he found no wound on head, face, or body. The faint gasping breath grew fainter as he listened—she was dying under his hands, and he was helpless, unable to see even what was the matter.


"Mildred, Mildred, Mildred!" he repeated, and he shook the inert body in a frenzy of fear and anxiety.


And then came the end. There was a last faint gurgle, a spasmodic twitching of the body, and it lay rigid. And there crouching on the floor beside his dead, the aged grandfather was found a few minutes later. His sightless eyes were dry and staring, and his lip moved silently in prayer.


One of the first things to come under the observation of the police when they began their investigation of the strange murder of pretty little Mildred Barrett—she was hardly fourteen years old—was the fact that if her grandfather, Wendell Curtis Barrett, had not been blind, he could have saved her life. The girl had been strangled, garroted, with manila twine—a plain cord which is in every day use for the tying of heavy bundles. This twine had been drawn so tight about the child's throat that it sank deep into the white soft flesh and slowly strangled her to death. Had her grandfather been able to see, had he not overlooked the possibility of such a thing, he could probably have saved her by cutting the twine. This, at least, was what the medical examiner said.


Outside attention had been attracted to the tragedy by two men who were driving past the little house overlooking the sea. They heard the child's screams and stopped to investigate, entering by that front door through which, not more than a few seconds before, the slayer of the child had passed. But they had seen no one, nor had they heard anything except the child's screams. They immediately notified the police. The strangler's cord was not found until Detective Mallory arrived with a couple of his men and Hutchinson Hatch, a newspaper reporter.


The detective examined the garroter's twine closely. There was one knot in it just where it pressed down upon the windpipe; and another at the back of the neck where powerful fingers had drawn it tight and fastened it with a knot similar to the running of a lasso.


"It's a good job, all right," commented Detective Mallory heartlessly enough as he scrutinized the two knots. "It was prepared for just such a purpose, and well prepared at that."


"It isn't unlike the garroting cord that the thugs of India use," remarked Hatch.


"Is that so?" inquired the detective, as he turned quickly on the newspaper man. They had met before many times, and there was a professional friendship between them which amounted almost to enmity. "That may be useful to know."


The reporter remained at the house and in the neighborhood for several hours while the detectives continued their investigations, and then summarized the entire affair, with every established fact, for the benefit of Professor Augustus S.F.X. Van Dusen—The Thinking Machine. They were well acquainted, these two, an acquaintance which had begun with the chess game incident which had given to the noted scientist the soubriquet by which he had since become known beyond the narrow pale of science. On a dozen or more occasions The Thinking Machine had interested himself in every day problems at the request of the newspaper man, and had invariably woven a woof from tangled, disconnected threads which the reporter brought to him.


"It's absolutely astounding," the reporter told the scientist now, "not only the method of the murder—right within reach, almost, of a man who was totally blind—but there is nothing to indicate any motive, so —"


"Begin at the beginning, Mr. Hatch," interrupted The Thinking Machine crustily. "When you do a sum in arithmetic you put down all the figures, don't you? Well, give me all the figures."


"Well, here is every known fact in the case," explained the reporter. "Mr. Barrett is about seventy-two years old; his granddaughter Mildred was a little less than fourteen. She was the only relative he had in the world, and had lived with him in the little house, which he owns, since the death of her father, who was killed in the Spanish�American War. They kept no servant, as the child, with a little assistance from the old man, was able to do practically all the simple housework. Occasionally they called in a woman who lived half a mile away to assist in house cleaning and the heavier work. It seems that Barrett has an income of about a thousand a year, and they were able to live comfortably on this.


"Very few persons ever called at the house, and preceding the tragedy there was no caller, at least that Barrett knows of. The child was somewhere in the rear of the house, and he was sitting in his own room. He heard no voices, no sound, nothing except the child singing, until she came along the hall, evidently to his room. The grim horror of the whole thing from that time on has unnerved the old man so that he is almost in a state of collapse.


"To me the mystery of the thing is intensified by the fact that the murdered girl is a mere child. Her extreme youth would indicate at least that there could have been no love affair, certainly from all I have been able to learn there was not. And her youth, too, would make it seem improbable that she could have had an enemy who would have gone to such an extreme. Besides, she seems to have been a sweet-tempered, sunny little girl, intelligent, bright, and lovable. Nothing whatever was stolen. There is positively no clue in the world, not even a vagrant footprint, or any small thing that might have been left to indicate who was there—that is, of course, except the cord with which she was strangled."


"Would the old man have benefited by the child's death?" inquired The Thinking Machine.


"In no way at all," Hatch replied positively, "nor would anyone else. There is no property tied up, as far as anyone can find out, and the miserable little sum which it cost him to keep the child is not so much as he would have had to pay to employ a servant in her absence."


The Thinking Machine sat for a long time with the squint blue eyes turned upward, and his white slender fingers pressed tip to tip. Minute wrinkles in his enormous brow grew momentarily deeper. "It's a remarkable crime, Mr. Hatch," he said at last, "perhaps the most remarkable that I have ever met. As you say, the youth of the child removes all the ordinary motives." He was silent for a moment. "Our greatest criminals are never caught, and rarely ever heard of, Mr. Hatch," he went on musingly. "The greatest crimes are never discovered, as a matter of fact. One might readily conceive of a brain so keen, so accurate, that in, say, a murder, there would be nothing to indicate one. I think perhaps in this case we have a difficult one. It would be best for me to see and talk with Mr. Barrett in person."


They found the aged blind man, and he repeated for them in the minutest detail every fact as he remembered it. The Thinking Machine listened throughout with keen attention, and at the end asked some questions.


"You say, Mr. Barrett, that in addition to your granddaughter's footsteps and voice you heard some other slight sound. Could you describe it?"


"I hardly think so," was the reply. "It was strange—peculiar."


"Was it the sound of a human voice, or of something being moved?" insisted the scientist.


"It could have been made by the human voice, I suppose; but it also could have been made by twanging a rubber band. It sounded guttural, unreal, uncanny."


"And the thing you touched when you started toward your granddaughter, after she screamed?" asked the scientist. "What did that seem to be? Clothing, flesh, wood, some one's hair, or what?"


"I— I— don't know," said Barrett helplessly. "It was a sense of having touched something, rather than actual contact with it. It might have been hair, but I don't know what it was."


The Thinking Machine stared at him curiously for a moment. "How long have you been blind, Mr. Barrett?"


"Only about two years."


The Thinking Machine nodded as if he understood, and then for an hour he sat questioning the old man. Never for a moment did the wrinkles leave his brow, and never for a moment was his tense attention relaxed. At the end he arose, and Hatch looked at him inquiringly. He shook his head.


He spent another hour in an examination of the strangler's cord, the knots, the body, and of the premises. Every nook and corner of the little house was searched with the utmost care, and every foot of the little plot of ground surrounding it was carefully gone over. Gradually his radius of observation widened until he had covered the ground a hundred feet every way from the house in every direction. Then he went inside again. One of the detectives, Cunningham, met him in the hall.


"There is no question whatever of the innocence of the two men who say they heard the girl scream and came in?" he asked.


"There doesn't seem to be," replied Cunningham. "We have taken pains to confirm their stories, and to be certain of their identity. They seem to be all right."


"I imagined so," remarked the scientist. "What about the woman who came here occasionally to assist in the housework?"


"We also looked into that. She had been spending the day with a friend in a village a dozen miles away. We have proof of that."


The Thinking Machine turned and walked into the room where Barrett sat. "Would you be prepared to say," he asked, "that the sounds you heard were made by an animal of any sort? That is, I mean an ape, say, or a baboon?"


"I couldn't say," replied Barrett.


"Or that the hair you touched was bristly like the hair of an animal?"


"I couldn't say," replied Barrett. "I don't even know that it was hair. Whatever it was, it was instantly withdrawn beyond my reach and I had a singular intuitive feeling of being in great peril myself."


For the second time The Thinking Machine picked up and examined the strangler's cord. Again he shook his head.


"What do you make of it?" Hatch ventured at last.


The Thinking Machine squinted at him dully. "I don't make anything of it," he replied frankly. "There is no starting point. I have all unknown quantities. When every conceivable motive is eliminated as seems to be the case here, we must naturally turn to that thing which does things without motive—a brute—say, an ape." He held up the knotted cord. "But those knots were never tied by any but human hands; a directing intelligence fashioned the noose, and human hands applied it. That is indisputable, so we haven't even the ape to start with. This is perhaps the first case I have ever been interested in where all possibilities seem to be removed."


Hatch stared at the scientist a little blankly for a moment. He had never before heard just such an admission from him. "Well," asked the reporter helplessly, "where are we going with it?"


The Thinking Machine didn't say. Instead, he planted his No. 8 hat more firmly on his enormous straw yellow head, and returned to his apartments.


It was ten minutes of one o'clock that night, and Hatch had just finished writing the story of the tragedy for his newspaper, when there came a call for him on the telephone. It was The Thinking Machine.


"Do you know of any crime similar to this any time recently?" asked the scientist. "I mean a crime where the circumstances resembled these in any manner?"


The reporter was thoughtful for a moment. "No," he replied.


"Well, I'm very much afraid that there will be another just like it," volunteered The Thinking Machine enigmatically.


"Why, who—what?" asked Hatch in amazement.


"Of course I don't know who," retorted the scientist crabbedly. "If I did I would prevent it. I may say I know what, but it doesn't do us any good. Good night."


Three days later came another tragedy. Bartow Gillespie and his brother James were found dead in a room together ten miles from the scene of the Barrett affair. Bartow, the eldest, had been strangled to death precisely as Mildred Barrett had been. James Gillespie lay five feet away, with a bullet in his brain. The murderer's revolver had fallen between them. One shot had been fired—the shot which entered James's head at the base of his brain.


The Thinking Machine and Hatch were on the scene of this second crime within a few hours. Again there was a detailed examination to be made, and the scientist made it conscientiously, from the strangler's cord, identical in every way with the one that had slain Mildred Barrett, to the revolver with its one empty chamber. The Thinking Machine weighed the weapon in his hand thoughtfully, and then turned to Detective Mallory.


"Whose is this?" he asked.


"If I knew that we could not only solve this mystery, but also the Barrett affair," retorted the detective grimly.


Then The Thinking Machine did a singular thing. He bent down to within a few inches of the upturned face of James Gillespie, and squinted steadily for a minute or more into the dead, glassy eyes. This done, he ran his slender white fingers through the dead man's hair several times.


"I know whose revolver it is now," he said as he arose. "It belonged to the other dead man there—Bartow Gillespie."


Detective Mallory regarded him in amazement for an instant, and then a slight smile about his lips showed what he thought of it.


"I suppose, professor," he said, "you are going to tell us that Bartow Gillespie killed his brother, and then strangled himself with this cord?"


"No," replied the scientist almost pleasantly.


"Well, then," Mallory ventured, "it's going to be that Bartow Gillespie shot his brother, and then his brother strangled him to death with the cord?"


"No," said the scientist again. "I was going to tell you that James Gillespie attacked his brother Bartow, and attempted to strangle him—did strangle him; that there was a struggle—these two overturned chairs show that; and that Bartow Gillespie, with the strangler's cord about his throat, killed his brother with the revolver. Remember, please, that when James Gillespie murdered Mildred Barrett, he was dealing with a child, but here he was dealing with a man, and a powerful man, who fought fiercely after the knot was fastened.


"We may assume that the revolver was Bartow Gillespie's, and that it was in his possession at the time he was attacked. Why? Because if it had been in James Gillespie's possession he would probably have finished his work by shooting his brother, when his brother began his struggle. Certainly James Gillespie did not kill himself, because the wound is in the back of his head. I am stating these things not as facts but as probabilities. When we know positively that the weapon was Bartow Gillespie's, then the probabilities become facts."


There was still a light, skeptical expression about Detective Mallory's mouth. "And on the other hand," he said, "we have the probability that the strangler came here and killed Bartow Gillespie, that the sound of the struggle attracted James Gillespie's attention, that he came in to investigate, that he was threatened and started to go out, and that the strangler fired the shot which struck him in the back of the head."


"Disproved flatly by two points," said The Thinking Machine curtly. "First, the fact that the strangler deliberately left his revolver, if we accept your hypothesis and second, by the fact that —" He paused and turning stared curiously down into the face of James Gillespie.


Detective Mallory waited impatiently for a moment; then, "And the second is what?" he asked.


"Do you know the motive for the murder of the Barrett child?" asked the scientist irrelevantly.


"No," said Detective Mallory in some surprise.


"And do you know the motive for this double crime, under your hypothesis?"


"No."


"Well, the motive is written here," and the scientist turned and thrust a long finger into the pallid face of James Gillespie. "It is in the eyes, in the mouth, and still again it's written here." He pulled aside the tumbled hair, and disclosed a bare spot. "Here is a scar, left months, perhaps years, ago by some serious injury."


"Why, I don't see —" began the detective protestingly.


"Of course, you don't see!" snapped The Thinking Machine. "What was found in James Gillespie's pockets?"


"I don't know that there has been an examination," said Mallory. "We always leave those things to the medical examiner, where there is no doubt of a man's identity."


With deft fingers the scientist ransacked the slain man's clothes. From a hip pocket he drew a little bundle and threw it on the table before Mallory. "And there is your final proof," he said. "It isn't even necessary now to prove that the revolver was Bartow Gillespie's—we know it—know it as inevitably as that two and two make four, Mr. Mallory, not sometimes but all the time."


The little bundle that he had thrown on the table was a roll of plain manila twine—just a couple of yards. At last the detective was beginning to see.


"But what possible motive?" he asked.


"I told Mr. Hatch when I investigated the Barrett affair that when all conceivable human motives were eliminated, as seemed to be the fact in this case, there remained only the thing—the creature, which will act without motive—an ape, for instance," interrupted The Thinking Machine. "I told him afterward that there would probably be a second crime under the same circumstances, and also that we were powerless to prevent it. This is the crime. There is no motive for either.


"The old scar on this man's head, the expression of his face, and his eyes particularly, show conclusively that he was a maniac—just a shade the intellectual superior of an ape, with all the cunning of humanity distorted and diseased into a homicidal mania. An examination of his brain at the autopsy will prove all this even to you, Mr. Mallory. How long he has been a maniac I don't know; your investigations will develop that. That is all, I think. Good day."


The Thinking Machine and Hutchinson Hatch walked down the street together.


"How is it," inquired the reporter, "that James Gillespie didn't kill Barrett at the same time he killed the little girl?"


"I don't know," was the reply. "It is difficult enough, Mr. Hatch, to follow the mental workings of a sane man; when we have a maniac, no one can say what he will do next. We don't look into the matter, but I dare say that Gillespie never knew that child he killed, and could have had no motive."


And subsequently this proved to be true.




THE END
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