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Tony Quinn battles to halt the ruthless activities of a mysterious killer horde! Ruin stalks a newspaper when a sinister prophet predicts murder before it happens!








CHAPTER 1

A Tardy Murderer


BLACK Gothic, 72 point headline type proclaimed the startling news: MILLIONAIRE MORDEN MURDERED. The bold word, EXTRA, also topped the first page of the evening's Sentinel.


Publishing an extra was a radical departure from the conservative policy of the Sentinel, as was the selection of Black Gothic, 72 point type. For, more than a million serious-minded citizens regarded the seventy-year-old news sheet as a symbol of accuracy and convention.


Accordingly, when this standby of three generations of older readers announced that Millionaire Morden had been murdered, no one could doubt that it was the truth or a sensation warranting an extra.


Yet Mrs. Harrington, buxom housekeeper for the fourth-floor tenants of the Greenwich Village studio building, more than doubted the veracity of the staid old newspaper.


Noting the glaring black headline, she gulped, swallowed hard and leaned against the corridor wall for support. Then she glanced once more at the huge banner of type which plastered the front page of the copy of the Sentinel which was spread out in front of the half-open door of studio B-9.


She lifted widening eyes and peered into the apartment. There was but one Millionaire Morden rating such an outburst from the conservative newspaper. He was Clifford Morden, the longtime tenant of studio B-9.


And Clifford Morden, lean and athletic for a man in his late fifties, was seated before his easel. He was plainly visible to Mrs. Harrington through the partly open door.


In addition Clifford Morden was very much alive. He was engaged in mixing colors on the palette in his left hand with a spatulate tool held in his right hand.


His clean-cut profile was clearly revealed by the powerful white light falling upon the easel, and presumably upon his model who was beyond Mrs. Harrington's vision, being situated around an angle of an inner partition.


Only partly recovering her composure, plump Mrs. Harrington picked up the Sentinel extra with trembling hands. Irish though she was, and given to trivial superstitions, Mrs. Harrington did not believe in visions and ghosts.


Anyway, a ghost would be silent. Mr. Morden was slapping colors on the palette with a vigor that made little sounds. Moreover, he coughed a bit, then rubbed the back of his right hand across his chin, a habit he always had.


Mrs. Harrington saw that Mr. Morden's chin was smeared, as usual, with mixed colors of his paints. That settled it.


"Mr. Morden ain't been murdered," whispered Mrs. Harrington on an exhaled breath of relief. "But it's my duty to tell him he is being greatly misrepresented."




SHE stepped just inside the doorway, the newspaper held before her as if the amazing falsehood might bite. She coughed slightly.


"I beg your pardon, Mr. Morden—" Mr. Morden turned instantly, a frown furrowing his brow.


"What is it, Mrs. Harrington?"


The millionaire, whose one hobby was painting, did not like to be disturbed. Moreover, Mrs. Harrington noted that he glanced, as if much perturbed, toward the model whom Mrs. Harrington could not see.


Mrs. Harrington started to turn the newspaper so that Mr. Morden could read the astounding headline. For a brief instant of time she was aware of shadowy movement at the open window by the fire escape before the studio lights blacked out and a dark shape rushed at her.


Only Mrs. Harrington's old-fashioned, coiled coiffure prevented her from having her skull cracked as her assailant struck. It also warded off complete unconsciousness when she fell, too paralyzed to move.


Vague sounds penetrated the thin veil of her consciousness. She heard a low groan and the clattering of Mr. Morden's mixing palette upon the floor. After that the easel pitched from its stand.


She did not hear Mr. Morden's body strike the floor. Yet her woman's instinct for such things may have caused her to detect the movement of small feet, and to see the brief flashing of a little light resembling a cigarette lighter.


The small feet moved hurriedly away. A door opened and shut. There could be only one and that led to the kitchen of the studio. An outer portal of the kitchen opened on the hallway near the rear stairway.


Cold fear clutched at Mrs. Harrington's heart. She was powerless to move, but her mental sense became more acute. The shadow at the open window was recalled, yet she heard no movement toward the fire escape.


Suddenly the inner kitchen door opened and closed again. A metallic click drilled sharply through the silence that followed. Heavy feet shuffled momentarily. Then came a popping explosion that sounded very much like the crackling of a cap on a toy pistol.


A door slammed once more as the housekeeper stirred, trying to rise. From the street four floors below came the sudden, high-pitched wailing of a police car siren.


Mrs. Harrington's memory was still keen because of her cold terror. She recalled a young man she had passed in the corridor before she had seen the murder extra at Mr. Morden's doorway.


He had been a tall, dark-haired good looking young man. She had seen him on two other occasions in Mr. Morden's studio. Once he had arrived with Mr. Morden and the housekeeper had heard them discussing paints. At first, she had regarded him as a salesman, a peddler of paints. But when she had seen him only minutes ago in the hallway, he was bare-headed and disheveled and looked as if he had been drinking.


Whether he had come from Mr. Morden's studio then, she did not know.




GETTING ponderously to her hands and knees, Mrs. Harrington heard feet pounding along the corridor.


"Come along, you!" There was stern authority in the gruff command. "We'll see where you came from! Maybe you paint pictures with your fingers or you fell in a paint pot somewhere!"


"Here it is, sergeant! Studio B-9! Flash a light!"


The studio switch clicked. Pitiless white light flooded the apartment. It showed buxom Mrs. Harrington standing dazedly with the newspaper still clutched in her hand.


Crumpled on the floor, his face smeared with vivid colors, one hand stretched across a canvas as if to conceal a partly sketched in outline of a woman's head, was Clifford Morden, noted millionaire.


Millionaire Morden had been murdered! Just as the conservative Sentinel stated in its story. There was no mark of violence.


Morden had died of swift poison, later to be identified as deadly, quick-acting strophanthus. It was in the paint he had smeared over his chin and his lips.


The Sentinel's traditional reputation for telling "Nothing But the Truth" was confirmed, even as to the cause of death."


The homicide captain whose face was so red he seemed about to explode, was one Captain McGrath.


"He's dead all right!" he growled. "It looks like poison just as the Sentinel extra tells it! Only we haven't been here until just now!"


He rubbed blunt fingers across his sweating, red forehead.


"That's what the Sentinel says," suggested another homicide man. "It says—look! The woman's got one of the extras! It states that the police report murder by poisoning, and one suspect has been taken into custody."


"Shut up!" Captain McGrath roared. "That Sentinel extra was on the street half an hour ago! Twenty minutes passed before we realized that no one had been out on this case, and that no such report had been made at the precinct! Hey, is that all you got, frisking this lunatic?"


Captain McGrath took a wallet and notebook from one of his men. He glared at the black-haired young man whose eyes were bloodshot, and whose mouth quivered and drooled over mumbled words. McGrath slapped the young man's cheek hard, rocking his head.


"This your name, brother? Are you Michael Doran? If you are, what do you know about this?"


The young man's eyes closed. His knees buckled and he collapsed down at Captain McGrath's feet.


"Get everything here, every blasted print! I'm taking the other end of this! I'll find out how the Sentinel can print an extra giving all the details of a murder that hadn't happened, and ringing in the police department as well. Also, put in a call and have Frank Lark held. Put him in a cell where no one can possibly get to him!"


The homicide men were getting Mrs. Harrington's amazing story as Captain McGrath called Commissioner Warner at headquarters.


"The Sentinel is the place to start, Commissioner!" he said. "I'm having Lark held for questioning."


Commissioner Warner and Captain McGrath, confronted by the most bizarre murder in the department's homicidal history, were on their way to the editorial rooms of the Sentinel a few minutes later.




ABOUT this time one of the city's ace police reporters emerged from a bar not far from a precinct station. He carried a copy of the Sentinel extra detailing the murder of Clifford Morden and was reading it as he crossed the sidewalk.


He seemed to have had several drinks, but he was walking straight. A man came from the bar behind him. This man walked rapidly along the sidewalk. He flicked a hand toward the police reporter as he passed a small truck parked at the curb.


Words issued from the corner of his slanted mouth. "That's the guy with the paper! Don't miss!"


The small truck started away from the curb. The reporter, eyes upon the sensational headline, strode along, his movements stiff and oddly uncertain.


He walked directly past a parked sedan and right in front of the small truck. There was a crashing thump of a metal bumper meeting flesh and bone, then the speeding truck hurled Lark's body like a broken rag doll across the gutter.


Leaving him limp and lifeless, the truck weaved into traffic and roared away in a burst of speed.


The order for the detention of Frank Lark, trusted veteran police reporter of the Sentinel, was out. On Captain McGrath's word he was not to be permitted to communicate with anyone until quizzed by the police.


But Frank Lark never would be quizzed and no one would have communication with him now. The extra carrying the weird, prophetic story of the Millionaire Morden murder, was clutched in his dead hands.


And in the old building that housed the Sentinel, Captain McGrath and Commissioner Warner passed directly among clattering typewriters and grey-haired copyreaders building new headlines, to the office of George Drake, managing editor.


Drake, a fat little, bald-headed man, looked as if he wished he could take the place of the dead Clifford Morden.


"I tell you, Commissioner, it couldn't have happened that way," he said, his voice hoarse. "Good grief, gentlemen! If it could be as you say, why—why it's the death of the Sentinel itself."


"It is as we say, Drake," murmured Commissioner Warner, his features grave. "A detailed story of Morden's murder was printed an hour before it happened!"








CHAPTER 2

Blind Man's Bluff


NEVER before in the history of the Big Town had there been such a story about a story. Rather, it was the blazing story of a great newspaper that took precedence over a sensational murder. The headlines of other newspapers hopped upon the most amazing yarn that had ever been published—the announcement of the murder of one of the city's wealthiest citizens, given in all detail, even to the arrest of one suspect, which had gone to press at least an hour before the murder actually took place.


Several fast editions of other newspapers subordinated the Clifford Morden homicide to the story of the prophetic extra that had hit the streets too soon:


 


SENTINEL MURDER MADE TO ORDER


SENTINEL SCOOPS ITSELF WITH MURDER


 


Naturally all the rival sheets had been scooped by the Morden murder extra. For the first time since its founding the stalwart, conservative Sentinel had dabbled into a new and bizarre manner of presenting the news.


On top of scattered copy and wire baskets reposed the front pages of other newspapers with their condemning headlines. It was the broad, flat desk of Bunt Preddy, conceded to be the toughest news editor in the big town.


At the moment, Preddy's craggy features were hollow with strain and worry. All the hard-boiled exterior of the news editor appeared to be oozing in a steady sweat of misery from his pores.


"I tell you it was a regular call from Frank Lark, our own man, and he's never slipped," groaned Bunt Preddy, ruffling his grey hair with nervous fingers. "Jackson here took the call. It was almost on five-star deadline. I pulled back the front page for a replate. Jackson jammed out the story fast and I took a chance on plastering it as an extra. It couldn't be wrong."


Carl Jackson, a tubby, moon-faced rewrite man, pulled at his unbuttoned collar. Tears actually squeezed from his eyes as he looked from the headlines on the news editor's desk into the hard faces of Commissioner Warner and Captain McGrath.


The usual clatter of typewriters had ceased. It was like the lull of machine guns in some battle.


George Drake, the managing editor, perspiration covering his bald spot, waved his small, plump hands helplessly.


"It seems to have been regular coverage, Commissioner Warner," said Drake. "It's something that might have happened to any newspaper. If only Mr. Rowland were here."


"But it's never happened to any other newspaper!" roared Captain McGrath, his stocky body shaking with rage. "Others have sometimes roasted the police. They've betrayed confidences, they've jumped the gun on stories, but—"


"Take it easy, captain, "interrupted Commissioner Warner, his temper better held, and his shrewd brain seeking to judge calmly in an unprecedented situation. "By the way, Drake, where is Mr. Rowland?"


Arthur Rowland , in his early sixties, had been publisher of the Sentinel for thirty-two years. His accounting for the policy of unfailing accuracy to its old family stockholders had always been unquestioned.


"Mr. Rowland went up to his Connecticut farm last night to stay over the weekend," said Managing Editor Drake. "I have wired him, but have had no reply."


Commissioner Warner nodded absently. He glanced from the veteran copyreaders around the big horseshoe desk, over the long rows of typewriter desks, and up to the walls.


Framed portraits of past editors, of the founders, of famous reporters of the past bore faces that looked grimly down upon the hushed room.


"As soon as we have Frank Lark's own version of this, we may get something to bite into," Warner stated.


"I'm afraid you'll never have that, Commissioner!"


A crisp, resonant, yet somehow bitter voice rang throughout the big editorial room. There was the creaking sound of a gate opening in the railed-off space of the news room. It was followed by the sharp tapping of a cane, striking first the floor, then desks at either side.


"Tony Quinn?" exclaimed Commissioner Warner, striding toward the tall, whiplike figure of the man feeling his way with his cane. "What brings you here? Have you read—have you heard what has happened?"


Warner took the arm of Tony Quinn, once the battling district attorney, but now very apparently a blind man whose sightless eyes held no life and were ugly to see.


Years before, a mobster's act in throwing acid to destroy evidence, had sent Tony Quinn from his high office back to the seeming uselessness of a blind man's private life.


Chunky Captain McGrath glowered and his face grew redder than it had been.


"Tony Quinn here?" he grunted, half under his breath. "Then I'll bet the Black Bat's not far away."


For a long time Captain McGrath had been honestly and earnestly seeking to scotch the shadowy wings of the famed Black Bat, wanted as a crook though admitted to be the ruthless pursuer of criminals. At times McGrath was convinced that Tony Quinn must be the Black Bat.


Regardless of the promotions from sergeant to captain his persistent hunt of the Black Bat had brought him, McGrath had sworn he would bring the nemesis of criminals and the thorn in the hide of the police department to justice if it was the last thing he would ever do.


Tony Quinn paused beside Bunt Preddy's broad desk, his sightless eyes apparently staring at nothing more definite than the brass tube of the pneumatic copy chute over the desk. His cane tapped Preddy's head, and he apologized instantly.




FROM the managing editor to the youngest cub reporter, every man looked with vast respect at Tony Quinn's erect, hard-muscled figure. It did not seem possible that a blind man could keep himself in such perfect physical trim.


Captain McGrath had an inner respect for the ex-district attorney, but he kept it from showing. He took up what had been said as Tony Quinn had made his unexpected entrance alone.


"Don't tell us, Quinn, that you've heard something from the Black Bat, and he's in on this crazy murder, too?" demanded McGrath. "And what makes you think we'll not question Frank Lark?"


Fine, little scars about Tony Quinn's eyes only brought out the clean, fighting features that had distinguished him as district attorney. His face was no longer handsome. But when he smiled there was something that held and warmed most men.


"Frank Lark cannot give his version of the Morden murder story because he is dead," responded Tony Quinn softly. "His body is on the way to the morgue, I judge. He was identified as the victim of a hit-and-run car on Twenty-Third Street a few minutes ago just as I arrived downstairs."


"Frank Lark dead?"


News Editor Preddy and Editor Drake gulped out the words together. Carl Jackson, the moon-faced rewrite man, his eyes still squeezing out tears, groaned.


"Lark's been killed?" His round face went white. "He can't be dead. He phoned in the Morden story—"


"Take it easy, Jackson," Preddy advised, nervously pawing his grey hair again. "There may be some mistake. Mr. Quinn, how did you—?"


Several telephones seemed to be ringing at the same time. They were on a desk next to that of Bunt Preddy. The man at this desk was Compton, the city editor.


He was called "Baldy" Compton by one and all. Probably it was because City Editor Compton's head was as hairless and as smooth as a billiard ball. He was answering one phone while rewrite men were picking up others. It soon developed that several sources had the same report to make.


Baldy Compton put down his phone, got up and came over to the group about Preddy's desk. There was a choking sound in his throat when he spoke.


"Tony Quinn made no mistake," he said. "Frank Lark has been fully identified at the morgue. It would seem that our one means of discovering the origin of the Sentinel murder scoop has been removed."


Bunt Preddy's head was in his hands. As news editor, perhaps he could see the end of his newspaper career. Carl Jackson's moon face was contorted. Anger had its stormy way with his emotions.


"Hang it all, Preddy!" he exploded. "Can't you see it! Frank Lark might have been drunk when he phoned! And then he blundered into a car! I'll be the goat for this!"




QUINN turned his face toward Jackson, but glanced several feet away from him.


"What makes you think Frank Lark was drunk when he was killed?" he queried gently.


"Why—well, I thought he'd had a drink or two," stammered Jackson. "But I didn't think anything of it, seeing the big yarn he had. He talked straight enough."


"Could someone perhaps have been persuading him to talk, to give the Sentinel the Morden murder story?" persisted Tony Quinn.


"Wait a minute, Quinn!" rapped out Captain McGrath. "We are still the police, or has your friend, the Black Bat, tipped you off to something more?"


Tony Quinn smiled gently. His features remained calm and unruffled.


"I've had a slight tip, Captain McGrath," he said patiently. "But you're still the police. I'm only the attorney for the one outside the Sentinel office most affected by the murder of Morden. I came here to find Commissioner Warner on behalf of my client and your only apparent suspect, Michael Doran."


"Since Doran has been putting on a phony act, pretending he was doped, just how could you be engaged as his mouthpiece?" demanded Captain McGrath.


"Not mouthpiece," corrected Tony Quinn. "The matter of my retention isn't important. But I am going to bat for Doran. I intend to see him and order a thorough examination to establish the cause of his condition."


Actually Quinn had not been retained by anyone. He had neither seen nor spoken to Doran. But shortly after reading the Sentinel extra, he had heard a radio bulletin confirming the killing and stating that Doran had been taken into custody.


He had immediately decided to plunge into the case because it intrigued him and because of an appeal he had received from an unusual source. Believing he could secure valuable information by pretending to represent Doran, whom he planned to question later, Tony had hastened to the newspaper office where he knew the police would convene.


A telegraph messenger entered the room and handed George Drake an envelope. Scanning the telegram briefly, the managing editor's face suddenly grew troubled.


"That's strange," he murmured. "Mr. Rowland did not go to his Connecticut farm last night. The caretaker states he has not appeared." Tony Quinn's face did not change expression, though conflicting emotions rolled along his nerves.


"I've already checked on that," he declared. "I contacted Clifford Morden's attorneys as soon as I was engaged, seeking a motive for Morden's killing and the peculiar scoop of the Sentinel.


"I have discovered that Morden might soon have had a considerable block of the newspaper's stock. More than two millions, I would say. Morden was known to have had dinner with Mr. Rowland last night at the Queen's Club."


"Rowland and Morden were close friends, Tony?" asked Warner. "Then where is Rowland today?"


"I would like to know where Rowland is myself," stated Tony.


THE ex-district attorney constantly played a little game that might have been called "blind man's bluff." He was far from blind. True, he possessed acute faculties developed when he had been without sight, but his sight had been restored with additional vision that enabled him to see in the darkness.


Pretty, blond, blue-eyed Carol Baldwin was responsible for the miracle. Carol Baldwin's father, a policeman, had been dying of a gangster's bullet in the Middle-West.


A skilled genius, a country surgeon now dead, had transplanted the living cornea of the dying man's eyes to the orbs of Tony Quinn. As for Carol Baldwin, she was now one of Tony Quinn's cleverest aides.


With Jack (Butch) O'Leary, former heavyweight pugilist, a rough crusher of crooks, Carol was waiting at this moment for a call from Tony, or the Black Bat, telling her how she and Butch O'Leary might get into this bizarre Sentinel murder case.


One of Quinn's reasons for representing himself as having been mysteriously retained as counsel for Michael Doran, suspect in the Clifford Morden murder, was that he convinced him other lives might be endangered. He realized that a blow had been aimed at the historic reputation of the truthful Sentinel.


That would undoubtedly mean some insidious purpose, which probably involved the financial fortune represented by the newspaper.


Tony had not called Clifford Morden's attorneys, as he had stated. He had long known of a personal debt of two millions existing between Cliff Morden and Arthur Rowland, the matter having come to his attention when he was district attorney.


Tony Quinn's present game of blind man's bluff was directed at seeking a murderer. And now he was scrutinizing the faces of these men responsible for the columns of the Sentinel, watching their reactions.








CHAPTER 3

Death Goes Hunting


TONY QUINN had decided before his arrival at the Sentinel office that a new call had come for the Black Bat. He had invented the excuse that he was entering this weird affair as attorney for Michael Doran. The real motive behind his appearance was that he had received a phone call from a dead man.


The veteran Frank Lark had covered the D.A.'s office for several years. Tony had known him to be thoroughly trustworthy.


Frank Lark had called Tony Quinn at his West Side residence shortly after the Sentinel extra had hit the streets with the murder scoop.


Frank Lark was too loyal to accuse anyone. He was a newspaperman to the roots of his hair. All that he had said to Tony Quinn was this:


"Tony, there's a Cliff Morden murder story in the Sentinel. You were once a good friend of Morden's and of Arthur Rowland, my big boss. At this moment I'm on the spot. I don't know the mugs. I overheard it said that a Michael Doran will take the Morden murder rap.


"He may be guilty or innocent. Tony, if you'll do something for an old friend on your beat, get into this case up to your ears. I'll meet you at Rooney's Bar, Twenty-Third Street, if you're in time. Silk Kirby will spot me for you."


That had been all. Tony Quinn drove recklessly to Twenty-Third Street. Norton Kirby, better known as "Silk" Kirby, his first lieutenant in the Black Bat role, was with him. A crowd was around a body in the gutter when they arrived. Frank Lark would never talk.


Silk Kirby, once as smooth a confidence man as ever ran a two-bit grift into a ten-grand shake-down, had stayed close to the body. He might spot someone watching.


Afterward, he was under orders to go to the Clifford Morden studio and keep an eye on everything. Tony Quinn expected to visit that studio. When he did, he would be the ruthless, hard-hitting, crook-hating Black Bat.


The news he had divulged about Arthur Rowland, the publisher, had a direct purpose behind it. Perhaps, only Commissioner Warner knew that Tony Quinn could see as well as any man, or even much better.


Captain McGrath suspected it, but never had pinned it upon Tony, any more than he had convicted him of being the Black Bat.


The others in that hushed and breathless editorial room of the Sentinel, believed they were listening to a blind man. But Tony was the Black Bat even now, with the eyes of a bat, piercing, fathoming the emotions of those grouped about the news editor's desk.


Peering at Bunt Preddy, the Black Bat recalled that he had known the man when he was a court reporter, and his hair had been black.


It had turned grey almost overnight when Bunt Preddy had accompanied a D.A. investigator to the scene of his only sister's brutal murder.


Preddy now was apparently undergoing torture. As news editor, he was the man responsible for replating the Morden murder story and rushing out an extra on an edition deadline. It might have happened to any news editor, but Preddy was taking it very hard.




GEORGE DRAKE, small, bald and pink-faced, had an air of helplessness and defeat. Long managing editor, and next to Arthur Rowland, the publisher of the Sentinel, he stood to be ruined by this incredible happening. There was nothing in his expression except weariness and an apparent wish to be alone.


Carl Jackson, the rewrite man, could only be regarded as a go-between. A reporter phoned in he had a murder. The city editor switched the call to rewrite. Jackson had happened to take it, and it had been the Clifford Morden story from Frank Lark.


Baldy Compton, the city editor, was as far-seeing on angles of a story as his nose was long. That was what made him a good city editor.


When Frank Lark phoned he had a juicy murder yarn, Compton's first duty was to secure details quickly, get the story to rewrite, then determine the extra angles on which to assign special reporters and photographers.


The Black Bat saw that Baldy Compton was not one to show the white flag under the attack of other newspapers. There was defiance in his studious, far-seeing eyes, a fighting urge simmering in his brain.


"Well, Tony Quinn, you've opened up some angles for us, at least," said Compton. "I have known for some time that Mr. Rowland and Clifford Morden had once planned a business partnership before Mr. Rowland became publisher of the Sentinel. They were at college together, I believe.


"However, I did not know that any recent finances were involved, or that they were even friendly in recent years. I had understood, on the contrary, that some sort of grudge existed between them.


"If Mr. Rowland was with Morden last night, as you say, and failed to go to his farm, isn't that a matter worth investigating?"


Tony Quinn was well aware that any good reporter is one hundred per cent detective. And a city editor is simply a graduated reporter, who usually wishes he were back on a news beat.


"That's a point, Mr. Compton," agreed the Black Bat. "I'm not at all certain that Rowland's absence is linked to the Morden murder. And for the present, I'm thinking only of my client."


The Black Bat turned to Commissioner Warner.


"How about the medical examiner's report on the exact cause of Cliff Morden's death?"


"He should have something by now," responded Commissioner Warner. "Give him a call, Captain McGrath." McGrath scowled, but went to a reporter's booth. Tony smiled a little. He knew that McGrath would much rather have kept an eye upon one Tony Quinn, to make sure that he did not turn into the Bat before their eyes, and vanish into the black shadows.


A snappy voice spoke behind Tony Quinn, and a friendly hand touched his shoulder.


"How are you, D.A.? Remember me? I'm the little guy who always used the mugs you didn't want in the paper, and passed up the easy shots you wanted to promote."


"Owl Brennan, too red-headed, too smart, too freckled and too short in person and pocket to get anywhere with the gals," said the Bat. "Your hair's thinning out some, or it doesn't give off the sparks it once did."


THE Bat had apparently been looking away over the red-headed cameraman's head as he spoke.


"Nuts, Tony!" laughed Owl Brennan. "You call it a sixth sense, but I'll bet you can see. Can't fool the eyes of an owl or a bat, you know." Although he spoke as he did, the Bat was sure Owl Brennan did not really suspect that he could see. But he caught something in Owl Brennan's tone that conveyed a message. It was as if Owl Brennan had the desire to see him alone.


Owl Brennan made it specific a minute later, standing close to the Bat.


"Listen, Tony," he whispered. "When you get a chance, have someone show you to the dark room. I've got something to tell you."


The Bat merely nodded. Owl Brennan walked on. The Bat saw that he had a camera strapped over his shoulder, and there was a bright new flashlight gadget attached to it.


At that moment Captain McGrath returned from the phone. If ever a man smirked with satisfaction, McGrath did now.


"Well, my fine, feathered friend," said McGrath, "so you want us to be sure and have no bruises on your client, Michael Doran. Too bad we will not need the bruises. It turns out your client is a chemist. This was a little matter of murder. Our police chemist discovered something he calls strophanthus, a very deadly poison, was in paint smeared over Clifford Morden's mouth."


"Yes," said the Bat, fairly sure what was coming. "And by the strangest coincidence, I'd wager your chemist discovered there was also this strophanthus, which is a virulent glycoside, about my client's clothes, or perhaps upon his hands."


"How did you know that?" snapped McGrath.


"Point number one for Michael Doran," stated the Bat. "That's exactly where someone might wish to have poison discovered, if Morden died of that particular variety, and precisely which my client would have been careful to avoid if he were guilty."


"But that holds your client, my friend," said McGrath almost viciously.


"You bet it does," declared the Bat. "And I wouldn't want him running around loose under any circumstances at this stage of the nice, little game of murder I believe has just started. If necessary to hold Michael Doran, I would, as his attorney, sign a murder complaint myself.


"Since I am handicapped by lack of sight, I like to keep my clients where I can put my hands on them without having to enlist the help of the morgue."


The Bat heard a startled gasp. He did not appear to look. But he saw the girl, anyway. She had blue eyes, too big and too innocent, and hair too much the color of real honey to be hiding behind the typewriter of a girl reporter.


Something he had said about Michael Doran had greatly disturbed her.


Phones were jangling. Since the Sentinel was an afternoon paper, its day was over. The Morden murder scoop had been its regular last edition. Its next issue would be published the next morning around noon.




YET members of the staff were sticking around. They conversed in low-voiced groups. As with all newspaper people, the news sheet was their life. They would sweat and work long hours, and complain about their sad lot—and love it.


And so, to each newspaper employee here, this incredible thing that had happened was something personal. The honor or the dishonor of the newspaper was their own.


The Black Bat's inner sight saw these things, while his apparently blind eyes watched the blue-eyed girl hunched behind her typewriter. Something connected with Michael Doran had hit her hard.


"A little job for Carol," reflected the Bat. Then, aloud: "Will someone direct me to the reporters' booths? I have a call to make."


The news editor and the city editor, Bunt Preddy and Baldy Compton, were making a pretense of cleaning up their desks. George Drake, his bald spot still sweating, hurried over.


"I'll show you, Tony," he said.


All of these older editors had known Tony Quinn long and affectionately. Commissioner Warner looked as if he would have liked a word with the Bat, but he would wait.


"Come on, Captain McGrath," he urged. "Tony, you can talk with your client when you're ready."


In the phone booth, dialing his West Side home number, Tony riveted his attention upon the blue-eyed girl. She was wearing a light, grey-green spring coat. Her white face was turned, following his movement to the phone booth.


Tony got Carol Baldwin on the wire. He gave her quick directions to come with Butch O'Leary and meet him outside the Sentinel building in a few minutes.


"I may arrange with the managing editor for you to have a job as a reporter on the Sentinel, Carol," said Tony.


As he closed the door of the booth the blue-eyed girl reporter was talking with another girl of about her own size. Tony saw the reporter hand the other girl a ring of keys.


He read on the reporter's lips a few words.


"Better take my coat, too. It's getting chilly outside."


The grey-green coat was shrugged off, and the other girl took it over her arm. She went out and the reporter slumped into her chair again. Her eyes turned once more upon Tony.


George Drake, the managing editor, had waited courteously. Tony mentioned a girl friend, meaning Carol.


"Anything for a friend of yours, Tony," said Drake, "and as long as I have this job, which may not be long."


Tony did not probe now. He was merely an attorney to George Drake. He had always regarded Drake as a rather futile editor, but a good yes-man for Arthur Rowland, the hardworking, clever publisher.


"If you'll show me to the photography rooms, I'd like a talk with my old friend, Owl Brennan," said Tony.


He said this, although he could see Owl Brennan waiting at a doorway, watching him. He started across the big room with Drake.


Suddenly above the even harmony of the traffic roar some six stories down, came a shattering, heavy crash.


Tony saw the blue-eyed girl reporter spring to her feet, almost as if the crashing sound had been a blow striking her personally.








CHAPTER 4

Who Expected Murder?


QUINN'S lightning senses told him that someone in this editorial room had expected that crash, which came from the street below. But which one?


Baldy Compton had jumped to his feet instantly. He had glanced all around the tense news room before his hand automatically picked up a phone. That was a natural reaction for a city editor.


Bunt Preddy whirled his swivel chair, his hand digging into his thick, grey hair. His eyes, too, traveled about the room. Then he lunged to his feet and moved swiftly across the big room toward a window. Reporters followed close on his heels.


George Drake uttered a harsh exclamation.


"What in blazes was that?"


"Someone's always beating the lights," said Tony quietly, but detected a vague note in George Drake's voice that might have signified that he was thinking of more than a traffic crash.


Carl Jackson, the moon-faced rewrite man, knocked a paste pot off his desk as he swung around. And he was looking at Tony Quinn, as if he thought Tony might have something to do with the crash.


"It's very odd, Drake," said Tony. "Everyone here seems to be expecting something bad. You've got an edgy staff."


Drake laughed nervously, and nodded.


"I guess I was thinking of what happened to Frank Lark," he said. "I've been putting off going over to the morgue, which is my duty."


Tony smiled a little. He was looking at Owl Brennan, the short, redheaded cameraman. Owl Brennan had started across the room toward the blue-eyed girl reporter. Now he stopped so suddenly that his feet skidded.


Then Owl Brennan glanced around, and over at Tony, as if he feared his intention to go to the girl reporter had been observed.


Preddy turned from the distant window to yell across the room.


"It's an accident! Looks as if somebody was smashed up by a car right in front of our building. Can't see much on account of the crowd."


Baldy Compton scowled, and his voice barked out sharp orders.


"Mason! Owl Brennan! Get downstairs on this fast! Grab a shot before the cops mess up things!"


Owl Brennan went into the photogs' room, and came out. Tony spoke to George Drake.


"I'll be back later, Drake. I think I'll move along now." Then Tony added, "Have one of the boys take me down. I'm rather helpless in a crowd." Tony went down quickly. As he left the room he saw the blue-eyed girl reporter sitting rigidly in her chair, staring at him as if she were fighting back a desire to follow him, to tell him something. He let that go for the moment.




THE girl in the light, grey-green spring coat was frightfully crushed. Her body was caught beneath a shattered coupé. The car had a press sticker on its windshield. Tony Quinn, weaving through the knot of spectators being pushed back by two policemen, realized this was the grey-green coat belonging to the girl reporter upstairs.


And the dead girl still held a ring of keys gripped in her dead hand. She had borrowed the grey-green coat and the coupé, and she had inherited awful death.


A huge empty newspaper truck had its high hood and bumper rammed almost through the coupé. It had struck while the girl was entering the vehicle.


Tony could see the open front of the Sentinel's truck-loading platforms half a block from the main building, in another structure across the narrow side street. He saw roughly dressed truck drivers of the newspaper crowding around.


A policeman had cornered two of the drivers. Tony listened.


"I'm tellin' you, copper, some guy I never saw before jumped into the truck and tried to make a getaway!" said one driver. "The fool didn't know the street wasn't wide enough for a U-turn, I guess! He was tossed out, and he ran off before any of us guys got wise to what had happened!"


"Couldn't make a U-turn, huh?" The policeman was tough. "That's the same old stall! I'm notifying all of you truck drivers to report to headquarters! You're covering up! This looks like homicide!"


"So help me, copper!" said the other Sentinel driver. "Buck's tellin' you the truth! This is Blocky's wagon, and here he comes!"


Blocky was as short and as tough as the copper. He was swearing fluently. He had proof he was off his truck when it was grabbed.


Tony saw Owl Brennan getting his shots. He noticed that the red-headed cameraman was using some kind of a flash that showed no visible light. Tony guessed that was a new infrared light just coming into use since the outbreak of the war. It was blackout stuff.


Reaching Owl Brennan, Tony touched his arm.


"I heard your box click, Owl," he stated. "The crowd is saying it's a woman. Has she been identified?"


The freckles stood out upon Owl Brennan's square face. He spoke through tightly clenched teeth.


"Sure, Tony, I know," he said uneasily. "She is—she was Margaret Ripple, from our society staff. That's just what I wanted to talk to you about. The coat Margaret Ripple is wearing was borrowed from Jane Longren, one of our reporters. That coupé also belongs to Jane. Whoever did it, must have thought Margaret was Jane Longren."


"Let's get out of here, Owl," Tony urged. "We'll find some quiet place for a few minutes. You have your shots."


"Yeah, and I'd rather cut off an arm than watch what will come out on the plate," groaned the photographer. "All right, Tony. I certainly could use a long drink."




MOVING along the street, they left the throng gathered about the dead girl and entered a bar some distance away.


"That's the second try at getting Jane Longren, Tony," declared Owl Brennan, downing a stiff drink in the quiet rear booth they occupied. "The other one was an accident, too. A nice fire bomb that didn't go boom-boom went off in Jane's hotel room two days ago. She was supposed to be asleep, but I had just happened to wake her up with a phone call."


"Your girl, Owl?" queried Tony Quinn gently. "I thought you were carrying the torch for Lela Ramer, second ex-wife of Lloyd Ramer, the night club owner. Is she the reason for your recent heavy gambling at some of the night spots? She must have expensive tastes."


Quinn saw the photographer's red head lift up, and his eyes narrowed with bright displeasure. Then he laughed a trifle uneasily.


"So you know about that? You certainly get around," said Owl. "Well, there's nothing serious about Lela—I mean, Mrs. Ramer. But Jane's different. She's new on the Sentinel and I wish she were my girl. I can't tell you much more than that.


"She comes from some country burg she refuses to talk about. I fell hard the first day—me and all the other office wolves. However, she hasn't given me much encouragement."


"Jane Longren hasn't given you any reason why she might be wanted out of the way, Owl?"


"None, Tony. She's just a scared, little country girl or—well, not quite that. She's afraid, but she's game. And she swears no one has threatened her, that she hasn't written any stories involving this kind of trouble, and she can't imagine why anyone would want to kill her."


If Owl Brennan could have known that Tony's sightless eyes were studying him, perhaps he would not have kept glancing about, as if he feared someone might also be lurking around to hand him the business.


Owl was showing every evidence of being as fearful of his own safety as Jane Longren might be of hers.


"Describe your girl, Owl," said Tony thoughtfully.


He gave no heed to the description. It was more important to have established that Owl Brennan, with all of his wise-cracking spirit, was afraid. Owl was choosing his words carefully, and that meant he was holding back something.


"But where do I come in, Owl?" said Tony suddenly. "I'm in this only as a blind attorney, seeing a chance, perhaps, to help a poor devil caught in a jam. Say, you heard I intended helping Michael Doran? Just what is Michael Doran to Jane Longren?" Owl's quick start told Tony he had rung a bell.


"Why, I didn't say—well, yes. That's why I wanted to talk with you, Tony. I've seen Jane meet Michael Doran, but she won't talk about him. Sure, I asked her. I'm that way. She just said he was from her home town, and not to ask her any more."


"You wouldn't imagine this Doran is one reason you don't get places with the girl, would you, Owl?"


"Hang it all, Tony! They say you're blind. You can't be. Or perhaps you're psychic. If you're in this for Michael Doran, I should be against you and him. But I'm not. If Doran's really a friend of Jane's, that's good enough for me."


"Owl, that's square shooting," stated Tony slowly. "Even if you are holding out plenty. What is it you're not telling that's a lot more important than what you've spilled? Come all the way, Owl."


OWL was swallowing hard. He gulped more of his stiff drink. He was sweating from every freckle. And that wasn't like the Owl.


"There's not another thing I can tell, Tony," Owl replied flatly. "Anything more would only be guessing. It might involve Jane in more trouble. Forget all the rest of it, Tony. Just do all you can for this Doran guy. We'll say I've a hunch he's been framed for the Morden murder."


"Okay, Owl. We'll let it ride. Michael Doran has been framed. I haven't any doubt of that. So obviously framed that it sticks out. It follows that it was meant to appear as a frame, possibly to implicate some other person."


"I've got to get back or Baldy Compton will be yellin' his head off," grunted Owl suddenly, standing up.


Tony glanced out through the main entrance. He saw Carol Baldwin and big Butch O'Leary in the front seat of a sedan parked across the narrow street.


No doubt they had spotted and followed him. They would make no contact until he gave a signal. He was sure that Owl Brennan now realized he should not have told as much as he had, without being prepared to tell a bigger something he was holding back.


There were three customers at the bar, and only one bartender. As Owl was swinging his camera strap over his shoulder, a big newspaper truck suddenly nosed up at the front entrance.


One glance showed it was a Sentinel truck. It carried a current sign. The advertising made an impact upon Tony's brain.


The sign read:


 



You'll Find What You Want In

>WHAT WILL HAPPEN

Read It in the Sentinel's Column

BY THE PROPHET


 


That sign seemed somehow curiously interlinked with today's weird happenings. Since he was supposed to be blind, Tony did not speak of it to Owl Brennan.


Two burly men came from the truck cab, slouching into the bar. Tony's quick vision noted that Carol Baldwin and Butch O'Leary, their view of him cut off by the Sentinel truck, were moving ahead.


Butch O'Leary evidently intended to drive the sedan to the end of the block, and perhaps circle to a better spot, not having seen Tony Quinn move.


Nor had Carol and Butch given any special attention to the two men from the news truck. What happened came so quickly that Tony was caught unprepared.


Both men from the truck ordered drinks. Owl Brennan was standing. Tony arose, tapping with his cane.


"Hey, so you're in here lappin' up hooch, and the boss lookin' all over for you!"


One of the big truckmen pivoted. His coat pocket was shoved into Owl Brennan's side. The other truckman laughed for the benefit of others in the bar.


"Always know where to find our red-headed cameraman!" he said.








CHAPTER 5

Runaway Death Truck


HARDLY expecting to see tough Owl Brennan so easily subdued, Tony Quinn remained motionless, his mind a tumult of conflicting emotions. What had happened to Owl Brennan? He appeared to be frozen by fear.


Tony heard the man with the coat pocket against Owl grind out low words between his teeth.


"Just as soon blast you here, brother, as argue about it! Come along and maybe you'll live! Tell your blind friend I mean it! Get going, both of you!"


The other man at the bar spoke loudly.


"Look in the Sentinel for the picture he's got in that box! First edition tomorrow!"


Owl Brennan apparently had not frequented this bar, the bartender laughed with the others. And Owl was walking out. Tony debated if he could beat a possible slug by a lightning play.


Yet some subtle, intuitive sense warned him that this was just another link in a deadly chain of events that had already brought sudden death to two people.


Any attempt at resistance now might send a bullet smashing into the photographer. Perhaps, Tony reasoned, he could learn more by stringing alone. Besides, the laughing thug over by the bar wasn't holding a tobacco pipe in his own side coat pocket where it stuck out, unobserved by others, pointing straight at Tony.


"Owl, what's happening?" Tony's voice was weak and uncertain. He gave every evidence of being a totally blind man lost in a situation he could not understand.


Not often was Tony so trapped by circumstances that only betraying his ability to see would extricate him. If it had not been for the incredible crimes that must have their inception on the inside of the Sentinel office, Tony would not have been forced into this doubtful position.


But he had to remember that someone, or perhaps more than one, in the newspaper's editorial rooms must have known of the last murder committed, the mistake that had killed another girl when it had apparently been meant for the mysterious Jane Longren.


Owl's own reaction decided him.


"Tony! I'll go along," said Owl, his voice quivering.


"Shut up, and come on with that box! Hey, Barker! Show his blind friend to the street!"


Owl Brennan strode toward the street doorway. Tony kept up his pretense, tapping along with his cane, until the other man gripped his arm.


Tony hoped he had delayed long enough for Butch O'Leary to drive the sedan all the way around the block, although he knew Butch would have to contend with the heavy traffic of Broadway for one of those blocks.


Owl Brennan was with the man ahead of Tony, reaching the sidewalk beside the big Sentinel truck. Tony could only judge that these two thugs must be regular Sentinel drivers. Otherwise, they could not have been in possession of the vehicle.




WITHOUT moving his head, Tony shot a glance along the narrow street. Butch O'Leary's car had not made it all the way around. Then, so abruptly that Tony had no time to act, Owl Brennan jerked to one side, swinging with a hard right.


The thug's head rocked back. Tony saw very little of what happened after that, for his attention had been diverted just long enough for the other man's hand to jump from his arm. A fist snapped up with a paralyzing blow that caught him just under the ear.


Dizzied, Tony swung his cane. It never connected. But the thug's knee rammed into his groin with such brutal force that Tony was flung off his feet. Then a knuckled fist smashed into his face, sending him to his knees.


How Owl Brennan got there, Tony did not know. But the red-headed cameraman was lying on the sidewalk, flat on his back. Evidently he was out cold.


Almost unconscious from the terrific agony doubling him up as the result of the kneeing he had suffered, Tony was unable to try for one of his own guns.


Even while he fought desperately to clear his head, a heavy metal object battered him between the eyes. Abruptly the nearby lights of Broadway were converted into millions of colored stars that vanished in utter blackness.


A heavy, rumbling noise akin to thunder pounded through Tony's head after a long, blank interval and brought him back to reality.


Words ran like brilliant lights through the vision of his mind. They formed patterns:


 



WHAT WILL HAPPEN!

BY THE PROPHET!


 


It was something to read in the Sentinel, that staunchly conservative newspaper that had always played down sensational news, and made real, vital happenings more important.


The lights faded. Tony felt as if he were in a great, hollow box hurtling through space. A girl's pretty face appeared. Pallid lips pleaded. They became whispers.


"You've got to help Michael Doran—you've got to help Michael Doran—"


Perhaps, that did it. His eyes opened. In the blackness inside the speeding, bouncing truck, he could see more distinctly than a man of normal vision in the brightest daylight.


He was in the Sentinel delivery truck. Two big men were on the broad seat of the cab. The cab opened into the interior for the handling of newspaper bundles.


One of the men spoke, his voice jarring Tony's ears.


"I don't know why, but that's the orders! I'm hoppin' off at the next corner! You be sure to bring the box!"


"Yeah! You stay out of it! I'll be seein' you at the Red Feather!"


Tony picked the speech out of the truck's rumbling. His acute auditory sense could hear the ticking of a watch in a crowded room. The box must mean Owl Brennan's camera. There was a Red Feather night club in the Forties.




HEY had knocked out Owl Brennan, for Tony had seen the photographer lying on the sidewalk. Yet here he was, Tony Quinn, alone in the truck. What had they done with the redhead? Why would they leave Owl and take his camera? And why had they taken him, Tony Quinn, alone?


These men could not know he was the Black Bat. Or could they?


It was a queer business. He was up to his ears in this tangled murder case, and he had not yet employed his striking power as the Black Bat. Thus far, his talented fighting aides had been given no definite assignments.


Only Silk Kirby was watching over a murder studio, waiting for him to appear. As for Carol Baldwin and Butch O'Leary, they had just missed making contact with him.


"All right, hop off!" the driver of the truck growled to his companion. "I think that car is taggin' us. If it comes too close, I'll do it another way! Too bad Tony Quinn happened to know the boss too well! Makes it tough, but maybe it's doin' a blind guy a favor at that!"


"Yeah! What does he get out of life! Okay! Hold 'er!"


That was one relief. These men had abducted Tony Quinn, and had no suspicion he was the Black Bat. So that did not enter into it. But who was this boss the thug was speaking about?


It might be anyone of several people. For example, he had known every older member of the Sentinel staff, including Owl Brennan, for many years.


The truck slowed. One man swung off. The truck picked up speed again. It was on a downhill street. Gloomy warehouses drifted by like shadows. Tony raised himself cautiously.


He felt terribly weak and sick. His hand encountered one of his concealed automatics. Then he had not been searched. They had accepted him as really a helpless blind man who knew someone too well.


He saw the dimmed lights of a car following. That must be Carol and Butch. But the lights kept a measured space behind. That meant they must be tailing the truck only on a hunch.


Butch and Carol could not know certainly that he was in the truck. There would have been fireworks by this time from the loyal, fight-loving Butch. Then again it might not be his aides. Perhaps, the boss was following his own men to see that they carried out their instructions.


Lifting himself up carefully, Tony saw the Graflex camera on the seat beside the burly driver.


There was no reason to hesitate any longer. He would jam the gun into the driver's back, and that would be that. There would be some answers, obtained as only the Black Bat knew how to get them.


Unfortunately, he had waited just a second or so too long. The truck dipped so sharply forward it unbalanced him. The big tires were whispering over planking.




BEADED lights ahead warned Tony the truck was starting down the jump-off to one of the rivers, probably the Harlem where dead-end streets were bitten off at the water.


Tony threw himself forward, the automatic stabbing into the driver's back.


"Hold it! Right here or—"


The thug who so calmly planned to relieve the monotony of a blind man's drab existence had, of all things, nerves. More than that, he was filled with yellow fear.


As the burly man screamed, Tony's keen eyes peered ahead, revealing the reason for the man's terror. The gleaming surface of the river was just a few yards away, glimmering at the end of the planked street grade. The driver must have realized that he was trapped. With his scream, he half-jumped and half-rolled. But as he went over, one foot was pinched by the clutch pedal, and he hung upside down while the truck plunged toward destruction.


Tony dropped the gun and seized the camera. The truck's tail end reared up. Its nose was already diving when he did an acrobatic turn.


He landed with a thump that jolted the breath from him, but in time to hear the resounding splash as the big Sentinel truck dived into the tidal current.


This was the Harlem river where it separated from the Hudson to cut off Manhattan from the mainland and make it an island.


Tony saw the lights of the trailing car come on faster now. But he had no time for that. Perhaps, the key to much of the Sentinel murder mystery was down there with the truck.


He thrust the wanted camera of Owl Brennan aside where it would not be spotted. Shedding his coat, he ran forward and dived in. The tidal current was on a fast ebb, swirling him around until he found the front of the submerged truck.


The driver had vanished. Caught in the current, either alive or dead, he had been carried away from the truck.


Tony came to the surface. His piercing gaze scanned the water along the flowing stream. There was no sign of a head bobbing up or of a swimming man.


"Tony! Tony! Butch! I tell you I saw him! Butch! He was in the lights! I'm going after him myself!"


Tony thrilled at the note of keen anxiety in Carol Baldwin's voice. He shouted just as big Butch O'Leary was in the act of leaping into the river.


"Hold it. Butch! I'm all right, Carol! Coming up!"


The blond girl threw her arms around his soaked figure and kissed him.


"I was sure you were in the truck, Tony," she said tremulously when he had quieted her. "But Butch said you probably wanted to be there, and we should wait and see."


"That was right, Butch," Tony agreed, noting the woeful expression on the ex-pugilist's ring-scarred features. "And you're just in time to share in a night of real work. First, home fast for a change of clothes. I'll tell you your spots on the way."


"The Black Bat flies tonight, Tony?" queried Carol.


"That's the answer, Carol," said Tony. "And it must be quickly."








CHAPTER 6

Startling Evidence


SCAR tissue was the only thing that marred the once handsome face of Tony Quinn. And these marks about the eyes served to make his features stronger and more striking.


Tony was in the laboratory of his own big house on the West Side Drive. This was concealed back of a fireplace that swung out like a doorway at a special touch.


There had been no word of Owl Brennan, and Tony dismally concluded the redhead was either dead or being kept a prisoner for some obscure reason.


The light of his laboratory dark room was red and vague. But as Tony lifted one plate he had taken from Owl Brennan's camera out of its developing bath, the horror it revealed was all too clear.


There was the crumpled figure of the girl who had borrowed a coat, car keys and death from Jane Longren. As Owl Brennan had shot this one close-up with his infra-red flashlight, the camera's unfailing eye had recorded faces of those closest to the murdered girl.


One face was tilted sharply, the eyes looking straight at Tony Quinn. It was as if the owner of that face had caught the presence of the cameraman and looked directly into the lens while the shot was being snapped.


The face was handsome in a rugged way. The features were bony. The forehead was high, and the eyes were set under cavernous, jutting brows.


Perhaps, Tony was seeing more of the face than the camera really outlined. For, it was a face with which he had long been familiar.


Arthur Rowland, the missing publisher of the Sentinel, had been at the murder scene! His hands were partly lifted as if he had made a last-minute effort to shield his features, but had been too late.




TONY took another plate from the bath. It had been with two more in the carrying box attached to Owl Brennan's camera. Upon this the figure of Arthur Rowland was shown bending over the dead girl in the grey-green coat.


Tony put a strong glass over one face on the negative.


"If he were witnessing the murder of someone close to him, Rowland couldn't portray greater grief," observed Tony softly. "There is something more revealed in his features than merely discovering that a girl of his newspaper staff has been killed violently."


The bony countenance of the publisher mirrored utter despair.


But it was the negative from the third plate in Owl Brennan's camera that puckered Tony's mouth in a low whistle. Tony was seeing a picture which, from other angles, had been on the front page of every evening newspaper.


"Owl was surely holding out plenty," said Tony grimly. "I think Carol should attach herself as closely as possible to Miss Jane Longren without delay, and not permit that interesting young woman to get out of her sight for even the slightest moment."




AT THE moment Tony was looking at a view of the interior of the Clifford Morden studio. It was a clear-cut shot, undoubtedly made with the infra-red light.


There was the fallen easel and the canvas in its frame. Morden's body lay partly under the easel, with one arm stretched across it protectively. Mrs. Harrington, the buxom housekeeper named in the first news stories, was lying on the floor a few feet from Morden's body.


But what caught Tony's keen eyes was the window opening on the fire escape. A man's shoulder and one leg, and the side of his face were revealed, the profile showing under a snap-brimmed hat.


From the position of the furtive figure in the fire escape window, it was impossible to judge whether he was entering or leaving the murder scene. Although only the profile was visible anyone of thousands in the Big Town would have instantly identified the features of Arthur Rowland.


"Let Captain McGrath get his hands on these photos, and there will be the dickens to pay," mused Tony thoughtfully. "Owl Brennan must have rushed to Morden's studio as soon as he saw that extra to get shots like these. He must have arrived right after the murder, just before the police arrived on the scene, and snapped the pictures in the dark, taking a chance on what they'd reveal!"


The phone extension in the laboratory buzzed. Silk Kirby was on the wire. The one-time confidence man, who had first met Tony Quinn when he had entered the then blind man's house to rob him, and who had stayed to become as great an enemy of crooks as Tony himself, had been instructed to call every half hour.


"If you have ideas about the Morden studio, sir, I wish to report the police have finished, locked the place and departed," reported Silk. "They have left one policeman on guard. He is at the front door. There is a rear entrance. Also there is the fire escape."


"Stand by, Silk," said Tony. "We are on the move. Tell me, did you note if the artist's canvas or anything else has been removed?"


"Only the body, sir."


"Right, Silk. Keep close watch. If anyone attempts to enter and remove anything before I arrive, intercept him quietly without attracting the police."


"That I will, sir."


Tony emerged into his warm living-room. Carol Baldwin and Butch O'Leary were eagerly awaiting orders. They were issued quickly.


Tony gave Carol the address of the downtown hotel where Owl Brennan had said Jane Longren had narrowly escaped death by fire. He watched the little sparks of excitement dance into Carol's blue eyes.


THE girl who had given Tony Quinn his eyes, his almost invincible armor as the Black Bat, was happiest when she was helping him fight dangerous crooks.


Carol had other ideas about Tony, too, but he held these off, chiefly because of the bright danger of the life he was leading.


"Stick by Jane Longren wherever she goes, and be careful," was Tony's only instruction.


"Jane Longren is as good as walking with two shadows," said the blonde girl.


"Butch, I have a tough assignment for you," declared Tony. "One Sentinel truck was seized and used for murder tonight. Another truck, as you know, probably was stolen and also intended for a murder, only that one back-fired. The truck drivers hang around some bar near the loading rooms. You will find what you can hear."


Butch O'Leary's ugly, battered face showed some disgust. He surveyed his calloused knuckles.


"Ain't much chance of a scrap there, boss," he complained.


"Fights are where you find them, Butch," murmured Tony with a smile. "And you usually do. I want especially to learn what the truck drivers may have to say about this murder of Clifford Morden. Also, if any driver mentions the Red Feather Club, in the Forties, make talk with him."


Tony had remembered one man on the intended murder truck had said he was drifting over to the Red Feather. It seemed a queer place for a man of his type. The Red Feather Club was a high class night spot.


Tony knew that it was owned by one Lloyd Ramer who rated high as being on the up-and-up. No gambling. No off-color stuff. Just good food and drinks and entertainment at the usual quadrupled prices, all legitimate.


It occurred to Tony that Owl Brennan's disappearance might be linked to the club, and he decided to look into the matter later.


"I should have thought of this sooner," Carol stated, producing a newspaper clipping. "I was reading the Sentinel while we waited for you, Tony. I came across this in that 'What Will Happen' column, written by The Prophet. Like the murder extra tonight, it seemed strangely radical for the Sentinel."


Tony took the clipping and read swiftly.


If a certain owner of a night club with the name of a feather learns that Bart Nemoss, ex-racket czar, is frequenting a certain gambling spot not far from his legitimate nightery the heat may be turned on suddenly.


The owner of the feathery night spot is supposed to have long ago forsaken the business of rackets, but Nemoss once was prominent in the divorce affair by which the nightery man dispensed with his number two wife.


Fireworks might be expected at any time. It is reported that the night-spot man has a piece of that gambling place and that Nemoss is trying to muscle in on the feathery night club.


Tony's mouth was hard as he tucked the clipping into his pocket. That thinly-veiled accusation in The Prophet column was almost as out of place in the Sentinel as the Morden murder scoop had been.


"I wonder just who The Prophet can be, and how that stuff slipped by without being checked by the higher-ups," mused Tony. "That column might as well have named Lloyd Ramer of the Red Feather.


"Add the fact that one of those truck drivers, working with some tough mob that has attached itself to the Sentinel, was headed for the Red Feather Club and you have quite a pattern of crime."


However, Tony Quinn decided that angle would have to keep for the present. It was possible that had he, as the Black Bat, struck first at the suggestion of the scandalous item of The Prophet, an open killing, and later a weird delayed murder might have been prevented.


But the Black Bat had another objective now.


When he left the house with Butch O'Leary driving, he was clad in sombre black from head to toes. A slouched, broad-brimmed black hat concealed his face.


Presently, he would don the disguise that made him the shadowy, hard-hitting terror of the underworld, and the bane of Captain McGrath's eventful life in the homicide bureau.


As the big car glided downtown and Carol alighted near the brightest lights of Broadway, Tony was attempting to keep an open mind in respect to Arthur Rowland, Sentinel publisher.


Two camera shots had been condemning, so far as Rowland was concerned. Yet, Tony recalled that in the newspaper office several of the higher-ups had acted strangely when Margaret Ripple was killed by a truck. It was as if one of them had actually anticipated the murder.


He thought of George Drake, the managing editor; of Bunt Preddy, the news editor; of Baldy Compton, city editor; and of Carl Jackson, the rewrite man who said the dead Frank Lark had telephoned the Morden murder yarn.


Of them all, only Bunt Preddy had seemed to act in a purely natural manner, rushing to the windows to investigate the sounds of the crash.


The others had remained where they were, oddly motionless and apparently more intent upon watching each other. For newspaper men, that was decidedly queer.


Yet, even Preddy's actions could have been a cover-up Tony realized, though something about the man forced him to discount the theory. Preddy seemed to be a straight-shooter.


Then there was Owl Brennan. How did he fit into the scheme of things? And what had become of him? These were the questions which plagued the Black Bat as he sought to unravel the baffling skein of mystery.








CHAPTER 7

Trapped by Police


KEEPING a sharp vigil at the head of the fourth-floor stairs, Silk Kirby could see the bulky figure of a sleepy policeman in a chair. The officer was on guard before the door of the Clifford Morden murder studio.


Unseen by the policeman, Silk Kirby signaled with a gesture. What seemed to be the figure of an enormous bird of darkness floated silently past him and into the studio apartment hallway.


Had the policeman looked that way, he would have missed the shadowy Black Bat moving silently along the hallway wall. Tony Quinn, all in black, with a ribbed cape that could strangely take the form of the wings of a giant Black Bat, was noiseless as he made quick work of a door.


This was the rear door, leading into the kitchen of Studio B-9. Inside the kitchen, the Bat was invisible, blending with the dark. He required no light. His uncanny vision in the gloom showed him the smallest detail of his surroundings.


He saw bits of glass sparkling on the floor near an inner doorway leading to the studio itself. Then he held the metal base of a bulb, marked with tiny letters. He smiled grimly.


This was an infra-red light bulb, dropped and broken. The Bat knew too well the origin of that bulb. Owl Brennan must have let it fall after he had snapped that incriminating shot of the murder studio.


The body of the slain Morden was recorded on that plate. So was the furtive figure of Arthur Rowland. It was in the Bat's mind now that Owl Brennan probably had no idea that Rowland was in that shot taken by that invisible infra-red flash in the darkness.


Could Arthur Rowland himself be the killer? And had he somehow suspected or definitely learned that Owl Brennan had appeared on the scene to snap pictures before the murderer could get away?


The Black Bat was perplexed. He couldn't conceive of the publisher as a killer. Yet, one of the photographer's shots revealed Rowland's presence.


Had Rowland come to visit Morden only to arrive immediately after the crime? And had Owl arrived just in time to snap a picture in the dark which showed the publisher escaping by way of the fire escape for fear of being implicated in the case?


It was a bewildering set-up and the Black Bat was far from satisfied with developments. One factor definitely cast suspicion on the publisher. And that was his failure to appear publicly and help his own newspaper in its hour of distress.


Whoever the criminal was, the fact remained that the two tough thugs who had attacked Tony and Owl in the bar, had seemed to know the camera carried valuable plates, and they were intent on keeping the camera. But who had hired them?




THE Black Bat thrust his somber reflections aside, and stepped into the studio. There was a chair on the model's stand. It set the Bat's mind to wondering who had been seated there when Morden died. What woman with a clear conscience would have fled the murder scene before the police arrived?


The canvas upon which Morden had been working lay untouched beside the fallen easel. The Bat needed no light to follow the lines of sketched-in head and shoulders, a profile incomplete as to detail or color.


An inner sense told the Bat he had seen that profile before. It was the outline of a girl's features from hair to throat. The small nose was slightly, impudently tilted, and the forehead line showed a length that denoted intelligence.


Suddenly he recognized that profile. It was obvious now why Owl Brennan had withheld so much from Quinn. The profile on that canvas belonged to pretty, blue-eyed Jane Longren. The girl whose life was menaced, and for whom another girl had died, had been Clifford Morden's model!


"Does that mean Jane Longren knows the identity of Morden's killer?" the Bat asked himself. "And does Owl know, too? Had he withheld this information from Quinn to protect the girl or someone else?


"Or, is Owl himself in some manner linked with the murder gang? And was there some sinister reason behind his swift arrival upon the murder scene to snap a picture which condemned Arthur Rowland, his own boss?"


The Bat's mind was in a turmoil. Anything was possible. Men killed for strange reasons. Yet, both Rowland and Owl Brennan were old friends of the Bat's, and he could not bring himself to believe they were actually involved in the killings.


Grimly he determined to keep an open mind. He glided through the dark studio room, then came upon something which was linked with the chief incriminating evidence against Michael Doran, the man he had declared he was representing.


Peering at the fallen canvas, the Bat noted a rusty, brown blotch on its surface. More of the same stain covered the floor. And there was the chalk line which showed the position in which Morden's body had been found.


"He fell as he died," decided the Black Bat softly. "He must have struck his nose on the easel frame. It bled profusely. The police report he died from a quick-acting poison. This may give me the opportunity to pass up a demand on Captain McGrath."


Cutting the brown stain from the canvas, the Black Bat placed the segment in an inner pocket. All indications had been that Morden had succumbed from strophanthus communicated through paints smeared upon his mouth. However, the Bat had his own ideas about that.


Abruptly the Black Bat was aware of a rustling, scraping movement outside the wide window. Someone was ascending the fire escape. The window was closed, but the Bat's ears were as keenly sensitive as his eyes.


He moved quickly behind an angle in the wall. The noise from the vicinity of the fire escape had ceased. An old-fashioned desk stood in a corner. The police evidently had cleared it of letters or papers.




EXAMINING the desk thoroughly he found a concealed drawer built into the back. It had escaped the police. Listening for the renewal of the intruder's climb on the fire escape, the Bat looked at a faded photograph that was wrapped in fine white silk.


"That might have come from a wedding dress," mused the Bat.


The fine writing penned on the back of the photo was difficult even for his amazing eyes in the darkness. He could make out only a few words:


 


"It is best this way—"


 


There had been more, and a name. But the paper of the photo had been torn and the name was gone. The photo paper was thick.


"Just what this adds up to may be the one link that will remove suspicion from Jane Longren and Owl Brennan."


As the Bat uttered this whisper, putting the photo into a hidden pocket, the fire escape window creaked. A formless shadow, the Bat moved into position beside the window.


He was motionless as two men, clearly visible to him, opened the window and came through together. The interior of the studio was shrouded blackness to the intruders. They whispered.


"Easy with the light. That copper at the door may be awake. The boss said it must be in the old desk—there—"


The ray of a pencil flashlight shot out. A husky, commanding whisper came from the shadowy figure that seemed like a monster Black Bat hovering by the wall.


"Don't move, either of you! What is it you seek? The Black Bat speaks! You haven't a chance to resist!" Hoarse grunts came from the surprised intruders. The fellow holding the light flicked it off instantly, no doubt believing that concealed them from the feared Black Bat.


The Bat's fist lashed out, clipping the one man cleanly on the chin as he was snapping out a rod. The second man, unable to see, threw himself flat on the floor, a gun streaking into sight.


The Bat smashed the man's gun wrist with his hard kick, and the gun bounced across the floor. Unfortunately, all this action had happened so suddenly that the Black Bat was unable to prevent noise.


From the kitchen behind him came a clear, shrill whistle. He heard Silk Kirby's signal, followed instantly by thudding blows. Whether these were delivered by Silk or others, the Bat had no time to discover.


The front door of the studio burst open. The hard voice of none other than Captain McGrath himself exploded into the room. McGrath had the light of the hallway behind him, but the studio was still black to his eyes.


That was a mistake, for as the Bat considered his position and was moving with flashing speed toward the fire escape window, he saw the intruder he had knocked down roll over. Orange flame lanced from a gun in his hand, aimed at McGrath in the lighted doorway.




A POLICE positive blazed in another man's hand beside McGrath. The shot was well-placed, evidently aimed at the explosion of the other rod. The man shooting at McGrath groaned once, then his weapon fell from his hand.


From the kitchen doorway behind the Bat the beam of a powerful flashlight bored across the room. The Bat heard McGrath's roar of pain and rage, and saw the captain holding bloody fingers where the intended killer's slug had crossed his hand.


"Are you there, Captain?"


The strident call came from behind the Bat. He knew then that McGrath's sudden, inexplicable raid upon the murder studio was a complete trap. He wondered if this had been caused by the men coming up the fire escape?


But there was no time for speculation. It seemed he was caught in a net from which there was no escape. If he could divest himself of his Black Bat garb, and become merely blind Tony Quinn, he might have some thin excuse for being here in the murder studio.


But that was impossible now. The Bat thought of diving for the window and the fire escape. However, that would put him squarely into view as a target for at least half a dozen police guns.


It was as tight a spot as the Bat had ever been in. In addition, there was the bad luck of Silk Kirby probably having been trapped by the police coming from the rear.


The man from whose hand the Bat had kicked a gun was still flat on the floor where he had thrown himself. Now the Bat moved with a fast backward leap toward the policeman with the flashlight.


He heard McGrath shout as the beam cut across his webbed, black cape and his flying figure.


"The Black Bat! Get him! I might have known he would be in it!"


Because he was a phantom target, and he could see the others clearly, the Bat was out of the light beam before a gun could flame. Moreover, he was between two groups of McGrath's men, and one man was smart.


"Hold the fire! He's between us! Grab him!"


The flashlight beam darted about. It outlined the Bat again. The Bat sent the light clattering to the floor with a smash to the policeman's jaw.


There was an explosion of blinding light. It did not come from a gun. It filled the murder studio with a fierce, white blaze, driving back McGrath's men and enveloping the Bat.








CHAPTER 8

Murder in a Morgue


WILLIAM BLACK, senatorial candidate, wore greying sideburns which made him look benign. He had a massive chin, and his voice was deep and convincingly eloquent.


Carol Baldwin had seen newspaper pictures of William Black with an honorable before his name. He had probably invented the title. He looked like a much worried man.


Carol was in the corridor of the sixth floor of a second-rate hotel in the Forties. She had engaged a room and registered. By her own connivance her door was just across the hall from a room occupied by Jane Longren, girl reporter of the Sentinel.


Jane Longren had been in her room. Carol had not seen her, but she had a good description and her door had opened on a slight crack.


As she saw a stout figure and heard a rap at Jane Longren's door, Carol opened her door and stepped out fully dressed for the street.


She appeared not to notice the Hon. William Black, if such he was. Yet she marked his quick, apprehensive glance at her, his scowl and the hasty turning away of his benign face.


The elevator was nearby, and Carol only pretended to press the button. Her quick ears heard a low, musical voice.


"You, Mr. Black? I didn't expect—"


"Let me come in," interrupted Mr. Black hastily. "I must see you at once, after what has—"


Carol lost the rest of it. She obtained only a passing glimpse of Jane Longren's pretty face. Queerly, some woman's intuition made her like the brief view. Carol was clever, an efficient aide to the Black Bat, but like all women, she worked a great deal on her emotions.


Carol returned quickly to her room. She wished she had been able to get accommodations on either side of Jane's, but this had failed. She could hear only the faintest murmur of voices.


Taking a chance, she crossed the hall, and placed an ear to the door behind which the Hon. William Black apparently had some urgent reason to see Jane Longren.


She could detect nothing definite, but she did hear Mr. Black's voice rise as he was about to leave.


"I'll wait for you in the lobby! You're sure old Mac will do it for you? I tell you, it's the only way, Miss Longren!"


Carol already was headed for the downstairs lobby. Whatever this meeting of the well known politician and the girl reporter might mean, it was not too intimate. Mr. Black had called Jane by the respectful Miss Longren.


Carol expected a tough job of trailing a car when she followed Jane Longren and Mr. Black from the hotel. But it was simple. Moreover, it had become puzzling.


For, as Jane emerged from the elevator, Mr. Black had arisen from a lobby chair and went out ahead of her to the street.


When Carol followed Jane through the door, she observed that Mr. Black apparently had no intention of being seen in public with the girl reporter.




IT WAS even more mysterious to Carol that Jane and Mr. Black walked instead of calling a taxi. And they were going in the direction of the Sentinel building!


"It would seem that Mr. Black doesn't intend to leave any possible witness to his little jaunt with a girl reporter," mused Carol.


There was more of this mystery at the entrance to the Sentinel building. Only one elevator was operating because it was off-time for the afternoon newspaper. Carol watched Jane pass Mr. Black at the Sentinel building entrance and take the lead.


Mr. Black waited half a minute. Then he glanced about furtively. For a man of his dignity, he was certainly doing a sneak act.


Carol noticed that Jane had avoided the elevator. The girl reporter had taken the open stairway. Mr. Black took this same means of ascending.


Carol was puzzled for a moment how to trail the pair safely. She gave Mr. Black time to disappear on the first turn of the stairs. From there she followed cautiously by the creaking sound of Mr. Black's shoes.


Since Tony Quinn had informed her of a possible position, she resolved to make a bold entrance in the event Jane and Mr. Black were headed for the Sentinel news room.


She would ask for Mr. Drake, the managing editor. If she found him, she would say Tony Quinn had sent her, that she was a friend for whom he had spoken.


In the "graveyard watch," that interval between the afternoon final and the next morning's first edition, all of the humming life goes out of a newspaper. It was more so tonight than usual on the Sentinel.


For, it seemed truly a graveyard shift to the few old copy-readers with their green eye-shades, and the half-dozen rewrite boys, telegraph editors and emergency reporters kept on duty in the news room.


There was the usual penny-ante game, but no one had any heart in it. Lights were blacked out in most of the big room, and the corridor of the sixth floor was filled with shadows.


Perhaps the darkness seemed ripe with brooding death, for the few on the graveyard shift were not telling the customary shady yarns, or kidding each other.


Bunt Preddy, the news editor, was hanging around, as was Baldy Compton, the city editor. George Drake, the managing editor, had been in his office for a while, but he came out and wandered away to one of the other departments.




BALDY COMPTON and Bunt Preddy seemed restless. Preddy went out and came back from the "morgue" on the same floor, at the back of the long corridor.


He spread out numerous clippings and past photos dealing with stories that had affected the dead Clifford Morden.


Baldy Compton swore when he saw these.


"I'm going out and try and drown it, Bunt," he said. "Want to join me? I hope I have such a hangover I can't show up in the morning."


"No dice, Baldy," Preddy answered. "I'm hoping we'll have some word from the old man."


He meant Arthur Rowland, the publisher. In spite of the plate in the Bat's possession that showed Arthur Rowland to have been on the murder scene downstairs when Margaret Ripple had died, he had not come up to the editorial offices.


"And if I get my hands on Owl Brennan, he's through!" snapped Baldy Compton. "Why would he duck out on that pix, even if it was—well, what it was?"


Baldy Compton took his overcoat and hat, and stormed out of the news room.


So it happened that Carol Baldwin, reaching the sixth floor closely behind the soft-footing William Black, senatorial aspirant, and Jane Longren who had preceded him, found it easy to slip along after them without entering the editorial department.


At the dark rear of the corridor, William Black disappeared from view. Carol crept forward. She came to a swinging door which opened into a dark connecting hallway.


Not being sure of what was beyond this, or how far Jane Longren and William Black had preceded her, she paused, listening.


She was about to risk passing through the dark hallway when she heard the mutter of a man's voice.


From the sound she judged that someone was pacing the floor and talking to himself. This blocked her. So far as the mysterious mission of Jane Longren and William Black was concerned, she had to wait until the muttering ceased.


It might have been three minutes, or five minutes, or longer, as the time dragged on. Then suddenly Carol heard hurrying footsteps. The muttering had ceased abruptly.


Carol shrank into the darkest corner. She saw William Black come from the dark hallway, almost running, but trying to proceed noiselessly. He peered nervously over his shoulder while he stuffed papers into an inside pocket.


For long minutes there was silence, except for the distant voices in the news room and the faint clicking of teletype machines, grinding out the night's grist of filler copy for the early edition.




SOMETHING warned Carol that Jane Longren should have come out with William Black. An inner impulse of fear sent her into the dark hallway, hurrying.


She was remembering what Tony had told her about Jane Longren being threatened, and how the other girl had died by mistake in Jane's grey-green coat.


Having been a newspaper woman, Carol instantly identified the open door leading into the morgue. In there were archives of the Sentinel, covering past generations. Pictures and stories in thousands of files.


Stories of the oldest families and the newest. Pictures of society leaders, and photographs of major criminals. Thousands of happenings in lives of the past and present.


In a word, it was the newspaper morgue—a terrible weapon which could be wielded against many persons if it ever fell into the wrong hands.


Only a few light bulbs were burning at scattered spots. Carol listened, heard no one, and stepped inside. Her hand flew to her lips in time to suppress a little scream.


"Old Mac," a genial, seventy-year-old man, had been the keeper of the Sentinel morgue for years. A long time ago he had been a brilliant reporter, then a city editor, then a copy-reader, and finally keeper of the morgue.


That was his pension. No one ever heard of a newspaper man drawing any other kind of an endowment.


But Old Mac was through with pensions, through with the world. His thin, white hair was matted with blood. His eyes were open and staring. He was looking at the ceiling, but not seeing it.


Carol had been long enough with the Black Bat to have cool nerve. She thought first of William Black, and his furtive departure, and next of Jane Longren.


She had not seen the girl reporter come out. Holding her breath, her hand gripping the little automatic in her handbag, Carol edged along a shadowy row of high steel files, her eyes seeking for movement.


Just beyond the last light in a dark corner, she noticed the huddle of bright cloth that was Jane Longren's dress. Fearing the worst, but forgetful of herself, Carol ran forward quickly.


She saw Jane's white face and her honey-colored hair. The girl's bosom was rising and falling with her breathing as Carol bent over her. Then it was that hands like steel probed from the darkness of a space between the steel files.


They choked a scream in Carol's throat. A sapper or some other weapon thumped her cruelly into complete oblivion.




CAROL thought she had just closed her eyes. But when she opened them she was in a nearly dark, quiet room. The smell of hot metal filled the air.


Her head was aching. When she moved she discovered her hands and legs were stiffly bound.


Her fingers touched iron plates of the floor on which she lay. Machines like monsters loomed ghostlike about her. At one side was an immense pot above which hung a slight glowing of fire.


She knew now where she was. This was a stereotyping room. It would be the one department of the Sentinel that would be vacated for several hours between days.


Carol found her breathing hampered. Tape pasted across her mouth caused that. She saw a vague figure moving in the semi-darkness near the huge cauldron of liquid metal from which the press plates for the newspaper were molded in the machines ranged about the big pot.


Carol moaned, trying to scream. She could not see the face of the man who bent over her. But she heard the cruel, flat-toned voice.


"I'm removing the tape. If you tell why you are here, and who sent you, you'll not be hurt. If you scream now, or refuse to talk, the bottom of the metal pot will be tapped. That metal will pour out over you like a river of fire. You and this Longren dame." The tape was ripped from Carol's mouth. She repressed a cry of pain.


"Now who sent you here?" demanded the hard voice. "Don't lie. Did you come from the Black Bat? I'll ask but once. I have no time to waste."


Carol was thinking rapidly. Her captor must be someone on the inside of the Sentinel. The murder of Old Mac, the morgue keeper, was evidence she might expect no mercy, even if she talked.


"I don't know what you mean," she murmured. "I'm a friend of Jane Longren's. I saw her come upstairs. I wanted to see her, so I followed."


A cruel hand slapped Carol's cheek brutally. The man lifted his head, listening.


"That you, Pointer?" he demanded.


"Yeah, it's me," grunted a voice. Another man emerged from the shadows. "We've got to beat it. Some of the truck crew are burnin' up. One guy's on his way up here. The boss said to bring the reporter dame, and shut up the other one."


"Okay," said Carol's immediate captor hastily. "The freight elevator clear?"


"Yeah. That's the way I came up!"


Carol tried to scream. But her mouth was closed by cloth that almost strangled her as it was stuffed into her throat. The new arrival picked up the light figure of Jane Longren and started into the shadows.


Carol saw the other man step over to the huge pot of liquid metal. There was a grinding of steel as an iron cap opened at the bottom of the big container.


Carol saw metal running out across the iron plates. She could feel the reflected heat several yards away.


"Too bad you're not important enough to keep around because you're a swell looker," said the cold killer. "When you're found, it will teach a few persons we're not fooling. So long, beautiful."








CHAPTER 9

'Black Bat' Seized


FLAMES from the fire bomb set off in the Clifford Morden murder studio cut off the Black Bat abruptly from Captain McGrath and his raiding policemen. The blaze was apparently of magnesium and thermite in a small quantity. But it would have seared a man's eyes in a few seconds.


The Bat grabbed up some pillows, flinging them upon the bomb. But even as he did so, he knew he could not hope to smother the flames. If there were a flower box with sand in it, he'd have a chance. But there was nothing available.


Grimly he realized that nothing could save the studio from destruction. Perhaps, all of the old-fashioned building would go. But that was not of immediate concern. For, the living intruder who had exploded the small bomb was already in the window leading to the fire escape.


The man who had wounded McGrath and had, in turn, been shot by one of the policeman apparently was lying in the center of the swiftly spreading fire. It occurred to the Bat, then, that the bomb was meant to prevent identification.


Hoarsely shouting policemen backed away from the blaze. The Bat jumped for the escaping man in the open window, while bullets from police guns riddled the air about him. He reached the intruder while he was still on the fire escape platform outside.


With his spreading cloak and hissing voice the Bat must have appeared as a terrible, gigantic bird of the night, a half-human, half-animal bird of prey. Desperately the man turned, throwing up his arms across his face.


The Bat recalled his kick had likely fractured one of the man's wrists. But it was no time for kindness. He drove knockout knuckles to the man's jaw, catching him in his arms as he fell.


The intense heat flaming through the window compelled the Bat to move fast. Suspecting the fire escape must be guarded by McGrath's men four stories below, the Bat started up instead of down the fire escape. He could see the edge of the roof of the six-storied old building.


"You've got it coming, friend," he said softly to the sleeping man in his arms. "But if I left you, it would only be to burn, and that would give no answers."


Since the building was, for the most part, inhabited by artists, the Bat judged he might find his way from the roof through a skylight.


Before he passed to the escape ladder of the sixth story, the dead weight of the unconscious man slowed his movements.


Then the sudden blossoming of flames from other windows close to the murder studio on the fourth floor told him that most of the building might be doomed before the fire department could gain control.


The white light under him outlined his climbing black figure. The spread of his ribbed cloak, like bat wings, shielded the burden of the man in his arms, but he was fully revealed to some of McGrath's men.


Through the crackling of the fire sounded snapping explosions of police guns. Slugs whined off the iron of the fire escape too close to be pleasant. He gained the roof edge, however, without being hit.




RESTING the weight of the unconscious man, the Bat had a look around that was far from reassuring. No other building seemed to join this one on the same level.


"Every fire escape and probably every stairway inside will be blocked by McGrath," said the Bat, as he heard fire department sirens. This calls for strategy, unless I want to walk right into McGrath's arms. And with that wounded hand he'll not be softened up any."


Only seconds remained now. Police would be swarming up the fire escapes where the blaze did not block them. They would be coming through roof trap doors as soon as the word was passed that the Black Bat had been seen.


"But I'm sure McGrath did not know there was anyone but myself in the studio," mused the Bat. "He probably isn't even aware that he was shot by another man who is being cremated. And he wouldn't know I put on the rescue act for this other fellow."


This gave the Black Bat a sudden plan, a ruse that might be made to work, if he could get the unconscious fire-setter off the roof. There were several art studios skylights but only two trap doors.


Transporting his prisoner to the nearest studio skylight, he smashed out glass and found that one side opened.


He could not see the distance to the studio floor inside, but he swung the other man through the opening, holding him by the wrists until his feet were extended downward.


"May be tough on the legs, my friend," he said whimsically. "But murder and arson get you into spots like this."


He swung in and dropped almost as soon as the limp man thudded on the floor. He got a hallway door open. The corridor was empty in this ell of the building, and he saw the rail of a stairway going down.


By this time the spreading fire had jumped across all of one side of the building. He had carried the unconscious man to the door when he saw and heard two policemen at a corner leading into the corridor.


Then he got a break. A command was called out.


"Hey, you fellows! Don't take a chance on going up! McGrath has ordered everybody down! The old trap's going up fast!"


As the two men disappeared, the Bat reached the back stairway. He carried his victim down three flights. But at the third floor, a sudden blast of fire from a crashing wall blocked him away from the only inside stairway at that end.




ONE side of the building was still clear. Upper floors were apparently deserted. The Bat smashed a flimsy door open with his shoulder and got into a third-floor room, closing the portal behind him.


He was at the window opening it when a fleet of clanging fire trucks appeared in the street below.


Looking out cautiously, he saw tenants of this third floor at other windows. They also had been cut off from flight on inside stairways.


Women and men were screaming. Ladders were run up to some windows. Firemen began swinging two life nets. A woman jumped into one and was helped out safely.


From a nearby window two men plunged to safety into the other net. The Bat chuckled as an idea occurred to him. He could see more uniformed policemen than usually were to be found at a fire.


"McGrath certainly believes he has the Black Bat this time," he murmured. "And he may be right at that. However, there just happens to be a chance that this will work."


Working rapidly, he divested the unconscious man of his outer garments, thankful that the fellow was of about his own size.


In another fifteen seconds the sleeping man was wearing the dark clothes and the ribbed black cloak of the Bat.


The Bat slipped into the light grey suit the man had been wearing. Then he held the figure of the other man upright in the open window and waved his arms. The firemen moved the life net over. The Bat gave the unconscious man a shove that made it appear he had jumped.


Watching only long enough to see that the man wearing his Black Bat cape had landed squarely in the life net, he moved back into the smoke-filled hallway, shielding his face.


He fought his way to another studio several doors away and smashed his way in.


When he appeared at the window, the Black Bat had smudged his face with the ever-present black dust of the studio furniture. He pulled the other man's snap-brim hat down over his eyes, leaned from the window and began waving and yelling.


Plummeting to the life net below, he had an advantage that he himself had created. A short distance away, it seemed that half the police department of this precinct was crowded around someone in the street.


He could almost hear Captain McGrath gloating over having the Black Bat delivered right into his hands.


The Bat kept a hand rubbing over his face, pushed away helping hands, grunted he was all right, and faded from among the firemen into the crowd held on the fire line. In half a minute he was all the way around the block, where Silk Kirby had left his car.




HE WAS a little sick and fearful that Silk Kirby might have been knocked out and left behind by the police, although they would likely have brought him from the burning building. Then a hand touched his shoulder.


"Great snakes, sir! I saw you jump and I thought they had you sure! How did you—?"


"The same goes for you, Silk," replied the Bat quickly. "Get the car moving, and tell me about it as you drive. I must fix my face. Tony Quinn has a quick call to make on a client who is in jail."


Silk Kirby had learned never to be surprised at the Black Bat's sudden and unpredictable actions. This speed and abruptness had saved their lives and the Black Bat's identity too many times.


"I whistled a warning, sir, and laid out two of McGrath's men cold," Silk informed him. "I would have come in to help you, but I was blocked. Then that fire busted loose.


"I'd about given you up, sir, when I heard them saying the Black Bat was on the roof. Then I saw you jump from that window."


"You're too old at the confidence game to believe everything you see, Silk," chided the Bat. "Head for police headquarters. By the time Captain McGrath has announced his capture of the Black Bat, I hope to be either with Commissioner Warner or interviewing my adopted client, Michael Doran."


On the drive across town to headquarters, the radio interrupted a program to give out a bulletin:


Another queer tragedy was added tonight to the strange circumstances involving the Sentinel newspaper. John McPhail, in charge of the morgue at the Sentinel building, was found murdered.


Apparently he was killed by someone who entered the Sentinel morgue. No arrests have been made.


It was also announced by the police that the mysterious crook known as the Black Bat broke into the studio where Clifford Morden was murdered this evening.


The Black Bat was captured after the building was set afire, and he was forced to jump from a window. Jane Longren, a reporter on the Sentinel, is missing and is being sought by the police.








CHAPTER 10

A Stubborn Suspect


AGAIN restored to the personality of the supposedly blind Tony Quinn, the Black Bat uttered a startled exclamation at the closing line of the terse radio bulletin.


"Jane Longren missing? That means Carol either missed her or has trailed her somewhere." His face turned grim and bleak. "That may be far from good. Another murder? Old Mac, in charge of the Sentinel morgue? Silk, do you realize what's in such a newspaper morgue?"


Silk Kirby was too old a hand at the confidence game to miss the answer to that one.


"It's a morgue with enough dead ones, meaning stories and pictures, to probably ruin hundreds of persons or blow millions right out of their pockets, sir," was Silk's reply. "Perhaps, that is what the shooting's all about."


"You may be right, though I think that's only part of it. The Morden murder goes back a long way. I would say it might be connected with a wedding of many years ago."


"A wedding, sir."


Before Tony replied, his fingers found something in the pocket of the suit taken from the man now being held as the Black Bat. He gripped a book of matches.


"Red Feather Club," he murmured as he read the printing.


His hands went through other pockets. He found and unfolded a typed note. It stated:


Destroy this at once. Don't wait for second murder extra. Item in The Prophet column is enough. Put Nemoss ahead for tonight. Change order on girl. Unharmed to bait father.


"Doesn't make much sense, sir," grunted Silk Kirby. "Wait! Nemoss is the old booze racket czar from Chicago who came to town again last week. I recall there was some trouble between Nemoss and Lloyd Ramer when the latter was running the old speakeasy on Forty-sixth Street. Remember?"


"Silk!" exclaimed Tony. "For a respectable gentleman's valet and a reformed character, you certainly keep in touch with things. And why should I remember a speakeasy run by Lloyd Ramer in the old days?"


"I thought, sir—you know in those days—well, didn't all law officials know what speaks were paying? I mean—"


Not often was Silk Kirby's nonchalance disturbed. But now he stammered and halted in confusion.


Tony Quinn laughed in warm amusement.


"All right, Silk, forget it," he said easily. Then his features turned grave. "This Nemoss business may prove very important. That Prophet column I told you about mentioned Nemoss was prominent in a divorce affair between Lela and Lloyd Ramer. Know anything about that?"


Silk Kirby nodded, his pale features sober and pensive.


"Sure. Nemoss was supposed to have been running around with Lela, Ramer's No. 2 wife, before they split up. Rumor has it that Lloyd was getting tired of Lela anyway. Nemoss and Ramer had a run-in about it, and Ramer passed around some threats, but nothing ever developed."


"And now the Prophet—whoever that scoundrel is—has hinted that Nemoss is trying to muscle in on Ramer's Red Feather Club," said Tony. "Looks as if things are ripe for more bloodshed. Where does Nemoss hang out?"


"Well, I heard he's been running a game for himself at the Four Owls Club," responded Silk. "It is rumored that the Four Owls is the bad little brother of Ramer's Red Feather Club and that Ramer has a piece of it."




TONY QUINN snapped his fingers and the depth of his breathing quickened.


"Silk, we'll only be a few minutes with Commissioner Warner," he said quickly.


"All at once we're adding more angles than the world has wars onto the Sentinel puzzle. In a little while you are to find this Nemoss and stick to him for his own good."


Reaching headquarters a short time later, Silk led his employer into Commissioner Warner's office. The latter's usually humorous smile was missing. Hard lines were around his mouth and eyes.


"Sure, Tony, you can see Michael Doran right away," he replied in answer to Tony's request. "I'm expecting Captain McGrath to report any minute now on his capture of the Black Bat. I thought perhaps you would like to hear how it happened. Hang it all, Tony! I don't feel good about this.


"I had other ideas about the Black Bat. I had even hoped he would get into this Sentinel mess and pull at least one real murderer out of the bag."


Commissioner Warner had long suspected that Tony Quinn was the Black Bat, although he never admitted it openly.


Tony's dull, apparently sightless eyes were now staring over the commissioner's head.


"I'll be glad to wait, Commissioner," Tony agreed politely, flashing a faint smile.


Captain McGrath pushed into the office. As he opened the door, he did not look like a man who had just apprehended a clever crook who had been giving him a run-around.


Pausing at the door, his face turned to a man behind him for the moment.


"Take him to the morgue!" he roared angrily. "I get the Black Bat and he turns out to be nobody but Slick Morgan, a cheap hired killer. Then he croaks himself right under our noses!"


The man behind Captain McGrath was a police medical examiner.


"I don't think he killed himself, begging pardon, Captain," said the M.E. "I saw him when he started to have convulsions. I would say he hadn't been conscious after he hit that life net. But it was undoubtedly a cyanide that got him."


"Whatever it was, what do we get —what did you say?"


McGrath seemed to realize the enormity of what the M.E. had just said.


"You mean to say you think he was murdered right under our noses? It's impossible! Anyway, his being the Black Bat doesn't—"


McGrath glimpsed Tony Quinn and Silk Kirby at Warner's desk. His eyes dilated and anger flushed his cheeks with a tide of blood. Time after time, McGrath had been sure he had cornered the Black Bat, and that he was Tony Quinn.


"You—Quinn?" McGrath swallowed hard. "When did you get here? Where did you come from?"


"Why, Captain, you seem upset," said Tony cheerfully. "I heard over the radio at home that you had caught the Black Bat. Seeing I wanted to interview my client, Michael Doran, I took the occasion to come along now and congratulate you."




McGRATH fumed, experiencing unusual trouble with his speech.


"Commissioner! Quinn's been here how long?"


"He arrived a few minutes after you got the Black Bat, captain," replied Commissioner Warner. "He dropped in to see his client. I'm having Doran brought here."


Seldom had Captain McGrath ever been at a loss for words. He seemed to go into a muttering monologue.


"I got the Black Bat—the Black Bat—"


The medical examiner confirmed what had been said. The man the Black Bat had tossed into a life net had died a few minutes later, evidently from a virulent poison. Yet, he had seemed to be unconscious all of the time.


"Could someone in the crowd about him have used a hypo?" asked Tony.


"I'm afraid that's just what happened," replied the medical examiner.


"I got the Black Bat," grumbled McGrath, "and he turns out to be a cheap, hired killer."


The police captain broke off and glared suspiciously at the blind man.


"You say you were home when you heard the Black Bat was caught?" he demanded tersely. "Then how come you smell of smoke? That's it! You and Silk Kirby both smell of smoke! I'll bet you two were at that fire!"


Silk Kirby's bald head glistened, and there was an unholy smile on his smooth face.


"I told you sir, you'd be found out," he said, to Tony's amazement. "Now you'll have to invite Captain McGrath and the commissioner to try one of your charcoal broils. I have to send out a suit every time you mess around with a steak on that charcoal thing." Captain McGrath stayed alive and conscious by grim effort. Commissioner Warner spoke hastily.


"Doran will be right along. We'll leave you alone with him here, Tony." McGrath pivoted and went out. "Anything more on the latest Sentinel murder?" Tony inquired idly.


"Nothing except that Old Mac had his skull fractured, and Baldy Compton reports the girl reporter, Jane Longren, is missing. By the way, Compton found Old Mac's body and we haven't many details. They don't want to talk much in the Sentinel  office. I suggest that you go over there with me as soon as you've talked to your client."


"Gladly," assented Tony. "I want a talk with Arthur Rowland, and there's another matter, Commissioner, that may mean more trouble. But it will keep a few minutes, I hope."


"Can't say about Rowland, Tony," said Commissioner Warner, his face hardening again. "We have a quiet pick-up out. Rowland hasn't come back to his office."




BEFORE Tony could digest this information, along with the other pressing matter of an old-time racketeer and gambler named Nemoss, the client, Michael Doran, was brought in.


Tony spoke quickly with Silk Kirby, at one side. He directed him to pick up Butch O'Leary and go at once to the Four Owls Club.


"Another murder may be in the making," he told Silk.


Tony Quinn could see only stubbornness in the brooding, black eyes of Michael Doran.


Tony's scarred and vacant eyes looked at nothing. He appeared not to see the expression upon his client's tightened features.


"I don't want to seem ungrateful, Mr. Quinn," Doran said tensely. "I don't know who sent you. If I wanted a lawyer, I've heard enough about you to know you would be good. But I've nothing to say now. I didn't ask for any help."


"That's the trouble, Michael," declared Tony gently. "But you are on the spot, you know that?"


"I have nothing to say, Mr. Quinn." Tony lowered his voice. Doran's black eyes were bloodshot. His fingers still showed stains of paint.


"You were working on some new paints, something for Clifford Morden, weren't you, Michael?" persisted Tony.


"Not today—I hadn't seen Mr. Morden—no! I'm saying nothing."


Tony tried a different tack. He spoke of Michael Doran being a chemist. But his adopted client now took refuge in silence. Doran listened a minute or two, then uttered a flat warning.


"I'll only listen until they take me back, Mr. Quinn. It's no use."


Tony seemed to fumble in his pockets. He held a faded photograph so that the face was partly turned to Michael Doran.


"The studio may be burned and the sketch that Morden was working on may be destroyed, but there may be other means of proving the identity of the girl who was the model," said Tony quietly.


The tense, desperate lines abruptly drawing Doran's mouth, and the terrible look in his black eyes told Tony more than words might have revealed. Still, Doran refused to speak.


Then Tony shot the works.


"You see, Michael, the girl who was the model sent me to you," he said. "Jane Longren doesn't want to see you burn, even if some friend or someone close to her committed the murder."


"I don't know her!" Doran's words were emphatic.


Doran was looking at Tony's supposedly blind eyes. Tony saw him crouch, his teeth clenched. Then Doran rose from his chair, silently as he imagined, and lunged, grabbing for the photograph in Tony's hand.


Tony could have summoned instant help. He preferred to make Doran just miss the photograph. A quick twist of Doran's elbow sent him to his knees. Tony held him there, writhing helplessly.


"You misjudged the hearing of a blind man, Michael," he said calmly. "You just said you didn't know Jane Longren. Then why the attempt at taking the photo, which is so much like her it is probably Jane Longren's mother?"


"I'm not saying another word!" grated Michael Doran, and he didn't.








CHAPTER 11

Death at Four Owls


GAMES ran to high stakes in the Four Owls Club. It was the kind of entertainment that you went up four flights of stairs to find. A pair of hard-eyed men took your measure at the foot of each flight, after you had passed inspection at the door.


Silk Kirby was adept at a few disguises. From old cronies he had the password of the Four Owls. In appearance he was a gawking, country yokel, with every evidence of money that new, loud clothes could give him.


Ugly Butch O'Leary was spotted across the street from the Four Owls. Silk had picked him up at the Sentinel truck platform, where Butch was on the verge of landing himself a driver's job.


"You know, Silk, the guys on the truck that went into the river were really Sentinel drivers," Butch informed Silk. "But they hadn't been on the job long. I heard they've been on two drunks in a couple of weeks and went joyriding in a truck both times."


"That's something to know, Butch," said Silk. "And you haven't seen or heard anything of Carol after she left to trail Jane Longren?"


"Haven't seen her since," admitted Butch. "But word came down after that old morgue guy was bumped off, that none of the Sentinel men were to talk to reporters of other newspapers. It seems something happened up there besides the murder, and that maybe Jane Longren was snatched."


"But Carol was supposed to be sticking with Jane Longren," reminded Silk. "I don't like it. There are too many things happening. Right now I want you to be sure to spot whoever may come out of the Four Owls Club suddenly, if something cracks up there."


Silk and Butch were greatly worried about Carol. But they never altered Tony's orders unless compelled to do so by unusual circumstances. Silk's job right now was to keep an eye upon an old-time racketeer, Nemoss, and see that he did not get murdered.


The Four Owls had several varieties of games in what had once been an open one-room loft. About a hundred suckers were being taken for a ride at the various games.


Having used the right password, indicating he wanted a good play, Silk Kirby planted himself where the ivories were rolling. From the outset he lost good money, though he disliked the idea.


"If I'd just palm my own ivories once, I'd get even," he muttered under his breath.


But he realized that one smart play like that would place him under suspicion. This game wasn't meant for that kind of sucker luck.


He saw Nemoss at the other end of the table. The one-time big racketeer, who had misplayed the game with one of the wives of another small-time shot of several years before, was blessed with a nose and eyes like those of a weasel. His face was narrow. His senses were sharp.


Silk decided that Nemoss either was standing in with the house, or had been deliberately baited into thinking he could win big money at the Four Owls.


It was cash play and the Nemoss pile looked as if it should be inside a bank cashier's window.




SILK edged closer to Nemoss. He had taken in several faces that might be expected in such a place as the Four Owls. He saw no one who looked as if he had killing on his mind at the moment.


A friendly fellow touched Nemoss on the shoulder. He laid a newspaper clipping in front of the old racketeer.


"Did you see this in the Sentinel, Nemoss?" he asked.


It was undoubtedly the same clipping that Carol had showed to Tony Quinn. Tony had told Silk of the item in The Prophet's column. Silk watched Nemoss. The old gambler either had no nerves or he was skeptical.


"Those column guys get around," said Nemoss, loud enough for Silk to hear. "Ramer won't like that statement about Lela."


Nemoss pushed the clipping aside and went on with his play when the dice came around. He was hot. Anyone who can roll a nine and make it, then roll another nine and make it, and do it the third time is more than hot.


He's under suspicion!


Silk was watching that. Something drew his attention to another table. He had often seen pictures of Arthur Rowland, the publisher of the Sentinel.


Now, in spite of all that had become a menace to the character and fortune of the Sentinel within the past few hours, Arthur Rowland apparently was intent only upon seeing where a little ball would drop, as he piled greenbacks on a number.


That was just before there was a sudden commotion at the door.


"You can't come any farther!"


One of the hard-eyed guards issued the curt warning. Silk had a glimpse of as pretty a girl as he had seen in a long time. She had honey-colored hair and baby blue eyes.


"But I must get in!" her voice rang out desperately.


Silk saw Arthur Rowland jerk his head around. Rowland whirled from the table where his money was riding, taking one stride toward the door.


Whether the lights went out before or after the shot, Silk could not determine. A man groaned, and a body thumped to the floor in the sudden blackness.


Silk remained motionless for seconds. The gun flash had come from a spot close to where the girl was arguing with the guard.


The man who fell was Nemoss, the old racketeer. Silk's position close to Nemoss as he groaned, then gurgled in his throat, informed him of that.


Also bright and clear in Silk's mind was the position of the door, and that of Arthur Rowland, the publisher. Although there had been a weird Prophet column warning that Nemoss might meet with sudden extinction, Silk realized something else that might have happened.




AS ARTHUR ROWLAND turned from the roulette table toward the doorway, he had been in almost a direct line between the girl and Nemoss. Silk Kirby had played many little games that involved a sort of blind man's bluff.


He had the faculty of fixing details of persons and surroundings whenever lights went out suddenly. He was sure he could not be mistaken. That slug could have been meant for Arthur Rowland!


He heard the girl utter a little scream that was instantly cut off.


Silk acted upon impulse. Smashing heedlessly against other people, he stormed across the room. When he collided with the burly guard at the doorway, he discovered that the fellow was holding the girl.


"Stay put, chum!" growled the guard.


No reply came from Silk, but his snapping fist was aimed slightly below the sound of the guard's voice. The blow traveled only six or eight inches and bone crunched.


Silk had been frisked on entering, and had prepared for it by toting no gun. But now he grasped the weapon of the fallen guard, and his fingers bit into the girl's soft shoulder.


"Out, sister, and fast!" ordered Silk. "If you're who I think you are, you've been attending too many murders! Let out a squawk, and I'll rap your lovely chin and carry you!"


Then a man's deep voice cried in panic.


"Martha! Martha!"


The girl might have been Martha, and she might have replied, but Silk forestalled that with a hand over her mouth.


He had no time to identify the person who had called the girl. He rushed her down the first flight of stairs in the darkness.


One of the two men there interposed. Silk took a long chance. He had heard that Lloyd Ramer, owner of the Red Feather, owned a piece of the gambling club.


"The boss said to get her over to the Feather if she showed up," chanced Silk. "There'll be heck to pay if she's in on the Nemoss thing."


"Who are you?"


Silk thought instantly of the note from the pocket of the man who had turned out to be Slick Morgan, the McGrath Black Bat catch.


"Slick, you fool!" snarled Silk. "You think I'm hangin' around for the cops! Nemoss rode out!"


"Okay, Slick," the guard replied.


"Say, we'd better lam through the getaway! Come on! The regulars will all be out before the cops get a buzz!" This was a break. If only somebody didn't turn on the lights suddenly. The girl was moving without resistance now. The obliging guard seemed to fade through a wall with Silk following closely in the blackness.


The door in the wall closed. They were in a room of a building next door to the Four Owls. And there was a light in the room. The guard started to turn his head.




KEEPING a grip on the girl with one hand, Silk's other hand slammed his gun down on the back of the guard's skull. He heard the girl gasp, and he removed his hand from the pinching grip he had kept on her mouth.


"You go with me quietly, or do I have to hand you one?" said Silk. "I think I've heard you described. You wouldn't be this Jane Longren, of the Sentinel?"


The baby blue eyes got to Silk. He never liked to see a woman cry. The tears welled up, tracked down smooth cheeks. The girl was nodding desperately.


"Then give me the gun, sister," pleaded Silk. "We'll leave it here after it's wiped. Hurry!"


"The gun—that shooting, you mean—why I haven't a gun and I didn't—"


"Come clean!" Silk had dealt with the soft ones before, and usually they had tiger claws. "Possibly you're the Prophet that writes that Sentinel column. You write murders, and then make them happen. Is that it?"


"You're not—not the police?"


The girl's anxiety was genuine.


"In a way yes, and in a way very much no," retorted Silk, then put in some more he thought might get to her. "Why did Rowland start to you, just before someone shot him?"


"Shot? You said shot—oh—"


It was a complete fade-out. That was also genuine. Silk picked Jane Longren up in his arms, and opened the door of the room into a hallway with a stairway showing. He could hear voices somewhere on the floor below, which would be the second.


Silk didn't debate his next move. There was a red light over the window at the end of the hallway. That meant a fire escape.


Anyone would have believed the Donnybrook fair was going on at the foot of the fire escape. Not having seen Silk Kirby emerge, big Butch O'Leary was doing his best to lay out all those who emerged from the Four Owls Club.


Butch had piled half a dozen or more tough mugs around him. Silk hailed him from the fire escape. He was carrying the unconscious figure of Jane Longren. She was as nice a bundle as Silk had ever held so close to him.


"Lend a hand, Butch!" called out Silk. "The cops will be here any minute now."


A call had been put through. Sirens announced police arriving from several directions at once.


Swiftly Silk placed the sleeping girl in the rear seat of their car. They were moving fast when another machine shot away from the side entrance to the Four Owls.


"Follow that grey sedan, Butch!" snapped Silk. "Don't lose it! And if it's fight you're wanting, I think we may be in for it!"


Silk had seen Arthur Rowland, the publisher, in the front seat of the grey sedan beside the driver.


Whether Rowland was leaving willingly or otherwise, the sedan was filled with men who had lately been attached to the Four Owls Club.




AS SILK directed Butch to keep the Rowland car in sight, he was trying to get everything straight in his mind. Recalling the shot which had killed Nemoss, he decided that the slug could either have just missed Rowland, or it could have come from Rowland!


If the girl had fired the shot, she had ditched the weapon quickly.


"At the first chance, Butch, run that sedan off the street," ordered Silk. "But don't smack us up too much. Remember the girl."


A pair of flame-spitting guns made spidery lines in the windshield.


"Here we go!" Butch yelled, feeding the car more gas.


As two men in the rear of the grey sedan started shooting, their driver slowed down to turn into a side street.


Butch neither slowed down nor made any attempt to turn. He shot their car ahead with all it would take.


The front bumper sliced through the back of the grey sedan. It carried the other machine all the way across the intersecting street and a sidewalk, smashing it against the high stoop of an old brownstone house.


The driver of the sedan and Arthur Rowland stayed in the wreckage. Four other men scrambled out and started away. Still another man lay on the pavement with the back of his head too flat to be of much use to him.


Silk leaped to the pavement beside Butch. They pulled Arthur Rowland from the wrecked sedan. He was alive. But his face was bloody and he was unconscious.


The crash had snapped up windows, started women screaming. Somewhere in the distance a police siren was sounding when Butch had their own car backed out of the tangle and started away.


At Silk's direction, Butch parked the car a block from headquarters a short time later.


"I'll contact Tony and see what he wants us to do now," said Silk. "You keep an eye upon Rowland and the girl. Don't be tough, but make sure Rowland sticks around. As for the girl—"


Silk emitted a combined gasp and oath. He was looking into the rear of their car. Perhaps she had recovered at the time of the crash with the other car. They had been busy then with Arthur Rowland.


But Jane Longren, the girl reporter, was no longer there!








CHAPTER 12

Motive for Murder


WHATEVER means the elusive Jane Longren had escaped those who had removed her from the Sentinel building, only to show up later at the Four Owls Club, and then again disappear from the car of Silk Kirby, it had seemed that Carol Baldwin had been left to die horribly in the Sentinel stereotyping room.


Even with the public announcement of the murder of John McPhail, the morgue pensioner, no word had been given to the police concerning Carol. And for this there had been a definite reason.


Editors and members of the Sentinel staff were fighting desperately to prevent rival newspapers from learning more than the law compelled them to admit.


So it happened that while homicide men were making their routine investigation of old Mac's murder, no one had occasion to question the bandaged hands of one of the editors.


When Carol Baldwin, gagged and helpless, had seen the rivers of liquid metal streaming across the steel plates of the floor toward her, she had struggled desperately to free her hands, to force the gag from her mouth.


Her frantic effort loosened the cloth stuffed into her mouth. She screamed. Her wild cries for help reverberated through the deserted stereotyping room as the hot metal flowed closer to her bound body.


Suddenly feet pounded across the floor and the tall figure of a man wearing a topcoat and hat loomed above her.


Only a few minutes before this time, Baldy Compton, city editor, had discovered the murder of Old Mac, pensioner of the morgue.


"Good grief, another one!" Compton had howled dismally. "We haven't enough trouble on our hands! You'd think this was some mob hangout instead of a halfway decent newspaper shop!"


In the stereotyping room the man in the topcoat bent down over Carol. He swore sharply when he lifted her up, for his hands had come into contact with the running metal that had seeped close to her bound body.


His own hands seared, Carol's rescuer got her out of the metal room into the gloomy corridor where he shouted for help.


"Hey, Bunt! Jackson! Some of you boys! Come here!"


Ready and willing hands were quickly freeing Carol. She saw the stern face of her rescuer. His hat had been swept off and his head was as shiny as a billiard ball.


She heard him called Baldy, and she realized she had been saved by Baldy Compton, the Sentinel city editor.


Bunt Preddy, the grey-haired news editor, suggested carrying Carol into the news room. But Baldy Compton, nursing his seared hands, was quick-thinking.


"No, boys," he said. "I don't know who she is or how she happened to be out there. Except for her screaming just in time, we would have had more than straight murder on our hands. I think we are up against a mob of some kind. For the moment take the girl into Mr. Rowland's office."


"But if she's hurt—"




GEORGE DRAKE, the timid, indecisive managing editor, started to speak. Carol was quick to understand what Baldy Compton meant. The city editor was trying to keep as much as possible from the police and the public.


"I'm all right," she assured them. "I have Mr. Compton to thank for my life. I'm Sue Sharpe, a friend of Tony Quinn. I was told to see Mr. Drake, the managing editor, about a reporter's job."


George Drake breathed easier, but his eyes were troubled and much puzzled. Bunt Preddy ran his long fingers through his hair.


"What were you doing back in the stereotyping room, Miss Sharpe?" demanded Preddy. You say you came up here to see Mr. Drake? If you were back there, did you see—did you know we have had another—?"


"There has been a serious accident, Miss Sharpe," interrupted Baldy Compton. "Perhaps, you were back there and saw—"


Carol judged the best thing to do was get in her version of what had happened.


"I came up to find the news room," she said. "I saw a girl reporter, Jane Longren, I've known on the outside. I thought she could direct me to Mr. Drake's office. So I followed her back along the corridor.


"Just as I got to a dark doorway back there, someone threw a cloth over my head and knocked me down. I've still got a bump on the back of my head."


Carol had decided to reserve what she really had seen for the Black Bat.


"Then you didn't see—you didn't know someone was killed, Miss Sharpe?"


Carol showed proper alarm. "Someone killed—you don't mean Jane Longren? Why, the men who tied me up and tried to burn me to death took Miss Longren away. I heard them say someone they called the boss wanted her."


The editors and several reporters were staring at each other. Then a short distance down the corridor the elevator disgorged a squad of policemen.


"Take Miss Sharpe into the private rest room of Mr. Rowland's office," directed Baldy Compton. "Since she isn't important to the cops right now, maybe we can learn the truth about this business before we have the Sentinel displayed in all the headlines as some kind of torture chamber."


No one had mentioned finding the murdered old man in the newspaper morgue, so Carol decided to let her own story ride as it was.


She realized that the body must have been discovered or the police would not be here.


Then she heard George Drake, the worried managing editor, voice his great anxiety. Also she learned by what luck she had been rescued.


"Baldy, just how much will we tell the cops?" asked Drake.


"Exactly what happened, leaving out this little matter of Miss Sharpe," retorted Compton. "I started out to get a drink. I saw the back of a man I could not identify, hurrying down the stairs.


"At the same time I heard a scuffling sound in the direction of the morgue, and went back there. Shortly after that a scream came from the stereotyping room and I went down to investigate. That was Miss Sharpe here yelling for help."


"But what about that Prophet column?" demanded Drake, his features haggard with strain. "By this time everybody's seen that blasted item about Nemoss and Ramer. The cops will surely ask how that got by."




BALDY COMPTON scowled, his lips settling in a savage line. "We're licked there," the city editor admitted. "I wish I knew how that slipped into type. Everybody here says they didn't see the proofs. Jackson was supposed to handle the column, but he says he forgot about it. Yet it got in anyway. Something tells me we've got a skunk, and maybe a killer right on the Sentinel!"


The homicide detail rushed into the news room. Bunt Preddy, the news editor, took Carol's arm.


"Come on, Miss Sharpe," he suggested gently. "Suppose we hide you in Mr. Rowland's office before the police see you and ask questions." Carol had another and better idea. She had quickly fixed up her face and hair. Now she smiled at the others.


"I'm accepting the reporter's job I came to get," she murmured. "And as a reporter I'll not be noticed. Perhaps, the police will want to look in Mr. Rowland's office anyway."


"I think you have the makings of a good reporter, Miss Sharpe," said Baldy Compton quickly. "She has the idea, boys. All right, Miss Sharpe, you haven't asked Mr. Drake for a job yet, but I'm hiring you myself. Just mix around. You're a cool number."


Carol was sure that Baldy Compton was too smart to believe all of her story. But it gave her the chance she wanted. Several policemen hurried toward the doorway of the morgue where Old Mac kept his last, long vigil over the archives of the newspaper.


Carol easily kept from coming into prominence. She heard the homicide men saying that Captain McGrath would be "burned up."


It seemed that McGrath and some other men were at the moment engaged in a further investigation of the Clifford Morden studio.


The editors and the graveyard shift members of the staff were clustered around the doorway of the morgue. A sergeant in charge was shooting questions. Carol listened for a moment.


"I discovered the body," she heard Baldy Compton say. "I was on my way out after a drink, and I saw the back of a man wearing a grey overcoat as he hurried down the stairs. I would have followed him, but I heard something like a scuffling sound back here, and I came back. Old Mac was lying just like that, inside the door."


"What is this report about a girl reporter, Jane Longren, being lost?" said the sergeant.


Carol saw Bunt Preddy, the news editor, produce a cigarette case.


"All we know is that Jane Longren was seen to come into the building by the elevator operator, and to come up the stairs," said Preddy. "This is her cigarette case. It was lying a few feet from the body. But no one saw Miss Longren leave the building."


As Carol had predicted, the sergeant in charge ordered an immediate search of the sixth floor, including all of the private offices.


"And with all that has happened to the Sentinel, has Mr. Rowland returned at any time?" the sergeant demanded brusquely.


"I'm afraid he hasn't," replied Baldy Compton. "I understand there is a quiet police pick-up out, just in case something might have happened to Mr. Rowland."




CAROL moved away, unobserved. She recalled there must be another entrance to the morgue, other than that reached through the corridor and the main doorway.


Surely, Jane Longren and she had been carried from the morgue that way after they had been knocked out.


She found the small door near the rear of the long room filled with file cases. All attention being for the moment upon the body, and the preliminary inquiry, Carol reached the inside of the morgue without being detected.


It was simple enough to find the place where she had seen Jane Longren on the floor just before she herself had been knocked out. And here she saw the front of one of the steel filing cabinets pulled out the fraction of an inch.


"Black," she read on the little card. Then, "From T to Z."


Carol opened the filing case noiselessly. The letter 'W' was between T and Z. She found the letter 'W' which would be the first letter for William and several other names.


The thick manila envelope that had contained clippings and photos relating to William and other Blacks whose first names started with a 'W' was the only empty container in the file.


Hearing someone moving through the long room, she crumpled the envelope and thrust it inside her dress. She knew now why William Black, candidate for senator, had paid his furtive visit to the Sentinel morgue.


Five minutes later, in a quiet corner of the big news room, Carol knew something more of why the Hon. William Black, politician, had sought the files of the Sentinel.


In emptying that manila envelope, the candidate who had been brought here by Jane Longren had missed one thin, newspaper clipping.


Carol glanced at this, drew in a quick breath at what it implied, and figured that her next move must be to put this information in the hands of the Black Bat. For she had seen why there could have been a motive for the respected William Black to commit murder, if need be, to recover the contents of that single envelope.


Yet, Carol could not at the moment make any move that would bring suspicion upon her. She might have contacted the Black Bat, had she known that he had at this time arrived at police headquarters.


Carol's reluctance to take positive action now included any move to leave the Sentinel building.


For one thing, the police had ordered all persons to remain on the sixth floor until their investigation was completed.


But chiefly, Carol had a feeling that some member of the Sentinel staff had been detailed to watch her.


She noticed a moon-faced writer who had been near her ever since she had made that quick trip into the morgue.


Carol had no means, then, of knowing his identity. But Carl Jackson, the rewrite man who had done the Clifford Morden murder yarn, was watching her closely. She recalled noticing him with the others when Baldy Compton had first rescued her.




SHE tried moving casually from one part of the news room to another. She had been correct. The moon-faced writer sauntered across the room and seated himself at a desk near her.


There being a typewriter on the desk before her, Carol made a pretense of working. Nearly everyone in the news room had been questioned.


But Carol's strange role in the tragic happenings inside the office had been kept covered from the police.


It was the strangest situation in which she had ever been placed. And the following hour or more was like the unreeling of a fantasy to Carol's keen mind.


Here were leading editors of the Big Town's most conservative newspaper trying desperately to conceal facts that might enable other newspapers to further attack the Sentinel.


Gradually other news items came flashing into the office. From the sharp comments made around her, Carol learned in quick succession of the night's startling happenings, all of which tied up with what she already knew.


"The Clifford Morden studio is burning. Captain McGrath captured the Black Bat."


Carol heard Baldy Compton, the city editor, swearing lustily. She was sick and faint over this first news. Then—


"The Black Bat has been identified as Slick Morgan, a gunman."


Carol felt like crying out with relief. The moon-faced man was still not far away, keeping her under his eye.


The police had made no more progress toward solving the murder of Old Mac, the morgue keeper. But here came more sensational news.


"Nemoss, old-time gambling and racket czar, was murdered at the Four Owls Club tonight," yelled a reporter, reading a bulletin from the teletype system. "His death was virtually predicted by the Prophet in the Sentinel, in which trouble with the owner of the Red Feather Club was hinted."


Bunt Preddy and Baldy Compton swore in futile rage, while Drake began to pace nervously up and down. Everyone of them was tremendously upset.


"Now we really are in a jam!" moaned Compton. "Another killing, and the Sentinel will be held responsible." Then his eyes flashed angrily. "I'll find out who wrote that Prophet column and how it slipped into print without anyone seeing proofs if it takes me a week!"


Carol felt like screaming out what she knew. Then another item came in on the teletype machines.


"Arthur Rowland, publisher of the Sentinel, was seen at the Four Owls Club just before Nemoss, the racketeer, was killed."


Bunt Preddy ran his fingers through his grey hair and snorted in disgust.


"Now how do you like that?" he snorted. "So Rowland's been running around loose all this while, leaving us to hold the bag!"


George Drake said nothing, but his face was a mixture of strange, conflicting emotions, and Carol thought she detected a furtive gleam in his eyes.


Then a faint, startled gasp escaped from Carol's throat when she saw Jane Longren walk quietly into the office!








CHAPTER 13

Who Is the Prophet?


CAROL BALDWIN was dumfounded when Jane Longren walked into the Sentinel news room. She saw the moon-faced writer who had been watching her glance quickly about as if he expected some immediate action.


The yellow-haired, blue-eyed girl reporter had a slight bruise on her right temple. Otherwise, she appeared uninjured and thoroughly at ease.


Before she seated herself at a desk, the girl looked straight at Carol, as if she had never seen her before.


Come to think of it, Jane Longren never had seen her.


Carol watched Bunt Preddy, the news editor, start up. But Baldy Compton, the city editor, pulled him down.


While Jane had been mentioned as having been seen just before Old Mac was murdered in the morgue, Carol realized that the few policemen still hanging around probably did not know the girl.


Carol noted that, except for that slight bruise, Jane bore no evidence of having been mistreated. Carol judged now was her time to get out from under the eye of the moon-faced guardian and contact the Black Bat.


This was made unnecessary. A cane tapped on the floor and along the desks. Then the cane ceased to tap. Blind Tony Quinn, conducted by the bland, unsmiling Silk Kirby, came across the news room.


"You see the girl, Silk?" Carol heard Tony say. "Take me to her."


Jane Longren half started from her chair, but sank back, staring at Silk Kirby. It was quite obvious that she recognized the man who had forcibly removed her from the Four Owls Club. But she was game.


Tony Quinn saw the blue eyes widen, but they swiftly narrowed and became hard. The eyes of the editorial group, of the members of the staff, and of the few policemen were upon Tony Quinn.


None but Silk Kirby knew that the Black Bat's greatest relief when he had entered was in seeing Carol Baldwin there unharmed. Beside Jane Longren's desk, the Bat paused briefly.


He permitted words to slip from the side of his mouth.


"Meet me outside as soon as I leave here, Jane. I have word for you from Michael Doran. Understand?"


While his eyes did not appear to register, the Bat saw that his words had struck home. The girl winced as if she had been struck a physical blow.


"You will wait for me at the south entrance," added the Bat, and then he was moving along.


Silk Kirby steered him past the desk where Carol was seated. Only a magician would have seen the passing of the folded paper from Carol to Silk, and from him to the Bat.


The Bat had it palmed, unfolded and read before he reached the main group of desks, although he did not appear to move his hands.




TO OTHERS the typed words on the paper would have been meaningless jargon. But the Bat read the letters Chinese fashion, from the bottom right-hand side upward, and then across.


Straightened out, that which Carol had been idly tapping out on the machine before her, read:


 


Hon. William Black—Jane Longren—in morgue murder—W. Black file gone—have convict clip—moon-face next desk watching me—find Hon. Black—


 


George Drake, managing editor, rubbing his hands nervously, was the first to greet Tony Quinn.


"I'm sure glad to see you, Tony," bubbled Drake. "I gave your Miss Sue Sharpe a job, as you requested. She's over there."


The Bat smiled and nodded. Just then the harsh voice of Captain McGrath broke in, coming from the elevator entrance, as another squad of police rushed in.


"So, Quinn, you beat me up here!" McGrath was fuming. "All right, you men! We want Arthur Rowland! He was seen to come here right after Nemoss was bumped off! And maybe he knows something about the murder of Old Mac, too!"


The Bat turned at a little scream. It came from Jane Longren. She was on her feet.


"Old Mac? He was killed? You mean, Old Mac of the morgue?"


"You ought to know!" It was a roar from McGrath. "I heard you were up here when Old Mac was bumped, Miss Longren! So you know all about it! And from a description we have, you were also about to meet Arthur Rowland at the Four Owls Club when Nemoss got the works! It's about time we had a showdown!" The Bat saw Bunt Preddy, the news editor, start up, his greyish face working. Baldy Compton, the city editor, spoke first.


"Hog-wash, McGrath! Have you got a warrant to come breaking into our news room shooting questions?"


"I don't need a warrant!" snapped McGrath, anger having its stormy way with his emotions. "This is murder. Someone here—and maybe it's you—is responsible for this Prophet column which predicted the Nemoss killing."


Grimly, the police captain extended a copy of the Sentinel, the pages turned to the scandalous column.


"You can't pin that on me!" fumed Compton, his face flushing.


"No?" McGrath's voice was low and ominous. "Who wrote that? I aim to find out if I have to sweat every one of you in a third-degree chamber. This newspaper seems to be running a murderer's communication and information bureau. In fact, maybe the killer is one of you. Talk, before I lock all of you up on suspicion!"


The city editor sputtered in anger and confusion, then finally got a grip on his temper.


"We know as much about it as you, McGrath," he said. "Jackson, over there"—he indicated the moon-faced rewrite man—"has been handling the column off and on, but he says he didn't write it. In fact, we've been leaving it out some nights.


"I plan to conduct my own investigation to find out who wrote it and how it got in print. Our make-up editor is out with a cold, and the extra man we hired can't be reached. None of us here saw any proofs on the column, but somebody downstairs let it go through."


"It sounds fishy, Compton," growled McGrath, "but I've never known you to lie. The police will look into this if we have to question every Sentinel employee."




THE Black Bat saw that Jane Longren was trembling. He moved suddenly, tapping with his cane and came beside her.


"I'm Michael Doran's attorney," he said loudly, then quickly lowered his voice. "He doesn't want you to talk. And Arthur Rowland is waiting for you at a hotel. See this?"


The Bat was holding an old photograph at his side so only the girl could see it. It was the faded picture taken from Clifford Morden's desk.


"What is this?" McGrath exploded. "Your client, Quinn? You can't go around picking up clients like that! For her own good, I demand that Miss Longren tell where she has been since lunch time today?"


Tony was compelled to admire the cool nerve of the pretty, blue-eyed girl. He knew only part of the strain she had been through within the past few hours. But she had proved a tough young woman to handle.


She played up now even better than he expected.


"You'll have to ask my attorney where I've been since lunch time, Captain McGrath," the girl answered quietly. "I can't remember everything."


"Say! You're not her mouthpiece, any more than you were Michael Doran's!" shouted Captain McGrath. "Quinn, if I thought you were really blind, there might be some excuse—"


"Let it go at that, McGrath. As Miss Longren's attorney, Tony has the right to prevent her from answering questions."


It was the cool voice of Commissioner Warner. He had come up behind the small group. Then Warner divulged some information that really startled the police captain.


"You may be interested to learn that a small sticker of a printed Black Bat was found on the inside of Slick Morgan's collar, evidently put there by the Black Bat himself. That means, of course, the Bat was really in the fire but tricked us by changing clothes with Slick Morgan."


"I'm arresting Miss Longren here on suspicion and as a material witness!" shouted Captain McGrath, snorting in rage. "When I get her—say? Where is she? She was right here!"


As Commissioner Warner had engaged captain McGrath over the little matter of having nabbed the wrong Black Bat, Tony had given Silk Kirby a quick signal.


For the second time tonight, Silk was holding the soft and desirable figure of Jane Longren close to him.


This time Jane was unresisting. In fact, she helped Silk to shield her from McGrath's distracted eyes with his light topcoat as they reached the Sentinel corridor and went toward a back stairway.


"Miss Longren will be produced at the proper moment," stated Tony. "In the meantime, I am suggesting to Commissioner Warner that a few hours be granted by the police for Arthur Rowland to recover from minor injuries sufficiently to put the department straight on what may be some vital clues to the wanted killers."




BALDY COMPTON, the city editor, confronted Tony, his lips set in a hard line.


"Look here, Tony!" he said belligerently. "What is this? I'm for the law all the time! But the good name of the Sentinel is at stake now. It is imperative that our next editions start clearing up the tragic scandal attached to our newspaper."


"That's right—that's right," agreed George Drake, the managing editor. "If you have found Mr. Rowland, we have every right to know about it. We demand—"


Only Bunt Preddy was staring wearily at Tony Quinn and saying nothing. Then moon-faced Carl Jackson, rewrite man, got up and came over.


"I'm not an editor, but I'm involved in that Morden murder story, and I have something to say about this!" exclaimed Jackson. "More than that, Tony Quinn here was the last person seen with Owl Brennan, the cameraman. And who has seen Owl Brennan since then? Maybe Quinn can explain his disappearance."


Baldy Compton stopped Jackson with a grip on the side of his neck that whirled him around.


"Shut up, Jackson, and keep out of this!"


Quinn looked up and spoke quietly. He told of the attack on Owl and himself, but said nothing about salvaging the Graflex camera.


"I'm worried about Owl myself," he concluded. "When I came to in the truck he was gone. If I knew where he was and how I could help, I'd go there instantly."


"He may be in the hands of the killer gang that is trying to wreck the Sentinel," declared Bunt Preddy. "Though why they'd want him I can't understand."


HALF an hour later, Jane Longren was sleeping in a hotel room especially engaged by Tony Quinn. Only Tony and Silk Kirby knew the secret of the long sleep she would have, Silk having administered a sedative.


Commissioner Warner was with Tony and Silk, in Tony's car.


"Tony, I figure it would be a break for the police if the Black Bat did take a hand in this case," murmured the commissioner. "We seem to be up against a stone wall, and there may be more trouble ahead.


"We have Arthur Rowland, suffering with concussion and out of his head, under guard and with special nurses. You have this mysterious Jane Longren, also safely sleeping for many hours.


"You seem to think that Michael Doran did not kill Clifford Morden, and we know he couldn't have killed Margaret Ripple, Old Mac or Nemoss."


"That's right, Commissioner," Tony agreed. "If I knew the Black Bat, I would certainly have him visit several places. In the meantime, the police should forget the whole thing. First, when court opens, I suspect one or two libel suits will be filed against the Sentinel."


"Libel suits, Tony?"


"Yes, Commissioner. Clifford Morden has a stepson, named Grannan. A murder story might be construed to have caused the Morden murder. You see the Sentinel story was faithfully followed out."


"I hadn't thought of that, Tony."


"Then there's Lloyd Ramer, Commissioner," went on Tony. "You see, he was virtually named as part owner, of the Four Owls Club, and in the Prophet's column it was mentioned he might have a wish to see Nemoss, the old racketeer, removed because of previous wife troubles." Commissioner Warner nodded.


"But that's crazy," he said. "Ramer is in no position to sue."


"Anyone's in a position to sue, Commissioner," contradicted Tony. "And within twenty-four hours, I'll venture to say that many of the old-time stockholders of the Sentinel will be dumping their holdings."


"Tony, you believe that's what is behind all this?"


"I wouldn't be at all surprised," was Quinn's quiet reply. "In fact, I have an idea a certain prominent politician may have been paying through the nose to cover up for his past misdeeds."








CHAPTER 14

Murdered but Alive


EARLY on the morning of the third day following the fatal shooting of Barry Nemoss, Butch O'Leary telephoned Tony Quinn while the latter was enjoying his breakfast coffee in his West Side home.


"I'm worried about Carol, boss," grunted Butch uneasily. "She's gaily playing the part of a reporter although the killers may strike again any time. I'm stickin' close by, but if the mobsters are in the Sentinel, how am I going to know when they strike?"


"I'll call Carol out of the place soon, Butch," promised Tony. "In the meantime, stay on duty and do the best you can."


There was a sudden, insistent buzzing at the door. Silk Kirby was pushed out of the way by the figure that burst in. Silk wasn't one to be pushed about either. The visitor was a spectacle.


His freckles stood out sharply. Dried blood caked his forehead. His red hair was hatless. His lips were swollen and his shirt was torn.


This was the figure presented by none other than Owl Brennan. He came in and stood before Tony Quinn. His voice trembled with anger and anxiety. He looked as if he hadn't eaten since his disappearance.


"Okay, Tony! What have you done with her? You win! I'll tell you all you want to know—all that I know!"


"Sit down, Owl," said Tony calmly. "Have some toast. A cup of Java is indicated. I take it that you either broke out, were thrown out, or you're putting on a show. I would be grieved if it is a show. I rather liked you, Owl."


"For Pete's sake!" shouted Owl Brennan. "You're not hooking me up with what happened that other night, or are you? I didn't know any more than you did—"


"Okay, Owl," interposed Tony. "Coffee? Then we'll talk. About the shot you had of the killer—of Arthur Rowland getting out of the Cliff Morden studio—"


"Rowland? The Morden studio? Tony! You're crazy! He wasn't—why, he couldn't have been—I mean—yes, I know I was there. But I didn't see Rowland. I didn't see anyone—that was a shot in the dark—and I couldn't talk—"


"Because Jane Longren was the model who ran away when Morden was killed, Owl," snapped Tony. "Yes, I know. Also, by this time you are aware that the Sentinel has been sued for two millions by Curt Grannan, a stepson of Morden, and for another half million by Lloyd Ramer, of the Red Feather Club. And all the suits seemed to have been prepared ahead of the causes, Owl."


Owl Brennan's short figure collapsed into a chair.


"I don't know about those things. "What's more I don't care!" he shouted. "Yes, I kept back about Jane being in Morden's studio. I don't even know why Morden was painting her portrait.


"And I didn't see Rowland or anyone else when I shot that infra-red flash. Heck, I just thought it was a good idea to have it. But why would Morden want Jane's portrait?"


"Swell alibi for you, Owl," murmured Tony. "Or even a better touch for extorting money from Rowland—"




OWL BRENNAN jumped across the room. Tony's apparently blind eyes looked on past him, ignoring the clenched fists, the swing Owl almost completed. Finally, the photographer swore and dropped his hands.


"If you only could see!" Owl laughed uneasily. "Hang it all! I see your trick now. You were just goading me. I crawled through a sewer getting out of a trap! I'm here because I found a way out of a stinkin' warehouse. I came right to you for two reasons."


"What are they?" Tony inquired gently.


"First, Jane Longren! She wasn't in on that Morden murder. She couldn't talk, that's all! But most of all, there'll be another Prophet murder, and it has to happen within the next four or five hours! It will be another Sentinel murder scoop!"


"Who, Owl? Perhaps we can stop this one," said Tony, a strange eagerness, roaring through him.


"You can't even try, Tony!" Owl tore at his freckled skin as if it were burning. It was reddened in patches. "I don't know who the woman will be, but I heard the thugs who held me prisoner say the murder scoop would be in the Prophet's column in today's first edition."




SILK KIRBY answered the buzz at the door. Commissioner Warner himself strode in, a newspaper folded in his hands.


"Tony, for heaven's sake! Look at this! You don't think this could be true?"


Tony smiled wanly.


"You forget, Commissioner," he said quietly. "I can't look. But I can listen. Read it."


"It's another murder prediction by the Prophet," said Commissioner Warner. "This is what it says:


Lloyd Ramer, owner of the Red Feather Club, knows that Lela Ramer, his second wife, has been murdered and will die within the next three hours.


Mrs. Lela Ramer, No. 2, may be walking along Fifth Avenue at this moment. Yet, she was murdered about one hour ago.


Her death from burns cannot be prevented. Perhaps, it is but a part of the double murder, of which Nemoss, noted racketeer, was one victim the other night.


If ever a man seemed to be staring bleakly with sightless eyes, it was Tony Quinn.


His lips moved and uttered slow, reflective words.


"Commissioner Warner, you had the report that Clifford Morden may have died of strophanthus poisoning because of traces shown in his stomach?" inquired Tony, apparently diverging from the imperative subject at hand.


"Yes—yes, Tony!" exclaimed Warner. "But for grief's sake, Tony, this Prophet says a woman is about to be—has been murdered—and you stop for an inane question."


Tony Quinn nodded his head, his features firm and implacable.


"I am simply trying to discover a medium by which death can be made certain so swiftly that no one can prevent it," he stated calmly. "It appears that this crime is being laid at the door of Lloyd Ramer who has already sued the Sentinel for half a million."


"Forget all that!" blazed the commissioner. "We need action right now to stop this new killing—if it isn't too late already. The police have questioned almost everyone at the Sentinel, but we still don't know who wrote that Prophet column about Nemoss or how it got into print.


"Compton and Drake have threatened a complete shake-up in the stereotyping and makeup departments, trying to get to the bottom of the matter. Anyone finding type or proof for the column was to notify them at once. And yet, here's another column—as deadly as the other!"




TONY didn't even seem to hear what Warner was saying. He insisted upon returning to his original subject.


"It wasn't poison in the stomach that killed Morden, Commissioner," he stated firmly. "It was cyanide in his blood, injected by a hypo. When the medical examiner examined Morden he was careless, being satisfied with the evidence of strophanthus in the paints smeared on Morden's mouth.


"But cyanide really did the job. You see, I had some of Morden's blood on canvas. The analysis showed the real cause of death. So it might be intended to strike at Lela Ramer in the same manner, even if she is on the street at the time. It makes it more dramatic and terrifying."


"Also, it would permit Lloyd Ramer to sue the Sentinel for all the millions he could find, providing his alibi is good, sir," suggested Silk Kirby, who had been an interested listener.


The door opened suddenly and Captain McGrath, his face flushed with anger, strode inside. In his heavy hand he held the same Prophet prediction which Warner had just shown to Tony.


Quinn arose, groping suddenly toward Owl Brennan. He had been observing Owl's face and throat, the puffiness of his eyes.


"Stand still a moment, Owl," he directed. "I can't see you, but I have acquired a keen sense for the body temperature of those near me. Owl, are you ill? Are you suffering with a fever?"


"I don't know! I feel as if my face and hands are being scorched, if that's what you mean."


Tony was touching Owl Brennan's reddened, fiery skin.


"Owl, you heard that Lela Ramer was to be murdered," said Tony. "Or you heard there was a woman to be killed, and this Prophet column names the former wife of Lloyd Ramer. Where have you been a prisoner? Were you tortured and was there a woman at the place?"


Captain McGrath broke in upon Tony's questions.


"Commissioner Warner! What are we wasting time for here? We have a woman to save, or the whole department will be on the pan with the Sentinel!"


"One minute, McGrath," snapped Tony. "Owl, answer me. Were you tortured? Did you hear a woman at any time while you were prisoner? And if possible, where were you held?"




OWL BRENNAN groaned, his features twitching in agony.


"I was tortured," he admitted. "They tried to make me tell what I had on one of my camera plates. But the torture was like being poisoned, I guess. That's what's wrong with my face.


"First I was either knocked out or handed a Micky. When I woke up my face was burning fiercely, and they had my hands tied so I couldn't touch it.


"That nearly drove me crazy—but I couldn't tell them what was on a plate I hadn't developed. I did hear a woman moaning—I was in a basement—I got through a sewer a long way to Central Park—"


"Tony!" Commissioner Warner was becoming desperate. "This is getting us nowhere! I'm acting now. First, I'm ordering every member of the Sentinel staff taken into custody. We will get this Prophet, whoever he is."




DROPPING his hands from Owl Brennan's face, Tony shook his head, and spoke in a fatalistic tone.


"I'm afraid the Prophet is even more sure of this murder than of Morden and Nemoss, Commissioner," he said. "Note that the item says Lela Ramer has been murdered, was killed about an hour ago, and will die in about three hours.


"Wherever you find the woman, if you do, I fear nothing can be done. Gentlemen, this is a frightening crime, if my conjecture is right."


"We have an alarm and a description out for Lela Ramer," stated Warner. "What will we do, Tony, if we find her?"


"Quinn's out of his mind!" exploded Captain McGrath. "He seems to have private information on this case. If he is the Black Bat—and I'd like to prove that—he may know more than he's telling us."


Tony smiled sadly. It was terrible to stand here, knowing that somewhere a beautiful woman was soon to die horribly. Perhaps, she was already dying.


Nothing on earth could prevent the murder.


"Gentlemen, go ahead and find Lela Ramer if you can," stated Tony suddenly. "There is only one bit of advice I can give. Do everything to relieve her agony, for death may be slow. I say that, realizing that the first physician who sees her undoubtedly will know at once what has happened and will do all he can to prevent her suffering."


Tony was moving, groping toward a table, ignoring the others.


"I'm asking two of you to leave," he said. "Commissioner, if you will go with Captain McGrath, I would appreciate it. Owl Brennan will stay here a little while. You see, gentlemen, I'm afraid I have found the truth. Lela Ramer is already as good as dead. She has been murdered by the simplest of all means, complete sunburn."


"He's stark, raving crazy!" blurted Captain McGrath, unbelieving. "How could any person be—?"


"Owl here suffered the same treatment hours ago, while he was knocked out by a drug or physically," Tony pointed out impatiently. "He was awakened four or five hours later with his hands bound so he would suffer and perhaps talk."


"Tony!" exclaimed Commissioner Warner. "It's unthinkable! That couldn't be done! Why the worst savages wouldn't contrive that sort of torture! It would be—"


"Worth all the millions the Sentinel or Arthur Rowland could produce," stated Tony. "Don't forget, the Prophet virtually accuses one man, Lloyd Ramer, of knowing this murder already has taken place."


"We'll round up every man on the Sentinel—"


Tony Quinn had never before seen Commissioner Warner come so near to losing his head.


"The worst move that could be made," interjected Tony. "Again, if you can find this woman, do what—" Silk Kirby touched Tony's arm. Silk had been listening to the low muttering of the radio.


He turned a knob, increasing the volume.


A news flash came over the air.


Police searching for Lela Ramer, once the wife of Lloyd Ramer, have a report she was seen entering a taxicab on Fifth Avenue near the Public Library a few minutes ago.


An alarm is out for the hackman whose name and number have not been learned.








CHAPTER 15

Owl's Queer Escape


RUBBING a soothing lotion on Owl's burned skin, Tony Quinn studied his photographer friend closely behind the apparent blindness of his eyes. It was obvious the redhead was experiencing more than physical pain.


"I don't care what happens to me, Tony," he said dismally. "I just want to get Jane Longren out of all this. Where is she, Tony?"


"I assure you, Owl, that she's safe. You can serve her best by staying right here. I'll give you a ring, and it will be you who will put the finger on the Prophet."


"But there is no one Prophet, Tony," protested Owl. "That column was contributed to by many of the staff, and by outsiders. In the office sometimes one man got it together, and sometimes another."


"And the last one handling it, Owl?"


"It has been Carl Jackson's job recently," Owl revealed. "The column was one of George Drake's pets. I think the managing editor originated it. It's about the only original idea he's ever had."


"Drake started it?" mused Tony. "Okay, Owl. Stick here. I'll give you a ring as soon as I can use you. Don't get away from the phone. You got out of a sewer manhole in Central Park, Owl?"


"Yes, but I had made many turns getting there," said Owl.


Less than five minutes had passed since the departure of Commissioner Warner and Captain McGrath. Bulletins continued to come in concerning the failure to find Lela Ramer, the living murdered woman, last seen getting into a taxicab on Fifth Avenue.


"You see, Owl," had been Tony's logical explanation. "Your face was burned badly with a mercury sun-tan lamp while you were unconscious. Half an hour would do it. But there was no heat, and the burn did not take effect until four to six hours later." Even hard-bitten Owl Brennan was sick when he realized the implications in that last statement.


"You mean Lela Ramer was put under a mercury lamp and left there?" he gasped.


"I'm afraid that's what I mean, Owl," replied Tony. "Possibly she had been with someone she knew and trusted. She was given a drugged drink. One hour would be enough. She might have recovered and found herself back where she started, imagining she was out for only a few minutes."


Owl swore, rubbing his hand across his seared face. A strange, fathomless glitter crawled into his eyes. Grimly Tony continued.


"If her whole body was exposed to a mercury lamp, it would have no immediate effect, but by this time—"


"Tony," cut in Owl. "There's another angle—something I don't even like to suggest—but Bunt Preddy, the news editor, has been going around with Lela—the former Mrs. Lloyd Ramer. "You said she might have been with someone she knew well."


"And," said Tony quickly, "Bunt Preddy gave the word that finally put through the Morden murder scoop. Owl, don't leave this place!"


The radio had brought no more word of the missing Lela Ramer. Tony issued quick instructions to Silk Kirby out of Owl Brennan's hearing.


"I'll have Carol get out of the Sentinel office and meet you, Silk," said Tony. "Pick up Butch O'Leary. Have Arthur Rowland brought over to the same hotel with Jane Longren and have Carol stay there. See that no one from the Sentinel trails you, or discovers the whereabouts of Jane and Rowland."


FOR three days now, Jane Longren and Arthur Rowland had been constantly guarded in two quiet hotels. In spite of the furore created by their absence from the Sentinel office, Tony had kept the girl reporter and the publisher under the care of nurses.


Now Tony added a few words that caused Silk Kirby to gasp.


"You may as well know now, Silk, that Jane Longren is really Martha Rowland, the daughter of Arthur Rowland. The girl had been at school since her mother died when she was a little girl.


"Rowland has set notions, and one of them was that he didn't want his daughter to become a newspaper woman. But Martha told me she was equally stubborn.


"She left Rowland flat in his Westchester home, sneaked down to the city and landed a job on her own father's paper under an assumed name. She's been living in the city, and has been fortunate in avoiding Rowland in the office.


"Also, Silk, it was perfectly all right for her to sit as a model for Clifford Morden. You see, Rowland's wife, the mother of the girl, had been a sweetheart of Morden's many years ago, and Rowland had won out. The girl was like her mother."


"But, sir, about this Michael Doran?" Silk didn't like working in the dark. "By analyzing that Morden blood, you've about proved he didn't poison Morden. Why won't he talk? And why has Jane Longren been so mysterious, running out on the Morden murder, and never saying a word?"


"You might add why has Arthur Rowland been dodging around, as if he were the killer, Silk?" said Tony. "I won't answer that now. But I have a photo plate that would rate the hot seat for Arthur Rowland. But there is another person who wants that plate, and wants it badly enough to commit another murder to get it.


"So when you have made sure Carol is with Jane Longren, and that Butch is helping look after Arthur Rowland, you will wait for me near the Sentinel office, Silk.


"The Big Town's greatest newspaper is about to have a visit from what Captain McGrath regards as the Big Town's most dangerous crook."


"The Black Bat intends to visit the Sentinel?"


"Perhaps in an hour," said Tony. "In the meantime, Silk, call this number. It is a Central Park West penthouse apartment. At this hour, I am fairly sure that the tenant is at home, and that he is making sure his presence cannot be disputed by continuing a party that's been going all night."




TONY was clad in somber black with a dark, slouch hat when Silk joined him a few minutes later, entering their car outside.


"Lloyd Ramer is at home, sir, and it sounds as if his party is now going full blast," Silk informed him. "There is no further word, sir, of Lela Ramer."


Tony made quick phone contact with the news room of the Sentinel. Talking to Carol Baldwin, he gave her what would have sounded to a switchboard girl as a simple message. He had asked for Miss Sharpe.


"I am sending the interview you requested, Miss Sharpe," said Tony. "The messenger will be there in about twenty minutes. Would it be convenient for you to call me in three minutes from the booth of the drugstore downstairs? I'll wait here."


He gave her the number of the public phone he was using.


"Why, yes, I'll call you from outside," she said, a note of tense excitement in her voice.


Tony was not trusting any wire inside the Sentinel news room at this time. Then Carol was talking again.


"There are a number of policemen in our office just now on account of that Lela Ramer trouble. I'll probably have to get permission to leave. Just a minute—"


Then Carol was suddenly disobeying instructions in reference to talking openly by phone from inside the Sentinel office!


"Tony! William Black just walked into the office! The reception clerk is trying to stop him! Tony! Black's shot—!"


There was a smashing sound as if the phone had been knocked from Carol's hand. Tony jiggled the receiver vainly. Then he hung up and tried dialing the Sentinel switchboard again.


As the phone was apparently ripped from Carol's hand, Tony caught the sharp echoes of two distinct shots.


His hand was shaking when he dialed the Sentinel number again. But this time he was rewarded by only a busy signal from the switchboard.


He was to learn within the next few minutes the startling and tragic reason for the shots and Carol's being abruptly cut off from the telephone.








CHAPTER 16

A Politician Turns Killer


PLUNGING wildly across Carol Baldwin's desk, a heavy body crashed into her, sending the telephone clattering to the floor and abruptly terminating her conversation with Tony Quinn.


Carol repressed a scream. She saw the moon-like face of Carl Jackson, the rewrite man, as Jackson rolled from the desk to the floor. Another shot cracked out, and a bloody furrow jumped across Jackson's forehead.


Scarlet fluid was already pumping from a mortal wound in Carl Jackson's thick neck. The rewrite man who had claimed he took the Clifford Morden murder scoop from the dead Frank Lark was beyond speech when he struck the floor.


The dignified William Black, candidate for senator, stood just inside the news room railing.


An old-fashioned revolver smoked in his hand. His dignity was lost in crazy, bloodshot eyes and disheveled hair.


Blue smoke curled from the muzzle of the gun. Carol watched copy readers start from their places around their horseshoe desk. She saw Bunt Preddy, the grey-haired news editor, rise with a grim look on his face and hurl himself headlong toward the crazed politician.


"Drop that gun, Black!" he roared.


William Black laughed loudly, insanely. For a big man, he sidestepped lithely, striking Preddy's face with the barrel of his weapon. The news editor fell and lay still.


Carol saw that William Black was looking at Baldy Compton. The shrewd-eyed city editor had not moved from his chair. Then the door of George Drake's office across the newsroom snapped open. Carol saw the managing editor, his hands waving foolishly, step outside. She saw William Black's eyes turn upon George Drake.


Although there were police guards spotted here and there about the news room, the whole shooting took place so quickly that none of the guards in the busy room had been given a chance to determine where he was most needed.


William Black's deep voice, once unctuous and wholly political, was now like the roaring of a maddened bull.


"So you have the Prophet visit me, Drake! It wasn't enough that I paid all I could raise, but your Prophet, the scum I just killed, had to call in person on my wife! You think, Drake, I didn't know it was you—you who found out I had done time?"


Bunt Preddy lay on the floor where Black's gun had knocked him. For the seconds that William Black's accusing words rang through the news room, everyone seemed paralyzed. Only George Drake cried out suddenly.


"No! Black! You're crazy! I don't know what you're talking about!"


The old-fashioned revolver exploded again. The glass in Drake's office door cracked and splintered. There was another sharper shot. William Black started to turn slowly, his gun hand dropping.


He kept on turning until his legs corkscrewed and let him down. His head struck a desk, but he felt no pain from that. There was a round hole a little above and back of one eye.


Baldy Compton had not moved from his desk. He sat there with a wisp of blue smoke coming from the automatic he had taken from a drawer. Carol saw George Drake, the managing editor, collapse. But she knew it was from shock and not from a bullet.




COMPTON rose from his chair. One of the police guards rushed over at last. Compton extended his weapon to him. His voice was cold and steady.


"Sorry, but I had to do it," he said. "Who would have expected a cool politician like Black to go nutty? Here, fellows, let's get going on this one. If the Sentinel has to have all the murders in town, at least we won't let the opposition beat us on our own yarn."


Carol had been around newspapers. She thought she had met cool numbers.


But Baldy Compton was displaying about the coldest nerve she had ever seen. She watched him walk calmly across the room toward George Drake.


Carol realized that Baldy Compton could not be held for what he had done.


The Hon. William Black had virtually committed murder and suicide. She kept in the back of her mind what Black had said about Carl Jackson, the rewrite man.


"He called him the Prophet," she whispered. "He said Jackson had called on his wife after he had paid all he could raise. I must reach Tony before someone thinks to detain me."


Carol succeeded in getting out of the news room. All attention was for the moment centered upon the two dead men, upon Bunt Preddy, who had been knocked out, and George Drake whose life had just been saved by the calm, straight-shooting Baldy Compton.


Shutting herself in a telephone booth of a drugstore downstairs, Carol called the number Tony had given her. Tony made no comment until after she had related the complete story.


"Okay, Carol," he said finally. "Get outside and walk up Broadway on the south side to the first corner. Wait there for Silk. So, William Black was being blackmailed, and he seemed sure of both Carl Jackson and George Drake? Be careful, Carol. Silk will be right along."


Carol stepped from the drugstore into Broadway.


Both men who walked up alongside her were smiling, well dressed, and polite. They might have been friends she had come there to meet.


"Don't scream, and don't try to move too quickly," said one in a low tone. "The needle just touching your arm won't make a sound. Neither will you if I give it one little jab. We have the car waiting, sister."


It could be a bluff. But then Carol had learned a great deal about the silent effectiveness of little needles, especially in the hands of cool, polite strangers.


She walked directly to the blue sedan waiting beyond the first corner.


Carol sent cautious glances about, hoping to see Butch O'Leary. Unfortunately, Butch had been among persons in the street who had heard the smashing of shots from the high windows of the Sentinel building.


He had immediately raced to the building to investigate the disturbance. A moment later he had been ascending in one elevator as Carol had descended in another.


A sense of forlorn despair struck Carol when she realized she was hopelessly trapped. She yearned for a sight of Silk, yet it was almost too soon to expect him.


Inside the sedan, in the rear seat, the man beside Carol spoke suddenly.


"It will be better this way."


His hand dropping over her mouth and nostrils, held a handkerchief or small square of cloth.


Carol's instinctive resistance was quieted before the car rolled out of the block and headed uptown.








CHAPTER 17

The Daylight Bat


MOVING along the swanky avenue, Tony Quinn was a somber, black-clad figure. In five seconds, if he so desired, he could transform himself into the Black Bat. Having learned of the latest tragedy in the Sentinel office, it became more important than ever that the Black Bat must strike quickly.


Through Silk Kirby he had confirmed his belief that an all-night party was still being continued in a penthouse apartment.


"A party worth possible millions to the host," murmured Tony, as he neared the ornate entrance to the big apartment building. "I wonder how the two killings at the Sentinel will fit into this?


"It is certain that one vital witness has been removed, even if it was by chance. Then Baldy Compton stops William Black from more talking. That, too, might have been by chance or design."


He was thinking of Carl Jackson, the rewrite man, who had said Frank Lark had phoned him a story of the Clifford Morden murder. Bunt Preddy, the news editor, had admitted passing the story in a hurry to make the paper's five-star final that evening.


But it was Carl Jackson who could swear, truthfully or falsely, to having taken the Morden story from Frank Lark. Now Carl Jackson was dead, and by the hand of an apparent blackmail victim of the highest prominence. Jackson had been recently in charge of the Prophet column, according to Owl Brennan.


What was it Carol had repeated of William Black's words before Black was killed? Oh, yes, he recalled it now. Black had said that Carl Jackson had been sent personally to see his, Black's, wife.


"As neat a setup for getting rid of Jackson as could be, if it happened to be known that William Black was on the point of murder, which he undoubtedly was," mused Tony. "And then he tried to get George Drake? But Baldy Compton shot first. No. Carol said Compton shot and killed Black only after he had missed a first shot at George Drake."


Tony thought of Carol's account of Bunt Preddy's rash attempt to halt Black. On the face of it, there was nothing suspicious in that. Any man might have acted impulsively in the same manner.


Yet, Owl Brennan had informed him that Preddy had been going around with Lela Ramer, which might or might not be significant.


All over the Big Town radios, prowl cars and every possible police device were being employed to find Lela Ramer. Tony felt a little sick as he thought of what must be the truth.


Then he saw the blue taxicab come slowly from a driveway in Central Park. Tony was in the entrance of the big apartment building as the taxi came into view. He could just see the outline of a passenger inside the cab.




THE hackman driving the blue taxicab was a short, swarthy fellow. He had black eyes, and now they were filled with worry. He turned, speaking over his shoulder, to the passenger.


"Have you made up your mind, lady?" he said. "You've got three bucks on the meter now. You said you'd pay me, and then you said your husband would pay—"


There was a queer, strangled cry from the shapely woman in the taxi. The swarthy hackman undoubtedly had been worried some over the mounting fare. His eyes jerked all the way around.


"Lady! Listen! What is this? You can't do that to me!"


The hackie narrowly missed bumping another car, and his brakes squealed as he tried to pull over to the curb. The nicely formed woman in the taxi was moaning terribly. She tore at the front of her thin dress, ripping it to shreds.


"Take me there!" The woman screamed. "Right over there! Oh! Do something! Hurry!"


"Lady! Honest! You can't do this to me!"


The worried hackman was shouting. The woman was ripping her dress from her neck. She was clawing at her own flesh and beginning to scream like some animal in pain.


Now the hackman could see that his woman fare was more than red-faced from drinking as he had at first imagined when he had picked her up on Fifth Avenue. Her small face was distorted and appeared to be enormously swollen.


She sprang up, her head striking the roof of the cab. Scream after scream came from her. The hackman reached back, sought to restrain the woman, thinking she must have gone suddenly crazy.


Traffic was speeding past at the usual clip on the open avenue along Central Park.


Before the hackie could push her back into the seat, the woman shrieked wildly, jerked open the door and dived rather than jumped into the street.


A heavy car skidded as the driver attempted to miss the rolling, screaming woman. Then there came the solid thudding of the wheels over the whirling body.


The terrible cries ceased after that. Traffic piled up. The frightened hack-man started calling upon everyone nearby to witness that the woman had jumped to her own death.


The Black Bat, alone of all the witnesses, knew that Lela Ramer had been given a merciful break just at the finish.


The tragedy and the screaming of traffic horns emptied the lower corridor of the big apartment house.


"She tried to come home to him at the very last," murmured the Bat. "Perhaps, in the interest of exact justice, it is to be regretted Lela Ramer couldn't make it."




UNNOTICED, the Black Bat was a silent, shadowy figure, ascending the back service stairs of the high apartment building. He discovered that reaching the roof was a simple problem. At least some penthouse owners believed in fire escapes.


The wild party seemed to have been considerably tamed. Rather, the Bat noted that numerous guests had passed out in various rooms of the big penthouse. He flattened against one wall.


With his black, ribbed cloak, he was not unlike a claw-footed bird of the night, clinging inside its cave. Passing slowly around the penthouse, he heard some drunken guests shouting.


"Hey, Lloyd! You just lost her, Lloyd! It's on the radio! And right on Central Park West!"


The Bat reached a wide, screened window. He could hear a low-tuned radio inside a dimly lighted room. He saw a tall man, with a beaked nose, a long chin, and beady eyes that glowed like bits of jet.


This much the Bat could see of the man who was half-crouched over the low-tuned radio. Then the Bat's keen ears easily picked up the news bulletin:


...all efforts of the police had failed completely.


Then the Ramer woman, the second wife of Lloyd Ramer, jumped from a taxicab on Central Park West. She was killed by a passing car before which she fell.


First reports say the woman was frightfully burned all over her body. Thurston, the taxicab driver, is being held. He denies the woman was burned or injured in any way while in his cab.


He says she appeared to have been drinking and insisted on riding through Central Park so she could look at the Grayling Apartment house. Her former husband, Lloyd Ramer, owner of the Red Feather Club, resides with his fourth wife in a luxurious penthouse on the Grayling building.


It was announced more than three hours ago, in the Prophet column of the Sentinel, that Lela Ramer would be murdered, or had been murdered.


In the meantime, William Black, candidate for senator, has been discovered to be a former convict of the same name, convicted twenty years ago for forgery. He was killed by the city editor of the Sentinel, after Black had shot and killed Carl Jackson, and attempted to kill George Drake, the managing editor. The publisher, Arthur Rowland is missing...


At this juncture the hawk-nosed man turned the radio off. Some drunken guests came singing to an inside door.


"Get out of here, and shut the door!" rapped out Lloyd Ramer.


He walked over and clicked a bolt. He came back, rubbing beads of sweat from his forehead. Opening a drawer of a big desk, he took out a paper in a legal-appearing blue folder.


Lloyd Ramer had this open before him when a voice that was half-hissing spoke from behind him. The lights went out. The window drapes closed, throwing the room into utter darkness.


"Slip the paper to the desk, Ramer. Don't move. The Black Bat needs no light. Ah, yes, murderer, I read the paper from here—you have this libel suit prepared and waiting—"








CHAPTER 18

Deadly Gun-trap


LIKE the swift flitting of the winged bird of the night, the Black Bat swooped toward the nightclub man and snatched the legal paper from the desk.


Hawk-nosed Lloyd Ramer, caught in almost total darkness when the Bat had snapped the window drapes shut and the lights had winked out, stood motionless.


The very lack of defensive or startled effort on the part of the night club owner, virtually accused of the horrible murder of his former wife, Lela Ramer, warned the Bat.


Only Ramer's long fingers snapped. The Bat had an advantage of which Ramer could not know. He could see every detail of the dark room including, as he had said, the title of the legal paper he had snatched and quickly secreted in his clothes.


Instead of expressing fear, Ramer drawled out calmly.


"Even the great Bat should look before he pounces. Move and you'll die without a chance."


Then it was that Lloyd Ramer himself doubled, bending his long body below the level of his heavy desk. The Black Bat saw them appearing. From all sides of the room came men with guns ready in their hands.


Strangely enough, the Black Bat had been prepared for just this. He had been certain a trap had been set for him. And that trap confirmed the angle that he had wanted. It much more than proved Lloyd Ramer's implication in the slow-burning murder of his wife.


Knowing the trap should be here, if he had guessed right when he made arrangements to visit Lloyd Ramer, the Bat was ready.


His enemies, at least eight gunmen, were sure they had him cornered. They had known their boss would drop below shooting level.


Only they did not know the Black Bat could see them plainly. And they did not see the Bat glide soundlessly away from the desk and pass directly between two of them. The Bat was over by one wall before he spoke.


The ambushing gunmen had almost reached the big desk, alert to encounter their victim. Then the Bat's hissing voice seemed to come from all corners at once.


"Don't turn any of you, or I'll kill your boss first! I'll get all of you with this!"


Sudden fire streamed from a rapid-fire automatic held low in the Bat's hand. Its slugs peppered the floor and the feet of several thugs who started hopping and groaning.


"Blast him down!" yelled Ramer. "He's over there!"


"I wouldn't try it," warned the Bat, his voice coming from a different spot than had the muzzle flare of his pistol.


At least two gunmen lost their heads. Their rods flamed at the sound of the Bat's voice. But the Bat was close to a door and about to go through. He cut down on the two men shooting. Both fell.


"Hold it!" rasped out Ramer. "The girl! Bat! Look!"




THE beam of a flashlight leaped out. Its circle revealed an open door. Her face white and strained, her young body tense, Carol Baldwin was held rigidly in the doorway by several hard-eyed men.


But it was the gleaming, silvery hypodermic held poised with its point touching Carol's neck that drew the Bat's fascinated gaze.


"Okay, Bat!" said Ramer. "You see, we knew and were prepared for your visit! We were told that Tony Quinn was sending you! So, if you don't want to see the little lady die suddenly, you will drop your guns, and return that paper to my desk! You will live and the girl will be freed, if you tell what we want to know!"


The Bat was set back sharply by the appearance of Carol. He had been prepared for the trap he was sure had been baited for him. But this sudden presence of Carol appeared to checkmate his play.


Yet in a split-second he had debated all of the chances. He knew exactly what was wanted. Two men had been sent to Clifford Morden's studio to secure something they had been told would be hidden in Morden's old desk.


That something was a note against Arthur Rowland for two million dollars. In a battle, the studio had been destroyed by fire. And the killers believed the Black Bat had taken that two-million note.


They were correct. The Bat had taken the note Arthur Rowland had renewed from year to year with Clifford Morden. Only he had not known at the time that he had it in his possession.


This went through the Bat's mind in a flash. And he knew that he might live until the note was found, but that Carol and he had to die. That was unalterable.


"Well, Bat?" Ramer was impatient. "You will be unmolested if you start walking over here with the paper you took from my desk!"


"You hold the winning hand," said the Bat, his vague winged black figure appearing, as if moving toward the center of the room. "Let the girl go—"


The automatic at his side cracked in the middle of his slow sentence. A man behind Carol screamed.


The gleaming, silvery hypodermic disappeared as if by magic. A man's head bobbed into view as one of Carol's captors cursed wildly and jerked back his bloody hand.


The automatic cracked again, so quickly it seemed as if the two shots had been fired together.


This time the flashlight glass was smashed. And in that sudden total darkness, the Bat was speaking again, with cold menace.


"Tell them, Ramer, to let the girl go or I'll split your spine so you'll never walk again. Tell them, Ramer!" A choked sound came from Ramer's throat. The Bat spoke sharply. "Down, Carol! Flat on the floor!" The Bat's command was accompanied by the cracking of guns in both of his hands. He was down behind Ramer's desk. The stream of slugs was circling the dark room, and none were missing the suddenly screaming, shooting gunmen.




CAROL had obeyed the Bat's order and thrown herself flat on the floor. Now the Bat saw another door opening. Men with rods spilled into the room.


It appeared that most of Ramer's party guests were members of his own mob, or the mob that the Bat now realized had been combined under a double leadership.


Then there came a roaring voice, and a sharper one.


"Bat! Where are you? We'll take 'em!"


That was big Butch O'Leary. Silk Kirby was first to appear with a gun in each hand. Both were belching fire. Outside where O'Leary had shouted, there were smashing blows. A number of Lloyd Ramer's party guests may have been outside of his little mob of killers. But Butch O'Leary's swinging fists were not particular about whom they cut down.


Lloyd Ramer made a desperate move to twist away from the Bat. His head clunked under the metal of one of the Bat's guns, and Ramer lay still.


Then bedlam broke loose outside the penthouse. The Bat heard the harsh voice of Captain McGrath.


"The Black Bat's in there! Don't let him get away this time!"


Sounds of assault upon outside doors and windows were followed by daylight beginning to stream into the room.


The Black Bat whirled swiftly, gesturing to Carol, Butch and Silk. They followed him to the window opening upon the fire escape. He slid through and came face to face with a policeman.


It was no time for politeness. The Black Bat did not fight the police, but he had no choice now. His right arm shot out like a striking snake, and his knuckled fist found its mark on the other's jaw.


Catching the policeman as he sagged, the Bat placed him on the platform, then moved down the steps at a hurried pace. Two floors below Ramer's apartment, the Bat found a vacant suite.


He forced the window catch, slid it open and dropped into an empty room.


The others followed. Quickly then, Silk explained how he had been fortunate enough to spot Carol's captors as they were getting away, and had trailed them.


"Butch," said the Bat crisply. "You and Carol stay here until the coast is clear, then get out as best you can." While he spoke the Bat was removing his cloak and once more becoming the personality of blind Tony Quinn. "Take my cloak along, Butch. Silk and I will now visit Ramer's place again."


The lock on the apartment door gave Tony Quinn no trouble. In a few moments Silk led him into the Ramer apartment where Captain McGrath's homicide detail was conducting a frantic search for the Black Bat.


"Where is the Bat?" yelled McGrath. "Search every place. He was in here. I heard someone shout his name." The captain whirled when he saw Quinn. "Tony Quinn! How did you—?"


"Hello, Captain," said Tony with a smile. "It seems I am a little late. I can smell gunpowder, and I heard shots from the street. There was trouble here."


"Heck, boss, the place is a shambles," said Silk. "Several dead mobsters. Chairs and a table overturned. If the Black Bat was really here as we heard Captain McGrath say, he certainly must have put up a scrap. You should see how this apartment looks."


McGrath was angry, and his face was full of harsh bitterness.




"BLAST you, Tony, the Black Bat was here, and I've a hunch it was you. You certainly showed up opportunely."


"Not at all. When that Prophet column came out and later radio bulletins announced the police hadn't been able to locate Lela Ramer, I thought it might prove enlightening to speak with Mr. Lloyd Ramer. Is he—?"


"He's got a slight bullet wound in the side, but he'll live," rasped McGrath. "My men are holding him in another room." McGrath scowled as a policeman with a lump on his jaw staggered into the front room. "Riley, what happened to you?"


The policeman rubbed his chin and anger had its way with him.


"It was the Black Bat. He came out the window. There was someone else behind him. I tried to pull my gun. Before I could get it out, he slugged me. When I came to I was lying on the fire escape and he was gone."


McGrath swore violently and flashed a suspicious glance in Tony's direction.


"Let me see your hand, Tony," he requested quietly.


Tony Quinn extended it, all at once thankful that the skin on his knuckles was hard and firm, and had not been skinned by the blow he had been forced to strike the policeman.


McGrath let Tony's hand drop. Tony was without his customary cane, but the captain was too overwrought to notice its absence.


Homicide men were moving all about. Several mobsters had been captured before they could flee. Others who had been killed were dragged out of the room.


"Captain," said Tony suddenly. "I'd like to ask a favor."


"A favor?" McGrath's tone was truculent. "You pick a bad time. I still think you were in this room right before we came. Someday I'm going to trap the Black Bat." He broke off and added thoughtfully: "I was called. Somebody warned us that there would be trouble here."


"I had a hunch that you'd be called," responded Tony quietly, an odd eagerness singing through his blood. "The favor is that I want Lloyd Ramer brought to the Sentinel office at once. I will personally accuse him of killing his former wife. But in the meantime I wish to have him talk with some editors, especially the Murder Prophet."


Captain McGrath was about to voice a protest when the tall figure of Commissioner Warner entered the room. He nodded his head to the captain, signifying that Tony's request should be granted.


"All right, you win," admitted the captain. "To the Sentinel he goes." Tony turned and spoke in a very low tone to Silk Kirby.


"Bring the others to the newspaper as quickly as possible. I'll call Owl Brennan. He'll want to be in at the finish especially with Jane Longren, or Martha Rowland, safe."








CHAPTER 19

Amazing Revelations


IN THE big news room of the Sentinel typewriters clacked steadily. Veteran reporters carried on, although their faces were grim and tired. Aging copy readers with green shades over their eyes pencilled copy and built headlines, hurrying to make the next edition, even though they expected the newspaper might be kicked out from under them before another edition could be begun.


A cynical copy reader passed a suggested headline over to Bunt Preddy, the news editor. Preddy tugged at his heavy grey hair and nodded.


"Might as well be that as any," he said. "It's getting to be a habit."


The headline was:


 


MURDER IN SENTINEL OFFICE


 


Another old copy reader concocted a drop head to go under the banner line. He passed this to Preddy.



WILLIAM BLACK KILLS PROPHET;

IS SHOT FATALLY BY CITY EDITOR


 


Preddy pushed the headline over to Baldy Compton.


"Okay with you, Baldy?" he said.


"It's the news, and we still print the truth," said Baldy Compton. "About this Lela Ramer death, and that item in our column, I expect to get a new lead on it.


"According to our assistant makeup editor who has now vanished, no one but Carl Jackson seems to have checked proof on that Prophet column this time. But Jackson is like Frank Lark. He can't talk."


George Drake, the managing editor, came across the room with a sheet of copy in his hand. He was white-faced and his hands trembled.


"We'll run this in a box, a turn-rule box on the first page of this edition," said Drake. "It announces that the Prophet column will no longer appear in the Sentinel. If Mr. Rowland would only—"


George Drake's eyes bugged. Arthur Rowland, his bony face like a hard mask, headed a little procession coming from two elevators. Behind Rowland came Tony Quinn, holding his cane, being piloted by Silk Kirby.


Pretty, blue-eyed Jane Longren was next, with red-headed Owl Brennan holding one arm protectively around her shoulders.


With a wrist handcuffed to a homicide man and closely followed by scowling Captain McGrath and Commissioner Warner, hawk-nosed Lloyd Ramer, night club owner, shuffled in with his head down.


"Drake!" The voice of Arthur Rowland was sharp. "I will see you, with Preddy and Compton, in my office."


The publisher's deep-set eyes went slowly over the big news room. The typewriters had hushed suddenly. The only sound was a copy tube bouncing into the desk basket from the brass piping.


"All right, boys," said Rowland with hard calmness. "This edition will go out on time. Carry on. Tell the composing room to be ready for a fast replate."


No one would have thought that for two days the oldest stockholders of the Sentinel had been dumping their holdings, or that the value of the stock had slumped twenty points.


None would have guessed that Arthur Rowland believed himself through as a publisher, just as the conservative Sentinel was washed up with fifty per cent of its old line circulation.




TONY QUINN remained standing beside Silk Kirby in Arthur Rowland's office. The others were grouped about Rowland's desk. Jane Longren's pretty face was stained by tears. Owl Brennan stood beside her chair, and she gripped his hand tightly.


Tony Quinn's apparently sightless eyes looked at an outside window. Captain McGrath fumed, waiting.


"Well, let's get on with it," said McGrath. "The Black Bat paid a visit to Lloyd Ramer and escaped, or so it seems. But I'm not so sure."


Tony Quinn smiled slightly.


"I'm afraid he escaped, captain," he said. "Silk, read the paper you found under Ramer's desk during the confusion while the police were hunting the Black Bat."


Ramer started to speak, but clicked his teeth shut.


"I'm not up on all these legal terms, sir," murmured Silk Kirby. "But as I get it, this paper was all ready to be filed in a new libel suit against the Sentinel.


"It says the Prophet falsely and maliciously accused one Lloyd Ramer of having guilty knowledge of the murder of Lela Ramer, his former wife. And it asks a cold million in damages. Think of that! Ready for her to die!" Bunt Preddy, the news editor, was staring at Lloyd Ramer, and digging at his grey hair.


"Preddy," said Tony Quinn tersely. "I understand you've been seen around with the former Mrs. Ramer? Is that true?"


Captain McGrath moved closer to the news editor.


"Yeah, it's true," Preddy admitted slowly, his eyes shifting to Arthur Rowland. "I was with her twice since Lloyd Ramer sued the Sentinel for half a million on account of the Nemoss murder. I thought Lela—that is Mrs. Ramer might know something—and—"


"Let it go," snapped Tony quickly. "It is interesting to note that Ramer is conveniently supplied by the Prophet with libel items that enable Ramer to sue for a million and a half, at the same time Curt Grannan, stepson of Clifford Morden, is suing for half a million.


"It is still more interesting when I tell you I have discovered that Ramer has been picking up odd blocks of Sentinel stock for some time."


"That's a lie!" yelled Ramer, his eyes feverish.


"A mere matter of record, Ramer," stated Tony. "Now perhaps you will explain how you were working with someone on the inside of the Sentinel office to bring about these disastrous damage suits? This at a time when Clifford Morden, holder of a note for two millions for his lifelong friend, Arthur Rowland, was about to be murdered?"


Lloyd Ramer ground his teeth. Baldy Compton started up from a chair, changed his mind and sat down again.


Tony Quinn seemed to spot the movement.


"Compton, did you happen to know that Jane Longren was really Martha Rowland?" shot out Tony. "And that she was posing for Morden, who was painting a portrait of her? And that a Michael Doran was apparently a friend of Jane's and of Morden's, and often visited the studio."




BALDY COMPTON'S eyes were small and hard, as if his thoughts were gimlets, boring into those about him.


"Yes," he replied slowly. "I knew about Jane's identity. And I knew she was having a portrait painted by Morden, because of her resemblance to her mother with whom Morden was in love years ago. But I knew nothing about Michael Doran."


"Compton," said Tony so quietly that none suspected how he would finish. "Did you kill William Black because he was about to name the real murder Prophet? And did you know that Carl Jackson was in on the scheme? We have proof of that from Black's own statement that Jackson had been the one collecting the blackmail from him.


"It's my guess Jackson was paid for the story of the Morden murder which he claimed he took over the telephone from Frank Lark."


Baldy Compton reared to his feet, his fists clenched.


"You can voice your theories, Quinn," he rasped, "but don't try to make it appear that I'm in on the deal, too."


Commissioner Warner gripped Compton's shoulder. Tony smiled.


"It's this way, gentlemen," he murmured quietly. "Ramer and one Sentinel man were conspiring to accomplish one of two things. By discrediting the paper and having it broken by libel suits, its control could have been taken over—especially with Arthur Rowland crowded out as publisher because of a two-million note.


"With control of the Sentinel and its morgue, a great wealth of material would have been seized—material that could be used as an almost endless means for extorting huge sums of money from prominent people with shady pasts. Once in control of the Sentinel, these men would have used the paper as a front, not caring what happened to the circulation, for carrying on their blackmail activities.


"As far as Curt Grannan is concerned, my investigation has convinced me his libel suit was instituted in good faith and out of righteous anger, though it did help the killers.


"The blackmailing of William Black was only the first in what no doubt would have been a chain of extortions. And while some of the murders appear to be incidental, not even linked with the grand scheme, they really do have a definite connection."


Tony Quinn turned in the direction of Jane Longren, looking over her head with his apparently sightless eyes.


"Jane, tell us why you took William Black to the morgue."


The girl's face was set, but her voice was calm.


"Because he proved to me that someone in our office was blackmailing him, and I hoped to find out who was guilty, for my father's sake," said Jane. "But I was knocked out and taken away.


"Then I was released, and came to my senses on a side street. I had heard one of the men say the next trouble would be with Nemoss at the Four Owls Club, so I went there."


"But Jane, why did you run away when Clifford Morden was murdered?" queried Tony suddenly. "Did you see who killed him?"




THE girl's face reddened, and she shook her head.


"I didn't see who killed Mr. Morden, but I can't tell why I ran away," the girl declared firmly.


Arthur Rowland spoke then.


"Did you know I visited Morden's studio and ran into the murder? That I saw the murder scoop in my own paper, and naturally rushed over to the studio only to see Morden alive and well? And that I heard the outcry and went back to walk right into a dark studio, as the police were arriving? Did you know that, Martha?"


"No, Dad, not until Tony Quinn showed me a photograph of you leaving by the fire escape," answered the girl. "I can't tell why I ran away. I was—well, I was badly frightened." She paused and added, "I hope you'll forgive me for going off from home to get a newspaper job against your wishes."


"Yes, Martha," was the gentle reply. "I'm just glad to know you're alive and safe."


"I presume you stayed away from the Sentinel, trying to get an outside lead on what was happening," said Tony to Arthur Rowland. "And that took you to the Four Owls Club."


"Yes, it took me there," replied Rowland quietly. "In fact, I thought I saw one of my own men go there, after I had read the Prophet item about possible harm to Nemoss. However, I didn't see him after I entered. Later, Nemoss was killed, and I was seized and taken away."


"That's right," said Tony. "And Silk Kirby here rescued you from the men who took you away, Mr. Rowland."


Tony halted and lifted his voice. "Now, gentlemen, I have told one angle of this, I think there is a double motive. Compton, knowing Jane Longren was the daughter of the publisher, did you have an idea of marrying her?"


"Why, you—"


"Let it go," said Tony quickly. "I judge that Owl Brennan had the inside track, or so it appears."


His face turned toward Owl Brennan and the girl, but his eyes were vacant.


"Owl, you did have some hope, didn't you?" he said.


"Putting it that way, Tony, sure I had hope," admitted Owl, a smile on his puffed and swollen face. "I told you that at first."


"That's right, Owl, you did," stated Tony. "And that brings us to the managing editor. Drake, why did William Black try to kill you, saying you were behind the Prophet?"


"You're accusing me, Tony?" he gulped. "I swear I know nothing—"


"Black accused you," broke in Tony sharply. "It would have been a nice set-up, too, if Curt Grannan, who has already sued the Sentinel, had wanted to crack down with that two-million-dollar note, and you or some other person happened to have gained possession of the note.


"Grannan might have been made to split the value of the note or possibly even blackmailed into helping gain control of the Sentinel. And any threat on Grannan's part to go to the police might have resulted in his being taken care of in the same way Morden or Nemoss were gotten out of the way. Can you see it, Drake?"








CHAPTER 20

The Murder Prophet


UP UNTIL this moment George Drake had never displayed spirit amounting to anger. He flashed it now, showing it in his narrowed eyes and sharply-pitched voice.


"Certainly I see it!" he shouted. "This murder Prophet could have benefited in two ways. One was to use Lloyd Ramer's mob to get control of the Sentinel—valuable in itself despite lost prestige and the decreasing value of its stock.


"If that angle didn't work, the Prophet might have figured on marrying Rowland's daughter. But the biggest motive, as you mentioned, must have been to use the inexhaustible data in the morgue for blackmailing prominent people."


"That's exactly the way the real Prophet saw the chances," said Tony, an ominous note in his quiet, yet incisive voice. "However, he failed to secure Rowland's note. Also, he didn't know that Jane Longren, whom he had learned was Rowland's daughter, was already married to a young chemist named Michael Doran!"


Tony half-turned, his blank eyes appearing to gaze out past the window. He was facing the red-headed cameraman when he resumed suddenly.


"You didn't know Doran was Jane's husband when you tried to frame him for the murder of Morden, did you, Owl?"


The question hit the photographer with the impact of a physical blow. He started to whirl toward the outer doorway. Tony did not change the direction of his blank gaze.


But now he took one swift step forward, stuck out one foot, tripping Owl Brennan to his knees. Silk Kirby then leaped in and got the cameraman in a firm grip before he could rise to his feet again.


"There's your murder Prophet, gentlemen!" intoned Quinn. "Owl Brennan, probably the first killer to learn the value of infra-red light for taking pictures that would incriminate others and clear himself."


"Is it true you're really married to Doran?" demanded Rowland, his face scowling with displeasure, heedless of the astonished gasps which followed Quinn's accusation.


"Yes, Dad," the girl replied stoutly. Then she shot a puzzled glance toward Tony. "You knew all the time that Michael Doran was my husband?"


"There seemed no other logical reason for both you and Michael being so stubborn about talking," responded Tony with a smile. "I followed it up and found a record of your marriage in a small Connecticut town."


"It's true," she admitted. "Dad objected to my seeing Michael. He—"


"I'm afraid I was a fool, Tony," said Rowland, smiling now. "I wanted Martha to marry a wealthy man in her own social circle. She defied me in that and in the business of her becoming a reporter. But now it doesn't matter so long as she is happy."


Owl Brennan was struggling furiously in Silk Kirby's grip. His harsh voice lashed at Quinn.


"Tony, you've gone completely crazy!" he raged. "Tell this fool, Kirby, to let me go."




COMMISSIONER WARNER, his features troubled, broke into the conversation.


"Tony, are you sure you're not making a mistake in accusing Owl? You left him at your house today."


"Yes, I left him there, after making it clear I might possibly visit Lloyd Ramer's alibi party in the murder of Lela Ramer. Owl Brennan heard Silk tell me of a call made to the Lloyd Ramer penthouse.


"He also heard of another call which resulted in a girl being seized as she left the Sentinel building.


"Owl had Ramer all set to trap me, but it seems the Black Bat got there first. Owl even tipped off the police, probably hoping there'd be a shoot-out and the Ramer might be killed, leaving Owl at the helm of the shady deal."


"It's crazy," blustered Owl. "I was a prisoner myself until this morning. I was burned by the same mercury lamp that caused the death of Lela—of Mrs. Ramer. You can see my face—"


"I could also see your hands, Owl," interjected Tony. "At least half an hour was required to burn your face like that. You said your hands were tied.


"You were careful to burn all of your face and the back of your neck, but you kept your hands out of that light instinctively. Also, you claimed to have just come out of a sewer, and you had your burned face covered with ointment to ease the pain.


"Then, when you tried to put suspicion upon Bunt Preddy today, you spoke of the murdered woman suddenly as Lela, proving you had been more or less intimate with her. You said you climbed out of a sewer manhole in Central Park. There are no sewer manholes in Central Park."


"I don't know what it all means—why I warned you that Jane Longren's life was in danger!" raged Owl Brennan.


"That's right, you did," agreed Tony. "But when Jane Longren was in the hands of your men and she might easily have been killed, you saw to it that she was released unhurt. You still had an idea that if you couldn't find that two-million-dollar note, or otherwise work out a scheme to get control of the Sentinel you might still be able to marry Jane or Martha Rowland.


"You know something about chemicals. When Michael Doran tried some new paints, you planted poison in them, fed Michael Doran a knockout and left him with some of the paint on his hands.


"However, the poison that killed Morden was injected into his blood, and was a cyanide used in photography."


"Captain McGrath!" fumed Owl Brennan, a desperate glint in his eyes. "I demand to be released. Quinn here can't prove a word he's saying."


"Can't I?" snapped Tony before McGrath could answer. "You always did have a weakness for gambling and for hanging out with shady characters. Silk Kirby, who has some underworld acquaintances, found out you've been gambling heavily at the Four Owls for weeks.


"You owed Ramer more than ten thousand dollars, and Jackson who went along with you sometimes, was also in the red. Ramer began to press you for the dough. That's when you got the bright idea of interesting Ramer in grabbing the Sentinel and using the morgue for blackmail purposes, to save your hide."


Brennan snorted, and his eyes traveled slyly around to Lloyd Ramer, looking dark and uneasy in the opposite corner of the room.


"That's a lie!" snapped the photographer.


"What do you say, Ramer?" demanded Tony. "You'll fry for killing Lela and having that second libel suit all drawn up before she even died. Are you taking the rap for all those killings, including Morden's?"


"I didn't kill Morden. It was Brennan!" Ramer yelled frantically.


"You dirty skunk—after I gave—" Owl broke off, cursing.


"You owed me plenty," said Ramer to Owl. "I told you I wanted the dough or else. Then you tipped me off to your proposition about grabbing the Sentinel, killing Morden and framing Doran. You handled that yourself. It was you who picked out William Black as our first extortion victim."




OWL BRENNAN said nothing now, but his face was a black tide of insane fury.


"Sure," said Tony. "And because Carl Jackson also owed you money, Ramer, Owl dragged Jackson into it. Jackson did the actual writing of the Prophet column under Owl's orders, and he was the contact man in handling Black.


"I found out Jackson was overdrawn on his salary several weeks. Yet, an examination of his bank account—in the bank where most Sentinel people have their savings—two days after the Morden killing showed a deposit of a thousand dollars. A nice fee for handling the Morden murder extra edition of the Sentinel.


"And Jackson, in turn, bribed the make-up editor to see that the first Prophet column went through. I checked on the make-up man and found he'd left town without leaving a forwarding address. His closed-out bank account showed a deposit of two hundred dollars for the same date Jackson deposited a thousand."


Commissioner Warner glanced sharply at Tony Quinn as the latter paused, and asked a blunt question.


"How do you explain Barry Nemoss' death?"


"It's my bet Nemoss found out about the deal between Owl and Ramer, and tried to muscle in just as he attempted to buy into the Red Feather," said Tony. "Am I right, Ramer?"


"Yeah," snapped Ramer, resigned to his fate. "He had a killing coming to him. Lela must have spilled the beans to him."


"And how did she find out?" demanded Captain McGrath suddenly.


"From Owl Brennan!" raged Ramer. "The blasted fool was never any good with liquor or cards. He got plastered one night and told her. I know because she visited me, and threatened to tip off the cops if I didn't come across with a big hunk of dough."


"So you and Owl killed her—had her burned with a mercury sun lamp, and used the murder as another scoop for the Prophet in the Sentinel—a scoop which would just about ruin the paper," Tony concluded tartly.


There was a strained silence in the room for a moment. Only Owl's disturbed breathing broke the stillness.


Then Police Commissioner Warner spoke up.


"Tony, with all this talk about a two-million-dollar note, what ever became of it? You say two men were trying to find it when the Morden studio burned?"


Tony took an old photograph wrapped in silk from his pocket. The face was almost identical with Jane Longren's.


"My wife!" Arthur Rowland exclaimed. "Taken on our wedding day!"


Tony thumbed the thick paper of the photograph. It separated into two sheets. A small paper lay between these sheets. It carried a brief message written in a scrawling hand.


In memory of one I loved, and of a lifelong friendship, I hereby cancel any and all indebtedness to me, my heirs or my assigns, owed by Arthur K. Rowland.


I have had a good life and have but one person to whom I feel I owe a debt. I, therefore, bequeath half of all my estate to Michael Doran, husband of Martha Rowland. To a stepson, Curtis Grannan, I leave the rest of my estate.




THE brief will was signed by Clifford Morden. It was informal, but it had been regularly attested by two witnesses and bore a notary seal.


"What about the death of Margaret Ripple, and the attempts on Jane Longren's life?" queried Baldy Compton.


"Margaret Ripple was killed by mistake—the murderers mistaking her for Jane," Tony informed him. "That was some of Ramer's own work. He evidently didn't trust Owl's tongue when it got well lubricated, and was afraid the girl knew what was going on, especially when she was spotted with William Black.


"Of course, when Owl found out about Jane's capture he had her released. That attack upon himself, his disappearance and sunburning were part of an elaborate alibi.


"And Lark was killed to keep him from airing his suspicions about the Morden job. Old Mac was undoubtedly killed by Ramer's mobsters who kidnapped Jane from the morgue." Captain McGrath growled. He was glad that this baffling case was broken, but the fact that the Black Bat had once more eluded his clutches, filled him with displeasure.


"I suppose all I can do is turn Michael Doran loose," he said. "I just wish I knew where the Black Bat went after he got away from Ramer's penthouse apartment."


Martha Rowland's blue eyes were suddenly shining. The door had opened and tall, dark-haired Michael Doran stood there.


"Maybe the Black Bat called at headquarters and had Doran freed," said Silk Kirby with a sly, amused grin.


"No, Silk, you're wrong," said the commissioner. "It was merely on Tony's advice that I instructed that Doran should be brought over here. I had no idea Tony's revelations would result in Doran going scot-free as he is entitled to do."


Silk grinned and turned to Tony. Slowly he led his employer to the door of the news room.


Typewriters were clacking there and the tall figure of Baldy Compton brushed past them.


The city editor's voice boomed across the room.


"Come on, you guys! We've got a replate coming up! Get Martha Rowland's own story. Do you think we want to be beaten on our own murder yarn?"




THE END
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