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				I

				The Phil­limore Pearls

			
			Al­ex­an­der Eden stepped from the misty street in­to the great marble-pillared room where the firm of Meek and Eden offered its wares. Im­me­di­ately, be­hind show­cases gor­geous with pre­cious stones or bright with sil­ver, plat­in­um, and gold, forty resplen­dent clerks stood at at­ten­tion. Their morn­ing coats were im­pec­cable, lack­ing the slight­est sus­pi­cion of a wrinkle, and in the left lapel of each was a pink carna­tion, as fresh and per­fect as though it had grown there.

			Eden nod­ded af­fably to right and left and went on his way, his heels click­ing cheer­ily on the spot­less tile floor. He was a small man, grey-haired and im­macu­late, with a quick, keen eye and the im­per­i­ous man­ner that so well be­came his po­s­i­tion. For the clan of Meek, hav­ing duly in­her­ited the earth, had re­lin­quished that in­her­it­ance and passed to the great bey­ond, leav­ing Al­ex­an­der Eden the sole own­er of the best-known jew­ellery store west of the Rock­ies.

			Ar­riv­ing at the rear of the shop, he as­cen­ded a brief stair­way to the lux­uri­ous suite of of­fices on the mezzan­ine floor where he spent his days. In the ante­room of the suite he en­countered his sec­ret­ary.

			“Ah, good morn­ing, Miss Chase,” he said.

			The girl answered with a smile. Eden’s eye for beauty, de­veloped by long ex­per­i­ence in the jew­el trade, had not failed him when he picked Miss Chase. She was an ash blonde with vi­ol­et eyes; her man­ners were ex­quis­ite; so was her gown. Bob Eden, re­luct­ant heir to the busi­ness, had been heard to re­mark that en­ter­ing his fath­er’s of­fice was like ar­riv­ing for tea in a very ex­clus­ive draw­ing-room.

			Al­ex­an­der Eden glanced at his watch. “In about ten minutes,” he an­nounced, “I ex­pect a caller—an old friend of mine—Ma­dame Jordan, of Hon­olulu. When she ar­rives show her in at once.”

			“Yes, Mr. Eden,” replied the girl.

			He passed on in­to his own room, where he hung up his hat, coat, and stick. On his broad, gleam­ing desk lay the morn­ing mail; he glanced at it idly, but his mind was else­where. In a mo­ment he strolled to one of the win­dows and stood there gaz­ing at the façade of the build­ing across the way.

			The day was not far ad­vanced, and the fog that had blanketed San Fran­cisco the night be­fore still lingered in the streets. Star­ing in­to that dull grey mist, Eden saw a pic­ture, a pic­ture that was in­con­gru­ously all col­our and light and life. His thoughts had trav­elled back down the long cor­ridor of the years, and in that ima­gined scene out­side the win­dow he him­self moved, a slim, dark boy of sev­en­teen.

			Forty years ago—a night in Hon­olulu, the gay, happy Hon­olulu of the mon­archy. Be­hind a bank of ferns in one corner of the great Phil­limore liv­ing-room Ber­ger’s band was play­ing, and over the pol­ished floor young Alec Eden and Sally Phil­limore danced to­geth­er. The boy stumbled now and then, for the dance was a new­fangled one called the two-step, lately in­tro­duced in­to Hawaii by a young en­sign from the Nip­sic. But per­haps it was not en­tirely his un­fa­mili­ar­ity with the two-step that muddled him, for he knew that in his arms he held the darling of the is­lands.

			Some few are fa­voured by for­tune out of all reas­on, and Sally Phil­limore was one of these. Above and bey­ond her beauty, which would have been suf­fi­cient in it­self, she seemed, in that simple Hon­olulu so­ci­ety, the heir­ess of all the ages. The Phil­limore for­tunes were at their peak, Phil­limore ships sailed the sev­en seas, on thou­sands of Phil­limore acres the sug­ar­cane ripened to­ward a sweet, golden har­vest. Look­ing down, Alec Eden saw hanging about the girl’s white throat, a sym­bol of her place and wealth, the fam­ous pearl neck­lace Marc Phil­limore had brought home from Lon­don, and for which he had paid a price that made all Hon­olulu gasp.

			Eden, of Meek and Eden, con­tin­ued to stare in­to the fog. It was pleas­ant to re­live that night in Hawaii, a night filled with ma­gic and the scent of exot­ic blos­soms, to hear again the giddy laughter, the dis­tant mur­mur of the surf, the soft croon of is­land mu­sic. Dimly he re­called Sally’s blue eyes shin­ing up at him. More vividly—for he was nearly sixty now, and a busi­ness man—he saw again the big lus­trous pearls that lay on her breast, re­flect­ing the light with a warm glow. …

			Oh, well—he shrugged his shoulders. All that was forty years ago, and much had happened since. Sally’s mar­riage to Fred Jordan, for ex­ample, and then, a few years later, the birth of her only child, Vic­tor. Eden smiled grimly. How ill-ad­vised she had been when she named that fool­ish, way­ward boy!

			He went over to his desk and sat down. No doubt it was some es­capade of Vic­tor, he re­flec­ted, that was re­spons­ible for the scene shortly to be en­acted here in this of­fice in Post Street. Yes, of course, that was it. Vic­tor, lurk­ing in the wings, was about to ring down the fi­nal cur­tain on the drama of the Phil­limore pearls.

			He was deep in his mail when, a few mo­ments later, his sec­ret­ary opened the door and an­nounced: “Ma­dame Jordan is call­ing.”

			Eden rose. Sally Jordan was com­ing to­ward him over the Chinese rug. Gay and sprightly as ever—how vali­antly she had battled with the years! “Alec—my dear old friend—”

			He took both her fra­gile hands in his. “Sally! I’m mighty glad to see you. Here.” He drew a big leath­er chair close to his desk. “The post of hon­our for you. Al­ways.”

			Smil­ing, she sat down. Eden went to his ac­cus­tomed place be­hind his desk. He took up a pa­per-knife and bal­anced it; for a man of his poise he ap­peared rather ill at ease. “Ah—er—how long have you been in town?”

			“Two weeks—I think—yes, two weeks last Monday.”

			“You’re not liv­ing up to your prom­ise, Sally. You didn’t let me know.”

			“But I’ve had such a gay round,” she pro­tested. “Vic­tor is al­ways so good to me.”

			“Ah, yes—Vic­tor—he’s well, I hope.” Eden looked away, out the win­dow. “Fog’s lift­ing, isn’t it? A fine day, after all—”

			“Dear old Alec.” She shook her head. “No good beat­ing round the bush. Nev­er did be­lieve in it. Get down to busi­ness—that’s my motto. It’s as I told you the oth­er day over the tele­phone. I’ve made up my mind to sell the Phil­limore pearls.”

			He nod­ded. “And why not? What good are they, any­how?”

			“No, no,” she ob­jec­ted. “It’s per­fectly true—they’re no good to me. I’m a great be­liev­er in what’s fit­ting—and those gor­geous pearls were meant for youth. How­ever, that’s not the reas­on I’m selling. I’d hang on to them if I could. But I can’t. I—I’m broke, Alec.”

			He looked out the win­dow again.

			“Sounds ab­surd, doesn’t it?” she went on. “All the Phil­limore ships—the Phil­limore acres—van­ished in­to thin air. The big house on the beach—mort­gaged to the hilt. You see—Vic­tor—he’s made some un­for­tu­nate in­vest­ments—”

			“I see,” said Eden softly.

			“Oh, I know what you’re think­ing, Alec. Vic­tor’s a bad, bad boy. Fool­ish and care­less and—worse, per­haps. But he’s all I’ve got, since Fred went. And I’m stick­ing by him.”

			“Like the good sport you are,” he smiled. “No, I wasn’t think­ing un­kindly of Vic­tor, Sally. I—I have a son my­self.”

			“For­give me,” she said. “I should have asked be­fore. How’s Bob?”

			“Why, he’s all right, I guess. He may come in be­fore you leave—if he hap­pens to have had an early break­fast.”

			“Is he with you in the busi­ness?”

			Eden shrugged. “Not pre­cisely. Bob’s been out of col­lege three years now. One of those years was spent in the South Seas, an­oth­er in Europe, and the third—from what I can gath­er—in the card-room of his club. How­ever, his ca­reer does seem to be wor­ry­ing him a bit. The last I heard he was think­ing of the news­pa­per game. He has friends on the pa­pers.” The jew­eller waved his hand about the of­fice. “This sort of thing, Sally—this thing I’ve giv­en my life to—it’s a great bore to Bob.”

			“Poor Alec,” said Sally Jordan softly. “The new gen­er­a­tion is so hard to un­der­stand. But—it’s my own troubles I came to talk about. Broke, as I told you. Those pearls are all I have in the world.”

			“Well—they’re a good deal,” Eden told her.

			“Enough to help Vic­tor out of the hole he’s in. Enough for the few years left me, per­haps. Fath­er paid ninety thou­sand for them. It was a for­tune at that time—but today—”

			“Today,” Eden re­peated. “You don’t seem to real­ize, Sally. Like everything else, pearls have greatly ap­pre­ci­ated since the eighties. Today that string is worth three hun­dred thou­sand if it’s worth a cent.”

			She gasped. “Why, it can’t be. Are you sure? You’ve nev­er seen the neck­lace—”

			“Ah—I was won­der­ing if you’d re­mem­ber,” he chided. “I see you don’t. Just be­fore you came in I was think­ing back—back to a night forty years ago, when I was vis­it­ing my uncle in the Is­lands. Sev­en­teen—that’s all I was—but I came to your dance, and you taught me the two-step. The pearls were about your throat. One of the mem­or­able nights of my life.”

			“And of mine,” she nod­ded. “I re­mem­ber now. Fath­er had just brought the neck­lace from Lon­don, and it was the first time I’d worn it. Forty years ago—ah, Alec, let’s hurry back to the present. Memor­ies—some­times they hurt.” She was si­lent for a mo­ment. “Three hun­dred thou­sand, you say.”

			“I don’t guar­an­tee I can get that much,” he told her. “I said the neck­lace was worth it. But it isn’t al­ways easy to find a buy­er who will meet your terms. The man I have in mind—”

			“Oh—you’ve found someone—”

			“Well—yes—I have. But he re­fuses to go above two hun­dred and twenty thou­sand. Of course, if you’re in a hurry to sell—”

			“I am,” she answered. “Who is this Mi­das?”

			“Mad­den,” he said. “P. J. Mad­den.”

			“Not the big Wall Street man? The Plun­ger?”

			“Yes. You know him?”

			“Only through the news­pa­pers. He’s fam­ous, of course, but I’ve nev­er seen him.”

			Eden frowned. “That’s curi­ous,” he said. “He ap­peared to know you. I had heard he was in town, and when you tele­phoned me the oth­er day I went at once to his hotel. He ad­mit­ted he was on the lookout for a string as a present for his daugh­ter, but he was pretty cold at first. How­ever, when I men­tioned the Phil­limore pearls he laughed. ‘Sally Phil­limore’s pearls,’ he said. ‘I’ll take them.’ ‘Three hun­dred thou­sand,’ I said. ‘Two hun­dred and twenty and not a penny more,’ he answered. And looked at me with those eyes of his—as well try to bar­gain with this fel­low here.” He in­dic­ated a small bronze Buddha on his desk.

			Sally Jordan seemed puzzled. “But Alec—he couldn’t know me. I don’t un­der­stand. How­ever, he’s of­fer­ing a for­tune, and I want it badly. Please hurry and close with him be­fore he leaves town.”

			Again the door opened at the sec­ret­ary’s touch. “Mr. Mad­den, of New York,” said the girl.

			“Yes,” said Eden. “We’ll see him at once.” He turned to his old friend. “I asked him to come here this morn­ing and meet you. Now take my ad­vice and don’t be too eager. We may be able to boost him a bit, though I doubt it. He’s a hard man, Sally, a hard man. The news­pa­per stor­ies about him are only too true.”

			He broke off sud­denly, for the hard man he spoke of stood upon his rug. P. J. him­self, the great Mad­den, the hero of a thou­sand Wall Street battles, six feet and over and loom­ing like a tower of gran­ite in the grey clothes he al­ways af­fected. His cold blue eyes swept the room like an Arc­tic blast.

			“Ah, Mr. Mad­den, come in,” said Eden, rising. Mad­den ad­vanced farther in­to the room, and after him came a tall, lan­guid girl in ex­pens­ive furs and a lean, pre­cise-look­ing man in a dark blue suit.

			“Ma­dame Jordan, this is Mr. Mad­den, of whom we have just been speak­ing,” Eden said.

			“Ma­dame Jordan,” re­peated Mad­den, bow­ing slightly. He had dealt so much in steel that it had got some­how in­to his voice. “I’ve brought along my daugh­ter Evelyn, and my sec­ret­ary, Mar­tin Thorn.”

			“Charmed, I’m sure,” Eden answered. He stood for a mo­ment gaz­ing at this in­ter­est­ing group that had in­vaded his quiet of­fice—the fam­ous fin­an­ci­er, cool, com­pet­ent, con­scious of his power, the slender, haughty girl upon whom, it was re­por­ted, Mad­den lav­ished all the af­fec­tion of his later years, the thin, in­tense sec­ret­ary, sub­ser­vi­ently in the back­ground, but for some reas­on not so neg­li­gible as he might have been. “Won’t you all sit down, please?” the jew­eller con­tin­ued. He ar­ranged chairs. Mad­den drew his close to the desk; the air seemed charged with his pres­ence; he dwarfed them all.

			“No need of any pre­amble,” said the mil­lion­aire. “We’ve come to see those pearls.”

			Eden star­ted. “My dear sir—I’m afraid I gave you the wrong im­pres­sion. The pearls are not in San Fran­cisco at present.”

			Mad­den stared at him. “But when you told me to come here and meet the own­er—”

			“I’m so sorry—I meant just that.”

			Sally Jordan helped him out. “You see, Mr. Mad­den, I had no in­ten­tion of selling the neck­lace when I came here from Hon­olulu. I was moved to that de­cision by events after I reached here. But I have sent for it—”

			The girl spoke. She had thrown back the fur about her neck, and she was beau­ti­ful in her way, but cold and hard like her fath­er—and just now, evid­ently, un­ut­ter­ably bored. “I thought, of course, the pearls were here,” she said, “or I should not have come.”

			“Well, it isn’t go­ing to hurt you,” her fath­er snapped. “Mrs. Jordan, you say you’ve sent for the neck­lace?”

			“Yes. It will leave Hon­olulu to­night, if all goes well. It should be here in six days.”

			“No good,” said Mad­den. “My daugh­ter’s start­ing to­night for Den­ver. I go South in the morn­ing, and in a week I ex­pect to join her in El­dor­ado and we’ll travel East to­geth­er. No good, you see.”

			“I will agree to de­liv­er the neck­lace any­where you say,” sug­ges­ted Eden.

			“Yes—I guess you will.” Mad­den con­sidered. He turned to Ma­dame Jordan. “This is the identic­al string of pearls you were wear­ing at the old Palace Hotel in 1889?” he asked.

			She looked at him in sur­prise. “The same string,” she answered.

			“And even more beau­ti­ful than it was then, I’ll wager,” Eden smiled. “You know, Mr. Mad­den, there is an old su­per­sti­tion in the jew­ellery trade that pearls as­sume the per­son­al­ity of their wear­er and be­come sombre or bright, ac­cord­ing to the mood of the one they ad­orn. If that is true, this string has grown more lovely through the years.”

			“Bunk,” said Mad­den rudely. “Oh, ex­cuse me—I don’t mean that the lady isn’t charm­ing. But I have no sym­pathy with the silly su­per­sti­tions of your trade—or of any oth­er trade. Well, I’m a busy man. I’ll take the string—at the price I named.”

			Eden shook his head. “It’s worth at least three hun­dred thou­sand, as I told you.”

			“Not to me. Two hun­dred and twenty—twenty now to bind it and the bal­ance with­in thirty days after the de­liv­ery of the string. Take it or leave it.”

			He rose and stared down at the jew­eller. Eden was an ad­ept at bar­gain­ing, but some­how all his cun­ning left him as he faced this Gibral­tar of a man. He looked help­lessly to­ward his old friend.

			“It’s all right, Alec,” Ma­dame Jordan said. “I ac­cept.”

			“Very good,” Eden sighed. “But you are get­ting a great bar­gain, Mr. Mad­den.”

			“I al­ways get a great bar­gain,” replied Mad­den. “Or I don’t buy.” He took out his cheque­book. “Twenty thou­sand now, as I agreed.”

			For the first time the sec­ret­ary spoke; his voice was thin and cold and dis­turb­ingly po­lite. “You say the pearls will ar­rive in six days?”

			“Six days or there­abouts,” Ma­dame Jordan answered.

			“Ah, yes.” An in­gra­ti­at­ing note crept in. “They are com­ing by—”

			“By a private mes­sen­ger,” said Eden sharply. He was tak­ing a be­lated sur­vey of Mar­tin Thorn. A pale, high fore­head, pale green eyes that now and then stared dis­con­cert­ingly, long, pale, grasp­ing hands. Not the jol­li­est sort of play­mate to have around, he re­flec­ted. “A private mes­sen­ger,” he re­peated firmly.

			“Of course,” said Thorn. Mad­den had writ­ten the cheque and laid it on the jew­eller’s desk. “I was think­ing, chief—just a sug­ges­tion,” Thorn went on. “If Miss Evelyn is to re­turn and spend the bal­ance of the winter in Pas­adena she will want to wear the neck­lace there. We’ll still be in that neigh­bour­hood six days from now, and it seems to me—”

			“Who’s buy­ing this neck­lace?” cut in Mad­den. “I’m not go­ing to have the thing car­ried back and forth across the coun­try. It’s too risky in these days when every oth­er man is a crook.”

			“But, Fath­er,” said the girl, “it’s quite true that I’d like to wear it this winter—”

			She stopped. P. J. Mad­den’s crim­son face had gone purple, and he was toss­ing his great head. It was a quaint habit he had when op­posed, the news­pa­pers said. “The neck­lace will be de­livered to me in New York,” he re­marked to Eden, ig­nor­ing his daugh­ter and Thorn. “I’ll be in the South for some time—got a place in Pas­adena and a ranch on the desert, four miles from El­dor­ado. Haven’t been down there for quite a while, and un­less you look in on these care­takers oc­ca­sion­ally they get slack. As soon as I’m back in New York I’ll wire you, and you can de­liv­er the neck­lace at my of­fice. You’ll have my cheque for the bal­ance with­in thirty days.”

			“That’s per­fectly agree­able to me,” Eden said. “If you’ll wait just a mo­ment I’ll have a bill of sale drawn, out­lining the terms. Busi­ness is busi­ness—as you of all men un­der­stand.”

			“Of course,” nod­ded Mad­den. The jew­eller went out.

			Evelyn Mad­den rose. “I’ll meet you down­stairs, Fath­er. I want to look over their stock of jade.” She turned to Ma­dame Jordan. “You know, one finds bet­ter jade in San Fran­cisco than any­where else.”

			“Yes, in­deed,” smiled the older wo­man. She rose and took the girl’s hands. “Such a lovely throat, my dear—I was say­ing just be­fore you came—the Phil­limore pearls need youth. Well, they’re to have it at last. I hope you will wear them through many happy years.”

			“Why—why, thank you,” said the girl, and went.

			Mad­den glanced at his sec­ret­ary. “Wait for me in the car,” he ordered. Alone with Ma­dame Jordan, he looked at her grimly. “You nev­er saw me be­fore, did you?” he in­quired.

			“I’m so sorry. Have I?”

			“No—I sup­pose not. But I saw you. Oh, we’re well along in years now, and it does no harm to speak of these things. I want you to know it will be a great sat­is­fac­tion to me to own that neck­lace. A deep wound and an old one is healed this morn­ing.”

			She stared at him. “I don’t un­der­stand.”

			“No, of course you don’t. But in the eighties you used to come from the Is­lands with your fam­ily and stop at the Palace Hotel. And I—I was a bell­hop at that same hotel. I of­ten saw you there—I saw you once when you were wear­ing that fam­ous neck­lace. I thought you were the most beau­ti­ful girl in the world—oh, why not—we’re both—er—”

			“We’re both old now,” she said softly.

			“Yes—that’s what I mean. I wor­shipped you, but I—I was a bell­hop—you looked through me—you nev­er saw me. A bit of fur­niture, that’s all I was to you. Oh, I tell you, it hurt my pride—a deep wound, as I said. I swore I’d get on—I knew it, even then. I’d marry you. We can both smile at that now. It didn’t work out—even some of my schemes nev­er worked out. But today I own your pearls—they’ll hang about my daugh­ter’s neck. It’s the next best thing. I’ve bought you out. A deep wound in my pride, but healed at last.”

			She looked at him, and shook her head. Once she might have re­sen­ted this, but not now. “You’re a strange man,” she said.

			“I am what I am,” he answered. “I had to tell you. Oth­er­wise the tri­umph would not have been com­plete.”

			Eden came in. “Here you are, Mr. Mad­den. If you’ll sign this—thank you.”

			“You’ll get a wire,” said Mad­den. “In New York, re­mem­ber, and nowhere else. Good day.” He turned to Ma­dame Jordan and held out his hand.

			She took it, smil­ing. “Good­bye. I’m not look­ing through you now. I see you at last.”

			“And what do you see?”

			“A ter­ribly vain man. But a likable one.”

			“Thank you. I’ll re­mem­ber that. Good­bye.”

			He left them. Eden sank wear­ily in­to a chair. “Well, that’s that. He rather wears one out. I wanted to stick for a high­er fig­ure, but it looked hope­less. Some­how I knew he al­ways wins.”

			“Yes,” said Ma­dame Jordan, “he al­ways wins.”

			“By the way, Sally, I didn’t want you to tell that sec­ret­ary who was bring­ing the pearls. But you’d bet­ter tell me.”

			“Why, of course. Charlie’s bring­ing them.”

			“Charlie?”

			“De­tect­ive-Ser­geant Chan, of the Hon­olulu po­lice. Long ago, in the big house on the beach, he was our num­ber one boy.”

			“Chan. A Chinese?”

			“Yes. Charlie left us to join the po­lice force, and he’s made a fine re­cord there. He’s al­ways wanted to come to the main­land, so I’ve had it all ar­ranged—his leave of ab­sence, his status as a cit­izen, everything. And he’s com­ing with the pearls. Where could I have found a bet­ter mes­sen­ger? Why—I’d trust Charlie with my life—no, that isn’t very pre­cious any more. I’d trust him with the life of the one I loved dearest in the world.”

			“He’s leav­ing to­night, you said.”

			“Yes—on the Pres­id­ent Pierce. It’s due late next Thursday af­ter­noon.”

			The door opened, and a good-look­ing young man stood on the threshold. His face was lean and tanned, his man­ner poised and con­fid­ent, and his smile had just left Miss Chase day­dream­ing in the out­er of­fice. “Oh, I’m sorry, Dad—if you’re busy. Why—look who’s here!”

			“Bob,” cried Ma­dame Jordan. “You ras­cal—I was hop­ing to see you. How are you?”

			“Just wak­ing in­to glor­i­ous life,” he told her. “How are you, and all the oth­er young folks out your way?”

			“Fine, thanks. By the way, you dawdled too long over break­fast. Just missed meet­ing a very pretty girl.”

			“No, I didn’t. Not if you mean Evelyn Mad­den. Saw her down­stairs as I came in—she was talk­ing to one of those ex­iled Grand Dukes we em­ploy to wait on the cus­tom­ers. I didn’t linger—she’s an old story now. Been see­ing her every­where I went for the past week.”

			“I thought her very charm­ing,” Ma­dame Jordan said.

			“But an ice­berg,” ob­jec­ted the boy. “B-r-r—how the wintry winds do blow in her vi­cin­ity! How­ever, I guess she comes by it hon­estly. I passed the great P. J. him­self on the stairs.”

			“Non­sense. Have you ever tried that smile of yours on her?”

			“In a way. Noth­ing spe­cial—just the old trade smile. But look here—I’m on to you. You want to in­terest me in the ob­sol­ete in­sti­tu­tion of mar­riage.”

			“It’s what you need. It’s what all young men need.”

			“What for?”

			“As an in­cent­ive. Some­thing to spur you on to get the most out of life.”

			Bob Eden laughed. “Listen, my dear. When the fog be­gins to drift in through the Gate, and the lights be­gin to twinkle on O’Far­rell Street—well, I don’t want to be hampered by no in­cent­ive, lady. Be­sides, the girls aren’t what they were when you were break­ing hearts.”

			“Rot,” she answered. “They’re very much nicer. The young men are grow­ing silly. Alec, I’ll go along.”

			“I’ll get in touch with you next Thursday,” the eld­er Eden said. “By the way—I’m sorry it wasn’t more, for your sake.”

			“It was an amaz­ing lot,” she replied. “I’m very happy.” Her eyes filled. “Dear Dad—he’s tak­ing care of me still,” she ad­ded, and went quickly out.

			Eden turned to his son. “I judge you haven’t taken a news­pa­per job yet?”

			“Not yet.” The boy lighted a ci­gar­ette. “Of course, the ed­it­ors are all after me. But I’ve been fight­ing them off.”

			“Well, fight them off a little longer. I want you to be free for the next two or three weeks. I’ve a little job for you my­self.”

			“Why, of course, Dad.” He tossed a match in­to a price­less K’ang-Hsi vase. “What sort of job? What do I do?”

			“First of all, you meet the Pres­id­ent Pierce late next Thursday af­ter­noon.”

			“Sounds prom­ising. I pre­sume a young wo­man, heav­ily veiled, comes ashore—”

			“No. A Chinese comes ashore.”

			“A what?”

			“A Chinese de­tect­ive from Hon­olulu, car­ry­ing in his pock­et a pearl neck­lace worth over a quarter of a mil­lion dol­lars.”

			Bob Eden nod­ded. “Yes. And after that—”

			“After that,” said Al­ex­an­der Eden thought­fully, “who can say! That may be only the be­gin­ning.”

		
	
		
			
				II

				The De­tect­ive from Hawaii

			
			At six o’clock on the fol­low­ing Thursday even­ing Al­ex­an­der Eden drove to the Stew­art Hotel. All day a Feb­ru­ary rain had spattered over the town, bring­ing an early dusk. For a mo­ment Eden stood in the door­way of the hotel, star­ing at the parade of bob­bing um­brel­las and at the lights along Geary Street, glow­ing a dim yel­low in the drip­ping mist. In San Fran­cisco age does not mat­ter—much, and he felt like a boy again as he rode up in the el­ev­at­or to Sally Jordan’s suite.

			She was wait­ing for him in the door­way of her sit­ting-room, lovely as a girl in a soft, cling­ing din­ner-gown of grey. Caste tells, par­tic­u­larly when one has reached the six­ties, Eden thought as he took her hand.

			“Ah, Alec,” she smiled. “Come in. You re­mem­ber Vic­tor?”

			Vic­tor stepped for­ward eagerly, and Eden looked at him with in­terest. He had not seen Sally Jordan’s son for some years, and he noted that, at thirty-five, Vic­tor began to show the strain of his giddy ca­reer as man about town. His brown eyes were tired, as though they had looked at the bright lights too long, his face a little puffy, his waist­line far too gen­er­ous. But his at­tire was per­fec­tion; evid­ently his tail­or had yet to hear of the fail­ing Phil­limore for­tunes.

			“Come in, come in,” said Vic­tor gaily. His heart was light, for he saw im­port­ant money in the off­ing. “As I un­der­stand it, to­night’s the night.”

			“And I’m glad it is,” Sally Jordan ad­ded. “I shall be happy to get that neck­lace off my mind. Too great a bur­den at my age.”

			Eden sat down. “Bob’s gone to the dock to meet the Pres­id­ent Pierce” he re­marked. “I told him to come here at once with your Chinese friend.”

			“Ah, yes,” said Sally Jordan.

			“Have a cock­tail,” sug­ges­ted Vic­tor.

			“No, thanks,” Eden replied. Ab­ruptly he rose and strode about the room.

			Mrs. Jordan re­garded him with con­cern. “Has any­thing happened?” she in­quired.

			The jew­eller re­turned to his chair. “Well, yes—some­thing has happened,” he ad­mit­ted. “Some­thing—well, some­thing rather odd.”

			“About the neck­lace, you mean?” asked Vic­tor, with in­terest.

			“Yes,” said Eden. He turned to Sally Jordan. “You re­mem­ber what Mad­den told us, Sally? Al­most his last words. ‘New York, and nowhere else.’ ”

			“Why, yes—I re­mem­ber,” she replied.

			“Well, he’s changed his mind,” frowned the jew­eller. “Some­how, it doesn’t seem like Mad­den. He called me up this morn­ing from his ranch down on the desert, and he wants the neck­lace de­livered there.”

			“On the desert?” she re­peated, amazed.

			“Pre­cisely. Nat­ur­ally, I was sur­prised. But his in­struc­tions were em­phat­ic, and you know the sort of man he is. One doesn’t ar­gue with him. I listened to what he had to say, and agreed. But after he had rung off I got to think­ing. What he had said that morn­ing at my of­fice, you know. I asked my­self—was it really Mad­den talk­ing? The voice had an au­then­t­ic ring—but even so—well, I de­term­ined to take no chances.”

			“Quite right, too,” nod­ded Sally Jordan.

			“So I called him back. I had a dev­il of a time find­ing his num­ber, but I fi­nally got it from a busi­ness as­so­ci­ate of his here in town. El­dor­ado sev­en six. I asked for P. J. Mad­den and I got him. Oh, it was Mad­den right enough.”

			“And what did he say?”

			“He com­men­ded me for my cau­tion, but his or­ders were even more em­phat­ic than be­fore. He said he had heard cer­tain things that made him think it risky to take the neck­lace to New York at this time. He didn’t ex­plain what he meant by that. But he ad­ded that he’d come to the con­clu­sion that the desert was an ideal place for a trans­ac­tion of this sort. The last place in the world any­one would come look­ing for a chance to steal a quarter of a mil­lion dol­lar neck­lace. Of course, he didn’t say all that over the wire, but that was what I gathered.”

			“He’s ab­so­lutely right, too,” said Vic­tor.

			“Well, yes—in a way, he is. I’ve spent a lot of time on the desert my­self. In spite of the story-writers, it’s the most law-abid­ing place in Amer­ica today. Nobody ever locks a door, or so much as thinks of thieves. Ask the av­er­age ranch­er about po­lice pro­tec­tion, and he’ll look sur­prised and mur­mur some­thing about a sher­iff sev­er­al hun­dred miles away. But for all that—”

			Eden got up again and walked anxiously about the room. “For all that—or rather, for those very reas­ons, I don’t like the idea at all. Sup­pose some­body did want to play a crooked game—what a set­ting for it! Away out there on that ocean of sand, with only the Joshua-trees for neigh­bours. Sup­pose I send Bob down there with your neck­lace, and he walks in­to a trap. Mad­den may not be at that lonely ranch. He may have gone East. He may even, by the time Bob gets there, have gone West—as they said in the War. Ly­ing out on the desert, with a bul­let in him—”

			Vic­tor laughed de­ris­ively. “Look here, your ima­gin­a­tion is run­ning away with you,” he cried.

			Eden smiled. “Maybe it is,” he ad­mit­ted. “Be­gins to look as though I were grow­ing old, eh, Sally?” He took out his watch. “But where’s Bob? Ought to be here by now. If you don’t mind, I’ll use your tele­phone.”

			He called the dock, and came away from the phone with a still more wor­ried look. “The Pres­id­ent Pierce got in a full forty-five minutes ago,” he an­nounced. “Half an hour should bring them here.”

			“Traffic’s rather thick at this hour,” Vic­tor re­minded him.

			“Yes—that’s right too,” Eden agreed. “Well, Sally, I’ve told you the situ­ation. What do you think?”

			“What should she think?” Vic­tor cut in. “Mad­den’s bought the neck­lace and wants it de­livered on the desert. It isn’t up to us to ques­tion his or­ders. If we do he may get an­noyed and call the whole deal off. No, our job is to de­liv­er the pearls, get his re­ceipt, and wait for his cheque.” His puffy white hands twitched eagerly.

			Eden turned to his old friend. “Is that your opin­ion, Sally?”

			“Why, yes, Alec,” she said. “I fancy Vic­tor is right.” She looked at her son proudly. Eden also looked at him, but with a vastly dif­fer­ent ex­pres­sion.

			“Very good,” he answered. “Then there is no time to be lost. Mad­den is in a great hurry, as he wants to start for New York very soon. I shall send Bob with the neck­lace at el­ev­en o’clock to­night—but I ab­so­lutely re­fuse to send him alone.”

			“I’ll go along,” Vic­tor offered.

			Eden shook his head. “No,” he ob­jec­ted, “I prefer a po­lice­man, even though he does be­long to a force as far away as Hon­olulu. This Charlie Chan—do you think, Sally, that you could per­suade him to go with Bob?”

			She nod­ded. “I’m sure of it. Charlie would do any­thing for me.”

			“All right—that’s settled. But where the dev­il are they? I tell you, I’m wor­ried—”

			The tele­phone in­ter­rup­ted him, and Ma­dame Jordan went to an­swer it. “Oh—hello, Charlie,” she said. “Come right up. We’re on the fourth floor—num­ber four nine two. Yes. Are you alone?” She hung up the re­ceiv­er and turned back in­to the room. “He says he is alone,” she an­nounced.

			“Alone,” re­peated Eden. “Why—I don’t un­der­stand that—” He sank weakly in­to a chair.

			A mo­ment later he looked up with in­terest at the chubby little man his host­ess and her son were greet­ing warmly at the door. The de­tect­ive from Hon­olulu stepped farther in­to the room, an un­dis­tin­guished fig­ure in his West­ern clothes. He had round fat cheeks, an ivory skin, but the thing about him that caught Eden’s at­ten­tion was the ex­pres­sion in his eyes, a look of keen bright­ness that made the pu­pils gleam like black but­tons in the yel­low light.

			“Alec,” said Sally Jordan, “this is my old friend Charlie Chan. Charlie—Mr. Eden.”

			Chan bowed low. “Hon­ours crowd close on this main­land,” he said. “First I am Miss Sally’s old friend, and now I meet Mr. Eden.”

			Eden rose. “How do you do?” he said.

			“Have a good cross­ing, Charlie?” Vic­tor asked.

			Chan shrugged. “All time big Pa­cific Ocean suf­fer sharp pain down be­low, and toss about to prove it. Maybe from sym­pathy, I am in same fix.”

			Eden came for­ward. “Par­don me if I’m a little ab­rupt—but my son—he was to meet your ship—”

			“So sorry,” Chan said, re­gard­ing him gravely. “The fault must in­dubit­ably be mine. Kindly over­look my stu­pid­ity, but there was no meet­ing at dock.”

			“I can’t un­der­stand it,” Eden com­plained again.

			“For some few minutes I linger round gang­board,” Chan con­tin­ued. “No one ven­tures to ap­proach out of rainy night. There­fore I en­gage taxi and hurry to this spot.”

			“You’ve got the neck­lace?” Vic­tor de­man­ded.

			“Bey­ond any ques­tion,” Chan replied. “Already I have pro­cured room in this hotel, partly dis­rob­ing to re­move same from money-belt about waist.” He tossed an in­no­cent-look­ing string of beads down upon the table. “Re­gard the Phil­limore pearls at jour­ney’s end,” he grinned. “And now a great bur­den drops from my shoulders with a most de­lect­able thud.”

			Eden, the jew­eller, stepped for­ward and lif­ted the string in his hands. “Beau­ti­ful,” he mur­mured, “beau­ti­ful. Sally, we should nev­er have let Mad­den have them at the price. They’re per­fectly matched—I don’t know that I ever saw—” He stared for a mo­ment in­to the rosy glow of the pearls, then laid them again on the table. “But Bob—where is Bob?”

			“Oh, he’ll be along,” re­marked Vic­tor, tak­ing up the neck­lace. “Just a case of miss­ing each oth­er.”

			“I am the faulty one,” in­sisted Chan. “Shamed by my blun­der—”

			“Maybe,” said Eden. “But—now that you have the pearls, Sally, I’ll tell you some­thing else. I didn’t want to worry you be­fore. This af­ter­noon at four o’clock someone called me—Mad­den again, he said. But some­thing in his voice—any­how, I was wary. Pearls were com­ing on the Pres­id­ent Pierce, were they? Yes. And the name of the mes­sen­ger? Why should I tell him that, I in­quired. Well, he had just got hold of some in­side facts that made him feel the string was in danger, and he didn’t want any­thing to hap­pen. He was in a po­s­i­tion to help in the mat­ter. He in­sisted, so I fi­nally said: ‘Very good, Mr. Mad­den. Hang up your re­ceiv­er and I’ll call you back in ten minutes with the in­form­a­tion you want.’ There was a pause, then I heard him hang up. But I didn’t phone the desert. In­stead I had that call traced, and I found it came from a pay-sta­tion in a ci­gar-store at the corner of Sut­ter and Kearny Streets.”

			Eden paused. He saw Charlie Chan re­gard­ing him with deep in­terest.

			“Can you won­der I’m wor­ried about Bob?” the jew­eller con­tin­ued. “There’s some funny busi­ness go­ing on, and I tell you I don’t like it—”

			A knock soun­ded on the door, and Eden him­self opened it. His son stepped in­to the room, de­bon­air and smil­ing. At sight of him, as so of­ten hap­pens in such a situ­ation, the anxious fath­er’s worry gave way to a deep rage.

			“You’re a hell of a busi­ness man,” he cried.

			“Now, Fath­er—no com­pli­ments,” laughed Bob Eden. “And me wan­der­ing all over San Fran­cisco in your ser­vice.”

			“I sup­pose so. That’s about what you would be do­ing, when it was your job to meet Mr. Chan at the dock.”

			“Just a mo­ment, Dad.” Bob Eden re­moved a glisten­ing rain­coat. “Hello, Vic­tor. Ma­dame Jordan. And this, I ima­gine, is Mr. Chan.”

			“So sorry to miss meet­ing at dock,” mur­mured Chan. “All my fault, I am sure—”

			“Non­sense,” cried the jew­eller. “His fault, as usu­al. When, in heav­en’s name, are you go­ing to show a sense of re­spons­ib­il­ity?”

			“Now, Dad. And a sense of re­spons­ib­il­ity just what I’ve only this minute stopped show­ing noth­ing else but.”

			“Good Lord—what lan­guage is that? You didn’t meet Mr. Chan, did you?”

			“Well, in a way I didn’t—”

			“In a way? In a way!”

			“Pre­cisely. It’s a long story, and I’ll tell it if you’ll stop in­ter­rupt­ing with these un­war­ran­ted at­tacks on my char­ac­ter. I’ll sit down, if I may. I’ve been about a bit, and I’m tired.”

			He lighted a ci­gar­ette. “When I came out of the club about five to go to the dock there was noth­ing in sight but a battered old taxi that had seen bet­ter days. I jumped in. When I got down on the Em­bar­ca­dero I no­ticed that the driver was a pretty dis­rep­ut­able lad with a scar on one cheek and a cauli­flower ear. He said he’d wait for me, and he said it with a lot of en­thu­si­asm. I went in­to the pier-shed. There was the Pres­id­ent Pierce out in the har­bour, fum­bling round try­ing to dock. In a few minutes I no­ticed a man stand­ing near me—a thin, chilly-look­ing lad with an over­coat, the col­lar up about his ears, and a pair of black spec­tacles. I guess I’m psych­ic—he didn’t look good to me. I couldn’t tell, but some­how he seemed to be look­ing at me be­hind those smoked win­dows. I moved to the oth­er side of the shed. So did he. I went to the street. He fol­lowed. Well, I drif­ted back to the gang­plank, and old Chilly Bill came along.”

			Bob Eden paused, smil­ing gen­i­ally about him. “Right then and there I came to a quick de­cision. I’m re­mark­able that way. I didn’t have the pearls, but Mr. Chan did. Why tip off the world to Mr. Chan? So I just stood there star­ing hope­fully at the crowd land­ing from the old P.P. Presently I saw the man I took to be Mr. Chan come down the plank, but I nev­er stirred. I watched him while he looked about, then I saw him go out to the street. Still the mys­ter­i­ous gent be­hind the win­dows stuck closer than a bill-col­lect­or. After every­body was ashore, I went back to my taxi and paid off the driver. ‘Was you ex­pect­ing some­body on the ship?’ he asked. ‘Yes,’ I told him. ‘I came down to meet the Dow­ager Empress of China, but they tell me she’s dead.’ He gave me a dirty look. As I hur­ried away the man with the dark glasses came up. ‘Taxi, mis­ter?’ said Cauli­flower Ear. And old Glasses got in. I had to me­ander through the rain all the way to the S.P. sta­tion be­fore I could find an­oth­er cab. Just as I drove away from the sta­tion along came Cauli­flower Ear in his splen­did equipage. He fol­lowed along be­hind, down Third, up Mar­ket to Pow­ell, and fi­nally to the Saint Fran­cis. I went in the front door of the hotel and out the side, on to Post. And there was Cauli­flower Ear and his fare, drift­ing by our store. As I went in the front door of the club my dear old friends drew up across the street. I es­caped by way of the kit­chen, and slipped over here. I fancy they’re still in front of the club—they loved me like a broth­er.” He paused. “And that, Dad, is the long but thrill­ing story of why I did not meet Mr. Chan.”

			Eden smiled. “By Jove, you’ve got more brains than I thought. You were per­fectly right. But look here, Sally—I like this less than ever. That neck­lace of yours isn’t a well-known string. It’s been in Hon­olulu for years. Easy as the dev­il to dis­pose of it, once it’s stolen. If you’ll take my ad­vice you’ll cer­tainly not send it off to the desert—”

			“Why not?” broke in Vic­tor. “The desert’s the very place to send it. Cer­tainly this town doesn’t look any too good.”

			“Alec,” said Sally Jordan, “we need the money. If Mr. Mad­den is down at El­dor­ado, and asks for the neck­lace there, then let’s send it to him im­me­di­ately and get his re­ceipt. After that—well, it’s his lookout. His worry. Cer­tainly I want it off my hands as soon as may be.”

			Eden sighed. “All right. It’s for you to de­cide. Bob will take it at el­ev­en, as we planned. Provided—well, provided you make the ar­range­ment you prom­ised—provided he doesn’t go alone.” He looked to­ward Charlie Chan, who was stand­ing at the win­dow watch­ing, fas­cin­ated, the noisy life of Geary Street far be­low.

			“Charlie,” said Sally Jordan.

			“Yes, Miss Sally.” He turned, smil­ing, to face her.

			“What was that you said about the bur­den drop­ping from your shoulders? The de­lect­able thud?”

			“Now va­ca­tion be­gins,” he said. “All my life I have un­lim­ited yearn­ing to face the won­ders of this main­land. Mo­ment are now at hand. Care­free and happy, not like cross­ing on ship. There all time pearls rest heavy on stom­ach, most un­di­gest­ible, like sour rice. Not so now.”

			Ma­dame Jordan shook her head. “I’m sorry, Charlie,” she said. “I’m go­ing to ask you to eat one more bowl of sour rice. For me—for auld lang syne.”

			“I do not quite grasp mean­ing,” he told her.

			She out­lined the plan to send him with Bob Eden to the desert. His ex­pres­sion did not change.

			“I will go,” he prom­ised gravely.

			“Thank you, Charlie,” said Sally Jordan softly.

			“In my youth,” he con­tin­ued, “I am house­boy in the Phil­limore man­sion. Still in my heart like old-time garden bloom memor­ies of kind­ness nev­er to be re­paid.” He saw Sally Jordan’s eyes bright and shin­ing with tears. “Life would be dreary waste,” he fin­ished, “if there was no thing called loy­alty.”

			Very flowery, thought Al­ex­an­der Eden. He sought to in­tro­duce a more prac­tic­al note. “All your ex­penses will be paid, of course. And that va­ca­tion is just post­poned for a few days. You’d bet­ter carry the pearls—you have the belt, and, be­sides, no one knows your con­nec­tion with the af­fair. Thank heav­en for that.”

			“I will carry them,” Chan agreed. He took up the string from the table. “Miss Sally, toss all worry out of mind. When this young man and I en­counter prop­er per­son pearls will be de­livered. Un­til then I guard them well.”

			“I’m sure you will,” smiled Ma­dame Jordan.

			“Well, that’s settled,” said Eden. “Mr. Chan, you and my son will take the el­ev­en o’clock ferry to Rich­mond, which con­nects with the train to Barstow. There you’ll have to change to an­oth­er train for El­dor­ado, but you should reach Mad­den’s ranch to­mor­row even­ing. If he is there and everything seems in or­der—”

			“Why should everything be in or­der?” broke in Vic­tor. “If he’s there—that’s enough.”

			“Well, of course, we don’t want to take any un­due risk,” Eden went on. “But you two will know what to do when you reach there. If Mad­den’s at the ranch give him the string and get his re­ceipt. That lets us out. Mr. Chan, we will pick you up here at ten-thirty. Un­til then you are free to fol­low your own in­clin­a­tion.”

			“Present in­clin­a­tion,” smiled Chan, “means tub filled with wa­ter, steam­ing hot. At ten-thirty in en­trance-hall of hotel I will be wait­ing, un­di­gest­ible pearls on stom­ach, as be­fore. Good­bye. Good­bye.” He bobbed to each in turn and went out.

			“I’ve been in busi­ness thirty-five years,” said Eden, “but I nev­er em­ployed a mes­sen­ger quite like him be­fore.”

			“Dear Charlie,” said Sally Jordan. “He’ll pro­tect those pearls with his life.”

			Bob Eden laughed. “I hope it doesn’t go as far as that,” he re­marked. “I’ve got a life too, and I’d like to hang on to it.”

			“Won’t you both stay to din­ner?” sug­ges­ted Sally Jordan.

			“Some oth­er time, thanks,” Al­ex­an­der Eden answered. “I don’t think it wise we should keep to­geth­er to­night. Bob and I will go home—he has a bag to pack, I ima­gine. I don’t in­tend to let him out of my sight un­til train-time.”

			“One last word,” said Vic­tor. “Don’t be too squeam­ish when you get down on that ranch. If Mad­den’s in danger that’s no af­fair of ours. Put those pearls in his hand and get his re­ceipt. That’s all.”

			Eden shook his head. “I don’t like the look of this, Sally. I don’t like this thing at all.”

			“Don’t worry,” she smiled. “I have every con­fid­ence in Charlie—and in Bob.”

			“Such pop­ular­ity must be de­served,” said Bob Eden. “I prom­ise I’ll do my best. Only I hope that lad in the over­coat doesn’t de­cide to come down to the desert and warm up. Some­how I’m not so sure I’d be a match for him—once he warmed up.”

		
	
		
			
				III

				At Chan Kee Lim’s

			
			An hour later Charlie Chan rode down in the el­ev­at­or to the bright lobby of his hotel. A feel­ing of heavy re­spons­ib­il­ity again weighed upon him, for he had re­stored to the money-belt about his bul­ging waist the pearls that alone re­mained of all the Phil­limore for­tune. After a quick glance about the lobby he went out in­to Geary Street.

			The rain no longer fell and for a mo­ment he stood on the kerb, a little, wist­ful, wide-eyed stranger, gaz­ing at a world as new and strange to him as though he had wakened to find him­self on Mars. The pave­ment was crowded with theatre­go­ers; tax­is honked in the nar­row street; at in­ter­vals soun­ded the flip­pant warn­ing of cable-car bells, which is a tune heard only in San Fran­cisco, a city with a voice and a ges­ture all its own.

			Un­ex­plored coun­try to Charlie Chan, this main­land, and he was thrilled by the elec­tric gaiety of the scene be­fore him. Old-timers would have told him that what he saw was only a dim im­it­a­tion of the night life of oth­er days, but he had no memor­ies of the past, and hence noth­ing to mourn. Seated on a stool at a lunch-counter, he ate his even­ing meal—a stool and a lunch-counter, but it was ad­ven­ture enough for one who had nev­er known Billy Bogan’s Louvre Café, on the site of which now stands the Bank of Italy—ad­ven­ture enough for one who had no happy re­col­lec­tions of Del­monico’s on O’Far­rell Street or of the Odeon or the Pup or the Black Cat, bright spots blot­ted out forever now. He par­took heart­ily of the white man’s cook­ing, and drank three cups of steam­ing tea.

			A young man, from his ap­pear­ance per­haps a clerk, was eat­ing a mod­est din­ner at Chan’s side. After a few words con­cerned with the sug­ar-bowl, Chan ven­tured to ad­dress him fur­ther.

			“Please par­don the ab­rupt ad­vance of a new­comer,” he said. “For three hours I am free to wander the damp but in­ter­est­ing streets of your city. Kindly men­tion what I ought to see.”

			“Why—I don’t know,” said the young man, sur­prised. “Not much do­ing any more. San Fran­cisco’s not what it used to be.”

			“The Bar­bary Coast, maybe,” sug­ges­ted Chan.

			The young man snorted. “Gone forever. The Thalia, the Elko, the Mid­way—say, they’re just memor­ies now. Spider Kel­ley is over in Ari­zona, deal­ing in land. Yes, sir—all those old dance-halls are just gar­ages today—or maybe ten-cent flo­p­h­ouses. But look here—this is New Year’s Eve in Chin­atown. How­ever—” He laughed. “I guess I don’t need to tell you that.”

			Chan nod­ded. “Ah, yes—the twelfth of Feb­ru­ary. New Year’s Eve.”

			Presently he was back on the pave­ment, his keen eyes spark­ling with ex­cite­ment. He thought of the som­no­lent thor­ough­fares of Hon­olulu by night—Hon­olulu, where every­one goes home at six, and stays there. How dif­fer­ent here in this main­land city! The driver of a sight­see­ing bus ap­proached him and also spoke of Chin­atown. “Show you the old opi­um dens and the fan-tan joints,” he prom­ised, but after a closer look moved off and said no more of his spuri­ous wares.

			At a little after eight the de­tect­ive from the Is­lands left the friendly glow of Uni­on Square and, drift­ing down in­to the dark­er stretches of Post Street, came presently to Grant Av­en­ue. A loiter­er on the corner dir­ec­ted him to the left, and he strolled on. In a few mo­ments he came to a row of shops dis­play­ing cheap Ori­ent­al goods for the tour­ist eye. His pace quickened; he passed the church on the crest of the hill and moved on down in­to the real Chin­atown.

			Here a spir­it of car­ni­val filled the air. The façade of every tong house, out­lined by hun­dreds of glow­ing in­can­des­cent lamps, shone in yel­low splend­our through the misty night. Throngs crowded on the nar­row pave­ments—white sight­seers, dap­per young Chinese lads in col­lege-cut clothes es­cort­ing slant-eyed flap­pers at­tired in their best, older Chinese shuff­ling along on felt-clad feet, each se­cure in the know­ledge that his debts were paid, his house scoured and scrubbed, the new year aus­pi­ciously be­gun.

			At Wash­ing­ton Street Chan turned up the hill. Across the way loomed an im­press­ive build­ing—four gaudy stor­ies of light and cheer. Gilt let­ters in the transom over the door pro­claimed it the home of the Chan Fam­ily So­ci­ety. For a mo­ment the de­tect­ive stood, fam­ily pride up­per­most in his thoughts.

			A mo­ment later he was walk­ing down the dim, al­most deser­ted pave­ment of Waverly Place. A bright-eyed boy of his own race offered him a copy of the Chinese Daily Times. He bought it and moved on, his gaze in­tent on dim house-num­bers above darkened door­ways.

			Presently he found the num­ber he sought, and climbed a shad­owy stair. At a land­ing where crim­son and gold-lettered strips of pa­per served as a warn­ing to evil spir­its he paused, and knocked loudly at the door. It was opened, and against the light from with­in stood the fig­ure of a Chinese, tall, with a grey, mea­gre beard and a loose-fit­ting, em­broidered blouse of black sat­in.

			For a mo­ment neither spoke. Then Chan smiled. “Good even­ing, il­lus­tri­ous Chan Kee Lim,” he said in pure Cantonese. “Is it that you do not know your un­worthy cous­in from the Is­lands?”

			A light shone in the nar­row eyes of Kee Lim. “For a mo­ment, no,” he replied, “since you come in the garb of a for­eign-dev­il, and knock on my door with the knuckles, as rude for­eign dev­ils do. A thou­sand wel­comes. Deign to enter my con­tempt­ible house.”

			Still smil­ing, the little de­tect­ive went in­side. The room was any­thing but con­tempt­ible, as he saw at once. It was rich with tapestries of Hang-chiu silk, the fur­niture was of teak­wood, elab­or­ately carved. Fresh flowers bloomed be­fore the an­ces­tral shrine, and every­where were Chinese lilies, the pale, pun­gent sui-sin-far, sym­bol of the dawn­ing year. On the man­tel, be­side a tiny Buddha of Ningpo-wood, an Amer­ic­an alarm clock ticked nois­ily.

			“Please sit in this wretched chair,” Kee Lim said. “You ar­rive un­ex­pec­tedly as Au­gust rain. But I am happy to see you.” He clapped his hands and a wo­man entered. “My wife, Chan So,” the host ex­plained. “Bring rice-cakes, and my Dew of Roses wine,” he ordered.

			He sat down op­pos­ite Charlie Chan, and re­garded him across a teak­wood table on which were sprays of fresh al­mond-blos­soms. “There was no news of your com­ing,” he re­marked.

			Chan shrugged. “No. It was bet­ter so. I come on a mis­sion. On busi­ness,” he ad­ded, in his best Rotary Club man­ner.

			Kee Lim’s eyes nar­rowed. “Yes—I have heard of your busi­ness,” he said.

			The de­tect­ive was slightly un­com­fort­able. “You do not ap­prove?” he ven­tured.

			“It is too much to say that I do not ap­prove,” Kee Lim re­turned. “But I do not quite un­der­stand. The for­eign-dev­il po­lice—what has a Chinese in com­mon with them?”

			Charlie smiled. “There are times, hon­our­able cous­in,” he ad­mit­ted, “when I do not quite un­der­stand my­self.”

			The reed cur­tains at the rear par­ted, and a girl came in­to the room. Her eyes were dark and bright; her face pretty as a doll’s. To­night, in de­fer­ence to the hol­i­day, she wore the silken trousers and em­broidered jack­et of her people, but her hair was bobbed and her walk, her ges­tures, her whole man­ner, all too ob­vi­ously copied from her Amer­ic­an sis­ters. She car­ried a tray piled high with New Year del­ic­acies.

			“My daugh­ter Rose,” Kee Lim an­nounced. “Be­hold, our fam­ous cous­in from Hawaii.” He turned to Charlie Chan. “She too would be an Amer­ic­an, in­solent as the daugh­ters of the fool­ish white men.”

			The girl laughed. “Why not? I was born here. I went to Amer­ic­an gram­mar schools. And now I work Amer­ic­an fash­ion.”

			“Work?” re­peated Charlie, with in­terest.

			“The Clas­sics of Girl­hood are for­got­ten,” ex­plained Kee Lim. “All day she sits in the Chin­atown tele­phone ex­change, shame­lessly talk­ing to a wall of teak­wood that flashes red and yel­low eyes.”

			“Is that so ter­rible?” asked the girl, with a laugh­ing glance at her cous­in.

			“A most in­ter­est­ing la­bour,” sur­mised Charlie.

			“I’ll tell the world it is,” answered the girl in Eng­lish, and went out. A mo­ment later she re­turned with a battered old wine-jug. In­to Swatow bowls she poured two hot liba­tions—then, tak­ing a seat on the far side of the room, she gazed curi­ously at this not­able re­l­at­ive from across the seas. Once she had read of his ex­ploits in the San Fran­cisco pa­pers.

			For an hour or more Chan sat, talk­ing with his cous­in of the dis­tant days when they were chil­dren in China. Fi­nally he glanced to­ward the man­tel. “Does that clock speak the truth?” he asked.

			Kee Lim shrugged. “It is a for­eign-dev­il clock,” he said. “And there­fore a great li­ar.”

			Chan con­sul­ted his watch. “With the keen­est re­gret,” he an­nounced, “I find I must walk my way. To­night my busi­ness car­ries me far from here—to the desert that lies in the South. I have had the pre­sump­tion, hon­est and in­dus­tri­ous cous­in, to dir­ect my wife to send to your house any let­ters of im­port­ance ad­dressed to me. Should a mes­sage ar­rive in my ab­sence, you will be good enough to hold it here await­ing my re­turn. In a few days, at most, I will walk this way again. Mean­while I go bey­ond the reach of mes­sen­gers.”

			The girl rose and came for­ward. “Even on the desert,” she said, “there are tele­phones.”

			Charlie looked at her with sud­den in­terest. “On the desert,” he re­peated.

			“Most as­suredly. Only two days ago I had a long-dis­tance call for a ranch near El­dor­ado. A ranch named—but I do not re­mem­ber.”

			“Per­haps—the ranch of Mad­den,” said Chan hope­fully.

			She nod­ded. “Yes—that was the name. It was a most un­usu­al call.”

			“And it came from Chin­atown.”

			“Of course. From the bowl-shop of Wong Ching, in Jack­son Street. He de­sired to speak to his re­l­at­ive, Louie Wong, care­taker on Mad­den’s ranch. The num­ber, El­dor­ado sev­en six.”

			Chan dis­sembled his eager­ness, but his heart was beat­ing faster. He was of the for­eign-dev­il po­lice now. “Per­haps you heard what was said?”

			
				“Louie Wong must come to San Fran­cisco at once. Much money and a fine po­s­i­tion awaited him here—”

			

			“Haie!” cut in Kee Lim. “It is not fit­ting that you re­veal thus the secrets of your white-dev­il pro­fes­sion. Even to one of the fam­ily of Chan.”

			“You are right, ever-wise cous­in,” Charlie agreed. He turned to the girl. “You and I, little blos­som, will meet again. Even though the desert has tele­phones, I am bey­ond reach there. Now, to my great re­gret, I must go.”

			Kee Lim fol­lowed him to the door. He stood there on the reed mat, strok­ing his thin beard and blink­ing. “Farewell, not­able cous­in. On that long jour­ney of yours upon which you now set out—walk slowly.”

			“Farewell,” Charlie answered. “All my good wishes for hap­pi­ness in the new year.” Sud­denly he found him­self speak­ing Eng­lish. “See you later,” he called, and hur­ried down the stairs.

			Once in the street, how­ever, he obeyed his cous­in’s part­ing in­junc­tion, and walked slowly in­deed. A start­ling bit of news, this, from Rose, the tele­phone-op­er­at­or. Louie Wong was wanted in San Fran­cisco—wanted by his re­l­at­ive Wong Ching, the bowl mer­chant. Why?

			An old Chinese on a corner dir­ec­ted him to Jack­son Street, and he climbed its steep pave­ment un­til he reached the shop of Wong Ching. The brightly lighted win­dow was filled with Swatow cups and bowls, a rather beau­ti­ful dis­play, but evid­ently dur­ing this hol­i­day sea­son the place was not open for busi­ness, for the cur­tains on the door were drawn. Chan rattled the latch for a full minute, but no one came.

			He crossed the street, and took up a post in a dark door­way op­pos­ite. Soon­er or later his sum­mons would be answered. On a nearby bal­cony a Chinese or­ches­tra was play­ing—the whanging flute, the shrill plink of the moon-kwan, the rasp­ing cym­bals, and the drums filled the night with a bliss­ful dis­son­ance. Presently the mu­si­cians ceased, the din died away, and Chan heard only the click of Amer­ic­an heels and the stealthy swish of felt slip­pers passing his hid­ing-place.

			In about ten minutes the door of Wong Ching’s shop opened and a man came out. He stood look­ing cau­tiously up and down the dim street. A thin man in an over­coat which was buttoned close about him—a chilly-seem­ing man. His hat was low over his eyes, and as a fur­ther means of de­ceit he wore dark spec­tacles. Charlie Chan per­mit­ted a faint flash of in­terest to cross his chubby face.

			The chilly man walked briskly down the hill, and, step­ping quickly from the door­way, Chan fol­lowed at a dis­tance. They emerged in­to Grant Av­en­ue; the dark-spec­tacled one turned to the right. Still Chan fol­lowed; this was child’s play for him. One block, two, three. They came to a cheap hotel, the Kil­lar­ney, on one of Grant Av­en­ue’s corners, and the man in the over­coat went in­side.

			Glan­cing at his watch, Chan de­cided to let his quarry es­cape, and turned in the dir­ec­tion of Uni­on Square. His mind was troubled. “This much even a fool could grasp,” he thought. “We move to­ward a trap. But with eyes open—with eyes keenly open.”

			Back in his tiny hotel room, he re­stored to his in­ex­pens­ive suit­case the few art­icles he had pre­vi­ously re­moved. Re­turn­ing to the desk, he found that his trunk had reached the hotel, but had not yet been taken up­stairs. He ar­ranged for its stor­age un­til his re­turn, paid his bill, and sit­ting down in a great leath­er chair in the lobby, with his suit­case at his feet, he waited pa­tiently.

			At pre­cisely ten-thirty Bob Eden stepped in­side the door of the hotel and beckoned. Fol­low­ing the young man to the street, Chan saw a big lim­ousine drawn up to the kerb.

			“Jump in, Mr. Chan,” said the boy, tak­ing his bag. As the de­tect­ive entered the darkened in­teri­or Al­ex­an­der Eden greeted him from the gloom. “Tell Mi­chael to drive slowly—I want to talk,” called the older man to his son. Bob Eden spoke to the chauf­feur, then leaped in­to the car, and it moved off down Geary Street.

			“Mr. Chan,” said the jew­eller in a low voice, “I am very much dis­turbed.”

			“More events have taken place?” sug­ges­ted Chan.

			“De­cidedly,” Eden replied. “You were in the room this af­ter­noon when I spoke of a tele­phone-call I had re­ceived from a pay-sta­tion at Sut­ter and Kearny Streets.” He re­peated the de­tails. “This even­ing I called in­to con­sulta­tion Al Dray­cott, head of the Gale De­tect­ive Agency, with which I have af­fil­i­ations. I asked him to in­vest­ig­ate and, if pos­sible, find that man in the over­coat Bob saw at the dock. An hour ago he re­por­ted that he had loc­ated our man with no great dif­fi­culty. He has dis­covered him—”

			“At the Kil­lar­ney Hotel, per­haps, on Grant Av­en­ue,” sug­ges­ted Chan, dis­sem­bling a deep tri­umph.

			“Good Lord,” gasped Eden. “You found him too. Why—that’s amaz­ing—”

			“Amaz­ing luck,” said Chan. “Please par­don rude in­ter­rup­tion. Will not oc­cur again.”

			“Well, Dray­cott loc­ated this fel­low, and re­ports that he is Shaky Phil May­dorf, one of the May­dorf broth­ers, as slick a pair of crooks as ever left New York for their health. The fel­low suf­fers from mal­aria, I be­lieve, but oth­er­wise he is in good form and, it seems, very much in­ter­ested in our little af­fairs. But, Mr. Chan—your own story—how in the world did you find him too?”

			Chan shrugged. “Suc­cess­ful de­tect­ive,” he said, “is plenty of­ten man on whom luck turns smil­ing face. This even­ing I bask in most heart­warm­ing grin.” He told of his vis­it to Chan Lee Kim, of the tele­phone-call to the desert from Wong’s bowl-shop, and of his see­ing the man in the over­coat leav­ing the shop. “After that, simple mat­ter to hound him to hotel,” he fin­ished.

			“Well, I’m more dis­turbed than ever,” Eden said. “They have called the care­taker away from Mad­den’s ranch. Why? I tell you I don’t like this busi­ness—”

			“Non­sense, Fath­er,” Bob Eden pro­tested. “It’s rather in­ter­est­ing.”

			“Not to me. I don’t wel­come the at­ten­tion of these May­dorfs—and where, by the way, is the oth­er one? They are not the mod­ern type of crook that re­lies en­tirely on a gun. They are men of brains—old-fash­ioned out­laws who are re­garded with re­spect by the po­lice whom they have fought for many years. I called Sally Jordan and tried to aban­don the whole pro­ceed­ing—but that son of hers! He’s itch­ing to get the money, and he’s ur­ging her to go ahead. So what can I do? If it was any­one else I’d cer­tainly drop out of the deal—but Sally Jordan—well, she’s an old friend. And as you said this af­ter­noon, Mr. Chan, there is such a thing as loy­alty in the world. But I tell you I’m send­ing you two down there with the deep­est re­luct­ance.”

			“Don’t you worry, Dad. It’s go­ing to be great fun, I’m sure. All my life I’ve wanted to be mixed up in a good ex­cit­ing murder. As a spec­tat­or, of course.”

			“What are you talk­ing about?” the fath­er de­man­ded.

			“Why, Mr. Chan here is a de­tect­ive, isn’t he? A de­tect­ive on a va­ca­tion. If you’ve ever read a mys­tery story you know that a de­tect­ive nev­er works so hard as when he’s on va­ca­tion. He’s like the post­man who goes for a long walk on his day off. Here we are, all set. We’ve got our bright and shin­ing mark, our mil­lion­aire—P. J. Mad­den, one of the most fam­ous fin­an­ci­ers in Amer­ica. I tell you, poor P. J. is doomed. Ten to one Mr. Chan and I will walk in­to that ranch-house and find him dead on the first rug we come to.”

			“This is no jok­ing mat­ter,” Eden re­buked severely. “Mr. Chan—you seem to be a man of con­sid­er­able abil­ity. Have you any­thing to sug­gest?”

			Charlie smiled in the dark car. “Flat­tery sounds sweet to any ear,” he re­marked. “I have, it is true, in­clin­a­tion for mak­ing humble sug­ges­tion.”

			“Then for heav­en’s sake make it,” Eden said.

			“Pray give the fu­ture a thought. Young Mr. Eden and I walk hand in hand, like broth­ers, on to desert ranch. What will spec­tat­or say? Aha, they bring pearls. If not, why come to­geth­er for strength?”

			“Ab­so­lutely true,” Eden agreed.

			“Then why travel side by side?” Charlie con­tin­ued. “It is my humble hint that Mr. Bob Eden ar­rive alone at ranch. An­swer­ing all in­quir­ies he says no, he does not carry pearls. So many dark clouds shade the scene, he is sent by hon­our­able fath­er to learn if all is well. When he is sure of that he will tele­graph neck­lace be sent at once, please.”

			“A good idea,” Eden said. “Mean­while—”

			“At some­what same hour,” Chan went on, “there stumble on to ranch weary old Chinese, seek­ing em­ploy­ment. One whose clothes are of a not­able shab­bi­ness, a wan­der­er over sand, a what you call—a desert rat. Who would dream that on the stom­ach of such a one re­pose those valu­able Phil­limore pearls?”

			“Say—that’s im­mense,” cried Bob Eden en­thu­si­ast­ic­ally.

			“Might be,” ad­mit­ted Chan. “Both you and old Chinese look care­fully about. If all is well, to­geth­er you ap­proach this Mad­den and hand over neck­lace. Even then, oth­ers need not know.”

			“Fine,” said the boy. “We’ll sep­ar­ate when we board the train. If you’re in doubt at any time just keep your eye on me, and tag along. We’re due in Barstow to­mor­row at one-fif­teen, and there’s a train to El­dor­ado at three-twenty, which ar­rives about six. I’m tak­ing it, and you’d bet­ter do the same. One of my news­pa­per friends here has giv­en me a let­ter to a fel­low named Will Hol­ley, who’s ed­it­or of a little pa­per at El­dor­ado. I’m go­ing to in­vite him to have din­ner with me, then I’ll drive out to Mad­den’s. You, of course, will get out some oth­er way. As some­body may be watch­ing us, we won’t speak on our jour­ney. Friends once, but strangers now. That’s the idea, isn’t it?”

			“Pre­cisely the no­tion,” agreed Chan.

			The car had stopped be­fore the ferry build­ing. “I have your tick­ets here,” Al­ex­an­der Eden said, hand­ing over a couple of en­vel­opes. “You have lower berths, in the same car, but at dif­fer­ent ends. You’ll find a little money there for ex­penses, Mr. Chan. I may say that I think your plan is ex­cel­lent—but for heav­en’s sake be care­ful, both of you. Bob, my boy—you’re all I’ve got. I may have spoken harshly to you, but I—I—take care of your­self.”

			“Don’t you worry, Dad,” Bob Eden said. “Though you’ll nev­er be­lieve it, I’m grown up. And I’ve got a good man with me.”

			“Mr. Chan,” Eden said, “good luck. And thank you a thou­sand times.”

			“Don’t talk about it,” smiled Charlie. “Hap­pi­est walk of post­man’s life is on his hol­i­day. I will serve you well. Good­bye.”

			He fol­lowed Bob Eden through the gates and on to the ferry­boat. A mo­ment later they had slipped out upon the black wa­ters of the har­bour. The rain was gone, the sky spattered with stars, but a chill wind blew through the Gate. Charlie stood alone by the rail; the dream of his life had come true; he knew the great main­land at last. The flam­ing ball atop the ferry build­ing re­ceded; the yel­low lamps of the city marched up the hills and down again. He thought of the tiny is­land that was his home, of the house on Punch Bowl Hill where his wife and chil­dren pa­tiently awaited his re­turn. Sud­denly he was ap­palled at the dis­tance he had come.

			Bob Eden joined him there in the dark, and waved his hand to­ward the glow in the sky above Grant Av­en­ue. “A big night in Chin­atown,” he said.

			“Very large night,” agreed Chan. “And why not? To­mor­row is the first day of the new year. Of the year four thou­sand eight hun­dred and sixty-nine.”

			“Great Scott,” smiled Eden. “How time flies. A Happy New Year to you.”

			“Sim­il­ar one to you,” said Chan.

			The boat ploughed on. From the pris­on is­land of Alc­a­t­raz a cruel, re­lent­less search­light swept at in­ter­vals the inky wa­ters. The wind was bit­ter now.

			“I’m go­ing in­side,” shivered Bob Eden. “This is good­bye, I guess.”

			“Bet­ter so,” ad­mit­ted Charlie. “When you are fi­nally at Mad­den’s ranch, look about for that desert rat.”

			Alone, he con­tin­ued to stare at the lamps of the city, cold and dis­tant now, like the stars.

			“A desert rat,” he re­peated softly, “with no fondly feel­ing for a trap.”

		
	
		
			
				IV

				The Oas­is Spe­cial

			
			Dusk was fall­ing in the desert town of El­dor­ado when, on Fri­day even­ing, Bob Eden alighted from the train at a sta­tion that looked like a little red school­house gone wrong. His jour­ney down from San Fran­cisco to Barstow had been quite without in­cid­ent. At that town, how­ever, a rather dis­quiet­ing thing had happened. He had lost all trace of Charlie Chan.

			It was in the Barstow lun­ch­room that he had last seen the de­tect­ive from the Is­lands, busy with a cup of steam­ing tea. The hour of three-twenty and the El­dor­ado train be­ing some dis­tance off, he had gone for a stroll through the town. Re­turn­ing about three, he had looked in vain for the little Chinese po­lice­man. Alone he had boarded the train, and now, as he stared up and down the dreary rail­road tracks, he per­ceived that he had been the only pas­sen­ger to alight at this un­prom­ising spot.

			Think­ing of the for­tune in “un­di­gest­ible” pearls on the de­tect­ive’s per­son, he was vaguely alarmed. Had Chan met with some un­for­tu­nate ac­ci­dent? Or per­haps—who could say? What did they really know about this Charlie Chan? Every man is said to have his price, and this was an over­whelm­ing tempta­tion to put in the way of an un­der­paid de­tect­ive from Hon­olulu. But no—Bob Eden re­called the look in Chan’s eyes when he had prom­ised Sally Jordan to guard those pearls well. The Jord­ans no doubt had good reas­on for their faith in an old friend. But sup­pose Shaky Phil May­dorf was no longer in San Fran­cisco—

			Res­ol­utely Bob Eden put these thoughts aside and, round­ing the sta­tion, entered a nar­row strip of ground which was, rather pathet­ic­ally, in­ten­ded for a park. Feb­ru­ary had done its worst, and up above the chill even­ing wind from the desert blew through the stark branches of Car­o­lina pop­lars and cot­ton­woods. Cross­ing a gravel path al­most hid­den by a mass of yel­low leaves, he stood on the kerb of the only pave­ment in El­dor­ado.

			Against the back­ground of bare brown hills, he saw prac­tic­ally the en­tire town at a glance. Across the way a row of scrag­gly build­ings pro­claimed yet an­oth­er Main Street—a bank, a pic­ture theatre, the Spot Cash Store, the News Bur­eau, the post-of­fice, and, tower­ing above the rest, a two-storey build­ing that an­nounced it­self as the Desert Edge Hotel. Eden crossed the street, and, thread­ing his way between dusty auto­mo­biles parked head on at the kerb, ap­proached the door of the lat­ter. On the double seat of a shoe-shin­ing stand two ranch­ers lolled at ease, and stared at him with mild in­terest as he went in­side.

			An elec­tric lamp of mod­est candle­power burned above the desk of the Desert Edge, and a kindly old man read a Los Angeles pa­per in its dim com­pany.

			“Good even­ing,” said Bob Eden.

			“Even­in’,” answered the old man.

			“I won­der if I might leave this suit­case in your check­room for a while?” the boy in­quired.

			“Check­room, hell,” replied the old man. “Just throw her down any­where. Ain’t look­in’ fer a room, I sup­pose. Make you a spe­cial rate.”

			“No,” said Eden. “I’m sorry.”

			“ ’Sall right,” answered the pro­pri­et­or. “Not many are.”

			“I’d like to find the of­fice of the El­dor­ado Times,” Eden in­formed him.

			“Round corner on First,” mur­mured the old man, deep in his pink news­pa­per again.

			Bob Eden went to the corner, and turned off. His feet at once left El­dor­ado’s sol­it­ary pave­ment for soft-crunch­ing sand. He passed a few build­ings even mean­er than those on Main Street, a plumb­er’s shop, a gro­cer’s, and came to a little yel­low shack which bore on its win­dow the fad­ing le­gend: “The El­dor­ado Times. Job Print­ing Neatly Done.” There was no light in­side, and cross­ing a nar­row, dilap­id­ated porch, he saw a plac­ard on the door. Strain­ing his eyes in the dusk, he read:

			
				Back in an hour—

				God knows why.

				Will Hol­ley

			

			Smil­ing, Eden re­turned to the Desert Edge. “How about din­ner?” he in­quired.

			“Won­der­in’ about it my­self,” ad­mit­ted the old man. “We don’t serve meals here. Lose a little less that way.”

			“But there must be a res­taur­ant—”

			“Sure there is. This is an up-to-date town.” He nod­ded over his shoulder. “Down bey­ond the bank—the Oas­is Café.”

			Thank­ing him, Bob Eden de­par­ted. Be­hind un­washed win­dows he found the Oas­is dis­pens­ing its du­bi­ous cheer. A long, high counter and a soiled mir­ror run­ning the length of it sug­ges­ted that in oth­er days this had been an oas­is in­deed.

			The boy climbed on to one of the per­il­ously high stools. At his right, too close for com­fort, sat a man in over­alls and jump­er, with a week’s growth of beard on his lean, hard face. At his left, equally close but some­how not so much in the way, was a trim girl in khaki rid­ing-breeches and blouse.

			A youth made up to re­semble a mo­tion-pic­ture sheik de­man­ded his or­der, and from a soiled menu he chose the Oas­is Spe­cial—“steak and onions, French fried, bread and but­ter and cof­fee. Eighty cents.” The sheik de­par­ted lan­guidly.

			Await­ing the spe­cial, Bob Eden glanced in­to the smoky mir­ror at the face of the girl be­side him. Not so bad, even in that dim re­flec­tion. Corn-yel­low hair curl­ing from un­der the brim of a felt hat; a com­plex­ion that no beauty par­lour had ori­gin­ated. He held his left el­bow close so that she might have more room for the busi­ness that en­grossed her.

			His din­ner ar­rived, a plenteous plat­ter of food—but no plate. He glanced at his neigh­bours. Evid­ently plates were an af­fect­a­tion frowned upon in the Oas­is. Tak­ing up a tar­nished knife and fork, he pushed aside the un­der­brush of onions and came face to face with his steak.

			First im­pres­sions are im­port­ant, and Bob Eden knew at once that this was no meek, com­pla­cent op­pon­ent that con­fron­ted him. The steak looked back at him with an air of de­fi­ance that was amply jus­ti­fied by what fol­lowed. After a few mo­ments of un­suc­cess­ful bat­tling, he summoned the sheik. “How about a steel knife?” he in­quired.

			“Only got three and they’re all in use,” the waiter replied.

			Bob Eden re­sumed the battle, his el­bows held close, his muscles swell­ing. With set teeth and grim face he bore down and cut deep. There was a ter­rif­ic screech as his knife skid­ded along the plat­ter, and to his hor­ror he saw the steak rise from its bed of gravy and onions and fly from him. It trav­elled the grimy counter for a second, then dropped on to the knees of the girl and thence to the floor.

			Eden turned to meet her blue eyes filled with laughter.

			“Oh, I’m so sorry,” he said. “I thought it was a steak, and it seems to be a lap­dog.”

			“And I hadn’t any lap,” she cried. She looked down at her rid­ing-breeches. “Can you ever for­give me? I might have caught it for you. It only goes to show—wo­men should be wo­manly.”

			“I wouldn’t have you any dif­fer­ent,” Bob Eden re­spon­ded gal­lantly. He turned to the sheik. “Bring me some­thing a little less fe­ro­cious,” he ordered.

			“How about the pot roast?” asked the youth.

			“Well, how about it?” Eden re­peated. “Fetch it along and I’ll fight an­oth­er round. I claim a foul on that one. And say—bring this young wo­man a nap­kin.”

			“A what? A nap­kin. We ain’t got any. I’ll bring her a tow­el.”

			“Oh, no—please don’t,” cried the girl. “I’m all right, really.”

			The sheik de­par­ted.

			“Some­how,” she ad­ded to Eden, “I think it wiser not to in­tro­duce an Oas­is tow­el in­to this af­fair.”

			“You’re prob­ably right,” he nod­ded. “I’ll pay for the dam­age, of course.”

			She was still smil­ing. “Non­sense. I ought to pay for the steak. It wasn’t your fault. One needs long prac­tice to eat in the crowded arena of the Oas­is.”

			He looked at her, his in­terest grow­ing every minute. “You’ve had long prac­tice?” he in­quired.

			“Oh, yes. My work of­ten brings me this way.”

			“Your—er—your work?”

			“Yes. Since your steak seems to have in­tro­duced us, I may tell you I’m with the mov­ing-pic­tures.”

			Of course, thought Eden. The desert was filled with movie people these days. “Ah—have I ever seen you in the films?” he ven­tured.

			She shrugged. “You have not—and you nev­er will. I’m not an act­ress. My job’s much more in­ter­est­ing. I’m a loc­a­tion-find­er.”

			Bob Eden’s pot roast ar­rived, mer­ci­fully cut in­to small pieces by some blunt in­stru­ment be­hind the scenes. “A loc­a­tion find­er? I ought to know what that is.”

			“You cer­tainly ought to. It’s just what it sounds like. I travel about hunt­ing back­grounds. By the Vandeventer Trail to Piñon Flat, down to the Salton Sea or up to the Mor­on­gos—all the time try­ing to find some­thing new, some­thing the dear old pub­lic will mis­take for Al­ger­ia, Ar­aby, the South Seas.”

			“Sounds mighty in­ter­est­ing.”

			“It is, in­deed. Par­tic­u­larly when one loves this coun­try as I do.”

			“You were born here, per­haps?”

			“Oh, no. I came out with Dad to Doc­tor Whit­comb’s—it’s five miles from here, just bey­ond the Mad­den ranch—some years ago. When—when Dad left me I had to get a job, and—but look here, I’m telling you the story of my life.”

			“Why not?” asked Eden. “Wo­men and chil­dren al­ways con­fide in me. I’ve got such a fath­erly face. By the way, this cof­fee is ter­rible.”

			“Yes, isn’t it?” she agreed. “What will you have for dessert? There are two kinds of pie—apple, and the oth­er’s out. Make your se­lec­tion.”

			“I’ve made it,” he replied. “I’m tak­ing the one that’s out.” He de­man­ded his check. “Now, if you’ll let me pay for your din­ner—”

			“Noth­ing of the sort,” she pro­tested.

			“But after the way my steak at­tacked you.”

			“For­get it. I’ve an ex­pense ac­count, you know. If you say any more I’ll pay your check.”

			Ig­nor­ing the jar of tooth­picks hos­pit­ably offered by a friendly cash­ier, Bob Eden fol­lowed her to the street. Night had fallen; the pave­ment was deser­ted. On the false front of a long, low build­ing with sides of cor­rug­ated tin, a sad little string of elec­tric lights pro­claimed that gaiety was afoot.

			“Whith­er away?” Bob Eden said. “The movies?”

			“Heav­ens, no. I re­mem­ber that one. It took ten years off my young life. Tell me, what are you do­ing here? People con­fide in me too. Stranger, you don’t be­long.”

			“No, I’m afraid I don’t,” Eden ad­mit­ted. “It’s a com­plic­ated story, but I’ll in­flict it on you, any­how, some day. Just at present I’m look­ing for the ed­it­or of the El­dor­ado Times. I’ve got a let­ter to him in my pock­et.”

			“Will Hol­ley?”

			“Yes. You know him?”

			“Every­body knows him. Come with me. He ought to be in his of­fice now.”

			They turned down First Street. Bob Eden was pleas­antly con­scious of the slim, lithe fig­ure walk­ing at his side. He had nev­er be­fore met a girl so mod­estly con­fid­ent, so aware of life and un­afraid of it. These desert towns were de­light­ful.

			A light was burn­ing in the news­pa­per of­fice, and un­der it a frail fig­ure sat hunched over a type­writer. As they entered Will Hol­ley rose, re­mov­ing a green shade from his eyes. He was a thin, tall man of thirty-five or so, with pre­ma­turely grey hair and wist­ful eyes.

			“Hello, Paula,” he said.

			“Hello, Will. See what I found at the Oas­is Café?”

			Hol­ley smiled. “You would find him,” he said. “You’re the only one I know who can dis­cov­er any­thing worth while in El­dor­ado. My boy, I don’t know who you are, but run away be­fore this desert gets you.”

			“I’ve a let­ter to you, Mr. Hol­ley,” Eden said. He took it from his pock­et. “It’s from an old friend of yours—Harry Fladgate.”

			“Harry Fladgate,” re­peated Hol­ley softly. He read the let­ter through. “A voice from the past,” he said. “The past when we were boys to­geth­er on the old Sun, in New York. Say—that was a news­pa­per!” He was si­lent for a mo­ment, star­ing out at the desert night. “Harry says you’re here on busi­ness of some sort,” he ad­ded.

			“Why, yes,” Eden replied. “I’ll tell you about it later. Just at present I want to hire a car to take me out to the Mad­den ranch.”

			“You want to see P. J. him­self?”

			“Yes, just as soon as pos­sible. He’s out there, isn’t he?”

			Hol­ley nod­ded. “Yes—he’s sup­posed to be. How­ever, I haven’t seen him. It’s ru­moured he came by mo­tor the oth­er day from Barstow. This young wo­man can tell you more about him than I can. By the way, have you two met each oth­er, or are you just tak­ing a stroll to­geth­er in the moon­light?”

			“Well, the fact is—” smiled Eden. “Miss—er—she just let a steak of mine get away from her in the Oas­is. I had to cred­it her with an er­ror in the in­field, but she made a splen­did try. How­ever, as to names—and all that—”

			“So I per­ceive,” said Hol­ley. “Miss Paula Wendell, may I present Mr. Bob Eden? Let us not for­get our book of etiquette, even here in the dev­il’s garden.”

			“Thanks, old man,” re­marked Eden. “No one has ever done me a great­er kind­ness. Now that we’ve been in­tro­duced, Miss Wendell, and I can speak to you at last, tell me—do you know Mr. Mad­den?”

			“Not ex­actly,” she replied. “It isn’t giv­en such humble folk to know the great Mad­den. But sev­er­al years ago my com­pany took some pic­tures at his ranch—he has rather a hand­some house there, with a darling patio. The oth­er day we got hold of a script that fairly screamed for the Mad­den patio. I wrote him, ask­ing per­mis­sion to use his place, and he answered—from San Fran­cisco—that he was com­ing down and would be glad to grant our re­quest. His let­ter was really most kind.”

			The girl sat down on the edge of Hol­ley’s type­writer table. “I got to El­dor­ado two nights ago, and drove out to Mad­den’s at once. And—well, it was rather queer—what happened. Do you want to hear all this?”

			“I cer­tainly do,” Bob Eden as­sured her.

			“The gate was open, and I drove in­to the yard. The lights of my car flashed sud­denly on the barn door, and I saw a bent old man with a black beard and a pack on his back—evid­ently an old-time pro­spect­or such as one meets oc­ca­sion­ally, even today, in this desert coun­try. It was his ex­pres­sion that startled me. He stood like a frightened rab­bit in the spot­light, then dar­ted away. I knocked at the ranch-house door. There was a long delay, then fi­nally a man came, a pale, ex­cited-look­ing man—Mad­den’s sec­ret­ary, Thorn, he said he was. I give you my word—Will’s heard this be­fore—he was trem­bling all over. I told him my busi­ness with Mad­den, and he was very rude. He in­formed me that I pos­it­ively could not see the great P. J. ‘Come back in a week,’ he said, over and over. I ar­gued and pleaded—and he shut the door in my face.”

			“You couldn’t see Mad­den,” re­peated Bob Eden slowly. “Any­thing else?”

			“Not much. I drove back to town. A short dis­tance down the road my lights picked up the little old pro­spect­or again. But when I got to where I thought he was he’d dis­ap­peared ut­terly. I didn’t in­vest­ig­ate—I just stepped on the gas. My love for the desert isn’t so keen after dark.”

			Bob Eden took out a ci­gar­ette. “I’m aw­fully ob­liged,” he said. “Mr. Hol­ley, I must get out to Mad­den’s at once. If you’ll dir­ect me to a gar­age—”

			“I’ll do noth­ing of the sort,” Hol­ley replied. “An old fliv­ver that an­swers to the name of Hor­ace Gree­ley hap­pens to be among my pos­ses­sions at the mo­ment, and I’m go­ing to drive you out.”

			“I couldn’t think of tak­ing you away from your work.”

			“Oh, don’t joke like that. You’re break­ing my heart. My work! Here I am, try­ing to string one good day’s work along over all etern­ity, and you drift in and start to kid me—”

			“I’m sorry,” said Eden. “Come to think of it, I did see your plac­ard on the door.”

			Hol­ley shrugged. “I sup­pose that was just cheap cyn­icism. I try to steer clear of it. But some­times—some­times …”

			They went to­geth­er out of the of­fice, and Hol­ley locked the door. The deser­ted, sad little street stretched off to nowhere in each dir­ec­tion. The ed­it­or waved his hand at the som­no­lent pic­ture.

			“You’ll find us all about out here,” he said, “the ex­iles of the world. Of course, the desert is grand, and we love it—but once let a doc­tor say ‘You can go’ and you couldn’t see us for the dust. I don’t mind the day­time so much—the hot, friendly day—but the nights—the cold, lonely nights.”

			“Oh, it isn’t so bad, Will,” said the girl gently.

			“Oh, no, it isn’t so bad,” he ad­mit­ted. “Not since the ra­dio—and the pic­tures. Night after night I sit over there in that movie theatre, and some­times, in a news­reel or per­haps in a fea­ture, I see Fifth Av­en­ue again, Fifth Av­en­ue at Forty-second, with the mo­tors, and the lions in front of the lib­rary, and the wo­men in furs. But I nev­er see Park Row.” The three of them walked along in si­lence through the sand. “If you love me, Paula,” ad­ded Will Hol­ley softly, “there’s a loc­a­tion you’ll find. A story about Park Row, with the crowds un­der the El, and the wag­ons backed up to the rear door of the post-of­fice, and Perry’s Drug Store, and the gold dome of the World. Give me a film of that, and I’ll sit in the Strand watch­ing it over and over un­til these old eyes go blind.”

			“I’d like to,” said the girl. “But those crowds un­der the El­ev­ated wouldn’t care for it. What they want is the desert—the broad, open spaces away from the roar of the town.”

			Hol­ley nod­ded. “I know. It’s a feel­ing that’s spread over Amer­ica these past few years like some dread epi­dem­ic. I must write an ed­it­or­i­al about it. The French have a pro­verb that de­scribes it: ‘Wherever one is not, that is where the heart is.’ ”

			The girl held out her hand. “Mr. Eden, I’m leav­ing you here—leav­ing you for a happy night at the Desert Edge Hotel.”

			“But I’ll see you again,” Bob Eden said quickly. “I must.”

			“You surely will. I’m com­ing out to Mad­den’s ranch to­mor­row. I have that let­ter of his, and this time I’ll see him—you bet I’ll see him if he’s there.”

			“If he’s there,” re­peated Bob Eden thought­fully. “Good night. But be­fore you go—how do you like your steaks?”

			“Rare,” she laughed.

			“Yes—I guess one was enough. How­ever, I’m very grate­ful to that one.”

			“It was a lovely steak,” she said. “Good night.”

			Will Hol­ley led the way to an aged car parked be­fore the hotel. “Jump in,” he said. “It’s only a short run.”

			“Just a mo­ment—I must get my bag,” Eden replied. He entered the hotel and re­turned in a mo­ment with his suit­case, which he tossed in­to the ton­neau. “Hor­ace Gree­ley’s ready,” Hol­ley said. “Come west, young man.”

			Eden climbed in, and the little car clattered down Main Street. “This is mighty kind of you,” the boy said.

			“It’s a lot of fun,” Hol­ley answered. “You know, I’ve been think­ing. Old P. J. nev­er gives an in­ter­view, but you can’t tell—I might be able to per­suade him. These fam­ous men some­times let down a little when they get out here. It would be a big feath­er in my cap. They’d hear of me on Park Row again.”

			“I’ll do all I can to help,” Bob Eden prom­ised.

			“That’s good of you,” Hol­ley answered. The faint yel­low lights of El­dor­ado grew even faint­er be­hind them. They as­cen­ded a rough road between two small hills—bar­ren, un­lovely piles of badly as­sor­ted rocks. “Well, I’m go­ing to try it,” the ed­it­or ad­ded. “But I hope I have more luck than the last time.”

			“Oh—then you’ve seen Mad­den be­fore?” Eden asked with in­terest.

			“Just once,” Hol­ley replied. “Twelve years ago, when I was a re­port­er in New York. I’d man­aged to get in­to a gambling-house in Forty-fourth Street, a few doors east of Del­monico’s. It didn’t have a very good repu­ta­tion, that joint, but there was the great P. J. Mad­den him­self, all dolled up in even­ing clothes, bet­ting his head off. They said that after he’d gambled all day in Wall Street, he couldn’t let it alone—hung round the roul­ette-wheels in that house every night.”

			“And you tried to in­ter­view him?”

			“I did. I was a fool kid, with lots of nerve. He had a big rail­road mer­ger in the air at the time, and I de­cided to ask him about it. So I went up to him dur­ing a lull in the bet­ting. I told him I was on a news­pa­per—and that was as far as I got. ‘Get the hell out of here,’ he roared. ‘You know I nev­er give in­ter­views.’ ” Hol­ley laughed. “That was my first and only meet­ing with P. J. Mad­den. It wasn’t a very pro­pi­tious be­gin­ning, but what I star­ted that night on Forty-fourth Street I’m go­ing to try to fin­ish out here to­night.”

			They reached the top of the grade, the rocky hills dropped be­hind them, and they were in a mam­moth door­way lead­ing to a strange new world. Up amid the plat­in­um stars a thin slice of moon rode high, and far be­low in that mea­gre light lay the great grey desert, lonely and mys­ter­i­ous.
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				Mad­den’s Ranch

			
			Care­fully Will Hol­ley guided his car down the steep, rock-strewn grade. “Go easy, Hor­ace,” he mur­mured. Presently they were on the floor of the desert, the road but a pair of faint wheel-tracks amid the creo­sote brush and mes­quite. Once their head­lights caught a jack­rab­bit, sit­ting firmly on the right of way; the next in­stant he was gone forever.

			Bob Eden saw a brief stretch of palm-trees be­hind a barbed-wire fence, and down the lane between the trees the glow of a lonely win­dow.

			“Al­falfa Ranch,” Will Hol­ley ex­plained.

			“Why, in heav­en’s name, do people live out here?” Eden asked.

			“Some of them be­cause they can’t live any­where else,” the ed­it­or answered. “And at that—well, you know it isn’t a bad place to ranch it. Apples, lem­ons, pears—”

			“But how about wa­ter?”

			“It’s only a desert be­cause not many people have taken the trouble to bore for wa­ter. Just go down a way, and you strike it. Some go down a couple of hun­dred feet—Mad­den only had to go thirty odd. But that was Mad­den luck. He’s near the bed of an un­der­ground river.”

			They came to an­oth­er fence; above it were painted signs and flags flut­ter­ing yel­low in the moon­light.

			“Don’t tell me that’s a sub­di­vi­sion,” Eden said.

			Hol­ley laughed. “Date City,” he an­nounced. “Here in Cali­for­nia the sub­di­vider, like the poor, is al­ways with us. Date City where, if you be­lieve all you’re told, every dime is a baby dol­lar. No one lives there yet—but who knows? We’re a grow­ing com­munity—see my ed­it­or­i­al in last week’s is­sue.”

			The car ploughed on. It staggered a bit now, but Hol­ley’s hands were firm on the wheel. Here and there a Joshua-tree stretched out hungry black arms as though to seize these trav­el­lers by night, and over that grey waste a dis­mal wind moaned con­stantly, chill and keen and bit­ing. Bob Eden turned up the col­lar of his top coat.

			“I can’t help think­ing of that old song,” he said. “You know—about the lad who guar­an­teed to love some­body ‘un­til the sands of the desert grow cold.’ ”

			“It wasn’t much of a prom­ise,” agreed Hol­ley. “Either he was a great kid­der, or he’d nev­er been on the desert at night. But look here—is this your first ex­per­i­ence with this coun­try? What kind of a Cali­for­ni­an are you?”

			“Golden Gate brand,” smiled Eden. “Yes, it’s true, I’ve nev­er been down here be­fore. Some­thing tells me I’ve missed a lot.”

			“You sure have. I hope you won’t rush off in a hurry. By the way, how long do you ex­pect to be here?”

			“I don’t know,” replied Eden. He was si­lent for a mo­ment; his friend at home had told him that Hol­ley could be trus­ted, but he really did not need that as­sur­ance. One look in­to the ed­it­or’s friendly grey eyes was suf­fi­cient. “Hol­ley, I may as well tell you why I’ve come,” he con­tin­ued. “But I rely on your dis­cre­tion. This isn’t an in­ter­view.”

			“Suit your­self,” Hol­ley answered. “I can keep a secret if I have to. But tell me or not, just as you prefer.”

			“I prefer to tell you,” Eden said. He re­coun­ted Mad­den’s pur­chase of the Phil­limore pearls, his re­quest for their de­liv­ery in New York, and then his sud­den, un­ex­pec­ted switch to the desert. “That, in it­self, was rather dis­turb­ing,” he ad­ded.

			“Odd, yes,” agreed Hol­ley.

			“But that wasn’t all,” Bob Eden went on. Omit­ting only Charlie Chan’s con­nec­tion with the af­fair, he told the whole story—the tele­phone-call from the ci­gar-store in San Fran­cisco, the lov­ing so­li­citude at the dock and after of the man with the dark glasses, the sub­sequent dis­cov­ery that this was Shaky Phil May­dorf, a guest at the Kil­lar­ney Hotel, and, last of all, the fact that Louie Wong had been summoned from the Mad­den ranch by his re­l­at­ive in Chin­atown. As he re­lated all this out there on that lone­some desert, it began to take on a new and omin­ous as­pect, the fu­ture loomed dark and thrill­ing. Had that great open­ing between the hills been, in real­ity, the gate­way to ad­ven­ture? Cer­tainly it looked the part. “What do you think?” he fin­ished.

			“Me?” said Hol­ley. “I think I’m not go­ing to get that in­ter­view.”

			“You don’t be­lieve Mad­den is at the ranch?”

			“I cer­tainly don’t. Look at Paula’s ex­per­i­ence the oth­er night. Why couldn’t she see him? Why didn’t he hear her at the door and come to find out what the row was about? Be­cause he wasn’t there. My lad, I’m glad you didn’t ven­ture out here alone. Par­tic­u­larly if you’ve brought the pearls—as I pre­sume you have.”

			“Well, in a way, I’ve got them. About this Louie Wong? You know him, I sup­pose?”

			“Yes. And I saw him at the sta­tion the oth­er morn­ing. Look at to­mor­row’s El­dor­ado Times and you’ll find the big story, un­der the per­son­als. ‘Our re­spec­ted fel­low-towns­man, Mr. Louie Wong, went to San Fran­cisco on busi­ness last Wed­nes­day.’ ”

			“Wed­nes­day, eh? What sort of lad is Louie?”

			“Why—he’s just a Chi­n­a­man. Been in these parts a long time. For the past five years he’s stayed at Mad­den’s ranch the year round, as care­taker. I don’t know a great deal about him. He’s nev­er talked much to any­one round here—ex­cept the par­rot.”

			“The par­rot? What par­rot?”

			“His only com­pan­ion on the ranch. A little grey Aus­trali­an bird that some sea-cap­tain gave Mad­den sev­er­al years ago. Mad­den brought the bird—its name is Tony—here to be com­pany for the old care­taker. A rough party, Tony—used to hang out in a bar­room on an Aus­trali­an boat. Some of his lan­guage when he first came was far from pretty. But they’re clev­er, those Aus­trali­an par­rots. You know, from as­so­ci­at­ing with Louie, this one has learned to speak Chinese.”

			“Amaz­ing,” said Bob Eden.

			“Oh, not so amaz­ing as it sounds. A bird of that sort will re­peat any­thing it hears. So Tony rattles along in two lan­guages. A reg­u­lar lin­guist. The ranch­ers round here call him the Chinese par­rot.” They had reached a little group of cot­ton­woods and pep­per-trees shel­ter­ing a hand­some adobe ranch-house—an oas­is on the bare plain. “Here we are at Mad­den’s,” Hol­ley said. “By the way—have you got a gun?”

			“Why, no,” Bob Eden replied. “I didn’t bring any. I thought that Charlie—”

			“What’s that?”

			“No mat­ter. I’m un­armed.”

			“So am I. Walk softly, son. By the way, you might open that gate, if you will.”

			Bob Eden got out and, un­latch­ing the gate, swung it open. When Hol­ley had steered Hor­ace Gree­ley in­side the yard, Eden shut the gate be­hind him. The ed­it­or brought his car to a stop twenty feet away, and alighted.

			The ranch-house was a one-storey struc­ture, elo­quent of the old Span­ish days in Cali­for­nia be­fore Iowa came. Across the front ran a long, low ver­anda, the roof of which sheltered four win­dows that were glow­ing warmly in the chill night. Hol­ley and the boy crossed the tile floor of the porch, and came to a big front door, strong and for­bid­ding.

			Eden knocked loudly. There was a long wait. Fi­nally the door opened a scant foot, and a pale face looked out.

			“What is it? What do you want?” in­quired a quer­ulous voice. From in­side the room came the gay lilt of a fox­trot.

			“I want to see Mr. Mad­den,” Bob Eden said. “Mr. P. J. Mad­den.”

			“Who are you?”

			“Nev­er mind. I’ll tell Mad­den who I am. Is he here?”

			The door closed a few inches. “He’s here, but he isn’t see­ing any­one.”

			“He’ll see me, Thorn,” said Eden sharply. “You’re Thorn, I take it. Please tell Mad­den that a mes­sen­ger from Post Street, San Fran­cisco, is wait­ing.”

			The door swung in­stantly open, and Mar­tin Thorn was as near to beam­ing as his mea­gre face per­mit­ted.

			“Oh, par­don me. Come in at once. We’ve been ex­pect­ing you. Come in—ah—er—gen­tle­men.” His face clouded as he saw Hol­ley. “Ex­cuse me just a mo­ment.”

			The sec­ret­ary dis­ap­peared through a door at the rear, and left the two callers stand­ing in the great liv­ing-room of the ranch-house. To step from the desert in­to a room like this was a rev­el­a­tion. Its walls were of pan­elled oak; rare etch­ings hung upon them; there were softly shaded lamps stand­ing by tables on which lay the latest magazines—even a re­cent edi­tion of a New York Sunday news­pa­per. At one end, in a huge fire­place, a pile of logs was blaz­ing, and in a dis­tant corner a loud­speak­er ground out dance mu­sic from some dis­tant or­ches­tra.

			“Say, this is home, sweet home,” Bob Eden re­marked. He nod­ded to the wall at the op­pos­ite end of the room from the fire­place. “And speak­ing of be­ing un­armed—”

			“That’s Mad­den’s col­lec­tion of guns,” Hol­ley ex­plained. “Wong showed it to me once. They’re loaded. If you have to back away go in that dir­ec­tion.” He looked du­bi­ously about. “You know, that sleek lad didn’t say he was go­ing for Mad­den.”

			“I know he didn’t,” Eden replied. He stud­ied the room thought­fully. One great ques­tion wor­ried him—where was Charlie Chan?

			They stood there, wait­ing. A tall clock at the rear of the room struck the hour of nine, slowly, de­lib­er­ately. The fire sputtered; the metal­lic tinkle of jazz flowed on.

			Sud­denly the door through which Thorn had gone opened sud­denly be­hind them, and they swung quickly about. In the door­way, stand­ing like a tower of gran­ite in the grey clothes he al­ways af­fected, was the man Bob Eden had last seen on the stairs des­cend­ing from his fath­er’s of­fice—Mad­den, the great fin­an­ci­er—P. J. him­self.

			Bob Eden’s first re­ac­tion was one of in­tense re­lief, as of a bur­den drop­ping from his shoulders with a “most de­lect­able thud.” But al­most im­me­di­ately after came a feel­ing of dis­ap­point­ment. He was young, and he craved ex­cite­ment. Here was the big desert mys­tery crash­ing about his ears, Mad­den alive and well, and all their fears and pre­mon­i­tions prov­ing ground­less. Just a tame hand­ing over of the pearls—when Charlie came—and then back to the old rut again. He saw Will Hol­ley smil­ing.

			“Good even­ing, gen­tle­men,” Mad­den was say­ing. “I’m very glad to see you. Mar­tin,” he ad­ded to his sec­ret­ary, who had fol­lowed him in, “turn off that con­foun­ded rack­et. An or­ches­tra, gen­tle­men—an or­ches­tra in the ball­room of a hotel in Den­ver. Who says the day of mir­acles is past?” Thorn si­lenced the jazz; it died with a gurgle of protest. “Now,” in­quired Mad­den, “which of you comes from Post Street?”

			The boy stepped for­ward. “I am Bob Eden, Mr. Mad­den. Al­ex­an­der Eden is my fath­er. This is my friend, a neigh­bour of yours, Mr. Will Hol­ley of the El­dor­ado Times. He very kindly drove me out here.”

			“Ah, yes.” Mad­den’s man­ner was gen­i­al. He shook hands. “Draw up to the fire, both of you. Thorn—ci­gars, please.” With his own cel­eb­rated hands he placed chairs be­fore the fire­place.

			“I’ll sit down just a mo­ment,” Hol­ley said. “I’m not stop­ping. I real­ize that Mr. Eden has some busi­ness with you, and I’ll not in­trude. But be­fore I go, Mr. Mad­den—”

			“Yes,” said Mad­den sharply, bit­ing the end from a ci­gar.

			“I—I don’t sup­pose you re­mem­ber me,” Hol­ley con­tin­ued.

			Mad­den’s big hand poised with the lighted match. “I nev­er for­get a face. I’ve seen yours be­fore. Was it in El­dor­ado?”

			Hol­ley shook his head. “No—it was twelve years ago—on Forty-fourth Street, New York. At”—Mad­den was watch­ing him closely—“at a gambling-house just east of Del­monico’s. One winter’s night—”

			“Wait a minute,” cut in the mil­lion­aire. “Some people say I’m get­ting old—but listen to this. You came to me as a news­pa­per re­port­er, ask­ing an in­ter­view. And I told you to get the hell out of there.”

			“Splen­did,” laughed Hol­ley.

			“Oh, the old memory isn’t so bad, eh? I re­mem­ber per­fectly. I used to spend many even­ings in that place—un­til I dis­covered the game was fixed. Yes, I dropped a lot of spare change there. Why didn’t you tell me it was a crooked joint?”

			Hol­ley shrugged. “Well, your man­ner didn’t en­cour­age con­fid­ences. But what I’m get­ting at, Mr. Mad­den—I’m still in the news­pa­per game, and an in­ter­view from you—”

			“I nev­er give ’em,” snapped the mil­lion­aire.

			“I’m sorry,” said Hol­ley. “An old friend of mine runs a news-bur­eau in New York, and it would be a big tri­umph for me if I could wire him some­thing from you. On the fin­an­cial out­look, for ex­ample. The first in­ter­view from P. J. Mad­den.”

			“Im­possible,” answered Mad­den.

			“I’m sorry to hear you say that, Mr. Mad­den,” Bob Eden re­marked. “Hol­ley here has been very kind to me, and I was hop­ing with all my heart you would over­look your rule this once.”

			Mad­den leaned back, and blew a ring of smoke to­ward the pan­elled ceil­ing. “Well,” he said, and his voice was some­how gentler, “you’ve taken a lot of trouble for me, Mr. Eden, and I’d like to ob­lige you.” He turned to Hol­ley. “Look here—noth­ing much, you know. Just a few words about busi­ness pro­spects for the present year.”

			“That would be ex­tremely kind of you, Mr. Mad­den.”

			“Oh, it’s all right. I’m away out here, and I feel a bit dif­fer­ently about the news­pa­pers than I do at home. I’ll dic­tate some­thing to Thorn—sup­pose you run out here to­mor­row about noon.”

			“I cer­tainly will,” said Hol­ley, rising. “You don’t know what this means to me, sir. I must hurry back to town.” He shook hands with the mil­lion­aire, then with Bob Eden. His eyes as he looked at the lat­ter said: “Well, everything’s all right, after all. I’m glad.” He paused at the door. “Good­bye—un­til to­mor­row,” he ad­ded. Thorn let him out.

			The door had barely closed be­hind the ed­it­or when Mad­den leaned for­ward eagerly. His man­ner had changed; sud­denly, like an elec­tric shock, the boy felt the force of this fam­ous per­son­al­ity. “Now, Mr. Eden,” he began briskly, “you’ve got the pearls, of course?”

			Eden felt ex­tremely silly. All their fears seemed so fu­tile here in this bright, home­like room. “Well, as a mat­ter of fact—” he stammered.

			A glass door at the rear of the room opened, and someone entered. Eden did not look round; he waited. Presently the new­comer stepped between him and the fire. He saw a plump little Chinese ser­vant, with worn trousers and vel­vet slip­pers, and a loose jack­et of Can­ton crêpe. In his arms he car­ried a couple of logs. “Maybe you wantee catch ’um moah fi­ah, hey, boss?” he said in a dull voice. His face was quite ex­pres­sion­less. He threw the logs in­to the fire­place, and as he turned gave Bob Eden a quick look. His eyes were mo­ment­ar­ily sharp and bright—like black but­tons in the yel­low light. The eyes of Charlie Chan.

			The little ser­vant went noise­lessly out. “The pearls,” in­sisted Mad­den quickly. “What about the pearls?” Mar­tin Thorn came closer.

			“I haven’t got them,” said Bob Eden slowly.

			“What! You didn’t bring them?”

			“I did not.”

			The huge red face of Mad­den purpled sud­denly, and he tossed his great head—the old ges­ture of an­noy­ance of which the news­pa­pers of­ten spoke. “In heav­en’s name, what’s the mat­ter with you fel­lows, any­how?” he cried. “Those pearls are mine—I’ve bought them, haven’t I? I’ve asked for them here—I want them.”

			“Call your ser­vant.” The words were on the tip of Bob Eden’s tongue. But some­thing in that look Charlie Chan had giv­en him moved him to hes­it­ate. No, he must first have a word with the little de­tect­ive.

			“Your fi­nal in­struc­tions to my fath­er were that the pearls must be de­livered in New York,” he re­minded Mad­den.

			“Well, what if they were? I can change my mind, can’t I?”

			“Nev­er­the­less, my fath­er felt that the whole af­fair called for cau­tion. One or two things happened—”

			“What things?”

			Eden paused. Why go over all that? It would sound silly, per­haps—in any case, was it wise to make a con­fid­ant of this cold, hard man who was glar­ing at him with such evid­ent dis­gust? “It is enough to say, Mr. Mad­den, that my fath­er re­fused to send that neck­lace down here in­to what might be a well-laid trap.”

			“Your fath­er’s a fool,” cried Mad­den.

			Bob Eden rose, his face flushed. “Very well—if you want to call the deal off—”

			“No, no. I’m sorry. I spoke too quickly. I apo­lo­gize. Sit down.” The boy re­sumed his chair. “But I’m very much an­noyed. So your fath­er sent you here to re­con­noitre?”

			“He did. He felt some­thing might have happened to you.”

			“Noth­ing ever hap­pens to me un­less I want it to,” re­turned Mad­den, and the re­mark had the ring of truth. “Well, you’re here now. You see everything’s all right. What do you pro­pose to do?”

			“I shall call my fath­er on the tele­phone in the morn­ing, and tell him to send the string at once. If I may, I’d like to stay here un­til it comes.”

			Again Mad­den tossed his head. “Delay—delay—I don’t like it. I must hurry back East. I’d planned to leave here for Pas­adena early in the morn­ing, put the pearls in a vault there, and then take a train to New York.”

			“Ah,” said Eden. “Then you nev­er in­ten­ded to give that in­ter­view to Hol­ley?”

			Mad­den’s eyes nar­rowed. “What if I didn’t? He’s of no im­port­ance, is he?” Brusquely he stood up. “Well, if you haven’t got the pearls, you haven’t got them. You can stay here, of course. But you’re go­ing to call your fath­er in the morn­ing—early—I warn you I won’t stand for any more delay.”

			“I agree to that,” replied Eden. “And now, if you don’t mind—I’ve had a hard day—”

			Mad­den went to the door and called. Charlie Chan came in.

			“Ah Kim,” said Mad­den, “this gen­tle­man has the bed­room at the end of the left wing. Over here.” He poin­ted. “Take his suit­case.”

			“Al­light, boss,” replied the newly christened Ah Kim. He picked up Eden’s bag.

			“Good night,” said Mad­den. “If you want any­thing, this boy will look after you. He’s new here, but I guess he knows the ropes. You can reach your room from the patio. I trust you’ll sleep well.”

			“I know I shall,” said Eden. “Thank you so much. Good night.”

			He crossed the patio be­hind the shuff­ling fig­ure of the Chinese. Above, white and cool, hung the desert stars. The wind blew keen­er than ever. As he entered the room as­signed him he was glad to see that a fire had been laid. He stooped to light it.

			“Humbly beg­ging par­don,” said Chan. “That are my work.”

			Eden glanced to­ward the closed door. “What be­came of you? I lost you at Barstow.”

			“Think­ing deep about the mat­ter,” said Chan softly, “I de­cide not to await train. On auto-truck be­long­ing to one of my coun­try­men, among many oth­er ve­get­ables, I ride out of Barstow. Much bet­ter I ar­rive on ranch in warm day­light. Not so shady look to it. I am Ah Kim, the cook. How for­tu­nate I mastered that art in faraway youth!”

			“You’re darned good,” laughed Eden.

			Chan shrugged. “All my life,” he com­plained, “I study to speak fine Eng­lish words. Now I must strangle all such in my throat, lest sus­pi­cion rouse up. Not a happy situ­ation for me.”

			“Well, it won’t last long,” replied Eden. “Everything’s all right, evid­ently.”

			Again Chan shrugged, and did not an­swer.

			“It is all right, isn’t it?” Eden asked with sud­den in­terest.

			“Humbly of­fer­ing my own poor opin­ion,” said Chan, “it are not so right as I would be pleased to have it.”

			Eden stared at him. “Why—what have you found out?”

			“I have found noth­ing whatever.”

			“Well, then—”

			“Par­don me,” Chan broke in. “Maybe you know—Chinese are very psych­ic people. Can­not say in ringing words what is wrong here. But deep down in heart—”

			“Oh, for­get that,” cut in Eden. “We can’t go by in­stinct now. We came to de­liv­er a string of pearls to Mad­den, if he proved to be here, and get his re­ceipt. He’s here, and our course is simple. For my part, I’m not tak­ing any chances. I’m go­ing to give him those pearls now.”

			Chan looked dis­tressed. “No, no, please! Speak­ing humbly for my­self—”

			“Now, see here, Charlie—if I may call you that?”

			“Greatly hon­oured, to be sure.”

			“Let’s not be fool­ish, just be­cause we’re far from home on a desert. Chinese may be psych­ic people, as you say. But I see my­self try­ing to ex­plain that to Vic­tor Jordan—and to Dad. All we were to find out was wheth­er Mad­den was here or not. He is. Please go to Mad­den at once and tell him I want to see him in his bed­room in twenty minutes. When I go in you wait out­side his door, and when I call you—come. We’ll hand over our bur­den then and there.”

			“An ap­palling mis­take,” ob­jec­ted Chan.

			“Why? Can you give me one def­in­ite reas­on?”

			“Not in words, which are dif­fi­cult. But—”

			“Then I’m very sorry, but I’ll have to use my own judg­ment. I’ll take the full re­spons­ib­il­ity. Now, really, I think you’d bet­ter go—”

			Re­luct­antly, Charlie went. Bob Eden lighted a ci­gar­ette and sat down be­fore the fire. Si­lence had closed down like a cur­tain of fog over the house, over the desert, over the world. An un­canny si­lence that noth­ing, seem­ingly, would ever break.

			Eden thought deeply. What had Charlie Chan been talk­ing about, any­how? Rot and non­sense. They loved to dram­at­ize things, these Chinese. Loved to dram­at­ize them­selves. Here was Chan play­ing a nov­el role, and his com­plaint against it was not sin­cere. He wanted to go on play­ing it, to spy around and ima­gine vain things. Well, that wasn’t the Amer­ic­an way. It wasn’t Bob Eden’s way.

			The boy looked at his watch. Ten minutes since Charlie had left him; in ten minutes more he would go to Mad­den’s room and get those pearls off his hands forever. He rose and walked about. From his win­dow op­pos­ite the patio he looked out across the dim grey desert to the black bulk of dis­tant hills. Ye gods, what a coun­try. Not for him, he thought. Rather street-lamps shin­ing on the pave­ments, the clam­our of cable cars, crowds, crowds of people. Con­fu­sion and—noise. Some­thing ter­rible about this si­lence. This lonely si­lence—

			A hor­rible cry shattered the night. Bob Eden stood, frozen. Again the cry, and then a queer, choked voice: “Help! Help! Murder!” The cry. “Help! Put down that gun! Help! Help!”

			Bob Eden ran out in­to the patio. As he did so he saw Thorn and Charlie Chan com­ing from the oth­er side. Mad­den—where was Mad­den? But again his sus­pi­cion proved in­cor­rect—Mad­den emerged from the liv­ing-room and joined them.

			Again came the cry. And now Bob Eden saw, on a perch ten feet away, the source of the weird out­burst. A little grey Aus­trali­an par­rot was hanging there un­cer­tainly, screech­ing its head off.

			“That damn bird,” cried Mad­den an­grily. “I’m sorry, Mr. Eden—I for­got to tell you about him. It’s only Tony, and he’s had a wild past, as you may ima­gine.”

			The par­rot stopped scream­ing and blinked sol­emnly at the little group be­fore him. “One at a time, gen­tle­men, please,” he squawked.

			Mad­den laughed. “That goes back to his bar­room days,” he said. “Picked it up from some bar­tender, I sup­pose.”

			“One at a time, gen­tle­men, please.”

			“It’s all right, Tony,” Mad­den con­tin­ued. “We’re not lined up for drinks. And you keep quiet. I hope you wer­en’t un­duly alarmed, Mr. Eden. There seems to have been a killing or two in those bar­rooms where Tony used to hang out. Mar­tin,”—he turned to his sec­ret­ary—“take him to the barn and lock him up.”

			Thorn came for­ward. Bob Eden thought that the sec­ret­ary’s face was even paler than usu­al in the moon­light. He held out his hands to the par­rot. Did Eden ima­gine it, or were the hands really trem­bling? “Here, Tony,” said Thorn. “Nice Tony. You come with me.” Gingerly he un­fastened the chain from Tony’s leg.

			“You wanted to see me, didn’t you?” Mad­den said. He led the way to his bed­room, and closed the door be­hind them. “What is it? Have you got those pearls after all?”

			The door opened, and the Chinese shuffled in­to the room.

			“What the dev­il do you want?” cried Mad­den.

			“You al­light, boss?”

			“Of course I’m all right. Get out of here.”

			“Tomal­lah,” said Charlie Chan in his role of Ah Kim, and a glance that was full of mean­ing passed between him and Bob Eden. “Tomal­lah nice day, you bet. See you tomal­lah, gen­tle­men.”

			He de­par­ted, leav­ing the door open. Eden saw him mov­ing across the patio on si­lent feet. He was not wait­ing out­side Mad­den’s door.

			“What was it you wanted?” Mad­den per­sisted.

			Bob Eden thought quickly. “I wanted to see you alone for just a mo­ment. This Thorn—you can trust him, can’t you?”

			Mad­den snorted. “You give me a pain,” he said. “Any­one would think you were bring­ing me the Bank of Eng­land. Of course Thorn’s all right. He’s been with me for fif­teen years.”

			“I just wanted to be sure,” Eden answered. “I’ll get hold of Dad early in the morn­ing. Good night.”

			He re­turned to the patio. The sec­ret­ary was hur­ry­ing in from his un­wel­come er­rand. “Good night, Mr. Thorn,” Eden said.

			“Oh—er—good night, Mr. Eden,” answered the man. He passed furt­ively from sight.

			Back in his room, Eden began to un­dress. He was both puzzled and dis­turbed. Was this ad­ven­ture to be as tame as it looked? Still in his ears rang the un­earthly scream of the par­rot. After all, had it been in a bar­room that Tony picked up that hideous cry for help?

		
	
		
			
				VI

				Tony’s Happy New Year

			
			For­get­ting the prom­ise he had made to rise and tele­phone his fath­er early in the morn­ing, Bob Eden lingered on in the pleas­ant com­pany of his couch. The mag­ni­fi­cent desert sun­rise, fam­ous wherever books are sold, came and went without the seal of his ap­prov­al, and a haze of heat spread over the bar­ren world. It was nine o’clock when he awoke from a most sat­is­fact­ory sleep and sat up in bed.

			Star­ing about the room, he gradu­ally loc­ated him­self on the map of Cali­for­nia. One by one the events of the night be­fore came back to him. First of all the scene at the Oas­is—that agile steak elud­ing him with diabol­ic cun­ning—the girl whose charm­ing pres­ence made the dreary café an oas­is in­deed. The ride over the desert with Will Hol­ley, the bright and cheery liv­ing-room of the ranch-house, the fox­trot from a Den­ver or­ches­tra. Mad­den, lean­ing close and breath­ing hard, de­mand­ing the Phil­limore pearls. Chan, in his vel­vet slip­pers, whis­per­ing of psych­ic fears and dark pre­mon­i­tions. And then the shrill cry of the par­rot out of the desert night.

			Now, how­ever, the tense troubled feel­ing with which he had gone to bed was melt­ing away in the yel­low sun­shine of the morn­ing. The boy began to sus­pect that he had made rather a fool of him­self in listen­ing to the little de­tect­ive from the Is­lands. Chan was an Ori­ent­al, also a po­lice­man. Such a com­bin­a­tion was bound to look at al­most any situ­ation with a jaun­diced eye. After all, he, Bob Eden, was here as the rep­res­ent­at­ive of Meek and Eden, and he must act as he saw fit. Was Chan in charge of this ex­ped­i­tion, or was he?

			The door opened, and on the threshold stood Ah Kim, in the per­son of Charlie Chan.

			“You come ’long, boss,” said his con­fed­er­ate loudly. “You ac’ lazy bimeby you no catch ’um bleck­fast.”

			Hav­ing said which, Charlie gently closed the door and came in, grim­acing as one who felt a keen dis­taste.

			“Silly talk like that hard busi­ness for me,” he com­plained. “Chinese without ac­cus­tomed dig­nity is like man without clothes, na­ked and ashamed. You en­joy long, rest­ful sleep, I think.”

			Eden yawned. “Com­pared to me last night, Rip Van Winkle had in­som­nia.”

			“That’s good. Humbly sug­gest you tear your­self out of that bed now. The great Mad­den in­dulges in nervous fit on liv­ing-room rug.”

			Eden laughed. “Suf­fer­ing, is he? Well, we’ll have to stop that.” He tossed aside the cov­ers.

			Chan was busy at the cur­tains. “Fa­vour me by tak­ing a look from win­dows,” he re­marked. “On every side desert stretches off like floor of etern­ity. Plenty acres of un­lim­it­able sand.”

			Bob Eden glanced out. “Yes, it’s the desert, and there’s plenty of it, that’s a fact. But look here—we ought to talk fast while we have the chance. Last night you made a sud­den change in our plans.”

			“Pre­sum­ing greatly—yes.”

			“Why?”

			Chan stared at him. “Why not? You your­self hear par­rot scream out of the dark. ‘Murder. Help. Help. Put down gun.’ ”

			Eden nod­ded. “I know. But that prob­ably meant noth­ing.”

			Charlie Chan shrugged. “You un­der­stand par­rot does not in­vent talk. Merely re­peats what oth­ers have re­marked.”

			“Of course,” Eden agreed. “And Tony was no doubt re­peat­ing some­thing he heard in Aus­tralia, or on a boat. I hap­pen to know that all Mad­den said of the bird’s past was the truth. And I may as well tell you, Charlie, that, look­ing at things in the bright light of the morn­ing, I feel we ac­ted rather fool­ishly last night. I’m go­ing to give those pearls to Mad­den be­fore break­fast.”

			Chan was si­lent for a mo­ment. “If I might pre­sume again, I would speak a few hearty words in praise of pa­tience. Youth, par­don me, is too hot around the head. Take my ad­vice, please, and wait.”

			“Wait. Wait for what?”

			“Wait un­til I have snatched more con­ver­sa­tion out of Tony. Tony very smart bird—he speaks Chinese. I am not so smart—but so do I.”

			“And what do you think Tony would tell you?”

			“Tony might re­veal just what is wrong on this ranch,” sug­ges­ted Chan.

			“I don’t be­lieve any­thing’s wrong,” ob­jec­ted Eden.

			Chan shook his head. “Not very happy po­s­i­tion for me,” he said, “that I must ar­gue with bright boy like you are.”

			“But listen, Charlie,” Eden pro­tested. “I prom­ised to call my fath­er this morn­ing. And Mad­den isn’t an easy man to handle.”

			“Hoomalim­ali,” re­spon­ded Chan.

			“No doubt you’re right,” Eden said. “But I don’t un­der­stand Chinese.”

			“You have made nat­ur­al er­ror,” Chan answered. “Par­don me while I cor­rect you. That are not Chinese. It are Hawaii­an talk. Well known in Is­lands—hoomalim­ali—make Mad­den feel good by a little harm­less de­cep­tion. As my cous­in Wil­lie Chan, cap­tain of All Chinese base­ball team, trans­late, with his vul­gar­ity, kid him along.”

			“Easi­er said than done,” replied Eden.

			“But you are clev­er boy. You could per­fect it. Just a few hours, while I have talk with the smart Tony.”

			Eden con­sidered. Paula Wendell was com­ing out this morn­ing. Too bad to rush off without see­ing her again. “Tell you what I’ll do,” he said. “I’ll wait un­til two o’clock. But when the clock strikes two, if noth­ing has happened in the in­ter­val, we hand over those pearls. Is that un­der­stood?”

			“Maybe,” nod­ded Chan.

			“You mean maybe, it’s un­der­stood?”

			“Not pre­cisely. I mean maybe we hand over pearls.” Eden looked in­to the stub­born eyes of the Chinese, and felt rather help­less. “How­ever,” Chan ad­ded, “ac­cept my glow­ing thanks. You are pretty good. Now pro­ceed to­ward the miser­able break­fast I have pre­pared.”

			“Tell Mad­den I’ll be there very soon.”

			Chan grim­aced. “With your kind per­mis­sion, I will al­ter that mes­sage slightly, los­ing the word very. In memory of old times, there re­mains little I would not do for Miss Sally. My life, per­haps—but by the bones of my hon­our­able an­cest­ors, I will not say ‘velly.’ ” He went out.

			On his perch in the patio, op­pos­ite Eden’s win­dow, Tony was busy with his own break­fast. The boy saw Chan ap­proach the bird, and pause. “Hoo la ma,” cried the de­tect­ive.

			Tony looked up, and cocked his head on one side. “Hoo la ma,” he replied, in a shrill, harsh voice.

			Chan went near­er, and began to talk rap­idly in Chinese. Now and then he paused, and the bird replied amaz­ingly with some phrase out of Chan’s speech. It was, Bob Eden re­flec­ted, as good as a show.

			Sud­denly from the door on the oth­er side of the patio the man Thorn emerged. His pale face was clouded with an­ger.

			“Here,” he cried loudly. “What the dev­il are you do­ing?”

			“Solly, boss,” said the Chinese. “Tony nice litta fel­lah. Maybe I take ’um to cook­house.”

			“You keep away from him,” Thorn ordered. “Get me—keep away from that bird.”

			Chan shuffled off. For a long mo­ment Thorn stood star­ing after him, an­ger and ap­pre­hen­sion mingled in his look. As Bob Eden turned away he was deep in thought. Was there some­thing in Chan’s at­ti­tude, after all?

			He hur­ried in­to the bath, which lay between his room and the va­cant bed­room bey­ond. When he fi­nally joined Mad­den he thought he per­ceived the af­ter­glow of that nervous fit still on the mil­lion­aire’s face.

			“I’m sorry to be late,” he apo­lo­gized. “But this desert air—”

			“I know,” said Mad­den. “It’s all right—we haven’t lost any time. I’ve already put in that call for your fath­er.”

			“Good idea,” replied the boy, without any en­thu­si­asm. “Called his of­fice, I sup­pose?”

			“Nat­ur­ally.”

			Sud­denly Eden re­membered. This was Sat­urday morn­ing, and, un­less it was rain­ing in San Fran­cisco, Al­ex­an­der Eden was by now well on his way to the golf-links at Burl­ingame. There he would re­main un­til late to­night at least—per­haps over Sunday. Oh, for a bright day in the North!

			Thorn came in, sed­ate and sol­emn in his blue serge suit, and looked with hungry eyes to­ward the table stand­ing be­fore the fire. They sat down to the break­fast pre­pared by the new ser­vant, Ah Kim. A good break­fast it was, for Charlie Chan had not for­got­ten his early train­ing in the Phil­limore house­hold. As it pro­gressed, Mad­den mel­lowed a bit.

			“I hope you wer­en’t alarmed last night by Tony’s screech­ing,” he said presently.

			“Well—for a minute,” ad­mit­ted Eden. “Of course, as soon as I found out the source of the rack­et I felt bet­ter.”

			Mad­den nod­ded. “Tony’s a col­our­less little beast, but he’s had a scar­let past,” he re­marked.

			“Like some of the rest of us,” Eden sug­ges­ted.

			Mad­den looked at him keenly. “The bird was giv­en me by a sea-cap­tain in the Aus­trali­an trade. I brought him here to be com­pany for my care­taker, Louie Wong.”

			“I thought your boy’s name was Ah Kim,” said Eden in­no­cently.

			“Oh—this one. This isn’t Wong. Louie was called sud­denly to San Fran­cisco the oth­er day. This Ah Kim just happened to drift in most op­por­tunely yes­ter­day. He’s merely a stop­gap un­til Louie comes back.”

			“You’re lucky,” Eden re­marked. “Such good cooks as Ah Kim are rare.”

			“Oh, he’ll do,” Mad­den ad­mit­ted. “When I come West to stay I bring a staff with me. This is a rather un­ex­pec­ted vis­it.”

			“Your real headquar­ters out here are in Pas­adena, I be­lieve?” Eden in­quired.

			“Yes—I’ve got a house there, on Or­ange Grove Av­en­ue. I just keep this place for an oc­ca­sion­al week­end—when my asthma threatens. And it’s good to get away from the mob, now and then.” The mil­lion­aire pushed back from the table, and looked at his watch. “Ought to hear from San Fran­cisco any minute now,” he ad­ded hope­fully.

			Eden glanced to­ward the tele­phone in a far corner. “Did you put the call in for my fath­er, or just for the of­fice?” he asked.

			“Just for the of­fice,” Mad­den replied. “I figured that if he was out we could leave a mes­sage.”

			Thorn came for­ward. “Chief, how about that in­ter­view for Hol­ley?” he in­quired.

			“Oh, the dev­il!” Mad­den said. “Why did I let my­self in for that?”

			“I could bring the type­writer in here,” began the sec­ret­ary.

			“No—we’ll go to your room. Mr. Eden, if the tele­phone rings, please an­swer it.”

			The two went out. Ah Kim ar­rived on noise­less feet to clear away the break­fast. Eden lighted a ci­gar­ette, and dropped in­to a chair be­fore the fire, which the blaz­ing sun out­side made rather su­per­flu­ous.

			Twenty minutes later the tele­phone rang. Eden leaped to it, but be­fore he reached the table where it stood, Mad­den was at his side. He had hoped to be alone for this or­deal, and sighed wear­ily. At the oth­er end of the wire he was re­lieved to hear the cool, me­lodi­ous voice of his fath­er’s well-chosen sec­ret­ary.

			“Hello,” he said. “This is Bob Eden, at Mad­den’s ranch down on the desert. And how are you this bright and shin­ing morn­ing?”

			“What makes you think it’s a bright and shin­ing morn­ing up here?” asked the girl.

			Eden’s heart sank. “Don’t tell me it isn’t. I’d be broken­hearted.”

			“Why?”

			“Why! Be­cause, while you’re beau­ti­ful at any time, I like to think of you with the sun­light on your hair—”

			Mad­den laid a heavy hand on his shoulder. “What the blazes do you think you’re do­ing—mak­ing a date with a chor­us girl? Get down to busi­ness.”

			“Ex­cuse it, please,” said Eden. “Miss Chase, is my fath­er there?”

			“No. This is Sat­urday, you know. Golf.”

			“Oh, yes—of course. Then it is a nice day. Well, tell him to call me here if he comes in. El­dor­ado sev­en six.”

			“Where is he?” de­man­ded Mad­den eagerly.

			“Out play­ing golf,” the boy answered.

			“Where? What links?”

			Bob sighed. “I sup­pose he’s at Burl­ingame,” he said over the wire.

			Then—oh, ex­cel­lent young wo­man, thought the boy—the sec­ret­ary answered: “Not today. He went with some friends to an­oth­er links. He didn’t say which.”

			“Thank you so much,” Eden said. “Just leave the mes­sage on his desk, please.” He rang off.

			“Too bad,” he re­marked cheer­fully. “Gone off to play golf some­where, and nobody knows where.”

			Mad­den swore. “The old sim­pleton. Why doesn’t he at­tend to his busi­ness—”

			“Look here, Mr. Mad­den—” Eden began.

			“Golf, golf, golf,” stormed Mad­den. “It’s ruined more good men than whisky. I tell you, if I’d fooled round on golf-links I wouldn’t be where I am today. If your fath­er had any sense—”

			“I’ve heard about enough,” said Eden, rising.

			Mad­den’s man­ner changed sud­denly. “I’m sorry,” he said. “But this is an­noy­ing, you must ad­mit. I wanted that neck­lace to start today.”

			“The day’s young,” Eden re­minded him. “It may get off yet.”

			“I hope so,” Mad­den frowned. “I’m not ac­cus­tomed to this sort of dilly­dal­ly­ing, I can tell you that.”

			His great head was toss­ing an­grily as he went out. Bob Eden looked after him, thought­fully. Mad­den, mas­ter of many mil­lions, was put­ting what seemed an un­due em­phas­is on a little pearl neck­lace. The boy wondered. His fath­er was get­ting on in years—he was far from the New York mar­kets. Had he made some glar­ing mis­take in set­ting a value on that neck­lace? Was it, per­haps, worth a great deal more than he had asked, and was Mad­den fum­ing to get hold of it be­fore the jew­eller learned his er­ror and per­haps called off the deal? Of course, Al­ex­an­der Eden had giv­en his word, but, even so, Mad­den might fear some hitch in the trans­ac­tion.

			The boy strolled idly out in­to the patio. The chill night wind had van­ished, and he saw the desert of song and story bak­ing un­der a re­lent­less sun. In the sandy little yard of the ranch-house life was hum­ming along. Plump chick­ens and haughty tur­keys strut­ted be­hind wire en­clos­ures. He paused for a mo­ment to stare with in­terest at a bed of straw­ber­ries, red and tempt­ing. Up above, on the bare branches of the cot­ton­woods, he saw un­mis­tak­able buds, mute prom­ise of a grate­ful shade not far away.

			Odd how things lived and grew here in this des­ol­ate coun­try. He took a turn about the grounds. In one corner was a great reser­voir half filled with wa­ter—a pleas­ant sight that must be on an Au­gust af­ter­noon. Com­ing back to the patio, he stopped to speak to Tony, who was sit­ting rather de­jec­tedly on his perch.

			“Hoo la ma,” he said.

			Tony perked up. “Sung kai yat bo,” he re­marked.

			“Yes, and a great pity, too,” replied Eden fa­cetiously.

			“Gee fung low hop,” ad­ded Tony, some­what feebly.

			“Per­haps, but I heard dif­fer­ent,” said Eden, and moved on. He wondered what Chan was do­ing. Evid­ently the de­tect­ive thought it best to obey Thorn’s com­mand that he keep away from the bird. This was not sur­pris­ing, for the win­dows of the sec­ret­ary’s room looked out on Tony’s perch.

			Back in the liv­ing-room, Eden took up a book. At a few minutes be­fore twelve he heard the asth­mat­ic cough of Hor­ace Gree­ley in the yard, and, rising, he ad­mit­ted Will Hol­ley. The ed­it­or was smil­ing and alert.

			“Hello,” Eden said. “Mad­den’s in there with Thorn, get­ting out the in­ter­view. Sit down.” He came close. “And please re­mem­ber that I haven’t brought these pearls. My busi­ness with Mad­den is still un­fin­ished.”

			Hol­ley looked at him with sud­den in­terest. “I get you. But I thought last night that everything was lovely. Do you mean—”

			“Tell you later,” in­ter­rup­ted Eden. “I may be in town this af­ter­noon.” He spoke in a louder tone. “I’m glad you came along. I was find­ing the desert a bit flat when you fliv­vered in.”

			Hol­ley smiled. “Cheer up. I’ve got some­thing for you. A ver­it­able store­house of wit and wis­dom.” He handed over a pa­per. “This week’s is­sue of the El­dor­ado Times, damp from the presses. Read about Louie Wong’s big trip to San Fran­cisco. All the news to fit the print.”

			Eden took the proffered pa­per—eight small pages of mingled news and ad­vert­ise­ments. He sank in­to a chair. “Well,” he said, “it seems that the Ladies’ Aid Sup­per last Tues­day night was not­ably suc­cess­ful. Not only that, but the ladies re­spons­ible for the af­fair la­boured as­sidu­ously and de­serve much cred­it.”

			“Yes, but the real ex­cite­ment’s in­side,” re­marked Hol­ley. “On page three. There you’ll learn that coyotes are get­ting pretty bad in the val­ley. A num­ber of people are put­ting out traps.”

			“Un­der those cir­cum­stances,” Eden said, “how for­tu­nate that Henry Grat­tan is caring for Mr. Dickey’s chick­ens dur­ing the lat­ter’s ab­sence in Los Angeles.”

			Hol­ley rose, and stared for a mo­ment down at his tiny news­pa­per. “And once I worked with Mitchell on the New York Sun,” he mis­quoted sadly. “Don’t let Harry Fladgate see that, will you? When Harry knew me I was a news­pa­per man.” He moved off across the room. “By the way, has Mad­den shown you his col­lec­tion of fire­arms?”

			Bob Eden rose, and fol­lowed. “Why no—he hasn’t.”

			“It’s rather in­ter­est­ing. But dusty—say, I guess Louie was afraid to touch them. Nearly every one of these guns has a his­tory. See—there’s a type­writ­ten card above each one. ‘Presen­ted to P. J. Mad­den by Till Taylor’—Taylor was one of the best sher­iffs Ore­gon ever had. And here—look at this one—it’s a beauty. Giv­en to Mad­den by Bill Tilgh­man. That gun, my boy, saw ac­tion on Front Street in the old Dodge City days.”

			“What’s the one with all the notches?” Eden asked.

			“Used to be­long to Billy the Kid,” said Hol­ley. “Ask them about Billy over in New Mex­ico. And here’s one Bat Mas­ter­son used to tote. But the star of the col­lec­tion”—Hol­ley’s eyes ran over the wall—“the beauty of the lot—” He turned to Eden. “It isn’t there,” he said.

			“There’s a gun miss­ing?” in­quired Eden slowly.

			“Seems to be. One of the first Colts made—a forty-five—it was presen­ted to Mad­den by Bill Hart, who’s staged a lot of pic­tures round here.” He poin­ted to an open space on the wall. “There’s where it used to be,” he ad­ded, and was mov­ing away.

			Eden caught his coat sleeve. “Wait a minute,” he said in a low, tense voice. “Let me get this. A gun miss­ing. And the card’s gone, too. You can see where the tacks held it in place.”

			“Well, what’s all the ex­cite­ment—” began Hol­ley, sur­prised.

			Eden ran his fin­ger over the wall. “There’s no dust where that card should be. What does that mean? That Bill Hart’s gun has been re­moved with­in the last few days.”

			“My boy,” said Hol­ley. “What are you talk­ing about?”

			“Hush,” warned Eden. The door opened and Mad­den, fol­lowed by Thorn, entered the room. For a mo­ment the mil­lion­aire stood re­gard­ing them in­tently.

			“Good morn­ing, Mr. Hol­ley,” he said. “I’ve got your in­ter­view here. You’re wir­ing it to New York, you say?”

			“Yes. I’ve quer­ied my friend there about it this morn­ing. I know he’ll want it.”

			“Well, it’s noth­ing start­ling. I hope you’ll men­tion in the course of it where you got it. That will help to soothe the feel­ings of the boys I’ve turned down so of­ten in New York. And you won’t change what I’ve said?”

			“Not a comma,” smiled Hol­ley. “I must hurry back to town now. Thank you again, Mr. Mad­den.”

			“That’s all right,” said Mad­den. “Glad to help you out.”

			Eden fol­lowed Hol­ley to the yard. Out of earshot of the house, the ed­it­or stopped.

			“You seemed a little het up about that gun. What’s do­ing?”

			“Oh, noth­ing, I sup­pose,” said Eden. “On the oth­er hand—”

			“What?”

			“Well, Hol­ley, it strikes me that some­thing queer may have happened lately on this ranch.”

			Hol­ley stared. “It doesn’t sound pos­sible. How­ever, don’t keep me in sus­pense.”

			“I’ve got to. It’s a long story, and Mad­den mustn’t see us get­ting too chummy. I’ll come in this af­ter­noon, as I prom­ised.”

			Hol­ley climbed in­to his car. “All right,” he said. “I can wait, I guess. See you later, then.”

			Eden was sorry to watch Hor­ace Gree­ley stag­ger down the dusty road. Some­how the news­pa­per man brought a warm, hu­man at­mo­sphere to the ranch, an at­mo­sphere that was needed there. But a mo­ment later he was sorry no longer, for a little speck of brown in the dis­tance be­came a smart road­ster, and at its wheel he saw the girl of the Oas­is, Paula Wendell.

			He held open the gate, and with a cheery wave of her hand the girl drove past him in­to the yard.

			“Hello,” he said as she alighted. “I was be­gin­ning to fear you wer­en’t com­ing.”

			“I over­slept,” she ex­plained. “Al­ways do in this desert coun­try. Have you no­ticed the air? People who are in a po­s­i­tion to know tell me it’s like wine.”

			“Had a merry break­fast, I sup­pose?”

			“I cer­tainly did. At the Oas­is.”

			“You poor child. That cof­fee.”

			“I didn’t mind. Will Hol­ley says that Mad­den’s here.”

			“Mad­den? That’s right—you do want to see Mad­den, don’t you? Well, come along in­side.”

			Thorn was alone in the liv­ing-room. He re­garded the girl with a fishy eye. Not many men could have man­aged that, but Thorn was dif­fer­ent.

			“Thorn,” said Eden. “Here’s a young wo­man who wants to see Mr. Mad­den.”

			“I have a let­ter from him,” the girl ex­plained, “of­fer­ing me the use of the ranch to take some pic­tures. You may re­mem­ber—I was here Wed­nes­day night.”

			“I re­mem­ber,” said Thorn sourly. “And I re­gret very much that Mr. Mad­den can­not see you. He also asks me to say that un­for­tu­nately he must with­draw the per­mis­sion he gave you in his let­ter.”

			“I’ll ac­cept that word from no one but Mr. Mad­den him­self,” re­turned the girl, and a steely light flamed sud­denly in her eyes.

			“I re­peat—he will not see you,” per­sisted Thorn.

			The girl sat down. “Tell Mr. Mad­den his ranch is charm­ing,” she said. “Tell him I am seated in a chair in his liv­ing-room and that I shall cer­tainly con­tin­ue to sit here un­til he comes and speaks to me him­self.”

			Thorn hes­it­ated a mo­ment, glar­ing an­grily. Then he went out.

			“I say—you’re all right,” Eden laughed.

			“I aim to be,” the girl answered, “and I’ve been on my own too long to take any non­sense from a mere sec­ret­ary.”

			Mad­den blustered in. “What is all this—”

			“Mr. Mad­den,” the girl said, rising and smil­ing with amaz­ing sweet­ness, “I was sure you’d see me. I have here a let­ter you wrote me from San Fran­cisco. You re­call it, of course.”

			Mad­den took the let­ter and glanced at it. “Yes, yes—of course. I’m very sorry, Miss Wendell, but since I wrote that cer­tain mat­ters have come up—I have a busi­ness deal on—” He glanced at Eden. “In short, it would be most in­con­veni­ent for me to have the ranch over­run with pic­ture people at this time. I can’t tell you how I re­gret it.”

			The girl’s smile van­ished. “Very well,” she said, “but it means a black mark against me with the com­pany. The people I work for don’t ac­cept ex­cuses—only res­ults. I have told them everything was ar­ranged.”

			“Well, you were a little pre­ma­ture, wer­en’t you?”

			“I don’t see why. I had the word of P. J. Mad­den. I be­lieved—fool­ishly, per­haps—the old ru­mour that the word of Mad­den was nev­er broken.”

			The mil­lion­aire looked de­cidedly un­com­fort­able. “Well—I—er—of course I nev­er break my word. When did you want to bring your people here?”

			“It’s all ar­ranged for Monday,” said the girl.

			“Out of the ques­tion,” replied Mad­den. “But if you could post­pone it a few days—say, un­til Thursday.” Once more he looked at Eden. “Our busi­ness should be settled by Thursday,” he ad­ded.

			“Un­ques­tion­ably,” agreed Eden, glad to help.

			“Very well,” said Mad­den. He looked at the girl, and his eyes were kindly. He was no Thorn. “Make it Thursday, and the place is yours. I may not be here then my­self, but I’ll leave word to that ef­fect.”

			“Mr. Mad­den, you’re a dear,” she told him. “I knew I could rely on you.”

			With a dis­gus­ted look at his em­ploy­er’s back, Thorn went out.

			“You bet you can,” said Mad­den, smil­ing pleas­antly. He was melt­ing fast. “And the re­cord of P. J. Mad­den is in­tact. His word is as good as his bond—isn’t that so?”

			“If any­one doubts it let him ask me,” replied the girl.

			“It’s nearly lunch­time,” Mad­den said. “You’ll stay?”

			“Well—I—really, Mr. Mad­den—”

			“Of course she’ll stay,” Bob Eden broke in. “She’s eat­ing at a place in El­dor­ado called the Oas­is, and if she doesn’t stay, then she’s just gone and lost her mind.”

			The girl laughed. “You’re all so good to me,” she said.

			“Why not?” in­quired Mad­den. “Then it’s settled. We need someone like you around to bright­en things up. Ah Kim,” he ad­ded, as the Chinese entered, “an­oth­er place for lunch. In about ten minutes, Miss Wendell.”

			He went out. The girl looked at Bob Eden. “Well, that’s that. I knew it would be all right, if only he would see me.”

			“Nat­ur­ally,” said Eden. “Everything in this world would be all right, if every man in it could only see you.”

			“Sounds like a com­pli­ment,” she smiled.

			“Meant to be,” replied the boy. “But what makes it sound so cum­ber­some? I must brush up on my so­cial chat­ter.”

			“Oh—then it was only chat­ter?”

			“Please—don’t look too closely at what I say. I may tell you I’ve got a lot on my mind just now. I’m try­ing to be a busi­ness man, and it’s some strain.”

			“Then you’re not a real busi­ness man?”

			“Not a real any­thing. Just sort of drift­ing. You know, you made me think last night.”

			“I’m proud of that.”

			“Now—don’t spoof me. I got to think­ing—here you are, earn­ing your liv­ing—lux­uri­ous pot roasts at the Oas­is and all that—while I’m just Fath­er’s little boy. I shouldn’t be sur­prised if you in­spired me to turn over a new leaf.”

			“Then I shan’t have lived in vain.” She nod­ded to­ward the far side of the room. “What in the world is the mean­ing of that ar­sen­al?”

			“Oh—that’s gentle old Mad­den’s col­lec­tion of fire­arms. A hobby of his. Come on over and I’ll teach you to call each one by name.”

			Presently Mad­den and Thorn re­turned, and Ah Kim served a per­fect lunch. At the table Thorn said noth­ing, but his em­ploy­er, un­der the spell of the girl’s bright eyes, talked vol­ubly and well. As they fin­ished cof­fee Bob Eden sud­denly awoke to the fact that the big clock near the patio win­dows marked the hour as five minutes of two. At two o’clock! There was that ar­range­ment with Chan re­gard­ing two o’clock. What were they to do? The im­pass­ive face of the Ori­ent­al as he served lunch had told the boy noth­ing.

			Mad­den was in the midst of a long story about his early struggle to­ward wealth, when the Chinese came sud­denly in­to the room. He stood there, and, though he did not speak, his man­ner hal­ted the mil­lion­aire as ef­fect­ively as a pis­tol-shot.

			“Well, well, what is it?” Mad­den de­man­ded.

			“Death,” said Ah Kim sol­emnly in his high-pitched voice. “Death un­evit­able end. No wolly. No solly.”

			“What in Sam Hill are you talk­ing about?” Mad­den in­quired. Thorn’s pale green eyes were bul­ging.

			“Poah litta Tony,” went on Ah Kim.

			“What about Tony?”

			“Poah litta Tony en­joy hap­ply noo yeah in Hades­land,” fin­ished Ah Kim.

			Mad­den was in­stantly on his feet, and led the way to the patio. On the stone floor be­neath his perch lay the life­less body of the Chinese par­rot.

			The mil­lion­aire stooped and picked up the bird. “Why—poor old Tony,” he said. “He’s gone west. He’s dead.”

			Eden’s eyes were on Thorn. For the first time since he met that gen­tle­man he thought he de­tec­ted the ghost of a smile on the sec­ret­ary’s pale face.

			“Well, Tony was old,” con­tin­ued Mad­den. “A very old boy. And as Ah Kim says, death is in­ev­it­able—” He stopped, and looked keenly at the ex­pres­sion­less face of the Chinese. “I’ve been ex­pect­ing this,” he ad­ded. “Tony hasn’t seemed very well of late. Here, Ah Kim”—he handed over all that was mor­tal of Tony—“you take and bury him some­where.”

			“I take ’um,” said Ah Kim, and did so.

			In the big liv­ing-room the clock struck twice, loud and clear. Ah Kim, in the per­son of Charlie Chan, was mov­ing slowly away, the bird in his arms. He was mut­ter­ing glibly in Chinese. Sud­denly he looked back over his shoulder.

			“Hoomalim­ali,” he said clearly.

			Bob Eden re­membered his Hawaii­an.

		
	
		
			
				VII

				The Post­man Sets Out

			
			The three men and the girl re­turned to the liv­ing-room but Mad­den’s flow of small talk was stilled, and the sparkle was gone from his lunch­eon party.

			“Poor Tony,” the mil­lion­aire said when they had sat down. “It’s like the passing of an old friend. Five years ago he came to me.” He was si­lent for a long time, star­ing in­to space.

			Presently the girl rose. “I really must be get­ting back to town,” she an­nounced. “It was thought­ful of you to in­vite me to lunch, Mr. Mad­den, and I ap­pre­ci­ate it. I can count on Thursday, then?”

			“Yes—if noth­ing new comes up. In that case, where could I reach you?”

			“I’ll be at the Desert Edge—but noth­ing must come up. I’m re­ly­ing on the word of P. J. Mad­den.”

			“Noth­ing will, I’m sure. Sorry you have to go.”

			Bob Eden came for­ward. “I think I’ll take a little fling at city life my­self,” he said. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to ride in­to El­dor­ado with you.”

			“De­lighted,” she smiled. “But I’m not sure I can bring you back.”

			“Oh, no—I don’t want you to. I’ll walk back.”

			“You needn’t do that,” said Mad­den. “It seems that Ah Kim can drive a fliv­ver—a rather re­mark­able boy, Ah Kim.” He was thought­fully si­lent for a mo­ment. “I’m send­ing him to town later in the af­ter­noon for sup­plies. Our lar­der’s rather low. He’ll pick you up.” The Chinese entered to clear away. “Ah Kim, you’re to bring Mr. Eden back with you this even­ing.”

			“Al­light. I bling ’um,” said Ah Kim, without in­terest.

			“I’ll meet you in front of the hotel any time you say,” sug­ges­ted Eden.

			Ah Kim re­garded him sourly. “Maybe flive ’clock,” he said.

			“Fine. At five, then.”

			“You late, you no catch ’um lide,” warned the Chinese.

			“I’ll be there,” the boy prom­ised. He went to his room and got a cap. When he re­turned Mad­den was wait­ing.

			“In case your fath­er calls this af­ter­noon, I’ll tell him you want that mat­ter rushed through,” he said.

			Eden’s heart sank. He hadn’t thought of that. Sup­pose his fath­er re­turned to the of­fice un­ex­pec­tedly—but no, that was un­likely. And it wouldn’t do to show alarm and change his plans now.

			“Surely,” he re­marked care­lessly. “If he isn’t sat­is­fied without a word from me, tell him to call again about six.”

			When he stepped in­to the yard the girl was skil­fully turn­ing her car about. He of­fi­ci­ated at the gate, and joined her in the sandy road.

			The car moved off and Eden got his first un­im­peded look at this queer world Hol­ley had called the dev­il’s garden. “Plenty acres of un­lim­it­able sand,” Chan had said, and that about summed it up. Far in the dis­tance was a touch of beauty—a co­balt sky above snow-capped moun­tains. But else­where he saw only desert, a great grey in­ter­min­able blanket spattered with creo­sote brush. All the trees, all the bushes, were barbed and cruel and men­acing—a bizn­aga, point­ing like a fin­ger of scorn to­ward the sky, an un­kempt pa­lo verde, the etern­al Joshua-trees, like charred stumps that had stood in the path of a fire. Over this vast waste played odd tricks of light and shade, and up above hung the sun, a liv­ing flame, mer­ci­less, in­ef­fably pure, and some­how ter­rible.

			“Well, what do you think of it?” asked the girl.

			Eden shrugged. “Hell’s burnt out and left the em­bers,” he re­marked.

			She smiled. “The desert is an ac­quired taste,” she ex­plained. “No one likes it at first. I re­mem­ber the night, long ago, when I got off the train at El­dor­ado with poor Dad. A little girl from a Phil­adelphia sub­urb—a place that was old and settled and civ­il­ized. And there I stood in the midst of this sav­age-look­ing world. My heart broke.”

			“Poor kid,” said Eden. “But you like it now.”

			“Yes—after a while—well, there’s a sort of weird beauty in this sun-drenched coun­try. You waken to it in the course of time. And in the spring, after the rains—I’d like to take you over round Palm Springs then. The ver­bena is like a car­pet of old rose, and the ugli­est trees put forth the most del­ic­ate and lovely blos­soms. And at any time of the year there’s al­ways the desert nights, with the pale stars over­head, and the air full of peace and calm and rest.”

			“Oh, no doubt it’s a great place to rest,” Eden agreed. “But as it hap­pens, I wasn’t very tired.”

			“Who knows?” she said. “Per­haps be­fore we say good­bye I can ini­ti­ate you in­to the Very An­cient Or­der of Lov­ers of the Desert. The re­quire­ments for mem­ber­ship are very strict. A sens­it­ive soul, a quick eye for beauty—oh, a very se­lect group, you may be sure. No rif­fraff on our rolls.”

			A blatant sign hung be­fore them. “Stop! Have you bought your lot in Date City?” From the steps of a tiny real-es­tate of­fice a rather shabby young man leaped to life. He came in­to the road and held up his hand. Ob­li­gingly the girl stopped her car.

			“Howdy, folks,” said the young man. “Here’s the big op­por­tun­ity of your life—don’t pass it by. Let me show you a lot in Date City, the fu­ture met­ro­pol­is of the desert.”

			Bob Eden stared at the dreary land­scape. “Not in­ter­ested,” he said.

			“Yeah. Think of the poor dev­ils who once said that about the corner of Spring and Sixth, Los Angeles. Not in­ter­ested—and they could have bought it for a song. Look ahead. Can you pic­ture this street ten years hence?”

			“I think I can,” Eden replied. “It looks just the way it does today.”

			“Blind!” re­buked the young man. “Blind! This won’t be the desert forever. Look!” He poin­ted to a small lead pipe sur­roun­ded by a circle of rocks and try­ing to act like a foun­tain. From its top gurgled an an­aem­ic stream. “What’s that! Wa­ter, my boy, wa­ter, the pure, life-giv­ing elixir, gush­ing madly from the sandy soil. What does that mean? I see a great city rising on this spot, sky­scrapers and movie palaces, land five thou­sand a front foot—land you can buy today for a paltry two dol­lars.”

			“I’ll take a dol­lar’s worth,” re­marked Eden.

			“I ap­peal to the young lady,” con­tin­ued the real-es­tate man. “If that ring on the third fin­ger of her left hand means any­thing, it means a wed­ding.” Startled, Bob Eden looked, and saw a big em­er­ald set in plat­in­um. “You, miss—you have vis­ion. Sup­pose you two bought a lot today and held it for your—er—for fu­ture gen­er­a­tions. Wealth, wealth un­told—I’m right, ain’t I, miss?”

			The girl looked away. “Per­haps you are,” she ad­mit­ted. “But you’ve made a mis­take. This gen­tle­man is not my fiancé.”

			“Oh,” said the youth, de­flat­ing.

			“I’m only a stranger, passing through,” Eden told him.

			The sales­man pulled him­self to­geth­er for a new at­tack. “That’s it—you’re a stranger. You don’t un­der­stand. You can’t real­ize that Los Angeles looked like this once.”

			“It still does—to some people,” sug­ges­ted Bob Eden gently.

			The young man gave him a hard look. “Oh—I get you,” he said. “You’re from San Fran­cisco.” He turned to the girl. “So this ain’t your fiancé, eh, lady? Well—hearty con­grat­u­la­tions.”

			Eden laughed. “Sorry,” he said.

			“I’m sorry, too,” re­turned the sales­man. “Sorry for you, when I think of what you’re passing up. How­ever, you may see the light yet, and if you ever do, don’t for­get me. I’m here Sat­urdays and Sundays, and we have an of­fice in El­dor­ado. Op­por­tun­ity’s knock­ing, but of course if you’re from ’Frisco you’re do­ing the same. Glad to have met you, any­how.”

			They left him by his weak little foun­tain, a sad but hope­ful fig­ure.

			“Poor fel­low,” the girl re­marked, as the car moved for­ward. “The pi­on­eer has a hard time of it.”

			Eden did not speak for a mo­ment. “I’m an ob­serving little chap, aren’t I?” he said at last.

			“What do you mean?”

			“That ring. I nev­er no­ticed it. En­gaged, I sup­pose?”

			“It looks that way, doesn’t it?”

			“Don’t tell me you’re go­ing to marry some movie act­or who car­ries a van­ity case.”

			“You should know me bet­ter than that.”

			“I do, of course. But de­scribe this lucky lad. What’s he like?”

			“He likes me.”

			“Nat­ur­ally.” Eden lapsed in­to si­lence.

			“Not angry, are you?” asked the girl.

			“Not angry,” he grinned, “but ter­ribly, ter­ribly hurt. I per­ceive you don’t want to talk about the mat­ter.”

			“Well—some in­cid­ents in my life I really should keep to my­self. On such short ac­quaint­ance.”

			“As you wish,” agreed Eden. The car sped on. “Lady,” he said presently, “I’ve known this desert coun­try, man and boy, go­ing on twenty-four hours. And be­lieve me when I tell you, miss, it’s a cruel land—a cruel land.”

			They climbed the road that lay between the two piles of brown rock pre­tend­ing to be moun­tains, and be­fore them lay El­dor­ado, huddled about the little red sta­tion. The town looked tiny and help­less and for­lorn. As they alighted be­fore the Desert Edge Hotel, Eden said:

			“When shall I see you again?”

			“Thursday, per­haps.”

			“Non­sense. I shall prob­ably be gone by then; I must see you soon.”

			“I’ll be out your way in the morn­ing. If you like, I’ll pick you up.”

			“That’s kind of you—but morn­ing’s a long way off,” he said. “I’ll think of you to­night, eat­ing at the Oas­is. Give my love to that steak, if you see it. Un­til to­mor­row, then—and can’t I buy you an alarm clock?”

			“I shan’t over­sleep—much,” she laughed. “Good­bye.”

			“Good­bye,” answered Eden. “Thanks for the buggy ride.”

			He crossed the road to the rail­road-sta­tion, which was also the tele­graph-of­fice. In the little cubby­hole oc­cu­pied by the agent Will Hol­ley stood, a sheaf of copy pa­per in his hand.

			“Hello,” he said. “Just get­ting that in­ter­view on the wire. Were you look­ing for me?”

			“Yes, I was,” Eden replied. “But first I want to send a wire of my own.”

			The agent, a husky youth with sandy hair, looked up. “Say, mis­ter, no can do. Mr. Hol­ley here’s tied up things forever.”

			Hol­ley laughed. “That’s all right. You can cut in with Mr. Eden’s mes­sage, and then go back.”

			Frown­ing, Eden con­sidered the word­ing of his rather dif­fi­cult tele­gram. How to let his fath­er know the situ­ation without re­veal­ing it to the world? Fi­nally he wrote:

			
				Buy­er here, but cer­tain con­di­tions make it ad­vis­able we treat him to a little hoomalim­ali. Mrs. Jordan will trans­late. When I talk with you over tele­phone prom­ise to send valu­able pack­age at once, then for­get it. Any con­fid­en­tial mes­sage for me care Will Hol­ley, El­dor­ado Times. They have nice desert down here but too full of mys­tery for frank and open young busi­ness man like your lov­ing son. Bob

			

			He turned the yel­low slip over to the wor­ried tele­graph­er, with in­struc­tions to send it to his fath­er’s of­fice, and in du­plic­ate to his house. “How much?” he asked.

			After some fum­bling with a book the agent named a sum, which Eden paid. He ad­ded a tip, up­set­ting the boy still fur­ther.

			“Say, this is some day here,” an­nounced the tele­graph­er. “Al­ways wanted a little ex­cite­ment in my life, but now it’s come I guess I ain’t ready for it. Yes, sir—I’ll send it twice—I know—I get you—”

			Hol­ley gave the boy a few dir­ec­tions about the Mad­den in­ter­view, and re­turned with Bob Eden to Main Street.

			“Let’s drop over to the of­fice,” the ed­it­or said. “Nobody there now, and I’m keen to know what’s do­ing out at Mad­den’s.”

			In the bare little home of the El­dor­ado Times Eden took a chair that was already partly filled with ex­changes, close to the ed­it­or’s desk. Hol­ley re­moved his hat and re­placed it with an eye­shade. He dropped down be­side his type­writer.

			“My friend in New York grabbed at that story,” he said. “It was good of Mad­den to let me have it. I un­der­stand they’re go­ing to al­low me to sign it, too—the name of Will Hol­ley back in the big pa­pers again. But look here—I was sur­prised by what you hin­ted out at the ranch this morn­ing. It seemed to me last night that everything was OK. You didn’t say wheth­er you had that neck­lace with you or not, but I gathered you had—”

			“I haven’t,” cut in Eden.

			“Oh—it’s still in San Fran­cisco?”

			“No. My con­fed­er­ate has it.”

			“Your what?”

			“Hol­ley, I know that if Harry Fladgate says you’re all right, you are. So I’m go­ing the whole way in the mat­ter of trust­ing you.”

			“That’s flat­ter­ing—but suit your­self.”

			“Some­thing tells me we’ll need your help,” Eden re­marked. With a glance round the deser­ted of­fice, he de­scribed the real iden­tity of the ser­vant, Ah Kim.

			Hol­ley grinned. “Well, that’s amus­ing, isn’t it? But go on. I get the im­pres­sion that al­though you ar­rived at the ranch last night to find Mad­den there and everything, on the sur­face, se­rene, such was not the case. What happened?”

			“First of all, Charlie thought some­thing was wrong. He sensed it. You know the Chinese are a very psych­ic race.”

			Hol­ley laughed. “Is that so? Surely you didn’t fall for that guff. Oh, par­don me—I pre­sume you had some bet­ter reas­on for delay?”

			“I’ll ad­mit it soun­ded like guff to me—at the start. I laughed at Chan, and pre­pared to hand over the pearls at once. Sud­denly out of the night came the weird­est cry for help I ever ex­pect to hear.”

			“What! Really? From whom?”

			“From your friend the Chinese par­rot. From Tony.”

			“Oh—of course,” said Hol­ley. “I’d for­got­ten him. Well, that prob­ably meant noth­ing.”

			“But a par­rot doesn’t in­vent,” Eden re­minded him. “It merely re­peats. I may have ac­ted like a fool, but I hes­it­ated to pro­duce those pearls.” He went on to tell how, in the morn­ing, he had agreed to wait un­til two o’clock while Chan had fur­ther talk with Tony, and ended with the death of the bird just after lunch. “And there the mat­ter rests,” he fin­ished.

			“Are you ask­ing my ad­vice?” said Hol­ley. “I hope you are, be­cause I’ve simply got to give it to you.”

			“Shoot,” Eden replied.

			Hol­ley smiled at him in a fath­erly way. “Don’t think for a mo­ment I wouldn’t like to be­lieve there’s some big me­lo­drama afoot at Mad­den’s ranch. Heav­en knows little enough hap­pens round here, and a thing like that would be manna from above. But as I look at it, my boy, you’ve let a jumpy Chinese lead you astray in­to a bad case of nerves.”

			“Charlie’s ab­so­lutely sin­cere,” pro­tested Eden.

			“No doubt of that,” agreed Hol­ley. “But he’s an Ori­ent­al, and a de­tect­ive, and he’s simply got to de­tect. There’s noth­ing wrong at Mad­den’s ranch. True, Tony lets out weird cries in the night—but he al­ways has.”

			“You’ve heard him, then?”

			“Well, I nev­er heard him say any­thing about help and murder, but when he first came I was liv­ing out at Doc­tor Whit­comb’s, and I used to hang round the Mad­den ranch a good deal. Tony had some strange words in his small head. He’d spent his days amid vi­ol­ence and crime. It’s noth­ing to won­der at that he screamed as he did last night. The set­ting on the desert, the dark, Charlie’s psych­ic talk—all that com­bined to make a moun­tain out of a mole­hill, in your eyes.”

			“And Tony’s sud­den death this noon?”

			“Just as Mad­den said. Tony was as old as the hills—even a par­rot doesn’t live forever. A co­in­cid­ence, yes—but I’m afraid your fath­er won’t be pleased with you, my boy. First thing you know P. J. Mad­den, who is hot and im­petu­ous, will kick you out and call the trans­ac­tion off. And I can see you back home ex­plain­ing that you didn’t close the deal be­cause a par­rot on the place dropped dead. My boy, my boy—I trust your fath­er is a gentle soul. Oth­er­wise he’s li­able to an­ni­hil­ate you.”

			Eden con­sidered. “How about that miss­ing gun?”

			Hol­ley shrugged. “You can find some­thing queer al­most any­where, if you look for it. The gun was gone—yes. What of it? Mad­den may have sold it, giv­en it away, taken it to his room.”

			Bob Eden leaned back in his chair. “I guess you’re right, at that. Yes, the more I think about it, here in the bright light of af­ter­noon, the more fool­ish I feel.” Through a side win­dow he saw a car swing up be­fore the gro­cery store next door, and Charlie Chan alight. He went out on to the porch.

			“Ah Kim,” he called.

			The plump little Chinese de­tect­ive ap­proached and, without a word, entered the of­fice.

			“Charlie,” said Bob Eden, “this is a friend of mine, Mr. Will Hol­ley. Hol­ley, meet De­tect­ive-Ser­geant Chan, of the Hon­olulu po­lice.”

			At men­tion of his name Chan’s eyes nar­rowed. “How do you do?” he said coldly.

			“It’s all right,” Eden as­sured him. “Mr. Hol­ley can be trus­ted—ab­so­lutely. I’ve told him everything.”

			“I am far away in strange land,” re­turned Chan. “Maybe I would choose to trust no one—but that, no doubt, are my hea­then churl­ish­ness. Mr. Hol­ley will par­don, I am sure.”

			“Don’t worry,” said Hol­ley. “I give you my word. I’ll tell no one.”

			Chan made no reply, in his mind, per­haps, the memory of oth­er white men who had giv­en their word.

			“It doesn’t mat­ter, any­how,” Eden re­marked. “Charlie, I’ve come to the de­cision that we’re chas­ing ghosts. I’ve talked things over with Mr. Hol­ley, and from what he says, I see that there’s really noth­ing wrong out at the ranch. When we go back this even­ing we’ll hand over those pearls and head for home.” Chan’s face fell. “Cheer up,” ad­ded the boy. “You your­self must ad­mit that we’ve been act­ing like a couple of old wo­men.”

			An ex­pres­sion of deeply of­fen­ded dig­nity ap­peared on the little round face. “Just one mo­ment. Per­mit this old wo­man more non­sense. Some hours ago par­rot drops from perch in­to vast etern­ity. Dead, like Caesar.”

			“What of it?” said Eden wear­ily. “He died of old age. Don’t let’s ar­gue about it, Charlie—”

			“Who ar­gues?” asked Chan. “I my­self en­joy keen dis­taste for that pas­time. Old wo­man though I am, I now deal with facts—un­dubit­able facts.” He spread a white sheet of pa­per on Hol­ley’s desk, and re­mov­ing an en­vel­ope from his pock­et, poured its con­tents on to the pa­per. “Ex­am­ine,” he dir­ec­ted. “What you see here are par­tial con­tents of food basin be­side the perch of Tony. Kindly tell me what you look at.”

			“Hemp-seed,” said Eden. “A par­rot’s nat­ur­al food.”

			“Ah, yes,” agreed Chan. “Seed of the hemp. But that oth­er—the fine grey­ish-white powder that seem so plen­ti­ful.”

			“By gad,” cried Hol­ley.

			“No ar­gu­ment here,” con­tin­ued Chan. “Be­fore seek­ing gro­cer I pause at drug em­pori­um on corner. Wise man about powders make most care­ful test for me. And what does he say?”

			“Ar­sen­ic,” sug­ges­ted Hol­ley.

			“Ar­sen­ic, in­deed. Much sold to ranch­ers here­abouts as rat-killer. Par­rot-killer too.”

			Eden and Hol­ley looked at each oth­er in amazement.

			“Poor Tony very sick be­fore he go on long jour­ney,” Chan con­tin­ued. “Very si­lent and very sick. In my time I am on track of many murders, but I must come to this pe­cu­li­ar main­land to fer­ret out par­rot-murder. Ah, well—all my life I hear about won­ders on this main­land.”

			“They poisoned him,” Bob Eden cried. “Why?”

			“Why not?” shrugged Chan. “Very true ru­mour says ‘dead men tell no tales’! Dead par­rots are in same fix, I think. Tony speaks Chinese like me. Tony and me nev­er speak to­geth­er again.”

			Eden put his head in his hands. “Well, I’m get­ting dizzy,” he said. “What in heav­en’s name is it all about?”

			“Re­flect,” urged Chan. “As I have said be­fore, par­rot not able to per­pet­rate ori­gin­al re­marks. He re­peats. When Tony cry out in night, ‘Help, murder, put down gun,’ even old wo­man might be pardoned to think he re­peats some­thing re­cently heard. He re­peats be­cause words are re­called to him by—what?”

			“Go on, Charlie,” Eden said.

			“Re­called by event just pre­ced­ing cry. What event? I think deep—how is this? Re­called, maybe, by sud­den flash­ing on of lights in bed­room oc­cu­pied by Mar­tin Thorn, the sec­ret­ary.”

			“Charlie, what more do you know?” Eden asked.

			“This morn­ing I am about my old-wo­man du­ties in bed­room of Thorn. I see on wall stained out­line same size and shape as hand­some pic­ture of desert scene nearby. I in­vest­ig­ate. Pic­ture has been moved, I note, and not so long ago. Why was pic­ture moved? I lift it in my hands and un­der­neath I see little hole that could only be made by fly­ing bul­let.”

			Eden gasped. “A bul­let?”

			“Pre­cisely the fact. A bul­let em­bed­ded deep in wall. One bul­let that has gone astray and not found rest­ing place in body of that un­happy man Tony heard cry for help some re­cent night.”

			

			Again Eden and Hol­ley looked at each oth­er. “Well,” said the ed­it­or, “there was that gun, you know. Bill Hart’s gun—the one that’s gone from the liv­ing-room. We must tell Mr. Chan about that.”

			Chan shrugged. “Spare your­self trouble,” he ad­vised. “Already last night I have noted empty loc­al­ity deser­ted by that weapon. I also found this in wastebas­ket.” He took a small crumpled card from his pock­et, a type­writ­ten card, which read, “Presen­ted to P. J. Mad­den by Wil­li­am S. Hart. Septem­ber 29, 1923.” Will Hol­ley nod­ded and handed it back. “All day,” con­tin­ued Chan, “I search for miss­ing movie pis­tol. Without suc­cess—so far.”

			Will Hol­ley rose, and warmly shook Chan’s hand. “Mr. Chan,” he said, “per­mit me to go on re­cord here and now to the ef­fect that you’re all right.” He turned to Bob Eden. “Don’t ever come to me for ad­vice again. You fol­low Mr. Chan.”

			Eden nod­ded. “I think I will,” he said.

			“Think more deeply,” sug­ges­ted Chan. “To fol­low an old wo­man. Where is the hon­our there?”

			Eden laughed. “Oh, for­get it, Charlie. I apo­lo­gize with all my heart.”

			Chan beamed. “Thanks warmly. Then all is settled? We do not hand over pearls to­night, I think?”

			“No, of course we don’t,” agreed Eden. “We’re on the trail of some­thing—heav­en knows what. It’s all up to you, Charlie, from now on. I fol­low where you lead.”

			“You were num­ber one proph­et, after all,” said Chan. “Post­man on va­ca­tion goes for long walk. Here on broad desert I can­not for­get pro­fes­sion. We re­turn to Mad­den’s ranch and find what we shall find. Some might say, Mad­den is there, give him neck­lace. Our duty as splen­did Amer­ic­an cit­izens does not per­mit. If we de­liv­er neck­lace, we go away, truth is strangled, guilty es­cape. Neck­lace deal falls now in­to second place.” He gathered up the evid­ence in the mat­ter of Tony and re­stored it to his pock­et. “Poor Tony. Only this morn­ing he tell me I talk too much. Now, like boom—boom­er­ang, re­mark re­turns and smites him. It is my press­ing duty to ne­go­ti­ate with food-mer­chant. Meet me in fif­teen minutes be­fore hotel door.”

			When he had gone out Hol­ley and Eden were si­lent for a mo­ment. “Well,” said the ed­it­or at last, “I was wrong—all wrong. There’s some­thing do­ing out at Mad­den’s ranch.”

			Eden nod­ded. “Sure there is. But what?”

			“All day,” con­tin­ued Hol­ley, “I’ve been won­der­ing about that in­ter­view Mad­den gave me. For no ap­par­ent reas­on he broke one of the strict­est rules of his life. Why?”

			“If you’re ask­ing me, save your breath,” ad­vised Eden.

			“I’m not ask­ing you—I’ve got my own solu­tion. Quot­ing Charlie, I think deep about mat­ter—how is this? Mad­den knows that at any mo­ment some­thing may break and this thing that has happened at his ranch be spread all over the news­pa­pers. Look­ing ahead, he sees he may need friends among the re­port­ers. So he’s come down from his high horse at last. Am I right?”

			“Oh, it sounds lo­gic­al,” agreed Eden. “I’m glad some­thing does. You know, I told Dad be­fore I left San Fran­cisco that I was keen to get mixed up in a murder mys­tery. But this—this is more than I bar­gained for. No dead body, no weapon, no motive, no murder. Noth­ing. Why, we can’t even prove any­body has been killed.” He stood up. “Well, I’d bet­ter be mov­ing back to the ranch. The ranch and—what? Whith­er am I drift­ing?”

			“You stick to your Chinese pal,” ad­vised Hol­ley. “The boy’s good. Some­thing tells me he’ll see you through.”

			“I hope so,” Eden replied.

			“Keep your eyes open,” ad­ded Hol­ley. “And take no chances. If you need help out there don’t for­get Will Hol­ley.”

			“You bet I won’t,” Bob Eden answered. “So long. Maybe I’ll see you to­mor­row.”

			He went out and stood on the kerb be­fore the Desert Edge Hotel. It was Sat­urday even­ing, and El­dor­ado was crowded with ranch­ers, lean, bronzed, work-stained men in khaki rid­ing-breeches and gaudy lum­ber­jack blouses—simple men to whom this was the city. Through the win­dow of the com­bined barber­shop and pool­room he saw a group of them shak­ing dice. Oth­ers leaned against the trunks of the cot­ton­woods, talk­ing of the roads, of crops, of polit­ics. Bob Eden felt like a vis­it­or from Mars.

			Presently Chan passed, swung round in the street, and hal­ted the little tour­ing car op­pos­ite the boy. As Eden climbed in he saw the de­tect­ive’s keen eyes fixed on the hotel door­way. Seat­ing him­self, he fol­lowed Chan’s gaze.

			A man had emerged from the Desert Edge Hotel—a man who looked strangely out of place among the roughly clad ranch­ers. He wore an over­coat buttoned tightly about his throat, and a felt hat was low over his eyes, which were hid­den by dark spec­tacles.

			“See who’s here,” said Eden.

			“Yes, in­deed,” answered Chan, as they moved down the street. “I think the Kil­lar­ney Hotel has lost one very im­port­ant guest. Their loss our gain—maybe.”

			They left the all-too-brief pave­ment of Main Street, and a look of sat­is­fac­tion spread slowly over Charlie Chan’s face.

			“Much work to do,” he said. “Deep mys­ter­ies to solve. How sweet, though far from home, to feel my­self in com­pany of old friend.”

			Sur­prised, Bob Eden looked at him. “An old friend?” he re­peated.

			Chan smiled. “In gar­age on Punch Bowl Hill lone­some car like this awaits my re­turn. With fliv­ver shud­der­ing be­neath me I can think my­self on fa­mil­i­ar Hon­olulu streets again.”

			They climbed between the moun­tains, and be­fore them lay the soft glory of the desert sun­set. Ig­nor­ing the rough road, Chan threw the throttle wide.

			“Wow, Charlie,” cried Eden, as his head nearly pierced the top. “What’s the idea?”

			“Par­don, please,” said Chan, slow­ing a bit. “No good, I guess. For a minute I think maybe this little car can bounce the home­sick feel­ing from my heart.”

		
	
		
			
				VIII

				A Friendly Little Game

			
			For a time the little broth­er of the car on Punch Bowl Hill ploughed vali­antly on, and neither the de­tect­ive nor Bob Eden spoke. The yel­low glare of the sun was cool­ing on the grey liv­ery of the desert; the shad­ows cast by the oc­ca­sion­al trees grew stead­ily longer. The far-off moun­tains purpled and the wind be­stirred it­self.

			“Charlie,” said Bob Eden. “What do you think of this coun­try?”

			“This desert land?” asked Charlie.

			Eden nod­ded.

			“Happy to have seen it. All my time I yearn to en­counter change. Cer­tainly have en­countered that here.”

			“Yes, I guess you have. Not much like Hawaii, is it?”

			“I will say so. Hawaii lie like hand­ful of Phil­limore pearls on heav­ing breast of ocean. Oahu little is­land with very wet neigh­bour­hood all about. Mois­ture hangs in air all time, rain called li­quid sun­shine, breath of ocean pretty damp. Here I climb round to oth­er side of pic­ture. Air is dry like last year’s news­pa­per.”

			“They tell me you can love this coun­try if you try.”

			Chan shrugged. “For my part, I re­serve my ef­forts in that line for oth­er loc­al­ity. Very much im­pressed by desert, thank you, but will move on at earli­est op­por­tun­ity.”

			“Here, too,” Eden laughed. “Comes the night, and I long for lights about me that are bright. A little res­taur­ant on O’Far­rell Street, a few good fel­lows, a bottle of min­er­al wa­ter on the table. Hu­man com­pan­ion­ship, if it’s not ask­ing too much.”

			“Nat­ur­al you feel that way,” Chan agreed. “Youth is in your heart like a song. Be­cause of you I am hop­ing we can soon leave Mad­den’s ranch.”

			“Well, what do you think? What are we go­ing to do now?”

			“Watch and wait. Youth, I am think­ing, does not like that busi­ness. But it must be. Speak­ing per­son­ally for my­self, I am not hav­ing one happy fine time either. Act of cook­ing food not pre­cisely my idea of merry va­ca­tion.”

			“Well, Charlie, I can stick it if you can,” Eden said.

			“Plenty fine sport you are,” Chan replied. “Prob­lems that we face are not without in­terest, for that mat­ter. Most pe­cu­li­ar situ­ation. At home I am called to look at crime, clear-cut like hea­then idol’s face. Some­body killed, maybe. Clues are plenty, I push little car down one path, I sway about, seek­ing an­oth­er. Not so here. Start­ing forth to solve big mys­tery, I must first ask my­self, just what are this big mys­tery I am start­ing forth to solve?”

			“You’ve said it,” Eden laughed.

			“Yet one big fact gleams clear like snow on dis­tant moun­tain. On re­cent night, at Mad­den’s ranch, un­known per­son was murdered. Who un­known was, why he was killed, and who of­fi­ci­ated at the hom­icide—these are simple little mat­ters re­main­ing to be cleared.”

			“And what have we to go on?” Eden asked help­lessly.

			“A par­rot’s cry at night. The rude re­mov­al of that un­happy bird. A bul­let-hole hid­ing back of pic­ture re­cently changed about. An aged pis­tol gone from dusty wall. All the more hon­our for us if we un­ravel from such puny clues.”

			“One thing I can’t fig­ure out—among oth­ers,” said Eden. “What about Mad­den? Does he know? Or is that sly little Thorn pulling some­thing off alone?”

			“Im­port­ant ques­tions,” Chan agreed. “In time we learn the an­swers, maybe. Mean­while best to make no friend of Mad­den. You have told him noth­ing about San Fran­cisco, I hope. Shaky Phil May­dorf and his queer be­ha­viour.”

			“No, oddly enough, I haven’t. I was won­der­ing wheth­er I hadn’t bet­ter, now that May­dorf has shown up in El­dor­ado.”

			“Why? Pearls are in no danger. Did I hear you say in news­pa­per of­fice you would greatly hon­our by fol­low­ing me?”

			“You cer­tainly did.”

			“Then, for Mad­den, more of the hoomalim­ali. Noth­ing to be gained by oth­er course, much maybe lost. You tell him of May­dorf, and he might an­swer, deal is off here, bring pearls to New York. What then? You go away, he goes away, I go way. Mys­tery of re­cent event at ranch-house nev­er solved.”

			“I guess you’re right,” said Eden. They sped on through the gath­er­ing dusk, past the little of­fice of the Date City op­tim­ist, deser­ted now. “By the way,” ad­ded the boy, “this thing you think has happened at the ranch—it may have oc­curred last Wed­nes­day night?”

			“You have fondly feel­ing for Wed­nes­day night?” asked Chan. “Why?”

			Briefly Bob Eden re­lated Paula Wendell’s story of that night—Thorn’s ob­vi­ous ex­cite­ment when he met her at the door, his in­sist­ence that Mad­den could not speak to her, and, most im­port­ant of all, the little pro­spect­or with the black beard whom the girl saw in the yard. Chan listened with in­terest.

			“Now you talk,” he com­men­ted. “Here is one fine new clue for us. He may be most im­port­ant, that black-bearded one. A desert rat, I think. The young wo­man goes much about this coun­try? Am I cor­rect?”

			“Yes, she does.”

			“She can re­tain secrets, maybe?”

			“You bet—this girl can.”

			“Don’t trust her. We talk all over place we may get sorry after while. How­ever, ven­ture so far as to ask please that she keep her pretty eyes open for that black-bearded rat. Who knows? Maybe he is vi­tal link in our chain.” They were ap­proach­ing the little oas­is Mad­den had set on the desert’s dusty face. “Go in now,” Chan con­tin­ued, “and act in­no­cent like very new baby. When you talk with Fath­er over tele­phone, you will find he is pre­pared. I have sent him tele­graph.”

			“You have?” said Eden. “So did I. I sent him a couple of them.”

			“Then he is all pre­pared. Among oth­er mat­ters, I pre­sumed to re­mind him voice com­ing over wire is of­ten grasped by oth­ers in room as well as him who re­clines at tele­phone.”

			“Say—that’s a good idea. I guess you think of everything, Charlie.”

			The gate was open, and Chan turned the car in­to the yard. “Guess I do,” he sighed. “Now, with de­press­ing re­luct­ance, I must think of din­ner. Re­call, we watch and wait. And when we meet alone, the greatest care. No one must pierce my iden­tity. Only this noon I could well have ap­plied to my­self re­sound­ing kick. That word un­evit­able too lux­uri­ous for poor old Ah Kim. In fu­ture I must pick over words like lettuce for salad. Good­bye, and splen­did luck.”

			In the liv­ing-room a fire was already blaz­ing in the huge fire­place. Mad­den sat at a broad, flat-topped desk, sign­ing let­ters. He looked up as Bob Eden entered.

			“Hello,” he said. “Have a pleas­ant af­ter­noon?”

			“Quite,” the boy replied. “I trust you had the same.”

			“I did not,” Mad­den answered. “Even here I can’t get away from busi­ness. Been catch­ing up with a three day’s ac­cu­mu­la­tion of mail. There you are, Mar­tin,” he ad­ded, as the sec­ret­ary entered. “I be­lieve you’ll have time to take them in to the post-of­fice be­fore din­ner. And here are the tele­grams—get them off too. Take the little car—it’ll make bet­ter speed over these roads.”

			Thorn gathered up the let­ters, and with ex­pert hands began fold­ing them and pla­cing them in en­vel­opes. Mad­den rose, stretched, and came over to the fire. “Ah Kim brought you back?” he in­quired.

			“He did,” Bob Eden answered.

			“Knows how to drive a car all right?” per­sisted Mad­den.

			“Per­fectly.”

			“An un­usu­al boy, Ah Kim.”

			“Oh, not very,” Eden said care­lessly. “He told me he used to drive a ve­get­able truck in Los Angeles. I got that much out of him, but that’s about all.”

			“Si­lent, eh?”

			Eden nod­ded. “Si­lent as a law­yer from Northamp­ton, Mas­sachu­setts,” he re­marked.

			Mad­den laughed. “By the way,” he said, as Thorn went out, “your fath­er didn’t call.”

			“No? Well, he isn’t likely to get home un­til even­ing. I’ll try the house to­night, if you want me to.”

			“I wish you would,” Mad­den said. “I don’t want to seem in­hos­pit­able, my boy, but I’m very anxious to get away from here. Cer­tain mat­ters in the mail today—you un­der­stand—”

			“Of course,” Bob Eden answered. “I’ll do all I can to help.”

			“That’s mighty good of you,” Mad­den told him, and the boy felt a bit guilty. “I think I’ll take a nap be­fore din­ner. I find, nowadays, it’s a great aid to di­ges­tion.” The fam­ous mil­lion­aire was more hu­man than Bob Eden had yet seen him. He stood look­ing down at the boy wist­fully. “A mat­ter you can’t grasp, just yet,” he ad­ded. “You’re so damned young—I envy you.”

			He went out, leav­ing Bob Eden to a Los Angeles pa­per he had picked up in El­dor­ado. From time to time, as the boy read, the quaint little fig­ure of Ah Kim passed noise­lessly. He was set­ting the table for din­ner.

			An hour later, there on the lonely desert, they again sat down to Ah Kim’s cook­ing. Very dif­fer­ent from the res­taur­ant of which Bob Eden thought with long­ing, but if the com­pany was far from lively, the food was ex­cel­lent, for the Chinese had ne­go­ti­ated well. When the ser­vant came in with cof­fee Mad­den said:

			“Light the fire in the patio, Ah Kim. We’ll sit out there awhile.”

			The Chinese went to com­ply with this or­der, and Eden saw Mad­den re­gard­ing him ex­pect­antly. He smiled and rose.

			“Well, Dad ought to be strug­gling in from his hard day on the links any minute now,” he said. “I’ll put in that call.”

			Mad­den leapt up. “Let me do it,” he sug­ges­ted. “Just tell me the num­ber.”

			The boy told him, and Mad­den spoke over the tele­phone in a voice to com­mand re­spect.

			“By the way,” he said, when he had fin­ished, “last night you in­tim­ated that cer­tain things happened in San Fran­cisco—things that made your fath­er cau­tious. What—if you don’t mind telling me?”

			Bob Eden thought rap­idly. “Oh, it may all have been a de­tect­ive’s pipe-dream. I’m in­clined to think now that it was. You see—”

			“De­tect­ive? What de­tect­ive?”

			“Well, nat­ur­ally Dad has a tie-up with vari­ous private de­tect­ive agen­cies. An op­er­at­ive of one of them re­por­ted that a fam­ous crook had ar­rived in town and was show­ing an un­due in­terest in our store. Of course, it may have meant noth­ing—”

			“A fam­ous crook, eh? Who?”

			Nev­er a good li­ar, Bob Eden hes­it­ated. “I—I don’t know that I re­mem­ber the name. Eng­lish, I be­lieve—the Liv­er­pool Kid, or some­thing like that,” he in­ven­ted lamely.

			Mad­den shrugged. “Well, if any­thing’s leaked out about those pearls, it came from your side of the deal,” he said. “My daugh­ter, Thorn, and I have cer­tainly been dis­cre­tion it­self. How­ever, I’m in­clined to think it’s all a pipe-dream, as you say.”

			“Prob­ably is,” agreed Eden.

			“Come out­side,” the mil­lion­aire in­vited. He led the way through the glass doors to the patio. There, a huge fire roared in the out­door fire­place, glow­ing red on the stone floor and on wick­er chairs. “Sit down,” sug­ges­ted Mad­den. “A ci­gar—no, you prefer your ci­gar­ette, eh?” He lighted up, and, lean­ing back in his chair, stared up at the dark roof above—the far-off roof of the sky. “I like it out here best,” he went on. “A bit chilly, maybe, but you get close to the desert. Ever no­tice how white the stars are in this coun­try?”

			Eden looked at him with sur­prise. “Sure—I’ve no­ticed,” he said. “But I nev­er dreamed you had, old boy,” he ad­ded to him­self.

			In­side Thorn was busy at the wire­less re­ceiv­er. A hor­rible med­ley of bed­time stor­ies, vi­ol­in so­los, and lec­tures on health and beauty drif­ted out to them. And then the shrill voice of a wo­man, ur­ging sin­ners to re­pent.

			“Get Den­ver,” Mad­den called loudly.

			“I’m try­ing, chief,” answered Thorn.

			“If I must listen to the con­foun­ded thing,” Mad­den ad­ded to the boy, “I want what I hear to come from far away. Over the moun­tains and the plains—there’s ro­mance in that.” The crack­ling of the loud­speak­er swept sud­denly in­to a brisk band tune. “That’s it,” nod­ded Mad­den. “The or­ches­tra at the Brown Palace in Den­ver—per­haps my girl is dan­cing to that very mu­sic at this mo­ment. Poor kid—she’ll won­der what’s be­come of me. I prom­ised to be there two days ago. Thorn!”

			The sec­ret­ary ap­peared at the door. “Yes, chief?”

			“Re­mind me to send Evelyn a wire in the morn­ing.”

			“I’ll do that, chief,” said Thorn, and van­ished.

			“And the band played on,” re­marked Mad­den. “All the way from Den­ver, mile high amid the Rock­ies. I tell you, man’s get­ting too clev­er. He’s rid­ing for a fall. Prob­ably a sign of age, Mr. Eden, but I find my­self long­ing for the older, sim­pler days. When I was a boy on the farm, winter morn­ings, the little school­house in the val­ley. That sledge I wanted—hard times, yes, but times that made men. Oh, well, I mustn’t get star­ted on that.”

			They listened in si­lence, but presently a bed­time story brought a bel­low of rage from the mil­lion­aire, and Thorn, get­ting his cue, shut off the ma­chine.

			Mad­den stirred rest­lessly in his chair. “We haven’t enough for bridge,” he re­marked. “How about a little poker to pass the time, my boy?”

			“Why—that would be fine,” Eden replied. “I’m afraid you’re pretty speedy com­pany for me, how­ever.”

			“Oh, that’s all right—we’ll put a lim­it on it.”

			Mad­den was on his feet, eager for ac­tion. “Come along.”

			They went in­to the liv­ing-room and closed the doors. A few mo­ments later the three of them sat about a big round table un­der a bril­liant light.

			“Jacks or bet­ter,” Mad­den said. “Quarter lim­it, eh?”

			“Well—” replied Eden du­bi­ously.

			He had good reas­on to be du­bi­ous, for he was in­stantly plunged in­to the poker game of his life. He had played at col­lege, and was even able to take care of him­self in news­pa­per circles in San Fran­cisco, but all that was child’s play by com­par­is­on. Mad­den was no longer the man who no­ticed how white the stars were. He no­ticed how red, white, and blue the chips were, and he caressed them with lov­ing hands. He was Mad­den, the plun­ger, the gam­bler with rail­roads and steel mills and the for­tunes of little na­tions abroad, the Mad­den who, after he had played all day in Wall Street, was wont to seek the roul­ette-wheels on Forty-fourth Street at night.

			“Aces,” he cried. “Three of them. What have you got, Eden?”

			“Apo­plexy,” re­marked Eden, toss­ing aside his hand. “Right here and now I of­fer to sell my chances in this game for a can­celled post­age stamp, or what have you?”

			“Good ex­per­i­ence for you,” Mad­den replied. “Mar­tin—it’s your deal.”

			A knock soun­ded sud­denly on the door, loud and clear. Bob Eden felt a strange sink­ing of the heart. Out of the desert dark, out of the vast, un­in­hab­ited wastes of the world, someone spoke and de­man­ded to come in.

			“Who can that be?” Mad­den frowned.

			“Po­lice,” sug­ges­ted Eden hope­fully. “The joint is pinched.” No such luck, he re­flec­ted.

			Thorn was deal­ing, and Mad­den him­self went to the door and swung it open. From where he sat Eden had a clear view of the dark desert—and of the man who stood in the light. A thin man in an over­coat, a man he had seen first in a San Fran­cisco pier-shed, and later in front of the Desert Edge Hotel. Shaky Phil May­dorf him­self, but now without the dark glasses hid­ing his eyes.

			“Good even­ing,” said May­dorf, and his voice too was thin and cold. “This is Mr. Mad­den’s ranch, I be­lieve?”

			“I’m Mad­den. What can I do for you?”

			“I’m look­ing for an old friend of mine—your sec­ret­ary, Mar­tin Thorn.”

			Thorn rose and came round the table. “Oh, hello,” he said, with slight en­thu­si­asm.

			“You re­mem­ber me, don’t you?” said the thin man. “Mc­Cal­lum—Henry Mc­Cal­lum. I met you at a din­ner in New York a year ago.”

			“Yes, of course,” answered Thorn. “Come in, won’t you? This is Mr. Mad­den.”

			“A great hon­our,” said Shaky Phil.

			“And Mr. Eden, of San Fran­cisco.”

			Eden rose, and faced Shaky Phil May­dorf. The man’s eyes without the glasses were barbed and cruel, like the desert fo­liage. For a long mo­ment he stared in­solently at the boy. Did he real­ize, Eden wondered, that his move­ments on the dock at San Fran­cisco had not gone un­noticed? If he did his nerve was ex­cel­lent.

			“Glad to know you, Mr. Eden,” he said.

			“Mr. Mc­Cal­lum,” re­turned the boy gravely.

			May­dorf turned again to Mad­den. “I hope I’m not in­trud­ing,” he re­marked with a wan smile. “Fact is, I’m stop­ping down the road at Doc­tor Whit­comb’s—bron­chit­is, that’s my trouble. It’s lone­some as the dev­il round here, and when I heard Mr. Thorn was in the neigh­bour­hood I couldn’t res­ist the tempta­tion to drop in.”

			“Glad you did,” Mad­den said, but his tone be­lied the words.

			“Don’t let me in­ter­rupt your game,” May­dorf went on. “Poker, eh? Is this a private scrap, or can any­body get in­to it?”

			“Take off your coat,” Mad­den re­spon­ded sourly, “and sit up. Mar­tin, give the gen­tle­man a stack of chips.”

			“This is liv­ing again,” said the new­comer, ac­cept­ing briskly. “Well, and how have you been, Thorn, old man?”

			Thorn, with his usu­al lack of warmth, ad­mit­ted that he had been pretty good, and the game was re­sumed. If Bob Eden had feared for his im­me­di­ate fu­ture be­fore, he now gave up all hope. Sit­ting in a poker game with Shaky Phil—well, he was cer­tainly trav­el­ling and see­ing the world.

			“Gimme four cards,” said Mr. May­dorf, through his teeth.

			If it had been a bit­ter, bru­tal struggle be­fore, it now be­came a battle to the death. New tal­ent had come in—more than tal­ent, pos­it­ive geni­us. May­dorf held the cards close against his chest; his face was carved in stone. As though he real­ized what he was up against, Mad­den grew wary, but de­term­ined. These two fought it out, while Thorn and the boy trailed along, like non­com­batants in­volved in a battle of the gi­ants.

			Presently Ah Kim entered with logs for the fire, and if the amaz­ing pic­ture on which his keen eyes lighted startled him he gave no sign. Mad­den ordered him to bring high­balls, and as he set the glasses on the table Bob Eden noted with a secret thrill that the stom­ach of the de­tect­ive was less than twelve inches from the long, cap­able hands of Shaky Phil. If the re­doubt­able Mr. May­dorf only knew—

			But May­dorf’s thoughts were else­where than on the Phil­limore pearls. “Deal­er—one card,” he de­man­ded.

			The tele­phone rang out sharply in the room. Bob Eden’s heart missed a beat. He had for­got­ten that—and now—After the long wait he was fi­nally to speak with his fath­er—while Shaky Phil May­dorf sat only a few feet away! He saw Mad­den star­ing at him, and he rose.

			“For me, I guess,” he said care­lessly. He tossed his cards on the table. “I’m out of it, any­how.” Cross­ing the room to the tele­phone, he took down the re­ceiv­er. “Hello. Hello, Dad. Is that you?”

			“Aces and trays,” said May­dorf. “All mine?” Mad­den laid down a hand without look­ing at his op­pon­ent’s, and Shaky Phil gathered in an­oth­er pot.

			“Yes, Dad—this is Bob,” Eden was say­ing. “I ar­rived all right—stop­ping with Mr. Mad­den for a few days. Just wanted you to know where I was. Yes—that’s all. Everything. I may call you in the morn­ing. Have a good game? Too bad. Good­bye!”

			Mad­den was on his feet, his face purple. “Wait a minute,” he cried.

			“Just wanted Dad to know where I am,” Eden said brightly. He dropped back in­to his chair. “Whose deal is it, any­how?”

			Mad­den strangled a sen­tence in his throat, and once more the game was on. Eden was chuck­ling in­wardly. More delay—and not his fault this time. The joke was on P. J. Mad­den.

			His third stack was melt­ing rap­idly away, and he re­flec­ted with ap­pre­hen­sion that the night was young, and time of no im­port­ance on the desert, any­how. “One more hand and I drop out,” he said firmly.

			“One more hand and we all drop out,” barked Mad­den. Some­thing seemed to have an­noyed him.

			“Let’s make it a good one, then,” said May­dorf. “The lim­it’s off, gen­tle­men.”

			It was a good one, un­ex­pec­tedly a con­test between May­dorf and Bob Eden. Draw­ing with the faint hope of com­plet­ing two pairs, the boy was thrilled to en­counter four nines in his hand. Per­haps he should have noted that May­dorf was deal­ing, but he didn’t—he bet heav­ily, and was fi­nally called. Lay­ing down his hand, he saw an evil smile on Shaky Phil’s face.

			“Four queens,” re­marked May­dorf, spread­ing them out with an ex­pert ges­ture. “Al­ways was lucky with the ladies. I think you gen­tle­men pay me.”

			They did. Bob Eden con­trib­uted forty-sev­en dol­lars re­luct­antly. All on the ex­pense ac­count, how­ever, he re­flec­ted.

			Mr. May­dorf was in a not un­ac­count­able good hu­mour. “A very pleas­ant even­ing,” he re­marked, as he put on his over­coat. “I’ll drop in again, if I may.”

			“Good night,” snapped Mad­den.

			Thorn took a flash­light from the desk. “I’ll see you to the gate,” he an­nounced. Bob Eden smiled. A flash­light—with a bright moon over­head.

			“Mighty good of you,” the out­sider said. “Good night, gen­tle­men, and thank you very much.” He was smil­ing grimly as he fol­lowed the sec­ret­ary out.

			Mad­den snatched up a ci­gar, and sav­agely bit the end from it. “Well?” he cried.

			“Well,” said Eden calmly.

			“You made a lot of pro­gress with your fath­er, didn’t you?”

			The boy smiled. “What did you ex­pect me to do? Spill the whole thing in front of that bird?”

			“No—but you needn’t have rung off so quick. I was go­ing to get him out of the room. Now you can go over there and call your fath­er again.”

			“Noth­ing of the sort,” answered Eden. “He’s gone to bed, and I won’t dis­turb him till morn­ing.”

			Mad­den’s face purpled. “I in­sist. And my or­ders are usu­ally obeyed.”

			“Is that so?” re­marked Eden. “Well, this is one that won’t be.”

			Mad­den glared at him. “You young—you—er—young—”

			“I know,” Eden said. “But this was all your fault. If you will in­sist on clut­ter­ing up the ranch with strangers you must take the con­sequences.”

			“Who cluttered up the ranch?” Mad­den de­man­ded. “I didn’t in­vite that poor fool here. Where the dev­il did Thorn pick him up, any­how? You know, the sec­ret­ary of a man like me is al­ways be­sieged by a lot of four-flush­ers—tip-hunters and the like. And Thorn’s an idi­ot some­times.” The sec­ret­ary entered and laid the flash­light on the desk. His em­ploy­er re­garded him with keen dis­taste. “Well, your little play­mate cer­tainly queered things,” he said.

			Thorn shrugged. “I know. I’m sorry, chief. But I couldn’t help it. You saw how he horned in.”

			“Your fault for know­ing him. Who is he, any­how?”

			“Oh, he’s a broker, or some­thing like that. I give you my word, chief, I nev­er en­cour­aged him. You know how those fel­lows are.”

			“Well, you go out to­mor­row and tie a can to him. Tell him I’m busy here and don’t want any vis­it­ors. Tell him for me that if he calls here again I’ll throw him out.”

			“All right. I’ll go down to the doc­tor’s in the morn­ing and let him know—in a dip­lo­mat­ic way.”

			“Dip­lo­mat­ic noth­ing,” snorted Mad­den. “Don’t waste dip­lomacy on a man like that. I won’t, if I see him again.”

			“Well, gen­tle­men, I think I’ll turn in,” Eden re­marked.

			“Good night,” said Mad­den, and the boy went out.

			In his bed­room he found Ah Kim en­gaged in light­ing the fire. He closed the door care­fully be­hind him.

			“Well, Charlie, I’ve just been in a poker game.”

			“A fact already noted by me,” smiled Chan.

			“Shaky Phil has made a start on us, any­how. He got forty-sev­en pre­cious iron men this quiet even­ing.”

			“Humbly sug­gest you be care­ful,” ad­vised Chan.

			“Humbly be­lieve you’re right,” laughed Eden. “I was hop­ing you were in the off­ing when Thorn and our friend went to the gate.”

			“In­deed I was,” re­marked Chan. “But moon­light so fierce, near ap­proach was not pos­sible.”

			“Well, I’m pretty sure of one thing after to­night,” Eden told him. “P. J. Mad­den nev­er saw Shaky Phil be­fore. Either that, or he’s the finest act­or since Ed­win Booth.”

			“Thorn, how­ever—”

			“Oh, Thorn knew him all right. But he wasn’t the least bit glad to see him. You know, Thorn’s whole man­ner sug­ges­ted to me that Shaky Phil has some­thing on him.”

			“That might be pos­sible,” agreed Chan. “Es­pe­cially come to think of my latest dis­cov­ery.”

			“You’ve found some­thing new, Charlie? What?”

			“This even­ing, when Thorn haste to town in little car and I hear noi­some snores of Mad­den, who sleep on bed, I make ex­pli­cit search in sec­ret­ary’s room.”

			“Yes—go on—quick. We might be in­ter­rup­ted.”

			“Un­der moun­tain of white shirts in Thorn’s bur­eau re­poses—what? Miss­ing forty-five we call Bill Hart’s gun.”

			“Good work! Thorn—the little rat—”

			“Un­dubit­ably. Two cham­bers of that gun are quite un­oc­cu­pied. Re­flect on that.”

			“I’m re­flect­ing. Two empty cham­bers.”

			“Humbly sug­gest you sleep now, gath­er­ing strength for what may be most ex­cited to­mor­row.” The little de­tect­ive paused at the door. “Two bul­lets gone, who knows where?” he said in a low voice. “An­swer is, we know where one went. Went crazy, land­ing in wall at spot now covered by desert pic­ture.”

			“And the oth­er?” said Bob Eden thought­fully.

			“Oth­er hit mark, I think. What mark? We watch and wait, and maybe we dis­cov­er. Good night, with plenty happy dreams.”

		
	
		
			
				IX

				A Ride in the Dark

			
			On Sunday morn­ing Bob Eden rose at what was, for him, an amaz­ingly early hour. Vari­ous factors con­spired to in­duce this strange phe­nomen­on—the desert sun, an ex­tremely cap­able plan­et, filling his room with light, the roost­ers of P. J. Mad­den, loudly vo­cal in the dawn. At eight o’clock he was stand­ing in the ranch-house yard, ready for whatever the day might bring forth.

			Whatever it brought, the day was su­perb. Now the desert was at its best, the chill of night still linger­ing in the ma­gic air. He looked out over an opal sea, at chan­ging col­ours of sand and cloud and moun­tain-top that shamed by their bril­liance those glit­ter­ing show­cases in the jew­ellery shop of Meek and Eden. Though it was the fash­ion of his age to pre­tend oth­er­wise, he was not ob­li­vi­ous to beauty, and he set out for a stroll about the ranch with a feel­ing of awe in his heart.

			Turn­ing a rear corner of the barn, he came un­ex­pec­tedly upon a jar­ring pic­ture. Mar­tin Thorn was busy be­side a bas­ket, dig­ging a deep hole in the sand. In his dark clothes, with his pale face glisten­ing from his un­ac­cus­tomed ex­er­tion, he looked not un­like some pros­per­ous sex­ton.

			“Hello,” said Eden. “Who are you bury­ing this fine morn­ing?”

			Thorn stopped. Beads of per­spir­a­tion gleamed on his high white fore­head.

			“Some­body has to do it,” he com­plained. “That new boy’s too lazy. And if you let this re­fuse ac­cu­mu­late the place be­gins to look like a deser­ted pic­nic grounds.”

			He nod­ded to­ward the bas­ket, filled with old tin cans.

			“Wanted, private sec­ret­ary to bury rub­bish back of barn,” smiled Eden. “A new side­light on your pro­fes­sion, Thorn. Good idea to get them out of the way, at that,” he ad­ded, lean­ing over and tak­ing up a can. “Es­pe­cially this one, which I per­ceive lately held ar­sen­ic.”

			“Ar­sen­ic?” re­peated Thorn. He passed a dark coat sleeve across his brow. “Oh, yes—we use a lot of that. Rats, you know.”

			“Rats,” re­marked Eden, with an odd in­flec­tion, restor­ing the can to its place.

			Thorn emp­tied the con­tents of the bas­ket in­to the hole, and began to fill it in. Eden, play­ing well his role of in­no­cent bystand­er, watched him idly.

			“There—that’s bet­ter,” said the sec­ret­ary, smooth­ing the sand over the re­cent ex­cav­a­tion. “You know—I’ve al­ways had a pas­sion for neat­ness.” He picked up the bas­ket. “By the way,” he ad­ded, “if you don’t mind, I’d like to give you a little ad­vice.”

			“Glad to have it,” Eden replied, walk­ing along be­side him.

			“I don’t know how anxious you people are to sell that neck­lace. But I’ve been with the chief fif­teen years, and I can tell you he’s not the sort of man you can keep wait­ing with im­pun­ity. The first thing you know, young man, that deal for the pearls will be off.”

			“I’m do­ing my best,” Eden told him. “Be­sides, Mad­den’s get­ting a big bar­gain, and he must know it—if he stops to think—”

			“Once P. J. Mad­den loses his tem­per,” said Thorn, “he doesn’t stop to think. I’m warn­ing you, that’s all.”

			“Mighty kind of you,” answered Eden care­lessly. Thorn dropped his spade and bas­ket by the cook­house, from which came the pleas­ant odour of ba­con fry­ing. Walk­ing slowly, the sec­ret­ary moved on to­ward the patio. Ah Kim emerged from his work­room, his cheeks flushed from close jux­ta­pos­i­tion to a cook­ing-stove.

			“Hello, boss,” he said. “You ta­kee look-see at sun­lise thisee mawn­in’?”

			“Up pretty early, but not as early as that,” the boy replied. He saw the sec­ret­ary van­ish in­to the house. “Just been watch­ing our dear friend Thorn bury some rub­bish back of the barn,” he ad­ded. “Among oth­er items, a can that lately con­tained ar­sen­ic.”

			Chan dropped the role of Ah Kim. “Mr. Thorn plenty busy man,” he said. “Maybe he get more busy as time goes by. One wrong deed leads on to oth­er wrong deeds, like un­end­ing chain. Chinese have say­ing that ap­plies: ‘He who rides on ti­ger can­not dis­mount.’ ”

			Mad­den ap­peared in the patio, full of pep and power. “Hey, Eden,” he called. “Your fath­er’s on the wire.”

			“Dad’s up early,” re­marked Eden, hur­ry­ing to join him.

			“I called him,” said Mad­den. “I’ve had enough delay.”

			Reach­ing the tele­phone, Bob Eden took up the re­ceiv­er. “Hello, Dad. I can talk freely this morn­ing. I want to tell you everything’s all right down here. Mr. Mad­den? Yes—he’s fine—stand­ing right be­side me now. And he’s in a tear­ing hurry for that neck­lace.”

			“Very well—we’ll get it to him at once,” the eld­er Eden said. Bob Eden sighed with re­lief. His tele­gram had ar­rived.

			“Ask him to get it off today,” Mad­den com­manded.

			“Mr. Mad­den wants to know if it can start today,” the boy said.

			“Im­possible,” replied the jew­eller. “I haven’t got it.”

			“Not today,” Bob Eden said to Mad­den. “He hasn’t got—”

			“I heard him,” roared Mad­den. “Here—give me that phone. Look here, Eden—what do you mean, you haven’t got it?”

			Bob Eden could hear his fath­er’s replies. “Ah—Mr. Mad­den—how are you? The pearls were in a quite dis­rep­ut­able con­di­tion—I couldn’t pos­sibly let them go as they were. So I’m hav­ing them cleaned—they’re with an­oth­er firm—”

			“Just a minute, Eden,” bel­lowed the mil­lion­aire. “I want to ask you some­thing—can you un­der­stand the Eng­lish lan­guage, or can’t you? Keep still—I’ll talk. I told you I wanted the pearls now—at once—pronto—what the dev­il lan­guage do you speak? I don’t give a hang about hav­ing them cleaned. Good Lord, I thought you un­der­stood.”

			“So sorry,” re­spon­ded Bob Eden’s gentle fath­er. “I’ll get them in the morn­ing, and they’ll start to­mor­row night.”

			“Yeah—that means Tues­day even­ing at the ranch. Eden, you make me sick. I’ve a good mind to call the whole thing off—” Mad­den paused, and Bob Eden held his breath. “How­ever, if you prom­ise the pearls will start to­mor­row sure—”

			“I give you my word,” said the jew­eller. “They will start to­mor­row, at the very latest.”

			“All right. I’ll have to wait, I sup­pose. But this is the last time I deal with you, my friend. I’ll be on the lookout for your man on Tues­day. Good­bye.”

			In a tower­ing rage, Mad­den hung up. His ill-hu­mour con­tin­ued through break­fast, and Eden’s gay at­tempts at con­ver­sa­tion fell on bar­ren ground. After the meal was fin­ished Thorn took the little car and dis­ap­peared down the road. Bob Eden loafed ex­pect­antly about the front yard.

			Much soon­er than he had dared to hope his vi­gil was ended. Paula Wendell, fresh and lovely as the Cali­for­nia morn­ing, drove up in her smart road­ster and waited out­side the barbed-wire fence.

			“Hello,” she said. “Jump in. You act as though you were glad to see me.”

			“Glad! Lady, you’re a lifesaver. Re­la­tions are sort of strained this morn­ing at the old homestead. You’ll find it hard to be­lieve, but P. J. Mad­den doesn’t love me.”

			She let in the clutch. “The man’s mad,” she laughed.

			“I’ll say he’s mad. Ever eat break­fast with a rattlesnake that’s had bad news?”

			“Not yet. The com­pany at the Oas­is is mixed, but not so mixed as that. Well, what do you think of the view this morn­ing? Ever see such col­our­ing be­fore?”

			“Nev­er. And it’s not out of a drug­store, either.”

			“I’m talk­ing about the desert. Look at those snow-capped peaks.”

			“Lovely. But, if you don’t mind, I prefer to look closer. No doubt he’s told you you’re beau­ti­ful.”

			“Who?”

			“Wil­bur, your fiancé.”

			“His name is Jack. Don’t jump on a good man when he’s down.”

			“Of course he’s a good man, or you wouldn’t have picked him.” They ploughed along the sandy road. “But even so—look here, lady. Listen to a man of the world. Mar­riage is the last re­sort of feeble minds.”

			“Think so?”

			“I know it. Oh, I’ve giv­en the mat­ter some thought. I’ve had to. There’s my own case. Now and then I’ve met a girl whose eyes said, ‘Well, I might.’ But I’ve been cau­tious. Hold fast, my lad—that’s my motto.”

			“And you’ve held fast?”

			“You bet. Glad of it, too. I’m free. I’m hav­ing a swell time. When even­ing comes, and the air’s full of zip and zow­ie, and the lights flick­er round Uni­on Square, I just reach for my hat. And who says, in a gentle, pa­tient voice: ‘Where are you go­ing, my dear? I’ll go with you’?”

			“Nobody.”

			“Not a liv­ing soul. It’s grand. And you—your case is just like mine. Of course there are mil­lions of girls who have noth­ing bet­ter to do than mar­riage. All right for them. But you—why—you’ve got a won­der­ful job. The desert, the hills, the canyons—and you’re will­ing to give all that up for a gas-range in the rear room of an apart­ment?”

			“Per­haps we can af­ford a maid.”

			“Lots of people can—but where to get one nowadays? I’m warn­ing you—think it over well. You’re hav­ing a great time now—that will end with mar­riage. Mend­ing Wil­bur’s socks—”

			“I tell you his name is Jack.”

			“What of it? He’ll be just as hard on the socks. I hate to think of a girl like you, tied down some­where—”

			“There’s a lot in what you say,” Paula Wendell ad­mit­ted.

			“I’ve only scratched the sur­face,” Eden as­sured her.

			The girl steered her car off the road through an open gate. Eden saw a huge, ram­bling ranch-house sur­roun­ded by a group of tiny cot­tages. “Here we are at Doc­tor Whit­comb’s,” re­marked Paula Wendell. “Won­der­ful per­son, the doc­tor. I want you two to meet.”

			She led the way through a screen-door in­to a large liv­ing-room, not so beau­ti­fully fur­nished as Mad­den’s, but be­speak­ing even great­er com­fort. A grey-haired wo­man was rock­ing con­ten­tedly near a win­dow. Her face was kindly, her eyes calm and com­fort­ing. “Hello, doc­tor,” said the girl. “I’ve brought someone to call on you.”

			The wo­man rose, and her smile seemed to fill the room. “Hello, young man,” she said, and took Bob Eden’s hand.

			“You—you’re the doc­tor?” he stammered.

			“Sure am,” the wo­man replied. “But you don’t need me. You’re all right.”

			“So are you,” he answered. “I can see that.”

			“Fifty-five years old,” re­turned the doc­tor, “but I can still get a kick out of that kind of talk from a nice young man. Sit down. The place is yours. Where are you stay­ing?”

			“I’m down the road at Mad­den’s.”

			“Oh, yes—I heard he was here. Not much of a neigh­bour, this P. J. Mad­den. I’ve called on him oc­ca­sion­ally, but he’s nev­er come to see me. Stan­doff­ish—and that sort of thing doesn’t go in the desert. We’re all friends here.”

			“You’ve been a friend to a good many,” said Paula Wendell.

			“Why not?” shrugged Doc­tor Whit­comb. “What’s life for, if not to help one an­oth­er? I’ve done my best—I only wish it had been more.”

			Bob Eden felt sud­denly humble in this wo­man’s pres­ence.

			“Come on—I’ll show you round my place,” in­vited the doc­tor. “I’ve made the desert bloom—put that on my tomb­stone. You should have seen this neigh­bour­hood when I came. Just a rifle and a cat—that’s all I had at first. And the cat wouldn’t stay. My first house here I built with my own hands. Five miles to El­dor­ado—I walked in and back every day. Mr. Ford hadn’t been heard of then.”

			She led the way in­to the yard, in and out among the little cot­tages. Tired faces brightened at her ap­proach, weary eyes gleamed with sud­den hope.

			“They’ve come to her from all over the coun­try,” Paula Wendell said. “Broken­hearted, sick, dis­cour­aged. And she’s giv­en them new life—”

			“Non­sense,” cried the doc­tor. “I’ve just been friendly. It’s a pretty hard world. Be­ing friendly—that works won­ders.”

			In the door­way of one of the cot­tages they came upon Mar­tin Thorn, deep in con­verse with Shaky Phil May­dorf. Even May­dorf mel­lowed dur­ing a few words with the doc­tor.

			Fi­nally, when they re­luct­antly left, Doc­tor Whit­comb fol­lowed them to the gate. “Come of­ten,” she said. “You will, won’t you?”

			“I hope to,” answered Bob Eden. He held her great rough hand a mo­ment. “You know—I’m be­gin­ning to sense the beauty of the desert,” he ad­ded.

			The doc­tor smiled. “The desert is old and weary and wise,” she said. “There’s beauty in that, if you can see it. Not every­body can. The latch­string’s al­ways out at Doc­tor Whit­comb’s. Re­mem­ber, boy.”

			Paula Wendell swung the car about, and in si­lence they headed home.

			“I feel as though I’d been out to old Aunt Mary’s,” said Eden presently. “I sort of ex­pec­ted her to give me a cook­ie when I left.”

			“She’s a won­der­ful wo­man,” said the girl softly. “I ought to know. It was the light in her win­dow I saw my first night on the desert. And the light in her eyes—I shall nev­er for­get. All the great people are not in the cit­ies.”

			They rode on. About them the desert blazed stark and empty in the mid­day heat; a thin haze cloaked the dis­tant dunes and the faraway slopes of the hills. Bob Eden’s mind re­turned to the strange prob­lems that con­fron­ted him. “You’ve nev­er asked me why I’m here,” he re­marked.

			“I know,” the girl answered. “I felt that pretty soon you’d real­ize we’re all friends on the desert—and tell me.”

			“I want to—some day. Just at present—well, I can’t. But go­ing back to that night you first vis­ited Mad­den’s ranch—you felt that some­thing was wrong there?”

			“I did.”

			“Well, I can tell you this much—you were prob­ably right.” She glanced at him quickly. “And it’s my job to find out if you were. That old pro­spect­or—I’d give a good deal to meet him. Isn’t there a chance that you may run across him again?”

			“Just a chance,” she replied.

			“Well, if you do, would you mind get­ting in touch with me at once? If it’s not ask­ing too much—”

			“Not at all,” she told him. “I’ll be glad to. Of course, the old man may be clear over in Ari­zona by now. When I last saw him he was mov­ing fast!”

			“All the more reas­on for want­ing to find him,” Eden said. “I—I wish I could ex­plain. It isn’t that I don’t trust you, you know. But—it’s not al­to­geth­er my secret.”

			She nod­ded. “I un­der­stand. I don’t want to know.”

			“You grow more won­der­ful every minute,” he told her.

			The minutes passed. After a time the car hal­ted be­fore Mad­den’s ranch, and Bob Eden alighted. He stood look­ing in­to the girl’s eyes—some­how they were like the eyes of Doc­tor Whit­comb—rest­ful and com­fort­ing and kind. He smiled.

			“You know,” he said, “I may as well con­fess it—I’ve been sort of dis­lik­ing Wil­bur. And now it comes to me sud­denly—if I really mean all that about lov­ing my free­dom—then Wil­bur has done me the greatest ser­vice pos­sible. I ought not to dis­like him any more. I ought to thank him from the bot­tom of my heart.”

			“What in the world are you talk­ing about?”

			“Don’t you un­der­stand? I’ve just real­ized that I’m up against the big tempta­tion of my life. But I don’t have to fight it. Wil­bur has saved me. Good old Wil­bur. Give him my love when next you write.”

			She threw her car in­to gear. “Don’t you worry,” she ad­vised. “Even if there hadn’t been a Wil­bur, your free­dom wouldn’t have been in the slight­est danger. I would have seen to that.”

			“Some­how, I don’t care for that re­mark,” Eden said. “It ought to re­as­sure me, but as a mat­ter of fact I don’t like it at all. Well, I owe you for an­oth­er buggy ride. Sorry to see you go—it looks like a dull Sunday out here. Would you mind if I drif­ted in­to town this af­ter­noon?”

			“I prob­ably wouldn’t even know it,” said the girl. “Good­bye.”

			Bob Eden’s pre­dic­tion about Sunday proved true—it was long and dull. At four in the af­ter­noon he could stand it no longer. The blaz­ing heat was dy­ing, a rest­less wind had ris­en, and with the per­mis­sion of Mad­den, who was still ill-hu­moured and evid­ently rest­less too, he took the little car and sped to­ward the ex­cite­ment of El­dor­ado.

			Not much di­ver­sion there. In the win­dow of the Desert Edge Hotel the pro­pri­et­or waded grimly through an in­ter­min­able Sunday pa­per. Main Street was hot and deser­ted. Leav­ing the car be­fore the hotel, the boy went to Hol­ley’s of­fice.

			The ed­it­or came to the door to meet him. “Hello,” he said. “I was hop­ing you’d come along. Kind of lone­some in the great open spaces this af­ter­noon. By the way, there’s a tele­gram here for you.”

			Eden took the yel­low en­vel­ope and hur­riedly tore it open. The mes­sage was from his fath­er:

			
				I don’t un­der­stand what it’s all about but I am most dis­turbed. For the present I will fol­low your in­struc­tions. I am trust­ing you two ut­terly but I must re­mind you that it would be most em­bar­rass­ing for me if sale fell through. Jord­ans are eager to con­sum­mate deal and Vic­tor threatens to come down there any mo­ment. Keep me ad­vised.

			

			“Huh,” said Bob Eden. “That would be fine.”

			“What would?” asked Hol­ley.

			“Vic­tor threatens to come—the son of the wo­man who owns the pearls. All we need here to wreck the works is that ami­able bone­head and his spats.”

			“What’s new?” asked Hol­ley, as they sat down.

			“Sev­er­al things,” Bob Eden replied. “To start with the big tragedy, I’m out forty-sev­en dol­lars.” He told of the poker game. “In ad­di­tion, Mr. Thorn has been ob­served bury­ing a can that once held ar­sen­ic. Fur­ther­more, Charlie has found that miss­ing pis­tol in Thorn’s bur­eau—with two cham­bers empty.”

			Hol­ley whistled. “Has he really? You know, I be­lieve your friend Chan is go­ing to put Thorn back of the bars be­fore he’s through.”

			“Per­haps,” ad­mit­ted Eden. “Got a long way to go, though. You can’t con­vict a man of murder without a body to show for it.”

			“Oh—Chan will dig that up.”

			Eden shrugged. “Well, if he does he can have all the cred­it. And do all the dig­ging. Some­how, it’s not the sort of thing that ap­peals to me. I like ex­cite­ment, but I like it nice and neat. Heard from your in­ter­view?”

			“Yes. It’s to be re­leased in New York to­mor­row.” The tired eyes of Will Hol­ley brightened. “I was sit­ting here get­ting a thrill out of the idea when you came in.” He poin­ted to a big scrap­book on his desk. “Some of the stor­ies I wrote on the old Sun,” he ex­plained. “Not bad, if I do say it my­self.”

			Bob Eden picked up the book, and turned the pages with in­terest. “I’ve been think­ing of get­ting a job on a news­pa­per my­self,” he said.

			Hol­ley looked at him quickly. “Think twice,” he ad­vised. “You, with a good busi­ness wait­ing for you—what has the news­pa­per game to of­fer you? Great while you’re young, maybe—great even now when the old or­der is chan­ging and the pic­ture pa­per is mak­ing a mon­key out of a grand pro­fes­sion. But when you’re old—” He got up and laid a hand on the boy’s shoulder. “When you’re old—and you’re old at forty—then what? The copy desk, and some day the own­er comes in, and sees a streak of grey in your hair, and he says: ‘Throw that dod­der­ing fool out. I want young men here.’ No, my boy—not the news­pa­per game. You and I must have a long talk.”

			They had it. It was five by the little clock on Hol­ley’s desk when the ed­it­or fi­nally stood up, and closed his scrap­book. “Come on,” he said. “I’m tak­ing you to the Oas­is for din­ner.”

			Eden went gladly. At one of the tables op­pos­ite the nar­row counter Paula Wendell sat alone.

			“Hello,” she greeted them. “Come over here. I felt in an ex­pans­ive mood to­night—had to have the prestige of a table.”

			They sat down op­pos­ite her. “Did you find the day as dull as you ex­pec­ted?” in­quired the girl of Eden.

			“Very dull by con­trast, after you left me,” he answered.

			“Try the chick­en,” she ad­vised. “Born and raised right here at home, and the desert hen is no weak sis­ter. Not so bad, how­ever.”

			They ac­cep­ted her sug­ges­tion. When the gen­er­ously filled plat­ters were placed be­fore them Bob Eden squared his shoulders.

			“Take to the life­boats,” he said. “I’m about to carve, and when I carve it’s a case of wo­men and chil­dren first.”

			Hol­ley stared down at his din­ner. “Looks like the same old chick­en,” he sighed. “What wouldn’t I give for a little home cook­ing?”

			“Ought to get mar­ried,” smiled the girl. “Am I right, Mr. Eden?”

			Eden shrugged. “I’ve known sev­er­al poor fel­lows who got mar­ried hop­ing to en­joy a bit of home cook­ing. Now they’re back in the res­taur­ants, and the only dif­fer­ence is they’ve got the little wo­man along. Double the check and half the pleas­ure.”

			“Why all this cyn­icism?” asked Hol­ley.

			“Oh, Mr. Eden is very much op­posed to mar­riage,” the girl said. “He was telling me today.”

			“Just try­ing to save her,” Eden ex­plained. “By the way, do you know this Wil­bur who’s won her in­no­cent, trust­ing heart?”

			“Wil­bur?” asked Hol­ley blankly.

			“He will per­sist in call­ing Jack out of his name,” the girl said. “It’s his dis­respect­ful way of re­fer­ring to my fiancé.”

			Hol­ley glanced at the ring. “No, I don’t know him,” he an­nounced. “I cer­tainly con­grat­u­late him, though.”

			“So do I,” Eden re­turned. “On his nerve. How­ever, I oughtn’t to knock Wil­bur. As I was say­ing only this noon—”

			“Nev­er mind,” put in the girl. “Wake up, Will. What are you think­ing about?”

			Hol­ley star­ted. “I was think­ing of a din­ner I had once at Mouquin’s,” he replied. “Closed up now, I hear. Gone—like all the oth­er old land­marks—the happy sta­tions on the five o’clock cock­tail route. You know, I won­der some­times if I’d like New York today—”

			He talked of the old Man­hat­tan he had known. In what seemed to Bob Eden no time at all the din­ner hour had passed. As they were stand­ing at the cash­ier’s desk the boy noted, for the first time, a stranger light­ing a ci­gar nearby. He was, from his dress, no nat­ive—a small, stu­di­ous-look­ing man with pier­cing eyes.

			“Good even­ing, neigh­bour,” Hol­ley said.

			“How are you?” answered the stranger.

			“Come down to look us over?” the ed­it­or asked, think­ing of his next is­sue.

			“Dropped in for a call on the kangaroo-rat,” replied the man. “I un­der­stand there’s a loc­al vari­ety whose tail meas­ures three mil­li­metres longer than any hitherto re­cor­ded.”

			“Oh,” re­turned Hol­ley. “One of those fel­lows, eh? We get them all—beetle men and but­ter­fly men, mouse and gopher men. Drop round to the of­fice of the Times some day and we’ll have a chat.”

			“De­lighted,” said the little nat­ur­al­ist.

			“Well, look who’s here,” cried Hol­ley sud­denly. Bob Eden turned, and saw en­ter­ing the door of the Oas­is a thin little Chinese who seemed as old as the desert. His face was the col­our of a be­loved meer­schaum pipe, his eyes beady and bright. “Louie Wong,” Hol­ley ex­plained. “Back from San Fran­cisco, eh, Louie?”

			“Hello, boss,” said Louie, in a high, shrill voice. “My come back.”

			“Didn’t you like it up there?” Hol­ley per­sisted.

			“San Flan­cisco no good,” answered Louie. “All time lain dlop on nose. My like ’um heah.”

			“Go­ing back to Mad­den’s, eh?” Hol­ley in­quired. Louie nod­ded. “Well, here’s a bit of luck for you, Louie. Mr. Eden is go­ing out to the ranch presently, and you can ride with him.”

			“Of course,” as­sen­ted Eden.

			“Catch ’um hot tea. You wait jus’ litta time, boss,” said Louie, sit­ting down at the counter.

			“We’ll be down in front of the hotel,” Hol­ley told him. The three of them went out. The little nat­ur­al­ist fol­lowed, and slipped by them, dis­ap­pear­ing in the night.

			Neither Hol­ley nor Eden spoke. When they reached the hotel they stopped.

			“I’m leav­ing you now,” Paula Wendell said. “I have some let­ters to write.”

			“Ah, yes,” Eden re­marked. “Well—don’t for­get. My love to Wil­bur.”

			“These are busi­ness let­ters,” she answered severely. “Good night.”

			The girl went in­side. “So Louie’s back,” Eden said. “That makes a pretty situ­ation.”

			“What’s the mat­ter?” Hol­ley said. “Louie may have a lot to tell.”

			“Per­haps. But when he shows up at his old job—what about Charlie? He’ll be kicked out, and I’ll be alone on the big scene. Some­how, I don’t feel I know my lines.”

			“I nev­er thought of that,” replied the ed­it­or. “How­ever, there’s plenty of work for two boys out there when Mad­den’s in res­id­ence. I ima­gine he’ll keep them both. And what a chance for Charlie to pump old Louie dry. You and I could ask him ques­tions from now un­til dooms­day and nev­er learn a thing. But Charlie—that’s an­oth­er mat­ter.”

			They waited, and presently Louie Wong came shuff­ling down the street, a cheap little suit­case in one hand and a full pa­per bag in the oth­er.

			“What you got there, Louie?” Hol­ley asked. He ex­amined the bag. “Ba­na­nas, eh?”

			“Tony like ’um ba­nana,” the old man ex­plained. “Pleas­ant foah Tony.”

			Eden and Hol­ley looked at each oth­er. “Louie,” said the ed­it­or gently, “poor Tony’s dead.”

			Any­one who be­lieves the Chinese face is al­ways ex­pres­sion­less should have seen Louie’s then. A look of mingled pain and an­ger con­tor­ted it, and he burst at once in­to a flood of lan­guage that needed no trans­lat­or. It was pro­fane and ter­ri­fy­ing.

			“Poor old Louie,” Hol­ley said. “He’s re­vil­ing the street, as they say in China.”

			“Do you sup­pose he knows?” asked Eden. “That Tony was murdered, I mean.”

			“Search me,” answered Hol­ley. “It cer­tainly looks that way, doesn’t it?” Still loudly vo­cal, Louie Wong climbed in­to the back seat of the car, and Bob Eden took his place at the wheel. “Watch your step, boy,” ad­vised Hol­ley. “See you soon. Good night.”

			Bob Eden star­ted the car, and with old Louie Wong set out on the strangest ride of his life.

			The moon had not yet ris­en; the stars, wan and far-off and un­friendly, were devoid of light. They climbed between the moun­tains, and that mam­moth door­way led seem­ingly to a black and threat­en­ing in­ferno that Eden could sense but could not see. Down the rocky road and on to the sandy floor of the desert they crept along; out of the dark be­side the way gleamed little yel­low eyes, flash­ing hate­fully for a mo­ment, then van­ish­ing forever. Like the ugly ghosts of trees that had died the Joshuas writhed in agony, cast­ing de­formed, ap­peal­ing arms aloft. And con­stantly as they rode on muttered the weird voice of the old Chinese in the back seat, mourn­ing the passing of his friend, the death of Tony.

			Bob Eden’s nerves were steady, but he was glad when the lights of Mad­den’s ranch shone with a friendly glow ahead. He left the car in the road and went to open the gate. A stray twig was caught in the latch, but fi­nally he got it open, and, re­turn­ing to the car, swung it in­to the yard. With a feel­ing of deep re­lief, he swept up be­fore the barn. Charlie Chan was wait­ing in the glow of the head­lights.

			“Hello, Ah Kim,” Eden called. “Got a little play­mate for you in the back seat. Louie Wong has come back to his desert.” He leaped to the ground. All was si­lence in the rear of the car. “Come on, Louie,” he cried. “Here we are.”

			He stopped, a sud­den thrill of hor­ror in his heart. In the dim light he saw that Louie had slipped to his knees, and that his head hung limply over the door at the left.

			“My God!” cried Eden.

			“Wait,” said Charlie Chan. “I get flash­light.”

			He went, while Bob Eden stood fixed and frightened in his tracks. Quickly the ef­fi­cient Charlie re­turned, and made a hasty ex­am­in­a­tion with the light. Bob Eden saw a gash in the side of Louie’s old coat—a gash that was bordered with some­thing wet and dark.

			“Stabbed in the side,” said Charlie calmly. “Dead—like Tony.”

			“Dead—when?” gasped Eden. “In the minute I left the car at the gate. Why—it’s im­possible—”

			Out of the shad­ows came Mar­tin Thorn, his pale face gleam­ing in the dusk. “What’s all this?” he asked. “Why—it’s Louie. What’s happened to Louie?”

			He bent over the door of the car, and the busy flash­light in the hand of Charlie Chan shone for a mo­ment on his back. Across the dark coat was a long tear—a tear such as might have been made in the coat of one climb­ing hur­riedly through a barbed-wire fence.

			“This is ter­rible,” Thorn said. “Just a minute—I must get Mr. Mad­den.”

			He ran to the house, and Bob Eden stood with Charlie Chan by the body of Louie Wong.

			“Charlie,” whispered the boy husk­ily, “you saw that rip in Thorn’s coat?”

			“Most cer­tainly,” answered Chan. “I ob­served it. What did I quote to you this morn­ing? Old say­ing of Chinese. ‘He who rides on ti­ger can­not dis­mount.’ ”

		
	
		
			
				X

				Bliss of the Hom­icide Squad

			
			In an­oth­er mo­ment Mad­den was with them there by the car, and they felt rather than saw a quiv­er­ing, sup­pressed fury in every inch of the mil­lion­aire’s huge frame. With an oath he snatched a flash­light from the hand of Charlie Chan and bent over the si­lent form in the back of the car. The glow from the lamp il­lu­min­ated faintly his big red face, his search­ing eyes, and Bob Eden watched him with in­terest.

			There in that dusty car lay the life­less shape of one who had served Mad­den faith­fully for many years. Yet no sign either of com­pas­sion or re­gret was ap­par­ent in the mil­lion­aire’s face—noth­ing save a con­stantly grow­ing an­ger. Yes, Bob Eden re­flec­ted, those who re­por­ted Mad­den lacked a heart spoke noth­ing but the truth.

			Mad­den straightened, and flashed the light in­to the pale face of his sec­ret­ary.

			“Fine busi­ness!” he snarled.

			“Well, what are you star­ing at me for?” cried Thorn, his voice trem­bling.

			“I’ll stare at you if I choose—though God knows I’m sick of the sight of your silly face—”

			“I’ve had about enough from you,” warned Thorn, and the tremor in his voice was rage. For a mo­ment they re­garded each oth­er while Bob Eden watched them, amazed. For the first time he real­ized that un­der the mask of their daily re­la­tions these two were any­thing but friends.

			Sud­denly Mad­den turned the light on Charlie Chan. “Look here, Ah Kim—this was Louie Wong—the boy you re­placed here—savvy? You’ve got to stay on the ranch now—after I’ve gone too—how about it?”

			“I think I stay, boss.”

			“Good. You’re the only bit of luck I’ve had since I came to this ac­cursed place. Bring Louie in­to the liv­ing-room—on the couch. I’ll call El­dor­ado.”

			He stalked off through the patio to the house, and after a mo­ment’s hes­it­a­tion Chan and the sec­ret­ary picked up the frail body of Louie Wong. Slowly Bob Eden fol­lowed that odd pro­ces­sion. In the liv­ing-room Mad­den was talk­ing briskly on the tele­phone. Presently he hung up the re­ceiv­er.

			“Noth­ing to do but wait,” he said. “There’s a sort of con­stable in town—he’ll be along pretty soon with the cor­on­er. Oh, it’s fine busi­ness. They’ll over­run the place—and I came here for a rest.”

			“I sup­pose you want to know what happened,” Eden began. “I met Louie Wong in town, at the Oas­is Café. Mr. Hol­ley poin­ted him out to me, and—”

			Mad­den waved a great hand. “Oh, save all that for some half-wit­ted cop. Fine busi­ness, this is.”

			He took to pa­cing the floor like a li­on with the toothache. Eden dropped in­to a chair be­fore the fire. Chan had gone out, and Thorn was sit­ting si­lently nearby. Mad­den con­tin­ued to pace. Bob Eden stared at the blaz­ing logs. What sort of af­fair had he got in­to, any­how? What des­per­ate game was afoot here on Mad­den’s ranch, far out on the lonely desert? He began to wish him­self out of it, back in town where the lights were bright and there was no con­stant un­der­cur­rent of hatred and sus­pi­cion and mys­tery.

			He was still think­ing in this vein when the clat­ter of a car soun­ded in the yard. Mad­den him­self opened the door, and two of El­dor­ado’s prom­in­ent cit­izens entered.

			“Come in, gen­tle­men,” Mad­den said, ami­able with an ef­fort. “Had a little ac­ci­dent out here.”

			One of the two, a lean man with a brown, weath­er-beaten face, stepped for­ward.

			“Howdy, Mr. Mad­den, I know you, but you don’t know me. I’m Con­stable Brack­ett, and this is our cor­on­er, Doc­tor Simms. A murder, you said on the phone.”

			“Well,” replied Mad­den, “I sup­pose you could call it that. But for­tu­nately no one was hurt. No white man, I mean. Just my old Chink, Louie Wong.” Ah Kim had entered in time to hear this speech, and his eyes blazed for a mo­ment as they res­ted on the cal­lous face of the mil­lion­aire.

			“Louie?” said the con­stable. He went over to the couch. “Why, poor old Louie. Harm­less as they come, he was. Can’t fig­ure who’d have any­thing against old Louie.”

			The cor­on­er, a brisk young man, also went to the couch and began an ex­am­in­a­tion. Con­stable Brack­ett turned to Mad­den. “Now, we’ll make just as little trouble as we can, Mr. Mad­den,” he prom­ised. Evid­ently he was much in awe of this great man. “But I don’t like this. It re­flects on me. I got to ask a few ques­tions. You see that, don’t you?”

			“Of course,” answered Mad­den. “Fire away. I’m sorry, but I can’t tell you a thing. I was in my room when my sec­ret­ary”—he in­dic­ated Thorn—“came in and said that Mr. Eden here had just driv­en in­to the yard with the dead body of Louie in the car.”

			The con­stable turned with in­terest to Eden. “Where’d you find him?” he in­quired.

			“He was per­fectly all right when I picked him up,” Eden ex­plained. He launched in­to his story—the meet­ing with Louie at the Oas­is, the ride across the desert, the stop at the gate, and fi­nally the grue­some dis­cov­ery in the yard. The con­stable shook his head.

			“All sounds mighty mys­ter­i­ous to me,” he ad­mit­ted. “You say you think he was killed while you was open­in’ the gate. What makes you think so?”

			“He was talk­ing prac­tic­ally all the way out here,” Eden replied. “Mut­ter­ing to him­self there in the back seat. I heard him when I got out to un­fasten the gate.”

			“What was he say­in’?”

			“He was talk­ing in Chinese. I’m sorry, but I’m no si­no­logue.”

			“I ain’t ac­cused you of any­thing, have I?”

			“A si­no­logue is a man who un­der­stands the Chinese lan­guage,” Bob Eden smiled.

			“Oh.” The con­stable scratched his head. “This here sec­ret­ary, now—”

			Thorn came for­ward. He had been in his room, he said, when he heard a dis­turb­ance in the yard, and went out­side. Ab­so­lutely noth­ing to of­fer. Bob Eden’s glance fell on the tear across the back of Thorn’s coat. He looked at Charlie Chan, but the de­tect­ive shook his head. Say noth­ing, his eyes dir­ec­ted.

			The con­stable turned to Mad­den. “Who else is on the place?” he wanted to know.

			“Nobody but Ah Kim here. He’s all right.”

			The of­ficer shook his head. “Can’t al­ways tell,” he averred. “All these tong wars, you know.” He raised his voice to a ter­rif­ic bel­low. “Come here, you,” he cried.

			Ah Kim, lately De­tect­ive-Ser­geant Chan of the Hon­olulu po­lice, came with ex­pres­sion­less face and stood be­fore the con­stable. How of­ten he had played the op­pos­ite role in such a scene—played it far bet­ter than this main­land of­ficer ever would!

			“Ever see this Louie Wong be­fore?” thundered the con­stable.

			“Me, boss? No, boss, I no see ’um.”

			“New round here, ain’t you?”

			“Come las’ Fl­i­day, boss.”

			“Where did you work be­fore this?”

			“All place, boss. Big town, litta town.”

			“I mean where’d you work last?”

			“Lail­load, I think, boss. Santa Fé lail­load. Lay sticks on glound.”

			“Ah—er—well, dog­gone.” The con­stable had run out of ques­tions. “Ain’t had much prac­tice at this sort of thing,” he apo­lo­gized. “Been so busy con­fis­cat­in’ lick­er these last few years I sort of lost the knack for po­lice work. This is sher­iff’s stuff. I called him be­fore we come out, an’ he’s send­in’ Cap­tain Bliss of the Hom­icide Squad down to­mor­row morn­in’. So we won’t both­er you no more to­night, Mr. Mad­den.”

			The cor­on­er came for­ward. “We’ll take the body in town, Mr. Mad­den,” he said. “I’ll have the in­quest in there, but I may want to bring my jur­ors out here some time to­mor­row.”

			“Oh, sure,” replied Mad­den. “Just at­tend to any­thing that comes up, and send all the bills to me. Be­lieve me, I’m sorry this thing has happened.”

			“So am I,” said the con­stable. “Louie was a good old scout.”

			“Yes—and—well, I don’t like it. It’s an­noy­ing to have some­thing like this hap­pen.”

			“All mighty mys­ter­i­ous to me,” the con­stable ad­mit­ted again. “My wife told me I nev­er ought to take this job. Well, so long, Mr. Mad­den—great pleas­ure to meet a man like you.”

			When Bob Eden re­tired to his room Mad­den and Thorn were fa­cing each oth­er on the hearth. Some­thing in the ex­pres­sion of each made him wish he could over­hear the scene about to be en­acted in that room.

			Ah Kim was wait­ing be­side a crack­ling fire. “I make ’um burn, boss,” he said. Eden closed the door and sank in­to a chair.

			“Charlie, in heav­en’s name what’s go­ing on here?” he in­quired help­lessly.

			Chan shrugged. “Plenty goes on,” he said. “Two nights now gone since in this room I hint to you Chinese are psych­ic people. On your face then I see well-bred sneer.”

			“I apo­lo­gize,” Eden re­turned. “No sneer­ing after this, even the well-bred kind. But I’m cer­tainly stumped. This thing to­night—”

			“Most un­for­tu­nate, this thing to­night,” said Chan thought­fully. “Humbly sug­gest you be very care­ful, or everything spoils. Loc­al po­lice come thump­ing on to scene, not dream­ing in their slight brains that murder of Louie are of no im­port­ance in the least.”

			“Not im­port­ant, you say?”

			“No, in­deed. Not when com­pared to oth­er mat­ters.”

			“Well, it was pretty im­port­ant to Louie, I guess,” said Eden.

			“Guess so too. But murder of Louie just like death of par­rot—one more dark deed cov­er­ing up very black deed oc­cur­ring here be­fore we ar­rive on mys­ter­i­ous scene. Be­fore par­rot go, be­fore Louie make un­ex­pec­ted exit, un­known per­son dies scream­ing un­answered cries for help. Who? Maybe in time we learn.”

			“Then you think Louie was killed be­cause he knew too much?”

			“Just like Tony, yes. Poor Louie very fool­ish, does not stay in San Fran­cisco when summoned there. Comes with sad blun­der back to desert. Most bit­terly un­wel­come here. One thing puzzles me.”

			“Only one thing?” asked Eden.

			“One at present. Oth­er puzzles put aside for mo­ment. Louie goes on Wed­nes­day morn­ing, prob­ably be­fore black deed was done. How then does he know? Did act have echo in San Fran­cisco? I am most sad not to have talk with him. But there are oth­er paths to fol­low.”

			“I hope so,” sighed Bob Eden. “But I don’t see them. This is too much for me.”

			“Plenty for me too,” agreed Chan. “Pretty quick I go home, lifelong yearn­ing for travel forever quenched. Keep in mind, much bet­ter po­lice do not find who killed Louie Wong. If they do our fruit may be picked when not yet ripe. We should handle case. Of­ficers of law must be en­cour­aged off of ranch at earli­est pos­sible time, hav­ing found noth­ing.”

			“Well, the con­stable was easy enough,” smiled Eden.

			“All looked plenty mys­ter­i­ous to him,” answered Chan, smil­ing too.

			“I sym­path­ized with him in that,” Eden ad­mit­ted. “But this Cap­tain Bliss prob­ably won’t be so simple. You watch your step, Charlie, or they’ll lock you up.”

			Chan nod­ded. “New ex­per­i­ences crowd close on this main­land,” he said. “De­tect­ive-Ser­geant Chan a murder sus­pect. Maybe I laugh at that, when I get home again. Just now, laugh won’t come. A warm good night—”

			“Wait a minute,” in­ter­rup­ted Eden. “How about Tues­day af­ter­noon? Mad­den’s ex­pect­ing the mes­sen­ger with the pearls then, and some­how I haven’t a stall left in me.”

			Chan shrugged. “Two days yet. Stop the worry. Much may man­age to oc­cur be­fore Tues­day af­ter­noon.” He went out softly.

			Just as they fin­ished break­fast on Monday morn­ing, a knock soun­ded on the door of the ranch-house, and Thorn ad­mit­ted Will Hol­ley.

			“Oh,” said Mad­den sourly. His man­ner had not im­proved overnight. “So you’re here again?”

			“Nat­ur­ally,” replied Hol­ley. “Be­ing a good news­pa­per man, I’m not over­look­ing the first murder we’ve had round here in years.” He handed a news­pa­per to the mil­lion­aire. “By the way, here’s a Los Angeles morn­ing pa­per. Our in­ter­view is on the front page.”

			Mad­den took it without much in­terest. Over his shoulder Bob Eden caught a glimpse of the head­lines:

			
				Era of Prosper­ity Due, Says

				Famed Mag­nate

				P. J. Mad­den, in­ter­viewed on Desert Ranch, pre­dicts Busi­ness Boom

			

			Mad­den glanced idly through the art­icle. When he had fin­ished he said: “In the New York pa­pers, I sup­pose?”

			“Of course,” Hol­ley answered. “All over the coun­try this morn­ing. You and I are fam­ous, Mr. Mad­den. But what’s this about poor old Louie?”

			“Don’t ask me,” frowned Mad­den. “Some fool bumped him off. Your friend Eden can tell you more than I can.” He got up and strode from the room.

			Eden and Hol­ley stared at each oth­er for a mo­ment, then went to­geth­er in­to the yard.

			“Pretty raw stuff,” re­marked Hol­ley. “It makes me hot. Louie was a kindly old soul. Killed in the car, I un­der­stand.”

			Eden re­lated what had happened. They moved farther away from the house.

			“Well, who do you think?” Hol­ley in­quired.

			“I think Thorn,” Eden answered. “How­ever, Charlie says Louie’s passing was just a minor in­cid­ent, and it will be bet­ter all round if his mur­der­er isn’t found just at present. Of course he’s right.”

			“Of course he is. And there isn’t much danger they’ll catch the guilty man, at that. The con­stable is a help­less old fel­low.”

			“How about this Cap­tain Bliss?”

			“Oh, he’s a big, noisy bluff with a fatal fa­cil­ity for get­ting the wrong man. The sher­iff’s a reg­u­lar fel­low, with brains, but he may not come round. Let’s stroll out and look over the ground where you left the car last night. I’ve got some­thing to slip you, a tele­gram—from your fath­er, I ima­gine.”

			As they went through the gate the tele­gram changed hands. Hold­ing it so it could not be seen from the house, Bob Eden read it through.

			“Well, Dad says he’s go­ing to put up the bluff to Mad­den that he’s send­ing Dray­cott with the pearls to­night.”

			“Dray­cott?” asked Hol­ley.

			“He’s a private de­tect­ive Dad uses in San Fran­cisco. As good a name as any, I sup­pose. When Dray­cott fails to ar­rive, Dad’s go­ing to be very much up­set.” The boy con­sidered for a mo­ment. “I guess it’s about the best he can do—but I hate all this de­cep­tion. And I cer­tainly don’t like the job of keep­ing Mad­den cool. How­ever, some­thing may hap­pen be­fore then.”

			They ex­amined the ground where Bob Eden had hal­ted the car while he opened the gate the night be­fore. The tracks of many cars passing in the road were evid­ent—but no sign of any foot­steps. “Even my foot­steps are gone,” re­marked Eden. “Do you sup­pose it was the wind drift­ing the sand—”

			Hol­ley shrugged. “No,” he said. “It was not. Some­body has been out here with a broom, my boy, and ob­lit­er­ated every trace of foot­steps about that car.”

			Eden nod­ded. “You’re right. Some­body—but who? Our old friend Thorn, of course.”

			They stepped aside as a car swung by them and entered Mad­den’s yard.

			“There’s Bliss now, with the con­stable,” Hol­ley re­marked. “Well, they get no help from us, eh?”

			“Not a bit,” replied Eden. “En­cour­age them off the ranch at earli­est pos­sible mo­ment. That’s Charlie’s sug­ges­tion.”

			They re­turned to the yard and waited. In­side the liv­ing-room they heard Thorn and Mad­den talk­ing with the two of­ficers. After a time Bliss came out, fol­lowed by the mil­lion­aire and Con­stable Brack­ett. He greeted Hol­ley as an old friend, and the ed­it­or in­tro­duced Bob Eden.

			“Oh, yes, Mr. Eden,” said the cap­tain. “Want to talk to you. What’s your ver­sion of this funny busi­ness?”

			Bob Eden looked at him with dis­taste. He was a big, flat-footed po­lice­man of the usu­al type, and no great in­tel­li­gence shone in his eyes. The boy gave him a care­fully ed­ited story of the night be­fore.

			“Humph,” said Bliss. “Sounds queer to me.”

			“Yes?” smiled Eden. “To me too. But it hap­pens to be the truth.”

			“Well, I’ll have a look at the ground out there,” re­marked Bliss.

			“You’ll find noth­ing,” said Hol­ley. “Ex­cept the foot­prints of this young man and my­self. We’ve just been tak­ing a squint round.”

			“Oh, you have, have you?” replied Bliss grimly. He strode through the gate, the con­stable tag­ging after him. After a per­func­tory ex­am­in­a­tion the two re­turned.

			“This is sure some puzzle,” said Con­stable Brack­ett.

			“Is that so?” Bliss sneered. “Well, get on to your­self. How about this Chink, Ah Kim? Had a good job here, didn’t he? Louie Wong comes back. What does that mean? Ah Kim loses his job.”

			“Non­sense,” pro­tested Mad­den.

			“Think so, do you?” re­marked Bliss. “Well, I don’t. I tell you I know these Chinks. They think noth­ing of stick­ing knives in each oth­er. Noth­ing at all.” Ah Kim emerged from round the side of the house. “Hey, you,” cried Cap­tain Bliss. Bob Eden began to worry.

			Ah Kim came up. “You wantum me, boss?”

			“You bet I want you. Go­ing to lock you up.”

			“Why foah, boss?”

			“For knif­ing Louie Wong. You can’t get away with that stuff round here.”

			The Chinese re­garded this crude prac­ti­tion­er of his own arts with a life­less eye. “You clazy, boss,” he said.

			“Is that so?” Bliss’s face hardened. “I’ll show you just how crazy I am. Bet­ter tell me the whole story now. It’ll go a lot easi­er with you if you do.”

			“What stoahy, boss?”

			“How you sneaked out and put a knife in Louie last night.”

			“Maybe you catch ’um knife, hey, boss?” asked Ah Kim ma­li­ciously.

			“Nev­er mind about that!”

			“Poah old Ah Kim’s fin­gah plints on knife, hey, boss?”

			“Oh, shut up,” said Bliss.

			“Maybe you ta­kee look-see, find vel­vet-slip­pah plints in sand, hey, boss?” Bliss glared at him in si­lence. “What I tell you—you clazy cop, hey, boss?”

			Hol­ley and Eden looked at each oth­er with keen en­joy­ment. Mad­den broke in: “Oh, come now, cap­tain, you haven’t got a thing against him, and you know it. You take my cook away from me without any evid­ence, and I’ll make you sweat for it.”

			“Well—I—” Bliss hes­it­ated. “I know he did it, and I’ll prove it later.” His eyes lighted. “How’d you get in­to this coun­try?” he de­man­ded.

			“ ’Mel­ic­an cit­izen, boss. Boahn San Flan­cisco. Foahty-flive yeah old now.”

			“Born here, eh? Is that so? Then you’ve got your chock-gee, I sup­pose. Let me see it.”

			Bob Eden’s heart sank to his boots. Though many Chinese were without chock-gees, he knew that the lack of one would be suf­fi­cient ex­cuse for this stu­pid po­lice­man to ar­rest Chan at once. An­oth­er mo­ment, and they’d all be done for. …

			“Come on,” bel­lowed Bliss.

			“What you say, boss?” par­ried Ah Kim.

			“You know what I said. Your chock-gee—cer­ti­fic­ate—hand it over, or by heav­en I’ll lock you up so quick—”

			“Oh, boss—ce’tif­lic­ate—al­light, boss.” And be­fore Eden’s startled gaze the Chinese took from his blouse a worn slip of pa­per about the size of a bank­note, and handed it to Bliss.

			The cap­tain read it sourly and handed it back. “All right—but I ain’t through with you yet,” he said.

			“Thanks, boss,” re­turned Ah Kim, bright­en­ing. “You plenty clazy, boss. Thas­aw? Goo’-bye.” And he shuffled away.

			“I told you it looked ter­rible mys­ter­i­ous to me,” com­men­ted the con­stable.

			“Oh, for Pete’s sake, shut up,” cried Bliss. “Mr. Mad­den, I’ll have to ad­mit I’m stumped for the time be­ing. But that con­di­tion don’t last long with me. I’ll get to the bot­tom of this yet. You’ll see me again.”

			“Run out any time,” Mad­den in­vited, with deep in­sin­cer­ity. “If I hap­pen on any­thing, I’ll call Con­stable Brack­ett.”

			Bliss and the con­stable got in­to their car and rode away. Mad­den re­turned to the house.

			“Oh, ex­cel­lent Chan,” said Will Hol­ley softly. “Where in Sam Hill did he get that chock-gee?”

			“It looked as though we were done for,” Eden ad­mit­ted. “But good old Charlie thinks of everything.”

			Hol­ley climbed in­to his car. “Well, I guess Mad­den isn’t go­ing to in­vite me to lunch. I’ll go along. You know, I’m keen­er than ever to get the an­swer to this puzzle. Louie was my friend. It’s a rot­ten shame.”

			“I don’t know where we’re go­ing, but we’re on our way,” Eden answered. “I’d feel pretty help­less if I didn’t have Charlie with me.”

			“Oh, you’ve got a few brains too,” Hol­ley as­sured him.

			“You’re clazy, boss,” Eden laughed, as the ed­it­or drove away.

			Re­turn­ing to his room, he found Ah Kim calmly mak­ing the bed.

			“Charlie, you’re a peach,” said the boy, clos­ing the door. “I thought we were sunk without warn­ing. Whose chock-gee did you have, any­how?”

			“Ah Kim’s chock-gee, to be sure,” smiled Chan.

			“Who’s Ah Kim?”

			“Ah Kim humble ve­get­able mer­chant who drive me amidst oth­er garden truck from Barstow to El­dor­ado. I make simple ar­range­ment to rent chock-gee short while. Happy to note long wear in pock­ets make pho­to­graph look like im­age of any­body. Came to me in bright flash Mad­den might ask for iden­ti­fic­a­tion cer­ti­fic­ate be­fore en­ga­ging me for hon­our­able tasks. Mad­den did not do so, but thing fit in plenty neat all the same.”

			“It cer­tainly did,” Eden agreed. “You’re a brick to do all this for the Jord­ans—and for Dad. I hope they pay you hand­somely.”

			Chan shook his head. “What you say in car rid­ing to ferry? Post­man on hol­i­day itches to try long stretch of road. All this sin­cere pleas­ure for me. When I un­tie knots and find an­swer, that will be fine re­ward.” He bowed and de­par­ted.

			Some hours later, while they waited for lunch, Bob Eden and Mad­den sat talk­ing in the big liv­ing-room. The mil­lion­aire was re­it­er­at­ing his de­sire to re­turn East at the earli­est pos­sible mo­ment. He was sit­ting fa­cing the door. Sud­denly on his big red face ap­peared a look of dis­pleas­ure so in­tense it startled the boy. Turn­ing about, Eden saw stand­ing in the door­way the slight fig­ure of a man, a stooped, stu­di­ous-look­ing man who car­ried a suit­case in one hand. The little nat­ur­al­ist of the Oas­is Café.

			“Mr. Mad­den?” in­quired the new­comer.

			“I’m Mad­den,” said the mil­lion­aire. “What is it?”

			“Ah, yes.” The stranger came in­to the room, and set down his bag. “My name, sir, is Gamble, Thad­deus Gamble, and I am keenly in­ter­ested in cer­tain fauna sur­round­ing your desert home. I have here a let­ter from an old friend of yours, the pres­id­ent of a col­lege that has re­ceived many be­ne­fac­tions at your hands. If you will be so kind as to look it over—”

			He offered the let­ter, and Mad­den took it, glar­ing at him in a most un­friendly man­ner. When the mil­lion­aire had read the brief epistle he tore it in­to bits and, rising, tossed them in­to the fire­place.

			“You want to stop here a few days?” he said.

			“It would be most con­veni­ent if I could,” answered Gamble. “Of course, I should like to pay for my ac­com­mod­a­tion—”

			Mad­den waved his hand. Ah Kim came in, headed for the lunch­eon-table. “An­oth­er place, Ah Kim,” ordered Mad­den. “And show Mr. Gamble to the room in the left wing—the one next to Mr. Eden’s.”

			“Very kind of you, I’m sure,” re­marked Gamble suavely. “I shall try to make as little trouble as may be. Lunch­eon im­pends, I take it. Not un­wel­come, either. This—er—this desert air, sir—er—I’ll re­turn in a mo­ment.”

			He fol­lowed Ah Kim out. Mad­den glared after him, his face purple. Bob Eden real­ized that a new puzzle had ar­rived.

			“The dev­il with him,” cried Mad­den. “But I had to be po­lite. That let­ter.” He shrugged. “Gad, I hope I get out of here soon.”

			Bob Eden con­tin­ued to won­der. Who was Mr. Gamble? What did he want at Mad­den’s ranch?

		
	
		
			
				XI

				Thorn Goes on a Mis­sion

			
			Whatever Mr. Gamble’s mis­sion at the ranch, Bob Eden re­flec­ted dur­ing lunch, it was ob­vi­ously a peace­ful one. Sel­dom had he en­countered a milder-mannered little chap. All through the meal the new­comer talked vol­ubly and well, with the gentle, cul­tiv­ated ac­cent of a schol­ar. Mad­den was sour and un­re­spons­ive; evid­ently he still re­sen­ted the in­tru­sion of this stranger. Thorn as usu­al sat si­lent and aloof, a de­press­ing fig­ure in the black suit he had today donned to re­place the one torn so mys­ter­i­ously the night be­fore. It fell to Bob Eden to come to Mr. Gamble’s aid and keep the con­ver­sa­tion go­ing.

			The lunch­eon over, Gamble rose and went to the door. For a mo­ment he stood star­ing out across the blaz­ing sand in the dir­ec­tion of the cool, white tops of the moun­tains, far away.

			“Mag­ni­fi­cent,” he com­men­ted. “I won­der, Mr. Mad­den, if you real­ize the true grandeur of this set­ting for your ranch-house? The desert, the broad, lonely desert, that has from time im­me­mori­al cast its weird spell on the souls of men. Some find it bleak and dis­quiet­ing, but as for my­self—”

			“Be here long?” cut in Mad­den.

			“Ah, that de­pends. I sin­cerely hope so. I want to see this coun­try after the spring rains—the ver­bena and the prim­roses in bloom. The thought en­chants me. What says the proph­et Isai­ah? ‘And the desert shall re­joice, and blos­som as the rose. And the parched ground shall be­come a pool, and the thirsty land springs of wa­ter.’ You know Isai­ah, Mr. Mad­den?”

			“No, I don’t. I know too many people now,” re­spon­ded Mad­den grimly.

			“I be­lieve you said you were in­ter­ested in the fauna round here, pro­fess­or?” Bob Eden re­marked.

			Gamble looked at him quickly. “You give me my title,” he said. “You are an ob­ser­v­ant young man. Yes, there are cer­tain re­searches I in­tend to pur­sue—the tail of the kangaroo-rat, which at­tains here a phe­nom­en­al length. The max­il­lary arch in the short-nosed pock­et-mouse, I un­der­stand, has also reached in this neigh­bour­hood an ec­cent­ric de­vel­op­ment.”

			The tele­phone rang, and Mad­den him­self answered it. Listen­ing care­fully, Bob Eden heard: “Tele­gram for Mr. Mad­den.” At this point the mil­lion­aire pressed the re­ceiv­er close to his ear, and the rest of the mes­sage was an in­dis­tinct blur.

			Eden was sorry for that, for he per­ceived that as Mad­den listened an ex­pres­sion of keen dis­tress came over his face. When fi­nally he put the re­ceiv­er slowly back on to its hook he sat for a long time look­ing straight be­fore him, ob­vi­ously very much per­plexed.

			“What do you grow here in this sandy soil, Mr. Mad­den?” Pro­fess­or Gamble in­quired.

			“Er—er—” Mad­den came gradu­ally back to the scene. “What do I grow? A lot of things. You’d be sur­prised, and so would Isai­ah.” Gamble was smil­ing at him in a kindly way, and the mil­lion­aire warmed up a little. “Come out, since you’re in­ter­ested, and I’ll show you round.”

			“Very good of you, sir,” replied Gamble, and meekly fol­lowed in­to the patio. Thorn rose and joined them. Quickly Eden went to the tele­phone and got Will Hol­ley on the wire.

			“Look here,” he said in a low voice, “Mad­den has just taken a tele­gram over the phone, and it seemed to worry him con­sid­er­ably. I couldn’t make out what it was, but I’d like to know at once. Do you stand well enough with the op­er­at­or to find out—without rous­ing sus­pi­cion, of course?”

			“Sure,” Hol­ley replied. “That kid will tell me any­thing. Are you alone there? Can I call you back in a few minutes?”

			“I’m alone just now,” Eden re­spon­ded. “If I shouldn’t be when you call back, I’ll pre­tend you want Mad­den and turn you over to him. You can fake some­thing to say. But if you hurry that may not be ne­ces­sary. Speed, broth­er, speed!”

			As he turned away Ah Kim came in to gath­er up the lunch­eon things.

			“Well, Charlie,” Eden re­marked. “An­oth­er guest at our little hotel, eh?”

			Chan shrugged. “Such news comes plenty quick to cook­house,” he said.

			Eden smiled. “You’re the one who wanted to watch and wait,” he re­minded the de­tect­ive. “If you’re threatened with house­maid’s knee don’t blame me.”

			“This Gamble,” mused Chan. “Seems harm­less like May morn­ing, I think.”

			“Oh, very. A Bible stu­dent. And it strikes me there’s a fair open­ing for a good Bible stu­dent round here.”

			“Un­dan­ger­ous and mild,” con­tin­ued Chan. “Yet hid­den in his scant lug­gage is one pretty new pis­tol com­pletely loaded.”

			“Go­ing to shoot the tails off the rats most likely,” Eden smiled. “Now, don’t get sus­pi­cious of him, Charlie. He’s prob­ably just a tender­foot who be­lieves the movies, and so came to this wild coun­try armed to de­fend him­self. By the way, Mad­den just got a tele­gram over the phone, and it was, judging by ap­pear­ances, an­oth­er bit of un­wel­come news for our dear old friend. Hol­ley’s look­ing it up for me. If the tele­phone rings go to the patio, and be ready to tip me off in case any­one is com­ing.”

			Si­lently Ah Kim re­sumed his work at the table. In a few mo­ments, loud and clear, came the ring of Hol­ley on the wire. Run­ning to the tele­phone, Eden put his hand over the bell, muffling it. Chan stepped in­to the patio.

			“Hello, Hol­ley,” said the boy softly. “Yes. Yes. OK. Shoot. Um. … Say, that’s in­ter­est­ing, isn’t it? Com­ing to­night, eh? Thanks, old man.”

			He hung up, and Charlie re­turned. “A bit of news,” said Eden, rising. “That tele­gram was from Miss Evelyn Mad­den. Got tired of wait­ing in Den­ver, I guess. The mes­sage was sent from Barstow. The lady ar­rives to­night at El­dor­ado on the six-forty. Looks as though I may have to give up my room and check out.”

			“Miss Evelyn Mad­den?” re­peated Chan.

			“That’s right—you don’t know, do you? She’s Mad­den’s only child. A proud beauty too—I met her in San Fran­cisco. Well, it’s no won­der Mad­den was per­plexed, is it?”

			“Cer­tainly not,” agreed Chan. “Mur­der­ous ranch like this no place for re­fined young wo­man.”

			Eden sighed. “Just one more com­plic­a­tion,” he said. “Things move, but we don’t seem to get any­where.”

			“Once more,” re­turned Chan, “I call to your at­ten­tion that much un­used vir­tue, pa­tience. As­pect will be bright­er here now. A wo­man’s touch—”

			“This wo­man’s touch means frost­bite,” smiled Eden. “Charlie, I’ll bet you a mil­lion—not even the desert will thaw out Evelyn Mad­den.”

			Chan de­par­ted to his du­ties in the cook­house. Mad­den and Thorn drif­ted in after a time; Gamble, it ap­peared, had re­tired to his room. The long, hot af­ter­noon dragged by, bak­ing hours of deathly calm, dur­ing which the desert lived up to its repu­ta­tion. Mad­den dis­ap­peared, and presently his “noi­some” snores filled the air. A good idea, Bob Eden de­cided.

			In a re­cum­bent po­s­i­tion on his bed he found that time passed more swiftly. In fact, he didn’t know it was passing. To­ward even­ing he awoke, hot and muddled of mind, but a cold shower made him feel hu­man again.

			At six o’clock he crossed the patio to the liv­ing-room. In the yard be­fore the barn he saw Mad­den’s big car stand­ing ready for ac­tion, and re­membered. The mil­lion­aire was no doubt about to meet his daugh­ter in town, and the haughty Evelyn was not to be af­fron­ted with the un­pre­ten­tious run­about.

			But when he reached the liv­ing-room Eden saw that it was evid­ently Thorn who had been se­lec­ted for the trip to El­dor­ado. The sec­ret­ary stood there in his gloomy clothes, a black slouch hat ac­cen­tu­at­ing the pale­ness of his face. As Eden entered what was ob­vi­ously a ser­i­ous con­ver­sa­tion between Thorn and the mil­lion­aire came to a sud­den halt.

			“Ah, good even­ing,” said Eden. “Not leav­ing us, Mr. Thorn?”

			“Busi­ness in town,” re­turned Thorn. “Well, chief, I’ll go along.”

			Again the tele­phone rang. Mad­den leaped to it. For a mo­ment he listened, and his­tory re­peated it­self on his face. “Bad news all the time,” Eden thought.

			Mad­den put his great hand over the mouth­piece, and spoke to his sec­ret­ary. “It’s that old bore down the road, Doc­tor Whit­comb,” he an­nounced, and Eden felt a flash of hot re­sent­ment at this char­ac­ter­iz­a­tion. “She wants to see me this even­ing—says she has some­thing very im­port­ant to tell me.”

			“Say you’re busy,” sug­ges­ted Thorn.

			“I’m sorry, doc­tor,” Mad­den began over the phone, “but I am very much oc­cu­pied—”

			He stopped, evid­ently in­ter­rup­ted by a flood of con­ver­sa­tion. Again he put his hand over the trans­mit­ter. “She in­sists, con­found it,” he com­plained.

			“Well, you’ll have to see her, then,” said Thorn.

			“All right, doc­tor,” Mad­den ca­pit­u­lated. “Come about eight.”

			Thorn went out, and the big car roared off to­ward the road and Evelyn Mad­den’s train. Mr. Gamble entered, re­freshed and ready with a few apt quo­ta­tions. Eden amused him­self with the wire­less ap­par­at­us.

			At the usu­al hour, much to Eden’s sur­prise, they dined. Thorn’s chair was empty, and there was, oddly enough, no place for Evelyn; nor did the mil­lion­aire make any ar­range­ments re­gard­ing a room for his daugh­ter. Strange, Eden thought.

			After din­ner Mad­den led them to the patio. Again he had ar­ranged for a fire out there, and the blaze glowed red on the stone floor, on the adobe walls of the house, and on the nearby perch of Tony, now empty and for­lorn.

			“This is liv­ing,” re­marked Gamble, when they had sat down and he had lighted one of Mad­den’s ci­gars. “The poor fools cooped up in cit­ies—they don’t know what they’re miss­ing. I could stay here forever.”

			His fi­nal sen­tence made no hit with the host, and si­lence fell. At a little past eight they heard the sound of a car en­ter­ing the yard. Thorn and the girl, per­haps—but evid­ently Mad­den didn’t think so, for he said:

			“That’s the doc­tor. Ah Kim!” The ser­vant ap­peared. “Show the lady out here.”

			“Well, she doesn’t want to see me,” Gamble said, get­ting up. “I’ll go in and find a book.”

			Mad­den looked at Bob Eden, but the boy re­mained where he was. “The doc­tor’s a friend of mine,” he ex­plained.

			“Is that so?” growled Mad­den.

			“Yes—I met her yes­ter­day morn­ing. A won­der­ful wo­man.”

			Doc­tor Whit­comb ap­peared. “Well, Mr. Mad­den?” She shook hands. “It’s a great pleas­ure to have you with us again.”

			“Thanks,” said Mad­den coolly. “You know Mr. Eden, I be­lieve?”

			“Oh, hello!” smiled the wo­man. “Glad to see you. Not very pleased with you, how­ever. You didn’t drop in today.”

			“Rather busy,” Eden replied. “Won’t you sit down, please?”

			He brought for­ward a chair; it seemed that Mad­den needed a hint or two on hos­pit­al­ity. The guest sank in­to it. Mad­den, his man­ner very haughty and aloof, sat down some dis­tance away, and waited.

			“Mr. Mad­den,” said Doc­tor Whit­comb, “I’m sorry if I seem to in­trude—I know that you are here to rest, and that you don’t wel­come vis­it­ors. But this is not a so­cial call. I came here about—about this ter­rible thing that has happened on your place.”

			For a mo­ment Mad­den did not reply. “You—mean—” he said slowly.

			“I mean the murder of poor Louie Wong,” the wo­man answered.

			“Oh.” Was there re­lief in Mad­den’s voice? “Yes—of course.”

			“Louie was my friend—he of­ten came to see me. I was so sorry when I heard. And you—he served you faith­fully, Mr. Mad­den. Nat­ur­ally you’re do­ing everything pos­sible to run down his mur­der­er?”

			“Everything,” replied Mad­den care­lessly.

			“Wheth­er what I have to tell has any con­nec­tion with the killing of Louie—that’s for po­lice­men to de­cide,” went on the doc­tor. “You can hand my story on to them—if you will.”

			“Gladly,” replied the mil­lion­aire. “What is your story, doc­tor?”

			“On Sat­urday even­ing a man ar­rived at my place who said his name was Mc­Cal­lum, Henry Mc­Cal­lum,” began Doc­tor Whit­comb, “and that he came from New York. He told me he suffered from bron­chit­is, though I must say I saw no symp­toms of it. He took one of my cab­ins and settled down for a stay—so I thought.”

			“Yes,” nod­ded Mad­den. “Go on.”

			“At dark Sunday night—a short time be­fore the hour when poor Louie was killed—someone drove up in a big car be­fore my place and blew the horn. One of my boys went out, and the stranger asked for Mc­Cal­lum. Mc­Cal­lum came, talked with the man in the car for a mo­ment, then got in and rode off with him—in this dir­ec­tion. That was the last I’ve seen of Mr. Mc­Cal­lum. He left a suit­case filled with clothes in his cab­in, but he has not re­turned.”

			“And you think he killed Louie?” asked Mad­den, with a note of po­lite in­credu­lity in his voice.

			“I don’t think any­thing about it. How should I know? I simply re­gard it as a mat­ter that should be called to the at­ten­tion of the po­lice. As you are much closer to the in­vest­ig­a­tion than I am, I’m ask­ing you to tell them about it. They can come down and ex­am­ine Mc­Cal­lum’s prop­erty if they wish.”

			“All right,” said Mad­den, rising poin­tedly. “I’ll tell them. Though if you’re ask­ing my opin­ion, I don’t think—”

			“Thank you,” smiled the doc­tor. “I wasn’t ask­ing your opin­ion, Mr. Mad­den.” She too stood. “Our in­ter­view, I see, is ended. I’m sorry if I’ve in­truded—”

			“Why, you didn’t in­trude,” pro­tested Mad­den. “That’s all right. Maybe your in­form­a­tion is valu­able. Who knows?”

			“Very good of you to say so,” re­turned the doc­tor, with gentle sar­casm. She glanced to­ward the par­rot’s perch “How’s Tony? He, at least, must miss Louie a lot.”

			“Tony’s dead,” said Mad­den brusquely.

			“What! Tony too!” The doc­tor was si­lent for a mo­ment. “A rather mem­or­able vis­it, this one of yours,” she said slowly. “Please give my re­gards to your daugh­ter. She is not with you?”

			“No,” re­turned Mad­den. “She is not with me.” That was all.

			“A great pity,” Doc­tor Whit­comb replied. “I thought her a charm­ing girl.”

			“Thank you,” Mad­den said. “Just a mo­ment. My boy will show you to your car.”

			“Don’t trouble,” put in Bob Eden. “I’ll at­tend to that.” He led the way through the bright liv­ing-room, past Mr. Gamble deep in a huge book. In the yard the doc­tor turned to him.

			“What a man!” she said. “As hard as gran­ite. I don’t be­lieve the death of Louie means a thing to him.”

			“Very little, I’m afraid,” Eden agreed.

			“Well, I rely on you. If he doesn’t re­peat my story to the sher­iff, you must.”

			The boy hes­it­ated. “I’ll tell you some­thing—in con­fid­ence,” he said. “Everything pos­sible is be­ing done to find the mur­der­er of Louie. Not by Mad­den—but by—oth­ers.”

			The doc­tor sat si­lent for a mo­ment in the dark car un­der the dark, star-spangled sky. “I think I un­der­stand,” she said softly. “With all my heart, I wish you luck, my boy.”

			Eden took her hand. “If I shouldn’t see you again, doc­tor—I want you to know. Just meet­ing you has been a priv­ilege.”

			“I’ll re­mem­ber that,” she answered. “Good night.”

			The boy watched her back the car through the open gate. When he re­turned to the liv­ing-room Mad­den and Gamble were to­geth­er there. “Con­foun­ded old busy­body,” Mad­den said.

			“Wait a minute,” Eden said hotly. “That wo­man with just her two hands has done more good in the world than you with all your money. And don’t you for­get it.”

			“Does that give her a li­cence to butt in­to my af­fairs?” de­man­ded Mad­den.

			Fur­ther warm words were on the tip of the boy’s tongue, but he re­strained him­self. How­ever, he re­flec­ted that he was about fed-up with this ar­rog­ant, cal­lous mil­lion­aire.

			He looked to­ward the clock. A quarter to nine, and still no sign of Thorn and Evelyn Mad­den. Was the girl’s train late? Hardly likely.

			Though he did not feel par­tic­u­larly wel­come in the room, he waited on. He would see this latest de­vel­op­ment through. At ten o’clock Mr. Gamble rose and, com­ment­ing fa­vour­ably on the desert air, went to his room.

			At five minutes past ten the roar of the big car in the yard broke the in­tense still­ness. Bob Eden sat erect, his eager eyes stray­ing from one door to an­oth­er. Presently the glass doors lead­ing to the patio opened. Mar­tin Thorn came in alone.

			Without a word to his chief, the sec­ret­ary threw down his hat and dropped wear­ily in­to a chair. The si­lence be­came op­press­ive.

			“Got your busi­ness at­ten­ded to, eh?” sug­ges­ted Eden cheer­fully.

			“Yes,” said Thorn—no more. Eden rose.

			“Well, I guess I’ll turn in,” he said, and went to his room. As he entered he heard the splash of Mr. Gamble in the bath that lay between his apart­ment and that oc­cu­pied by the pro­fess­or. His se­clu­sion was ended. Have to be more care­ful in the fu­ture.

			Shortly after his lights were on Ah Kim ap­peared at the door. Eden, fin­ger on lips, in­dic­ated the bath. The Chinese nod­ded. They stepped to the far side of the bed­room and spoke in low tones.

			“Well, where’s little Evelyn?” asked the boy.

			Chan shrugged. “More mys­tery,” he whispered.

			“Just what has our friend Thorn been do­ing for the past four hours?” Eden wondered.

			“En­joy­ing moon­lit ride on desert, I think,” Chan re­turned. “When big car go out, I note speedo­met­er. Twelve thou­sand eight hun­dred and forty miles. Four miles ne­ces­sary to travel to town, and four to re­turn with. But when big car ar­rives home, speedo­met­er an­nounces quietly twelve thou­sand eight hun­dred and sev­enty-nine miles.”

			“Charlie, you think of everything,” Eden said ad­mir­ingly.

			“Strange place this Thorn has been,” Charlie ad­ded. “Much red clay on ground.” He ex­hib­ited a frag­ment of earth. “Scraped off on ac­cel­er­at­or,” he ex­plained. “Maybe you have seen such place round here?”

			“Noth­ing like it,” Eden replied. “You don’t sup­pose he’s harmed the gal—but no, Mad­den seems to be in on it, and she’s his darling.”

			“Just one more little prob­lem rising up,” said Chan.

			Eden nod­ded. “Lord, I haven’t met so many prob­lems since I gave up al­gebra. And by the way, to­mor­row’s Tues­day. The pearls are com­ing, hur­rah, hur­rah. At least, old P. J. thinks they are. He’s go­ing to be hard to handle to­mor­row.”

			A faint knock soun­ded on the door to the patio, and Chan had just time to get to the fire­place and busy him­self there when it was opened and Mad­den, oddly noise­less for him, entered.

			“Why, hello—” began Eden.

			“Hush!” said Mad­den. He looked to­ward the bath­room. “Go easy, will you? Ah Kim, get out of here.”

			“Al­light, boss,” said Ah Kim, and went.

			Mad­den stepped to the bath­room door and listened. He tried it gently; it opened at his touch. He went in, locked the door lead­ing in­to the room oc­cu­pied by Gamble, and re­turned, shut­ting the door be­hind him.

			“Now,” he began, “I want to see you. Keep your voice down. I’ve fi­nally got hold of your fath­er on the tele­phone, and he tells me a man named Dray­cott will ar­rive with the pearls at Barstow to­mor­row noon.”

			Eden’s heart sank. “Ah—er—that ought to bring him here to­mor­row night—”

			Mad­den leaned close, and spoke in a hoarse un­der­tone. “Whatever hap­pens,” he said, “I don’t want that fel­low to come to the ranch.”

			Eden stared at him in amazement. “Well, Mr. Mad­den, I’ll be—”

			“Hush! Leave my name out of it.”

			“But after all our pre­par­a­tion—”

			“I tell you I’ve changed my mind. I don’t want the pearls brought to the ranch at all. I want you to go to Barstow to­mor­row, meet this Dray­cott, and or­der him to go on to Pas­adena. I’m go­ing down there on Wed­nes­day. Tell him to meet me at the door of the Gar­field Na­tion­al Bank in Pas­adena at noon, sharp, Wed­nes­day. I’ll take the pearls then—and I’ll put them where they’ll be safe.”

			Bob Eden smiled. “All right,” he agreed. “You’re the boss.”

			“Good,” said Mad­den. “I’ll have Ah Kim drive you in­to town in the morn­ing, and you can catch the Barstow train. But re­mem­ber—this is between you and me. Not a word to any­body. Not to Gamble—of course. Not even to Thorn.”

			“I get you,” Eden answered.

			“Fine! Then it’s set. Good night.”

			Mad­den went softly out. For a long time Eden stared after him, more puzzled than ever.

			“Well, any­how,” he said at last, “it means an­oth­er day grace. For this re­lief, much thanks.”

		
	
		
			
				XII

				The Tram­car in the Desert

			
			A new day dawned, and over the stun­ted, bizarre shapes of that land of drought the sun re­sumed its mer­ci­less vi­gil. Bob Eden was early abroad; it was get­ting to be a habit with him. Be­fore break­fast was served he had a full hour for re­flec­tion, and it could not be denied that he had much upon which to re­flect. One by one he re­called the queer things that had happened since he came to the ranch. Fore­most in his thoughts was the prob­lem of Evelyn Mad­den. Where was that haughty lady now? No morn­ing mists on the land­scape here, but in his mind a con­stantly in­creas­ing fog. If only some­thing def­in­ite would oc­cur, some­thing they could un­der­stand.

			After break­fast he rose from the table and lighted a ci­gar­ette. He knew that Mad­den was eagerly wait­ing for him to speak.

			“Mr. Mad­den,” he said, “I find that I must go to Barstow this morn­ing on rather im­port­ant busi­ness. It’s an im­pos­i­tion, I know. But if Ah Kim could drive me to town in time for the ten-fif­teen train—”

			Thorn’s green eyes widened with sud­den in­terest. Mad­den looked at the boy with ill-con­cealed ap­prov­al.

			“Why, that’s all right,” he replied. “I’ll be glad to ar­range it for you. Ah Kim—you drive Mr. Eden in town in half an hour. Savvy?”

			“All time moah job,” com­plained Ah Kim. “Gettum up sun­lise, woik, woik till sun him dlop. You want ’um taxi-dliv­er why you no say so?”

			“What’s that?” cried Mad­den.

			Ah Kim shrugged. “Al­light, boss. I dlive ’um.”

			When, later on, Eden sat in the car be­side the Chinese and the ranch was well be­hind them Chan re­garded him ques­tion­ingly.

			“Now you pro­duce big mys­tery,” he said. “Barstow on busi­ness has some­what un­ex­pec­ted sound to me.”

			Eden laughed. “Or­ders from the big chief,” he replied. “I’m to go down there and meet Al Dray­cott—and the pearls.”

			For a mo­ment Chan’s free hand res­ted on his waist and the “un­di­gest­ible” bur­den that still lay there.

			“Mad­den changes fickle mind again?” he in­quired.

			“That’s just what he’s done.” Eden re­lated the pur­port of the mil­lion­aire’s call on him the night be­fore.

			“What you know con­cern­ing that!” ex­claimed Chan won­der­ingly.

			“Well, I know this much,” Eden answered. “It gives us one more day for the good old hoomalim­ali. Out­side of that it’s just an­oth­er prob­lem for us to puzzle over. By the way, I didn’t tell you why Doc­tor Whit­comb came to see us last night.”

			“No ne­ces­sity,” Chan replied. “I am loaf­ing idle in­side door close by and hear it all.”

			“Oh, you were? Then you know it may have been Shaky Phil, and not Thorn, who killed Louie?”

			“Shaky Phil—or maybe stranger in car who drive up and call him in­to the road. Must ad­mit that stranger in­terests me very deep. Who was he? Was it maybe him who car­ried news of Louie’s ap­proach out on to dreary desert?”

			“Well, if you’re start­ing to ask me ques­tions,” replied Eden, “then the big mys­tery is over and we may as well wash up and go home. For I haven’t got an an­swer in me.” El­dor­ado lay be­fore them, its roofs gleam­ing un­der the morn­ing sun. “By the way, let’s drop in and see Hol­ley. The train isn’t due yet—I sup­pose I’d bet­ter take it, some­body might be watch­ing. In the in­ter­val Hol­ley may have news.”

			The ed­it­or was busy at his desk. “Hello, you’re up and around pretty early this morn­ing,” he said. He pushed aside his type­writer. “Just dash­ing off poor old Louie’s ob­it. What’s new out at Mys­tery Ranch?”

			Bob Eden told him of Doc­tor Whit­comb’s call, also of Mad­den’s latest switch re­gard­ing the pearls, and his own im­min­ent wild-goose chase to Barstow.

			Hol­ley smiled, “Cheer up—a little travel will broaden you,” he re­marked. “What did you think of Miss Evelyn? But then I be­lieve you had met her be­fore.”

			“Think of Miss Evelyn? What do you mean?” asked Eden, sur­prised.

			“Why, she came last night, didn’t she?”

			“Not so any­body could no­tice it. No sign of her at the ranch.”

			Hol­ley rose and walked up and down for a mo­ment. “That’s odd. That’s very odd. She cer­tainly ar­rived on the six-forty train.”

			“You’re sure of that?” Eden asked.

			“Of course I am. I saw her.” Hol­ley sat down again. “I wasn’t very much oc­cu­pied last night—it was one of my free nights—I have three hun­dred and sixty-five of them every year. So I strolled over to the sta­tion and met the six-forty. Thorn was there too. A tall, hand­some girl got off the train, and I heard Thorn ad­dress her as Miss Evelyn. ‘How’s Dad?’ she asked. ‘Get in,’ said Thorn, ‘and I’ll tell you about him. He wasn’t able to come and meet you him­self.’ The girl entered the car, and they drove away. Nat­ur­ally. I thought she was bright­en­ing your life long be­fore this.”

			Eden shook his head. “Funny busi­ness,” he com­men­ted. “Thorn got back to the ranch a little after ten, and when he came he was alone. Charlie here dis­covered, with his usu­al acu­men, that the car had trav­elled some thirty-nine miles.”

			“Also cling­ing to ac­cel­er­at­or, as though scraped off from shoe of Thorn, small frag­ment of red clay,” ad­ded Chan. “You are ac­cus­tomed round here, Mr. Hol­ley. Maybe you can men­tion home of red clay.”

			“Not off­hand,” replied Hol­ley. “There are sev­er­al places—But say, this thing gets deep­er and deep­er. Oh—I was for­get­ting—there’s a let­ter here for you, Eden.”

			He handed over a neat missive ad­dressed in an old-fash­ioned hand. Eden in­spec­ted it with in­terest. It was from Ma­dame Jordan, a rather touch­ing ap­peal not to let the deal for the pearls fall through. He went back and began to read it aloud. Mrs. Jordan could not un­der­stand. Mad­den was there, he had bought the pearls—why the delay? The loss of that money would be ser­i­ous for her.

			When he had fin­ished Eden looked ac­cus­ingly at Chan, then tore the let­ter to bits and threw them in­to a wastepa­per-bas­ket. “I’m about through,” he said. “That wo­man is one of the dearest old souls that ever lived, and it strikes me we’re treat­ing her shame­fully. After all, what’s hap­pen­ing out at Mad­den’s ranch is none of our busi­ness. Our duty to Ma­dame Jordan—”

			“Par­don me,” broke in Chan, “but com­ing to that, I have sense of duty most acute my­self. Loy­alty blooms in my heart forever—”

			“Well, and what do you think we ought to do?” de­man­ded Eden.

			“Watch and wait.”

			“But, good Lord—we’ve done that. I was think­ing about it this morn­ing. One in­ex­plic­able event after an­oth­er, and nev­er any­thing def­in­ite, any­thing we can get our teeth in­to. Such a state of af­fairs may go on forever. I tell you, I’m fed-up.”

			“Pa­tience,” said Chan, “are a very lovely vir­tue. Through long cen­tur­ies Chinese cul­tiv­ate pa­tience like kind garden­er tend­ing flowers. White men leap about sim­il­ar to bug in bottle. Which are bet­ter meth­od, I in­quire?”

			“But listen, Charlie. All this stuff we’ve dis­covered out at the ranch—that’s for the po­lice.”

			“For stu­pid Cap­tain Bliss, maybe. He with the feet of large ex­tens­ive­ness.”

			“I can’t help the size of his feet. What’s that got to do with it? No, sir—I can’t see why we don’t give Mad­den the pearls, get his re­ceipt, and then send for the sher­iff and tell him the whole story. After that, he can worry about who was killed at Mad­den’s ranch.”

			“He would solve the prob­lem,” scoffed Chan. “Great mind, no doubt, like Cap­tain Bliss. Your thought has, from me, noth­ing but hot op­pos­i­tion.”

			“Well, but I’m con­sid­er­ing Ma­dame Jordan. I’ve got her in­terests at heart.”

			Chan pat­ted him on the back. “Who can ques­tion that? You fine young fel­low, loy­al and kind. But listen now to older heads. Mr. Hol­ley, you have in­clin­a­tion to in­trude your car?”

			“I cer­tainly have,” smiled Hol­ley. “I’m all on the side of Chan, Eden. It would be a pity to drop this thing now. The sher­iff’s a good sort, but all this would be too deep for him. No, wait just a little while—”

			“All right,” sighed Eden. “I’ll wait. Provided you tell me one thing. What are we wait­ing for?”

			“Mad­den goes to Pas­adena to­mor­row,” Chan sug­ges­ted. “No doubt Thorn will ac­com­pany, and we quench this Gamble some­how. Great time for us. All our search at ranch up to now hasty and breath­less, like man pur­su­ing trol­ley-car. To­mor­row we dig deep.”

			“You can do it,” replied Eden. “I’m not eager to dig for the sort of prize you want.” He paused. “At that, I must ad­mit I’m pretty curi­ous my­self. Charlie, you’re an old friend of the Jord­ans, and you can take the re­spons­ib­il­ity for this delay.”

			“Right here on shoulders,” Chan agreed, “re­spons­ib­il­ity re­clines. Same way neck­lace re­poses on stom­ach. Seem to coddle there now, those Phil­limore pearls, happy and con­tent. Humbly sug­gest you take this aim­less jour­ney to Barstow.”

			Eden looked at his watch. “I sup­pose I might as well. Bit of city life nev­er did any­body any harm. But I warn you that when I come back I want a little light. If any more dark, mys­ter­i­ous things hap­pen at that ranch I cer­tainly will run right out in­to the middle of the desert and scream.”

			Tak­ing the train proved an ex­cel­lent plan, for on the sta­tion plat­form he met Paula Wendell, who evid­ently had the same idea. She was trim and charm­ing in rid­ing habit, and her eyes sparkled with life.

			“Hello,” she said. “Where are you bound?”

			“Go­ing to Barstow, on busi­ness,” Eden ex­plained.

			“Is it im­port­ant?”

			“Nat­ur­ally. Wouldn’t squander my vast tal­ents on any oth­er kind.”

			A train wandered in, and they found a seat to­geth­er in one of its two cars.

			“Sorry to hear you’re needed in Barstow,” re­marked the girl. “I’m get­ting off a few sta­tions down. Go­ing to rent a horse and take a long ride up in­to Lonely Canyon. It wouldn’t have been so lonely if you could have come along.”

			Eden smiled hap­pily. Cer­tainly one had few op­por­tun­it­ies to look in­to eyes like hers. “What sta­tion do we get off at?” he in­quired.

			“We? I thought you said—”

			“The truth isn’t in me these days. Barstow doesn’t need my pres­ence any more than you need a beauty doc­tor. Lonely Canyon, after today, will have to change its name.”

			“Good,” she answered. “We get off at Sev­en Palms. The old ranch­er who rents me a horse will find one for you, I’m sure.”

			“I’m not pre­cisely dressed for the role,” ad­mit­ted Eden. “But I trust it will be all the same to the horse.”

			The horse didn’t ap­pear to mind. His rather de­jec­ted man­ner sug­ges­ted that he had ex­pec­ted some­thing like this. They left the tiny set­tle­ment known as Sev­en Palms and cantered off across the desert.

			“For to ad­mire an’ for to see, for to be’old this world so wide,” said Eden. “Nev­er real­ized how very wide it was un­til I came down here.”

			“Be­gin­ning to like the desert?” the girl in­quired.

			“Well, there’s some­thing about it,” he ad­mit­ted. “It grows on you, that’s a fact. I don’t know that I could put the feel­ing in­to words.”

			“I’m sure I can’t,” she answered. “Oh, I envy you, com­ing here for the first time. If only I could look at this coun­try again with a fresh, dis­in­ter­ested eye. But it’s just loc­a­tion to me. I see all about me the cow­boys, the caval­cades, the caballer­os of Hol­ly­wood. Tra­gedies and feats of dar­ing, res­cues and es­capes. I tell you, these dunes and canyons have seen more movies than Will Hays.”

			“Hunt­ing loc­a­tions today?” Eden asked.

			“Al­ways hunt­ing,” she sighed. “They’ve just sent me a new script—as new as those moun­tains over there. All about the rough cow­punch­er and the mil­lion­aire’s dainty daugh­ter from the East—you know.”

			“I cer­tainly do. Girl’s fed up on those So­ci­ety or­gies, isn’t she?”

			“Who wouldn’t be? How­ever, the or­gies are giv­en in full, with the swim­ming-pool work­ing over­time, as al­ways. But that part doesn’t con­cern me. It’s after she comes out here, sort of hun­ger­ing to meet a real man, that I must start wor­ry­ing. Need I add, she meets him? Her horse runs away over the desert, and tosses her off amid the sagebrush. In the nick of time the cow­punch­er finds her. Des­pite their dif­fer­ent sta­tions, love blos­soms here in the waste­lands. Some­times I’m al­most glad that mine is be­gin­ning to be an ob­sol­ete pro­fes­sion.”

			“Is it? How come?”

			“Oh, the movies move. A few years back the loc­a­tion-find­er was a rather im­port­ant per­son. Today most of this coun­try has been ex­plored and charted, and every stu­dio is equipped with big al­bums full of pic­tures. So every time a new ef­fi­ciency ex­pert comes along—which is about once a week—and starts lop­ping off heads, it’s the people in my line who are the first to go. In a little while we’ll be as ex­tinct as the dodo.”

			“You may be ex­tinct,” Eden answered. “But there the sim­il­ar­ity between you and the dodo will stop ab­ruptly.”

			The girl hal­ted her horse. “Just a minute. I want to take a few pic­tures here. It looks to me like a bit of desert we haven’t used yet. Just the sort of thing to thrill the shop-girls and the book­keep­ers back there where the East hangs out.” When she had swung again in­to the saddle she ad­ded: “It isn’t strange they love it, those tired people in the cit­ies. Each one thinks, ‘Oh, if only I could go there.’ ”

			“Yes, and if they got here once they’d die of loneli­ness the first night,” Bob Eden said. “Just pass out in agony moan­ing for the sub­way and the com­ics in the even­ing pa­per.”

			“I know they would,” the girl replied. “But for­tu­nately they’ll nev­er come.”

			They rode on, and the girl began to point out the vari­ous un­friendly-look­ing plants of the desert, nam­ing them one by one. Ar­row-weed, bit­ter-brush, mes­quite, desert plantain, catclaw, thistle-sage.

			“That’s a cholla,” she an­nounced. “An­oth­er vari­ety of cac­tus. There are sev­en­teen thou­sand in all.”

			“All right,” Eden replied. “I’ll take your word for it. You needn’t name them.” His head was be­gin­ning to ache with all this learn­ing.

			Presently sumac and Can­ter­bury bell pro­claimed their near­ness to the canyon, and they cantered out of the desert heat in­to the cathed­ral-like cool­ness of the hills. In and out over al­most hid­den trails the horses went. Wild plum glowed on the slopes, and far be­low un­der nat­ive palms a nar­row stream tinkled in­vit­ingly.

			Life seemed very simple and pleas­ant there in Lonely Canyon, and Bob Eden felt sud­denly close in­deed to this lively girl with the eager eyes. All a lie that there were crowded cit­ies. The world was new, un­sul­lied and un­spoiled, and they were alone in it.

			They des­cen­ded by way of a rather treach­er­ous path, and in the shel­ter of the palms that fringed the tiny stream dis­moun­ted for a lunch which Paula Wendell claimed to have con­cealed in her knap­sack.

			“Won­der­fully rest­ful here,” Bob Eden said.

			“But you said the oth­er day you wer­en’t tired,” the girl re­minded him.

			“Well, I’m not. But some­how I like this, any­how. How­ever, I guess it isn’t all a mat­ter of geo­graphy. It’s not so much the place you’re in—it’s who you’re with. After which highly ori­gin­al re­mark, I hasten to add that I really can’t eat a thing.”

			“You were right,” she laughed. “The truth isn’t in you. I know what you’re think­ing—I didn’t bring enough for two. But these Oas­is sand­wiches are meant for ranch­ers, and one is my lim­it. There are four of them—I must have had a pre­mon­i­tion. We’ll di­vide the milk equally.”

			“But look here—it’s your lunch. I should have thought to get some­thing at Sev­en Palms.”

			“There’s a roast-beef sand­wich. Try that, and maybe you won’t feel so talk­at­ive.”

			“Well, I—um—gumph—”

			“What did I tell you? Oh, the Oas­is aims to fill. Milk?”

			“Ashamed of my­self,” mumbled Eden. But he was eas­ily per­suaded.

			“You haven’t eaten a thing,” he said fi­nally.

			“Oh, yes, I have. More than I usu­ally do. I’m one of those dainty eat­ers.”

			“Good news for Wil­bur,” replied Eden. “The up­keep won’t be high. Though if he has any sense he’ll know that, whatever the up­keep on a girl like you, it will be worth it.”

			“I sent him your love,” said the girl.

			“Is that so? Well, I’m sorry you did, in a way. I’m no hy­po­crite, and, try as I may, I can’t dis­cov­er any lurk­ing fond­ness for Wil­bur. Oddly enough, the boy be­gins to an­noy me.”

			“But you said—”

			“I know. But isn’t it just pos­sible that I’ve over­rated this free­dom stuff? I’m young, and the young are of­ten mis­taken. Stop me if you’ve heard this one, but the more I see of you—”

			“Stop. I’ve heard it.”

			“I’ll bet you have. Many times.”

			“And my sug­ges­tion is that we get back to busi­ness. If we don’t that horse of yours is go­ing to eat too much Ber­muda grass.”

			Through the long af­ter­noon, amid the hot yel­low dunes, the wind­blown foot­hills of that sandy waste, they rode back to Sev­en Palms by a round­about route. The sun was sink­ing, the rose-and-gold won­der of the skies re­flec­ted on snow and glisten­ing sand, when fi­nally they headed for the vil­lage.

			“If only I could find a nov­el set­ting for the fi­nal love scene,” sighed the girl.

			“Whose fi­nal love scene?”

			“The cow­punch­er’s and the poor little rich girl’s. So many times they’ve just wandered off in­to the sun­set, hand in hand. Really need a little more kick in it than that.”

			Eden heard a clank as of a horse’s hoofs on steel. His mount stumbled, and he reined it in sharply.

			“What in Sam Hill’s that?” he asked.

			“Oh—that! It’s one of the half-bur­ied rails of the old branch road—a memento of a dream that nev­er came true. Years ago they star­ted to build a town over there un­der those cot­ton­woods, and the rail­road laid down fif­teen miles of track from the main line. A busy met­ro­pol­is of the desert—that’s what they meant it to be—and there’s just one little old ruined house stand­ing today. But that was the time of great ex­pect­a­tions. They brought out crowds of people, and sold six hun­dred lots one hec­tic af­ter­noon.”

			“And the rail­road?”

			“Ran just one train—and stopped. All they had was an en­gine and two old street­cars brought down from San Fran­cisco. One of the cars has been de­mol­ished and the tim­ber car­ried away, but the wreck of the oth­er is still stand­ing not far from here.”

			Presently they moun­ted a ridge, and Bob Eden cried: “What do you know about that?”

			There be­fore them on the lonely desert, partly bur­ied in the drift­ing sand, stood the rem­nant of a tram­car. It was tilted rak­ishly to one side, its win­dows were yel­low with dust, but on the front, faintly de­cipher­able still, was the le­gend “Mar­ket Street.”

			At that fa­mil­i­ar sight, Bob Eden felt a keen pang of nos­tal­gia. He reined in his horse and sat star­ing at this sym­bol of the desert’s tri­umph over the proud schemes of man. Man had thought he could con­quer, he had come with his en­gines and his dreams, and now an old battered tram­car stood alone as a warn­ing and a threat.

			“There’s your set­ting,” he said. “They drive out to­geth­er and sit there on the steps, your lov­ers. What a back­ground—a car that once trundled from Twin Peaks to the Ferry, stand­ing lonely and for­lorn amid the cac­tus-plants!”

			“Fine,” the girl answered. “I’m go­ing to hire you to help me after this.”

			They rode close to the car and dis­moun­ted. The girl un­limbered her cam­era and held it steady. “Don’t you want me in the pic­ture?” Eden asked. “Just as a sample lov­er, you know.”

			“No samples needed,” she laughed. The cam­era clicked. As it did so the two young people stood rooted to the desert in amazement. An old man had stepped sud­denly from the in­teri­or of the car—a bent old man with a coal-black beard.

			Eden’s eyes sought those of the girl. “Last Wed­nes­day night at Mad­den’s?” he in­quired in a low voice.

			She nod­ded. “The old pro­spect­or,” she replied.

			The black-bearded one did not speak, but stood with a startled air on the front plat­form of that lost car, un­der the le­gend “Mar­ket Street.”

		
	
		
			
				XIII

				What Mr. Cherry Saw

			
			Bob Eden stepped for­ward. “Good even­ing,” he said. “I hope we haven’t dis­turbed you.”

			Mov­ing with some dif­fi­culty, the old man des­cen­ded from the plat­form to the sandy floor of the desert. “How do?” he said gravely, shak­ing hands. He also shook hands with Paula Wendell. “How do, miss? No, you didn’t dis­turb me none. Just takin’ my forty winks—I ain’t so spry as I used to be.”

			“We happened to be passing—” Eden began.

			“Ain’t many pass this way,” re­turned the old man. “Cherry’s my name—Wil­li­am I. Cherry. Make yourselves at home. Par­lour chairs is kind o’ scarce, miss.”

			“Of course,” said the girl.

			“We’ll stop a minute, if we may,” sug­ges­ted Eden.

			“It’s com­in’ on sup­per­time,” the old man replied hos­pit­ably. “How about grub? There’s a can o’ beans, an’ a mite o’ ba­con—”

			“Couldn’t think of it,” Eden told him. “You’re mighty kind, but we’ll be back in Sev­en Palms shortly.” Paula Wendell sat down on the car-steps, and Eden took a seat on the warm sand. The old man went to the rear of the tram and re­turned with an empty soap­box. After an un­suc­cess­ful at­tempt to per­suade Eden to ac­cept it as a chair he put it to that use him­self.

			“Pretty nice home you’ve picked out for your­self,” Eden re­marked.

			“Home?” The old man sur­veyed the tram­car crit­ic­ally. “Home, boy? I ain’t had no home these thirty years. Tem­por­ary quar­ters, you might say.”

			“Been here long?” asked Eden.

			“Three—four days. Rheum­at­ism’s been actin’ up. But I’m mov­in’ on to-mor­rey.”

			“Mov­ing on? Where?”

			“Why—over yon­der.”

			“Just where is that?” Eden smiled.

			“Where it’s al­lus been. Over yon­der. Some­where else.”

			“Just look­ing, eh?”

			“Jest look­in’. You’ve hit it. Goin’ on over yon­der an’ jest look­in’.” His tired old eyes were on the moun­tain­tops.

			“What do you ex­pect to find?” in­quired Paula Wendell.

			“Struck a vein o’ cop­per once, miss,” Mr. Cherry said. “But they got her away from me. How­somever, I’m look­in’ still.”

			“Been on the desert a long time?” Eden asked.

			“Twenty—twenty-five years. One desert or an­oth­er.”

			“And be­fore that?”

			“Pro­spec­ted in West Aus­tralia from Han­nans to Hall’s Creek—through the Ter­rit­ory in­to Queens­land. Drove cattle from the gulf coun­try in­to New South Wales. Then I worked in the stoke­hole on ocean liners.”

			“Born in Aus­tralia, eh?” Eden sug­ges­ted.

			“Who—me?” Mr. Cherry shook his head. “Born in South Africa—Eng­lish des­cent. Been all up and down the Congo an’ Zambe­si—all through Brit­ish Cent­ral Africa.”

			“How in the world did you get to Aus­tralia?” Eden wondered.

			“Oh, I don’t know, boy. I was fili­bus­ter­in’ down along the South Amer­ic­an con­tin­ent for a while, an’ then I drif­ted in­to a Mex­ic­an cam­paign. Seems like there was somethin’ I wanted in Aus­tralia—any­how, I got there. Jest the way I got here. It was over yon­der, an’ I went.”

			Eden shook his head. “Ye gods, I’ll bet you’ve seen a lot!”

			“I guess I have, boy. Doc­tor over in Red­lands was tel­lin’ me t’oth­er day—you need spec­tacles, he says. ‘Hell, doc,’ I says, ‘what fer? I’ve seen everything,’ I says, and I come away.”

			Si­lence fell. Bob Eden wasn’t ex­actly sure how to go about this busi­ness; he wished he had Chan at his el­bow. But his duty was clear.

			“You—er—you’ve been here for three or four days, you say?”

			“ ’Bout that, I reck­on.”

			“Do you hap­pen to re­call where you were last Wed­nes­day night?”

			The old man’s eyes were keen enough as he glanced sharply at the boy. “What if I do?”

			“I was only go­ing to say that if you don’t I can re­fresh your memory. You were at Mad­den’s ranch-house, over near El­dor­ado.”

			Slowly Mr. Cherry re­moved his slouch hat. With gnarled, bent fin­gers he ex­trac­ted a tooth­pick from the band. He stuck it de­fi­antly in his mouth. “Maybe I was. What then?”

			“Well—I’d like to have a little talk with you about that night.”

			Cherry sur­veyed him closely. “You’re a new one on me,” he said. “An’ I thought I knew every sher­iff an’ deputy west o’ the Rock­ies.”

			“Then you’ll ad­mit some­thing happened at Mad­den’s that might in­terest a sher­iff?” re­turned Eden quickly.

			“I ain’t ad­mit­tin’ noth­in’,” answered the old pro­spect­or.

			“You have in­form­a­tion re­gard­ing last Wed­nes­day night at Mad­den’s,” Eden per­sisted. “Vi­tal in­form­a­tion. I must have it.”

			“Noth­in’ to say,” replied Cherry stub­bornly.

			Eden took an­oth­er tack. “Just what was your busi­ness at Mad­den’s ranch?”

			Mr. Cherry rolled the aged tooth­pick in his mouth. “No busi­ness at all. I jest dropped in. Been wan­der­in’ the desert a long time, like I said, an’ now an’ agin I drif­ted in at Mad­den’s. Me an’ the old care­taker, Louie Wong, was friends. When I’d come along he’d stake me to a bit o’ grub an’ a bed in the barn. Sort o’ com­pany fer him, I was. He was lone­some-like at the ranch—only a Chink, but lone­some-like, same as if he’d been white.”

			“A kindly old soul, Louie,” sug­ges­ted Eden.

			“One o’ the best, boy, an’ that’s no lie.”

			Eden spoke slowly. “Louie Wong has been murdered,” he said.

			“What’s that?”

			“Stabbed in the side last Sunday night near the ranch gate. Stabbed—by some un­known per­son.”

			“Some dirty dog,” said Mr. Cherry in­dig­nantly.

			“That’s just how I feel about it. I’m not a po­lice­man, but I’m do­ing my best to find the guilty man. The thing you saw that night at the ranch, Mr. Cherry, no doubt has a de­cided bear­ing on the killing of Louie. I need your help. Now, will you talk?”

			Mr. Cherry re­moved the tooth­pick from his mouth and, hold­ing it be­fore him, re­garded it thought­fully. “Yes,” he said, “I will. I was hop­in’ to keep out o’ this. Judges an’ courts an’ all that truck ain’t fer me. I give ’em a wide berth. But I’m a de­cent man, an’ I ain’t got noth­in’ to hide. I’ll talk, but I don’t hardly know how to be­gin.”

			“I’ll help you,” Eden answered, de­lighted. “The oth­er night when you were at Mad­den’s ranch per­haps you heard a man cry: ‘Help! Help! Murder! Put down that gun. Help.’ Some­thing like that, eh?”

			“I ain’t got noth­in’ to hide. That’s jest what I heard.”

			Eden’s heart leaped. “And after that—you saw some­thing—”

			The old man nod­ded. “I saw plenty, boy. Louie Wong wasn’t the first to be killed at Mad­den’s ranch. I saw murder done.”

			Eden gasped in­wardly. He saw Paula Wendell’s eyes wide and startled. “Of course you did,” he said. “Now go on and tell me all about it.”

			Mr. Cherry re­stored the tooth­pick to its pre­destined place in his mouth, but it in­terfered in no way with his speech.

			“Life’s funny,” he began. “Full o’ queer twists an’ turns. I thought this was jest one more secret fer me an’ the desert to­geth­er. Nobody knows about you, I says. Nobody ain’t goin’ to ques­tion you. But I was wrong, I see, an’ I might as well speak up. It’s noth­in’ to me, one way or t’oth­er, though I would like to keep out o’ courtrooms—”

			“Well, maybe I can help you,” Eden sug­ges­ted. “Go on. You say you saw murder—”

			“Jest hold yer horses, boy,” Mr. Cherry ad­vised. “As I was say­in’, last Wed­nes­day after dark I drifts in at Mad­den’s as usu­al. But the minute I comes in­to the yard, I see there’s some­thing doin’ there. The boss has come. Lights in most o’ the win­dows, an’ a big car in the barn, long­side Louie’s old fliv­ver. How­somever, I’m tired, an’ I fig­ures I’ll jest wait round fer Louie, keep­in’ out o’ sight o’ the big fel­low. A little sup­per an’ a bed, maybe, kin be ne­go­ti­ated without get­tin’ too con­spicu­ous.

			“So I puts my pack down in the barn, an’ steps over to the cook­house. Louie ain’t there. Jest as I’m com­in’ out o’ the place, I hears a cry from the house—a man’s voice, loud an’ clear. ‘Help,’ he says. ‘Put down that gun. I know your game. Help. Help.’ Jest as you said. Well, I ain’t look­in’ fer no trouble, an’ I stands there a minute, un­cer­tain. An’ then the cry comes again, al­most the same words—but not the man this time. It’s Tony, the Chinese par­rot, on his perch in the patio, an’ from him the words is shrill an’ pier­cin’—more ter­rible, some­how. An’ then I hears a sharp re­port—the gun is wor­kin’. The rack­et seems to come from a lighted room in one ell—a win­dow is open. I creeps closer, an’ there goes the gun agin. There’s a sort of groan. It’s hit, sure enough. I goes up to the win­dow an’ looks in.”

			He paused. “Then what?” Bob Eden asked breath­lessly.

			“Well, it’s a bed­room, an’ he’s stand­in’ there with the smokin’ gun in his hand, look­in’ fierce but frightened-like. An’ there’s some­body on the floor, t’oth­er side of the bed—all I kin see is his shoes. He turns to­ward the win­dow, the gun still in his hand—”

			“Who?” cried Bob Eden. “Who was it with the gun in his hand? You’re talk­ing about Mar­tin Thorn?”

			“Thorn? You mean that little sneakin’ sec­ret­ary? No—I ain’t speakin’ o’ Thorn. I’m speakin’ o’ him—”

			“Who?”

			“The big boss. Mad­den. P. J. Mad­den him­self.”

			There was a mo­ment of tense si­lence. “Good Lord,” gasped Eden. “Mad­den? You mean to say that Mad­den was—Why, it’s im­possible. How did you know? Are you sure?”

			“O’ course I’m sure. I know Mad­den well enough. I seen him three years ago at the ranch. A big man, red-faced, thin grey hair—I couldn’t make no mis­take about Mad­den. There he was stand­in’, the gun in his hand, an’ he looks to­ward the win­dow. I ducks back. An’ at that minute this Thorn you’re speakin’ of—he comes tear­in’ in­to the room. ‘What have you done now?’ he says. ‘I’ve killed him,’ says Mad­den, ‘that’s what I’ve done.’ ‘You poor fool,’ says Thorn. ‘It wasn’t ne­ces­sary.’ Mad­den throws down the gun. ‘Why not?’ he wants to know. ‘I was afraid of him.’ Thorn sneers. ‘You was al­ways afraid of him,’ he says. ‘You dirty cow­ard. That time in New York—’ Mad­den gives him a look. ‘Shut up,’ he says. ‘Shut up an’ fer­git it. I was afraid o’ him an’ I killed him. Now git busy an’ think what we bet­ter do.’ ”

			The old pro­spect­or paused, and re­garded his wide-eyed audi­ence. “Well, mis­ter,” he con­tin­ued, “an’ miss—I come away. What else was there to be done? It was no af­fair o’ mine, an’ I wasn’t hun­ger­in’ fer no courtroom an’ all that. Jest slip away in­to the night, I tells my­self, the good old night that’s been yer friend these many years. Slip away an’ let oth­ers worry. I runs to the barn an’ gits my pack, an’ when I comes out, a car is driv­in’ in­to the yard. I crawls through the fence an’ mo­seys down the road. I thought I was out o’ it an’ safe, an’ how you got on to me is a mys­tery. But I’m de­cent, an’ I ain’t hid­in’ any­thing. That’s my story—the truth, s’help me.”

			Bob Eden rose and paced the sand. “Man alive,” he said, “this is ser­i­ous busi­ness.”

			“Think so?” in­quired the old pro­spect­or.

			“Think so! You know who Mad­den is, don’t you? One of the biggest men in Amer­ica—”

			“Sure he is. An’ what does that mean? You’ll nev­er git him fer what he done. He’ll slide out o’ it some way. Self-de­fence—”

			“Oh, no, he won’t. Not if you tell your story. You’ve got to go back with me to El­dor­ado—”

			“Wait a minute,” cut in Cherry. “That’s some­thing I don’t aim to do—go an’ stifle in no city. Least­ways, not till it’s ab­so­lutely ne­ces­sary. I’ve told my story, an’ I’ll tell it agin, any time I’m asked. But I ain’t goin’ back to El­dor­ado—bank on that, boy.”

			“But listen—”

			“Listen to me. How much more in­form­a­tion you got? Know who that man was, lay­in’ be­hind the bed? Found his body yet?”

			“No, we haven’t, but—”

			“I thought so. Well, you’re jest startin’ on this job. What’s my word agin the word o’ P. J. Mad­den—an’ no oth­er evid­ence to show? You got to dig some up.”

			“Well, per­haps you’re right.”

			“Sure I am. I’ve done you a fa­vour—now you do one fer me. Take this here in­form­a­tion an’ go back an’ make the most o’ it. Leave me out en­tirely if you kin. If you can’t—well, I’ll keep in touch. Be round down Needles in about a week—goin’ to make a stop there with my old friend, Slim Jones. Port­er J. Jones, Real Es­tate—you kin git me there. I’m makin’ you a fair pro­pos­i­tion—don’t you say so, miss?”

			The girl smiled at him. “Seems fair to me,” she ad­mit­ted.

			“It’s hardly ac­cord­ing to Hoyle,” said Eden. “But you have been mighty kind. I don’t want to see you stifle in a city—though I find it hard to be­lieve you and I are talk­ing about the same El­dor­ado. How­ever, we’re go­ing to part friends, Mr. Cherry. I’ll take your sug­ges­tion—I’ll go back with what you’ve told me—it’s cer­tainly very en­light­en­ing. And I’ll keep you out of it—if I can.”

			The old man got pain­fully to his feet. “Shake,” he said. “You’re a white man, an’ no mis­take. I ain’t try­in’ to save Mad­den—I’ll go on the stand if I have to. But with what I’ve told you, maybe you can land him without me fig­ur­in’ in it.”

			“We’ll have to go along,” Eden told him. He laughed. “I don’t care what the book of etiquette says—Mr. Cherry, I’m very pleased to have met you.”

			“Same here,” re­turned Cherry. “Like a talk now an’ then with a good listen­er. An’ the chance to look at a pretty gal—well, say, I don’t need no specs to en­joy that.”

			They said good­bye, and left the lonely old man stand­ing by the tram­car there on the bar­ren desert. For a long mo­ment they rode in si­lence.

			“Well,” said Eden fi­nally, “you’ve heard some­thing, lady.”

			“I cer­tainly have. Some­thing I find it dif­fi­cult to be­lieve.”

			“Per­haps you won’t find it so dif­fi­cult if I go back and tell you a few things. You’ve been drawn in­to the big mys­tery at Mad­den’s at last, and there’s no reas­on why you shouldn’t know as much as I do about it. So I’m go­ing to talk.”

			“I’m keen to hear,” she ad­mit­ted.

			“Nat­ur­ally, after today. Well, I came down here to trans­act a bit of busi­ness with P. J.—I needn’t go in­to that, it has no par­tic­u­lar bear­ing. The first night I was on the ranch—” He pro­ceeded to de­tail one by one the mys­ter­i­ous se­quence of events that began with the scream of the par­rot from the dark. “Now you know. Someone had been killed, that was evid­ent. Someone be­fore Louie. But who? We don’t know yet. And by whom? Today gave us that an­swer, any­how.”

			“It seems in­cred­ible.”

			“You don’t be­lieve Cherry’s story?” he sug­ges­ted.

			“Well—these old boys who wander the desert get queer some­times. And there was that about his eyes—the doc­tor at Red­lands, you know—”

			“I know. But, all the same, I think Cherry told the truth. After a few days with Mad­den I con­sider him cap­able of any­thing. He’s a hard man, and if any­one stood in his way—good night. Some poor dev­il stood there—but not for long. Who? We’ll find out. We must.”

			“We?”

			“Yes, you’re in on this thing too. Have to be, after this, wheth­er you like it or not.”

			“I think I’m go­ing to like it,” Paula Wendell said.

			They re­turned their tired horses to the stable at Sev­en Palms, and after a sketchy din­ner at the loc­al hotel caught the El­dor­ado train. When they alighted Charlie and Will Hol­ley were wait­ing.

			“Hello,” said the ed­it­or. “Why, hello, Paula—where you been? Eden, here’s Ah Kim. Mad­den sent him in for you.”

			“Hello, gen­tle­men,” cried Eden gaily. “Be­fore Ah Kim and I head for the ranch we’re all go­ing over to the of­fice of that grand old sheet the El­dor­ado Times. I have some­thing to im­part.”

			When they reached the news­pa­per of­fice—which Ah Kim entered with ob­vi­ous re­luct­ance—Eden closed the door and faced them. “Well, folks,” he an­nounced, “the clouds are break­ing. I’ve fi­nally got hold of some­thing def­in­ite. But be­fore I go any fur­ther—Miss Wendell, may I present Ah Kim? So we some­times call him, after our quaint fash­ion. In real­ity, you are now en­joy­ing the price­less op­por­tun­ity of meet­ing De­tect­ive-Ser­geant Charlie Chan of the Hon­olulu po­lice.”

			Chan bowed. “I’m so glad to know you, ser­geant,” said the girl, and took up her fa­vour­ite perch on Hol­ley’s type­writer table.

			“Don’t look at me like that, Charlie,” laughed Eden. “You’re break­ing my heart. We can rely on Miss Wendell ab­so­lutely. And you can’t freeze her out any longer, be­cause she now knows more about your case than you do. As they say on the stage—won’t you—sit down?”

			Puzzled and won­der­ing, Chan and Will Hol­ley found chairs. “I said this morn­ing I wanted a little light,” Eden con­tin­ued. “I’ve got it already—how’s that for ser­vice? Aim­less trip to Barstow, Charlie, proved to be all aim. Miss Wendell and I turned aside for a canter over the desert, and we have met and in­ter­viewed that little black-bearded one—our desert rat.”

			“Boy—now you’re talk­ing,” cried Hol­ley.

			Chan’s eyes lighted.

			“Chinese are psych­ic people, Charlie,” Eden went on. “I’ll tell the world. You were right. Be­fore we ar­rived at Mad­den’s ranch someone staged a little murder there. And I know who did it.”

			“Thorn,” sug­ges­ted Hol­ley.

			“Thorn noth­ing! No piker like Thorn. No, gen­tle­men, it was the big chief—Mad­den him­self—the great P. J. Last Wed­nes­day night at his ranch Mad­den killed a man. Add fa­vour­ite pas­times of big mil­lion­aires.”

			“Non­sense,” ob­jec­ted Hol­ley.

			“You think so, eh? Listen.” Eden re­peated the story Cherry had told.

			Chan and Hol­ley heard him out in amazed si­lence.

			“And what are present where­abouts of old pro­spect­or?” in­quired Chan when he had fin­ished.

			“I know, Charlie,” answered Eden. “That’s the flaw in my ar­mour. I let him go. He’s on his way—over yon­der. But I know where he’s go­ing and we can get hold of him when we need him. We’ve got oth­er mat­ters to look after first.”

			“We cer­tainly have,” agreed Hol­ley. “Mad­den! I can hardly be­lieve it.”

			Chan con­sidered. “Most pe­cu­li­ar case ever shoved on my at­ten­tion,” he ad­mit­ted. “It marches now, but look how it marches back­wards. Mostly murder means dead body on the rug, and from clues sur­round­ing I must find who did it. Not so here. I sense some­thing wrong; after long pause light breaks and I hear name of guilty man who killed. But who was killed? The reas­on, please? There is work to be done—much work.”

			“You don’t think,” sug­ges­ted Eden, “that we ought to call in the sher­iff—”

			“What then?” frowned Chan. “Cap­tain Bliss ar­rives on ex­tens­ive feet, com­mit­ting blun­der with every step. Sher­iff faces strange situ­ation, all un­pre­pared. Mad­den awes them with great­ness, and es­capes Scotch-free. None of the sher­iff, please—un­less maybe you lose faith in De­tect­ive-Ser­geant Chan.”

			“Nev­er for a minute, Charlie,” Eden answered. “Wipe out that sug­ges­tion. The case is yours.”

			Chan bowed. “You’re pretty good, thanks. Such a tipsy-turvy puzzle rouses pro­fes­sion­al pride. I will get to bot­tom of it or lose en­tire face. Be good enough to watch me.”

			“I’ll be watch­ing,” Eden answered. “Well, shall we go along?”

			In front of the Desert Edge Hotel Bob Eden held out his hand to the girl. “The end of a per­fect day,” he said. “Ex­cept for one thing.”

			“Yes? What thing?”

			“Wil­bur. I’m be­gin­ning to find the thought of him in­tol­er­able.”

			“Poor Jack. You’re so hard on him. Good night—and—”

			“And what?”

			“Be care­ful, won’t you? Out at the ranch I mean.”

			“Al­ways care­ful—on ranches—every­where. Good night.”

			As they sped over the dark road to Mad­den’s, Chan was thought­fully si­lent. He and Eden par­ted in the yard. When the boy entered the patio he saw Mad­den sit­ting alone, wrapped in an over­coat, be­fore a dy­ing fire.

			The mil­lion­aire leaped to his feet. “Hello,” he said. “Well?”

			“Well?” replied Eden. He had com­pletely for­got­ten his mis­sion to Barstow.

			“You saw Dray­cott?” Mad­den whispered.

			“Oh!” The boy re­membered with a start. More de­cep­tion—would it ever end? “To­mor­row at the door of the bank in Pas­adena,” he said softly. “Noon sharp.”

			“Good,” answered Mad­den. “I’ll be off be­fore you’re up. Not turn­ing in already?”

			“I think I will,” re­spon­ded Eden. “I’ve had a busy day.”

			“Is that so?” said Mad­den care­lessly, and strode in­to the liv­ing-room. Bob Eden stood star­ing after the big, broad shoulders, the huge frame of this power­ful man. A man who seemed to have the world in his grasp, but who had killed be­cause he was afraid.
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				The Third Man

			
			As soon as he was fully awake the fol­low­ing morn­ing, Bob Eden’s act­ive brain re­turned to the prob­lem with which it had been con­cerned when he dropped off to sleep. Mad­den had killed a man. Cool, con­fid­ent, and self-pos­sessed though he al­ways seemed, the mil­lion­aire had lost his head for once. Ig­nor­ing the pos­sible ef­fect of such an act on his fame, his high po­s­i­tion, he had with mur­der­ous in­tent pulled the trig­ger on the gun Bill Hart had giv­en him. His plight must have been des­per­ate in­deed.

			Whom had he killed? That was some­thing yet to be dis­covered. Why had he done it? By his own con­fes­sion, be­cause he was afraid. Mad­den, whose very name struck ter­ror to many, and in­to whose pres­ence less­er men came with awe and trem­bling, had him­self known the emo­tion of fear. Ri­dicu­lous, but “You were al­ways afraid of him,” Thorn had said.

			Some hid­den door in the mil­lion­aire’s past must be found and opened. First of all, the iden­tity of the man who had been killed last Wed­nes­day night on this lonely ranch must be as­cer­tained. Well, at least the mys­tery was be­gin­ning to clear, the long se­quence of in­ex­plic­able, mad­den­ing events since they came to the desert was broken for a mo­ment by a tan­gible bit of ex­plan­a­tion. Here was a start, some­thing in­to which they could get their teeth. From this they must push on to—what?

			Chan was wait­ing in the patio when Bob Eden came out. His face was dec­or­ated with a broad grin.

			“Break­fast re­poses on the table,” he an­nounced. “Con­sume it speedily. Be­fore us stretches splen­did day for in­vest­ig­a­tion with no pry­ing eyes.”

			“What’s that?” asked Eden. “Nobody here? How about Gamble?”

			Chan led the way to the liv­ing-room, and held Bob Eden’s chair. “Oh, cut that, Charlie,” the boy said. “You’re not Ah Kim today. Do you mean to say that Gamble has also left us?”

			Chan nod­ded. “Gamble de­vel­ops keen yearn­ing to vis­it Pas­adena,” he replied. “On which jour­ney he is wel­come as one of his long-tailed rats.”

			Eden quaffed his or­ange juice. “Mad­den didn’t want him, eh?”

			“Not much,” Chan answered. “I rise be­fore day breaks and pre­pare break­fast, which are last night’s or­ders. Mad­den and Thorn ar­rive, brush­ing per­sist­ent sleep out of eyes. Sud­denly enters this Pro­fess­or Gamble, plen­ti­fully awake and singing happy praise for desert sun­rise. ‘You are up early,’ says Mad­den, growl­ing like a dis­sat­is­fied dog. ‘De­cided to take little jour­ney to Pas­adena along with you,’ an­nounces Gamble. Mad­den purples like dis­tant hills when even­ing comes, but re­gards me and quenches his reply. When he and Thorn enter big car, be­hold Mr. Gamble climb­ing in­to rear seat. If looks could as­sas­sin­ate Mad­den would then and there have rendered him ex­tinct, but such are not the case. Car rolls off on to sunny road with Pro­fess­or Gamble smil­ing pleas­antly in back. Wel­come as long-tailed rat, but not go­ing to worry about it, thank you.”

			Eden chuckled. “Well, it’s a good thing from our stand­point, Charlie. I was won­der­ing what we were go­ing to do with Gamble nos­ing round. Big load off our shoulders right away.”

			“Very true,” agreed Chan. “Alone here, we re­lax all over place and find what is to find. How you like oat­meal, boy? Not so lumpy, if I may be per­mit­ted the im­mod­esty.”

			“Charlie, the world lost a great chef when you be­came a po­lice­man. But—the dev­il! Who’s that driv­ing in?”

			Chan went to the door. “No alarm ne­ces­sary,” he re­marked. “Only Mr. Hol­ley.”

			The ed­it­or ap­peared. “Here I am, up with the lark and ready for ac­tion,” he an­nounced. “Want to be in on the big hunt, if you don’t mind.”

			“Cer­tainly don’t,” said Eden. “Glad to have you. We’ve had a bit of luck already.” He ex­plained about Gamble’s de­par­ture.

			Hol­ley nod­ded wisely. “Of course Gamble went to Pas­adena,” he re­marked. “He’s not go­ing to let Mad­den out of his sight. You know, I’ve had some flashes of in­spir­a­tion about this mat­ter out here.”

			“Good for you,” replied Eden. “For in­stance—”

			“Oh, just wait a while. I’ll dazzle you with them at the prop­er mo­ment. You see, I used to do a lot of po­lice re­port­ing. Little Bright Eyes I was of­ten called.”

			“Pretty name,” laughed Eden.

			“Little Bright Eyes is here to look about,” Hol­ley con­tin­ued. “First of all, we ought to de­cide what we’re look­ing for.”

			“I guess we know that, don’t we?” Eden asked.

			“Oh, in a gen­er­al way, but let’s be ex­pli­cit. To go back and start at the be­gin­ning—that’s the prop­er meth­od, isn’t it, Chan?”

			Charlie shrugged. “Al­ways done—in books,” he said. “In real life, not so much so.”

			Hol­ley smiled. “That’s right—dampen my young en­thu­si­asm. How­ever, I am now go­ing to re­call a few facts. We needn’t stress the side is­sues at present—the pearls, the activ­it­ies of Shaky Phil in San Fran­cisco, the murder of Louie, the dis­ap­pear­ance of Mad­den’s daugh­ter—all these will be ex­plained when we get the big an­swer. We are con­cerned today chiefly with the story of the old pro­spect­or.”

			“Who may have been ly­ing or mis­taken,” Eden sug­ges­ted.

			“Yes—his tale seems un­be­liev­able, I ad­mit. Without any evid­ence to back it up, I wouldn’t pay much at­ten­tion to it. How­ever, we have that evid­ence. Don’t for­get Tony’s im­pas­sioned re­marks, and his sub­sequent tak­ing off. More im­port­ant still, there is Bill Hart’s gun, with two empty cham­bers. Also the bul­let-hole in the wall. What more do you want?”

			“Oh, it seems to be well sub­stan­ti­ated,” Eden agreed.

			“It is. No doubt about it—some­body was shot at this place Wed­nes­day night. We thought at first Thorn was the killer, now we switch to Mad­den. Mad­den lured some­body to Thorn’s room, or cornered him there, and killed him. Why? Be­cause he was afraid of him? We think hard about Wed­nes­day night—and what do we want to know? We want to know—who was the third man?”

			“The third man?” Eden re­peated.

			“Pre­cisely. Ig­nore the pro­spect­or—who was at the ranch? Mad­den and Thorn—yes. And one oth­er. A man who, see­ing his life in danger, called loudly for help. A man who, a mo­ment later, lay on the floor bey­ond the bed, and whose shoes alone were vis­ible from where the pro­spect­or stood. Who was he? Where did he come from? When did he ar­rive? What was his busi­ness? Why was Mad­den afraid of him? These are ques­tions to which we must now seek an­swers. Am I right, Ser­geant Chan?”

			“Un­dubit­ably,” Charlie replied. “And how shall we find those an­swers? By search­ing, per­haps. Humbly sug­gest we search.”

			“Every nook and corner of this ranch,” agreed Hol­ley. “We’ll be­gin with Mad­den’s desk. Some stray bit of cor­res­pond­ence may throw un­ex­pec­ted light. It’s locked, of course. But I’ve brought along a pock­et­ful of old keys—got them from a lock­smith in town.”

			“You act like num­ber one de­tect­ive,” Chan re­marked.

			“Thanks,” answered Hol­ley. He went over to the big, flat-topped desk be­long­ing to the mil­lion­aire and began to ex­per­i­ment with vari­ous keys. In a few mo­ments he found the prop­er one and all the draw­ers stood open.

			“Splen­did work,” said Chan.

			“Not much here, though,” Hol­ley de­clared. He re­moved the pa­pers from the top left-hand draw­er and laid them on the blot­ting-pad. Bob Eden lighted a ci­gar­ette and strolled away. Some­how this idea of in­spect­ing Mad­den’s mail did not ap­peal to him.

			The rep­res­ent­at­ives of the po­lice and the Press, how­ever, were not so del­ic­ately minded. For more than half an hour Chan and the ed­it­or stud­ied the con­tents of Mad­den’s desk. They found noth­ing, save harm­less and un­der­stand­able data of busi­ness deals, not a sol­it­ary scrap that could by the widest stretch of the ima­gin­a­tion throw any light on the iden­tity or mean­ing of the third man. Fi­nally, per­spir­ing and baffled, they gave up and the draw­ers were re­locked.

			“Well,” said Hol­ley, “not so good, eh? Mark the desk off our list and let’s move on.”

			“With your per­mis­sion,” Chan re­marked, “we di­vide the la­bours. For you gen­tle­men the in­side of the house. I my­self have fondly feel­ing for out­doors.” He dis­ap­peared. One by one Hol­ley and Eden searched the rooms. In the bed­room oc­cu­pied by the sec­ret­ary they saw for them­selves the bul­let-hole in the wall. An in­vest­ig­a­tion of the bur­eau, how­ever, re­vealed the fact that Bill Hart’s pis­tol was no longer there. This was their sole dis­cov­ery of any in­terest.

			“We’re up against it,” ad­mit­ted Hol­ley at length, his cheer­ful man­ner wan­ing. “Mad­den’s a clev­er man, and he didn’t leave a warm trail, of course. But some­how—some­where—”

			They re­turned to the liv­ing-room. Chan, hot and puff­ing, ap­peared sud­denly at the door. He dropped in­to a chair.

			“What luck, Charlie?” Eden in­quired.

			“None whatever,” ad­mit­ted Chan gloomily. “Heavy dis­ap­point­ment causes my heart to sag. No gam­bler my­self, but would have offered huge wager some­thing bur­ied on this ranch. When Mad­den, hav­ing shot, re­marked, ‘Shut up and for­get. I was afraid and I killed. Now, think quick what we had bet­ter do,’ I would ex­pect first thought is—buri­al. How else to dis­pose of dead? So just now I have ex­amined every inch of ground, with highest hope. No good. If buri­al made, it was not here. I see by your faces you have sim­il­ar baffle­ment to re­port.”

			“Haven’t found a thing,” Eden replied.

			Chan sighed. “I drag the an­nounce­ment forth in pain,” he said. “But I now gaze sol­emnly at stone wall.”

			They sat in help­less si­lence. “Well, let’s not give up yet,” Bob Eden re­marked. He leaned back in his chair and blew a ring of smoke to­ward the pan­elled ceil­ing. “By the way, has it ever oc­curred to you that there must be some sort of at­tic above this room?”

			Chan was in­stantly on his feet. “Clev­er sug­ges­tion,” he cried. “At­tic, yes, but how to as­cend?” He stood star­ing at the ceil­ing a mo­ment, then went quickly to a large closet in the rear of the room. “Some­what hu­mi­li­ated situ­ation for me,” he an­nounced. Crowding close be­side him in the dim closet, the oth­er two looked aloft at an un­mis­tak­able trap-door.

			Bob Eden was se­lec­ted for the climb, and with the aid of a ste­plad­der Chan brought from the barn he man­aged it eas­ily. Hol­ley and the de­tect­ive waited be­low. For a mo­ment Eden stood in the at­tic, his head bent low, cob­webs caress­ing his face, while he sought to ac­cus­tom his eyes to the faint light.

			“Noth­ing here, I’m afraid,” he called. “Oh, yes, there is. Wait a minute.”

			They heard him walk­ing gingerly above, and clouds of dust des­cen­ded on their heads. Presently he was lower­ing a bulky ob­ject through the nar­row trap—a battered old Glad­stone bag.

			“Seems to be some­thing in it,” Eden an­nounced.

			They took it with eager hands, and set it on the desk in the sunny liv­ing-room. Bob Eden joined them.

			“By gad,” the boy said, “not much dust on it, is there? Must have been put there re­cently. Hol­ley, here’s where your keys come in handy.”

			It proved a simple mat­ter for Hol­ley to mas­ter the lock. The three men crowded close.

			Chan lif­ted out a cheap toi­let-case, with the usu­al art­icles—a comb and brush, razors, shav­ing-cream, tooth­paste, shirts, socks, handker­chiefs. He ex­amined the laun­dry mark.

			“D—thirty-four,” he an­nounced.

			“Mean­ing noth­ing,” Eden said.

			Chan was lift­ing a brown suit of clothes from the bot­tom of the bag.

			“Made to or­der by tail­or in New York,” he said, after an in­spec­tion of the in­ner coat-pock­et. “Name of pur­chaser, how­ever, is blot­ted out by too much wear­ing.” He took from the side-pock­ets a box of matches and a half-empty pack­et of in­ex­pens­ive ci­gar­ettes. “Fin­ish­ing the coat,” he ad­ded.

			He turned his at­ten­tion to the waist­coat, and luck smiled upon him. From the lower right-hand pock­et he re­moved an old-fash­ioned watch, at­tached to a heavy chain. The timepiece was si­lent; evid­ently it had been un­wound for some time. Quickly he pried open the back case, and a little grunt of sat­is­fac­tion es­caped him. He passed the watch to Bob Eden.

			“Presen­ted to Jerry Delaney by his old friend, Hon­est Jack McGuire,” read Eden in a voice of tri­umph. “And the date—Au­gust twenty-sixth, 1913.”

			“Jerry Delaney!” cried Hol­ley. “By heav­en, we’re get­ting on now. The name of the third man was Jerry Delaney.”

			“Yet to be proved he was the third man,” Chan cau­tioned. “This, how­ever, may help.”

			He pro­duced a soiled scrap of col­oured pa­per—a pas­sen­ger’s re­ceipt for a Pull­man com­part­ment. “Com­part­ment B—car one nine eight,” he read. “Chica­go to Barstow.” He turned it over. “Date when used, Feb­ru­ary eighth, present year.”

			Bob Eden turned to a cal­en­dar. “Great stuff,” he cried. “Jerry Delaney left Chica­go on Feb­ru­ary eighth—a week ago on Sunday night. That got him in­to Barstow last Wed­nes­day morn­ing, Feb­ru­ary el­ev­enth—the morn­ing of the day he was killed. Some de­tect­ives, we are.”

			Chan was still busy with the waist­coat. He brought forth a key-ring with a few keys, then a worn news­pa­per clip­ping. The lat­ter he handed to Eden.

			“Read it, please?” he sug­ges­ted.

			Bob Eden read:

			
				“Theatre­go­ers of Los Angeles will be de­lighted to know that in the cast of One Night in June, the mu­sic­al com­edy open­ing at the Ma­son next Monday night, will be Miss Norma Fitzger­ald. She has the role of Mar­cia, which calls for a rich sop­rano voice, and her vast army of ad­mirers here­abouts know in ad­vance how well she will ac­quit her­self in such a part. Miss Fitzger­ald has been on the stage twenty years—she went on as a mere child—and has ap­peared in such pro­duc­tions as The Love Cure.”

			

			Eden paused. “There’s a long list.” He re­sumed read­ing:

			
				“Mat­inées of One Night in June will be on Wed­nes­days and Sat­urdays, and for this en­gage­ment a spe­cial scale of prices has been in­aug­ur­ated.”

			

			Eden put the clip­ping down on the table. “Well, that’s one more fact about Jerry Delaney. He was in­ter­ested in a sop­rano. So many men are—but still, it may lead some­where.”

			“Poor Jerry,” said Hol­ley, look­ing down at the rather pi­ti­ful pile of the man’s pos­ses­sions. “He won’t need a hair­brush, or a razor, or a gold watch where he’s gone.” He took up the watch and re­garded it thought­fully. “Hon­est Jack McGuire. I seem to have heard that name some­where.”

			Chan was in­vest­ig­at­ing the trousers-pock­ets. He turned them out one by one, but found noth­ing.

			“Search is now com­plete,” he an­nounced. “Humbly sug­gest we put all back as we found it. We have made de­light­ful pro­gress.”

			“I’ll say we have,” cried Eden, with en­thu­si­asm. “More pro­gress than I ever thought pos­sible. Last night we knew only that Mad­den had killed a man. Today we know the name of the man.” He paused. “I don’t sup­pose there can be any doubt about it?” he in­quired.

			“Hardly,” Hol­ley replied. “A man doesn’t part with such per­son­al pos­ses­sions as a hair­brush and a razor as long as he has any fur­ther use for them. If he’s through with them he’s through with life. Poor dev­il!”

			“Let’s go over it all again be­fore we put these things away,” said Eden. “We’ve learned that the man Mad­den feared, the man he killed, was Jerry Delaney. What do we know of Delaney? He was not in very af­flu­ent cir­cum­stances, though he did have his clothes made by a tail­or. Not a smart tail­or, judging by the ad­dress. He smoked Cor­sic­an ci­gar­ettes. Hon­est Jack McGuire, who­ever he may be, was an old friend of his, and thought so highly of him he gave Jerry a watch. What else? Delaney was in­ter­ested in an act­ress named Norma Fitzger­ald. A week ago last Sunday he left Chica­go at eight p.m.—the Lim­ited—for Barstow, rid­ing in com­part­ment B, car one nine eight. And that, I guess, about sums up what we know of Jerry Delaney.”

			Charlie Chan smiled. “Very good,” he said. “A splen­did list, rich with prom­ise. But one fact you have missed com­plete.”

			“What’s that?” in­quired Eden.

			“One very easy fact,” con­tin­ued Chan. “Take this vest once on Jerry Delaney. Ex­am­ine close—what do you dis­cov­er?”

			Care­fully Eden looked over the waist­coat, then with a puzzled air handed it to Hol­ley, who did the same. Hol­ley shook his head.

			“Noth­ing?” asked Chan, laugh­ing si­lently. “Can it be you are not such able de­tect­ives as I thought? Here—place hand in pock­et.”

			Bob Eden thrust his fin­gers in­to the pock­et in­dic­ated by Chan. “It’s chamois-lined,” he said. “The watch-pock­et, that’s all.”

			“True enough,” answered Chan. “And on the left, I pre­sume.”

			Eden looked fool­ish. “Oh,” he ad­mit­ted, “I get you. The watch-pock­et is on the right.”

			“And why?” per­sisted Charlie. “With coat buttoned, cer­tain man can­not reach watch eas­ily when it re­poses at left. There­fore he in­structs tail­or, make pock­et for watch on right, please.” He began to fold up the clothes in or­der to re­turn them to the bag. “One oth­er fact we know about Jerry Delaney, and it may be used in tra­cing his move­ments the day he came to this ranch. Jerry Delaney had pe­cu­li­ar­ity to be left-handed.”

			“Great Scott!” cried Hol­ley sud­denly. They turned to him. He had picked up the watch again and was star­ing at it. “Hon­est Jack McGuire—I re­mem­ber now.”

			“You know this McGuire?” in­quired Chan quickly.

			“I met him long ago,” Hol­ley replied. “The first night I brought Mr. Eden out here to the ranch he asked me if I’d ever seen P. J. Mad­den be­fore. I said that twelve years ago I saw Mad­den in a gambling-house on East Forty-fourth Street, New York, dolled up like a prince and bet­ting his head off. Mad­den him­self re­membered the oc­ca­sion when I spoke to him about it.”

			“But McGuire?” Chan wanted to know.

			“I re­call now that the name of the man who ran that gambling-house was Jack McGuire. Hon­est Jack, he had the nerve to call him­self. It was a queer joint—that was later proved. But Jack McGuire was Delaney’s old friend—he gave Jerry a watch as a token of their friend­ship. Gen­tle­men, this is in­ter­est­ing. McGuire’s gambling-house on Forty-fourth Street comes back in­to the life of P. J. Mad­den.”

		
	
		
			
				XV

				Will Hol­ley’s The­ory

			
			When the bag was com­pletely re­packed and again se­curely locked, Bob Eden climbed with it to the dusty at­tic. He re­appeared, the trap-door was closed, and the ste­plad­der re­moved. The three men faced one an­oth­er, pleased with their morn­ing’s work.

			“It’s after twelve,” said Hol­ley. “I must hurry back to town.”

			“About to make heart­felt sug­ges­tion, you re­main at lunch,” re­marked Chan.

			Hol­ley shook his head. “That’s kind of you, Charlie, but I wouldn’t think of it. You must be about fed-up on this cook­ing pro­pos­i­tion, and I won’t spoil your first chance for a little va­ca­tion. You take my ad­vice, and make Eden rustle his own grub today.”

			Chan nod­ded. “True enough that I was plan­ning a mod­est re­past,” he re­turned. “Cook­ing busi­ness be­gins to get tire­some like the com­pany of a Ja­pan­ese. How­ever, fit­ting pun­ish­ment for a post­man who walks an­oth­er man’s beat. If Mr. Eden will par­don I re­lax to the ex­tent of sand­wiches and tea this noon.”

			“Sure,” said Eden. “We’ll dig up some­thing to­geth­er. Hol­ley, you’d bet­ter change your mind.”

			“No,” replied Hol­ley. “I’m go­ing to town to make a few in­quir­ies. Just by way of sub­stan­ti­at­ing what we found here today. If Jerry Delaney came out here last Wed­nes­day he must have left some sort of trail through the town. Someone may have seen him. Was he alone? I’ll speak to the boys at the gas-sta­tion, the hotel pro­pri­et­or—”

			“Humbly sug­gest ut­most dis­cre­tion,” said Chan.

			“Oh, I un­der­stand the need of that. But there’s really no danger. Mad­den has no con­nec­tion whatever with the life of the town. He won’t hear of it. Just the same, I’ll be dis­cre­tion it­self. Trust me. I’ll come out here again later in the day.”

			When he had gone Chan and Eden ate a cold lunch in the cook­house, and re­sumed their search. Noth­ing of any mo­ment re­war­ded their ef­forts, how­ever. At four that af­ter­noon Hol­ley drove in­to the yard. With him was a lean, sad-look­ing youth whom Eden re­cog­nized as the real-es­tate sales­man of Date City.

			As they entered the room Chan with­drew, leav­ing Eden to greet them. Hol­ley in­tro­duced the youth as Mr. De Lisle.

			“I’ve met De Lisle,” smiled Bob Eden. “He tried to sell me a corner lot on the desert.”

			“Yeah,” said Mr. De Lisle. “And some day, when the United Ci­gar Stores and Wool­worth are fight­ing for that stuff, you’ll kick your­self up and down every hill in ’Frisco. How­ever, that’s your fu­ner­al.”

			“I brought Mr. De Lisle along,” ex­plained Hol­ley, “be­cause I want you to hear the story he’s just told me. About last Wed­nes­day night.”

			“Mr. De Lisle un­der­stands that this is con­fid­en­tial—” began Eden.

			“Oh, sure,” said the young man. “Will’s ex­plained all that. You needn’t worry. Mad­den and I ain’t ex­actly pals—not after the way he talked to me.”

			“You saw him last Wed­nes­day night?” Eden sug­ges­ted.

			“No, not that night. It was some­body else I saw then. I was here at the de­vel­op­ment un­til after dark, wait­ing for a pro­spect—he nev­er showed up, the lowlife. Any­how, along about sev­en o’clock, just as I was clos­ing up the of­fice, a big sedan stopped out in front. I went out. There was a little guy driv­ing and an­oth­er man in the back seat. ‘Good even­ing,’ said the little fel­low. ‘Can you tell me, please, if we’re on the road to Mad­den’s ranch?’ I said sure, to keep right on straight. The man in the back spoke up. ‘How far is it?’ he wants to know. ‘Shut up, Jerry,’ says the little guy. ‘I’ll at­tend to this.’ He shif­ted the gears, and then he got kind of lit­er­ary. ‘ “And an high­way shall be there, and a way,” ’ he says. ‘Not any too clearly defined, Isai­ah.’ And he drove off. Now why do you sup­pose he called me Isai­ah?”

			Eden smiled. “Did you get a good look at him?”

			“Pretty good, con­sid­er­ing the dark. A thin, pale man with sort of grey­ish lips—no col­our in them at all. Talked kind of slow and pre­cise—aw­ful neat Eng­lish, like he was a pro­fess­or or some­thing.”

			“And the man in the back seat?”

			“Couldn’t see him very well.”

			“Ah, yes. And when did you meet Mad­den?”

			“I’ll come to that. After I got home I began to think—Mad­den was out at the ranch, it seemed. And I got a big idea. Things ain’t been go­ing so well here lately—Flor­ida’s been nab­bing all the easy—all the good pro­spects—and I said to my­self, how about Mad­den? There’s big money. Why not try and in­terest Mad­den in Date City? Get him be­hind it. Worth a shot, any­how. So bright and early Thursday morn­ing I came out to the ranch.”

			“About what time?”

			“Oh, it must have been a little after eight. I’m full of pep at that hour of the day, and I knew I’d need it. I knocked at the front door, but nobody answered. I tried it—it was locked. I came around to the back and the place was deser­ted. Not a soul in sight.”

			“Nobody here?” re­peated Eden, won­der­ingly.

			“Not a liv­ing thing but the chick­ens and the tur­keys. And the Chinese par­rot, Tony. He was sit­ting on his perch. ‘Hello, Tony,’ I said. ‘You’re a damn crook,’ he an­swers. Now I ask you, is that any way to greet a hard­work­ing, hon­est real-es­tate man? Wait a minute—don’t try to be funny.”

			“I won’t,” Eden laughed. “But Mad­den—”

			“Well, just then Mad­den drove in­to the yard with that sec­ret­ary of his. I knew the old man right away from his pic­tures. He looked tired and ugly, and he needed a shave. ‘What are you do­ing here?’ he wanted to know. ‘Mr. Mad­den,’ I said, ‘have you ever stopped to con­sider the pos­sib­il­it­ies of this land round here?’ And I waltzed right in­to my selling talk. But I didn’t get far. He stopped me, and then he star­ted. Say—the things he called me. I’m not used to that sort of thing—ab­use by an ex­pert, and that’s what it was. I saw his psy­cho­logy was all wrong, so I walked out on him. That’s the best way—when the old psy­cho­logy ain’t work­ing.”

			“And that’s all?” Eden in­quired.

			“That’s my story, and I’ll stick to it,” replied Mr. De Lisle.

			“I’m very much ob­liged,” Eden said. “Of course, this is all between ourselves. And I may add that if I ever do de­cide to buy a lot on the desert—”

			“You’ll con­sider my stuff, won’t you?”

			“I cer­tainly will. Just at present the desert doesn’t look very good to me.”

			Mr. De Lisle leaned close. “Whis­per it not in El­dor­ado,” he said. “I some­times wish I was back in good old Chi my­self. If I ever hit the Loop again I’m go­ing to nail my­self down there.”

			“If you’ll wait out­side a few minutes, De Lisle—” Hol­ley began.

			“I get you. I’ll just mo­sey down to the de­vel­op­ment and see if the foun­tain’s work­ing. You can pick me up there.”

			The young man went out. Chan came quickly from be­hind a nearby door.

			“Get all that, Charlie?” Eden in­quired.

			“Yes, in­deed. Most in­ter­est­ing.”

			“We move right on,” said Hol­ley. “Jerry Delaney came out to the ranch about sev­en o’clock Wed­nes­day night, and he didn’t come alone. For the first time a fourth man enters the pic­ture. Who? Soun­ded to me very much like Pro­fess­or Gamble.”

			“No doubt about that,” replied Eden. “He’s an old friend of the proph­et Isai­ah’s—he ad­mit­ted it here Monday after lunch.”

			“Fine,” com­men­ted Hol­ley. “We be­gin to place Mr. Gamble. Here’s an­oth­er thing—someone drove up to the doc­tor’s Sunday night and car­ried Shaky Phil away. Couldn’t that have been Gamble, too? What do you say, Charlie?”

			Chan nod­ded. “Pos­sible. That per­son knew of Louie’s re­turn. If we could only dis­cov­er—”

			“By George,” Eden cried. “Gamble was at the desk of the Oas­is when Louie came in. You re­mem­ber, Hol­ley?”

			The ed­it­or smiled. “All fits in very neatly. Gamble sped out here like some sin­is­ter ver­sion of Paul Revere with the news of Louie’s ar­rival. He and Shaky Phil were at the gate when you drove up.”

			“But Thorn. That tear in Thorn’s coat?”

			“We must have been on the wrong trail there. This new the­ory sounds too good. What else have we learned from De Lisle? After the mis­ad­ven­ture with Delaney Mad­den and Thorn were out all night. Where?”

			Chan sighed. “Not such good news, that. Body of Delaney was car­ried far from this spot.”

			“I’m afraid it was,” ad­mit­ted Hol­ley. “We’ll nev­er find it without help from some­body who knows. There are a hun­dred lonely canyons round here where poor Delaney could have been tossed aside and nobody any the wiser. We’ll have to go ahead and per­fect our case without the vi­tal bit of evid­ence—the body of Delaney. But there are a lot of people in on this, and be­fore we get through some­body is go­ing to squeal.”

			Chan was sit­ting at Mad­den’s desk, idly toy­ing with the big blot­ting-pad that lay on top. Sud­denly his eyes lighted, and he began to sep­ar­ate the sheets of blot­ting-pa­per.

			“What is this?” he said.

			They looked, and saw in the de­tect­ive’s pudgy hand a large sheet of pa­per, partly filled with writ­ing. Chan per­used the missive care­fully, and handed it to Eden. The lat­ter was writ­ten in a man’s strong hand. “It’s dated last Wed­nes­day night,” Eden re­marked to Hol­ley. He read:

			
				“Dear Evelyn,

				“I want you to know of cer­tain de­vel­op­ments here at the ranch. As I have told you be­fore, Mar­tin Thorn and I have been on very bad terms for the past year. This af­ter­noon the big blow-off fi­nally ar­rived, and I dis­missed him from my ser­vice. To­mor­row morn­ing I’m go­ing with him to Pas­adena, and when we get there we part for all time. Of course, he knows a lot of things I wish he didn’t—oth­er­wise I’d have scrapped him a year ago. He may make trouble, and I am warn­ing you in case he shows up in Den­ver. I’m go­ing to take this let­ter in town my­self and mail it to­night, as I don’t want Thorn to know any­thing about it—”

			

			The let­ter stopped ab­ruptly at that point.

			“Bet­ter and bet­ter,” said Hol­ley. “An­oth­er side­light on what happened here last Wed­nes­day night. We can pic­ture the scene for ourselves. Mad­den is sit­ting at his desk, writ­ing that let­ter to his daugh­ter. The door opens—someone comes in. Say it’s Delaney—Delaney, the man P. J.’s feared for years. Mad­den hast­ily slips the let­ter between the leaves of the blot­ter. He gets to his feet, know­ing that he’s in for it now. A quar­rel en­sues, and by the time it’s over they’ve got in­to Thorn’s room some­how and Delaney is dead on the floor. Then—the prob­lem of what to do with the body, not solved un­til morn­ing. Mad­den comes back to the ranch tired and worn, real­iz­ing that he can’t dis­miss Thorn now. He must make his peace with the sec­ret­ary. Thorn knows too much. How about it, Charlie?”

			“It has plenty lo­gic,” Chan ad­mit­ted.

			“I said this morn­ing I had some ideas on this af­fair out here,” the ed­it­or con­tin­ued, “and everything that has happened today has ten­ded to con­firm them. I’m ready to spring my the­ory now—that is, if you care to listen.”

			“Shoot,” said Eden.

			“To me, it’s all as clear as a desert sun­rise,” Hol­ley went on. “Just let me go over it for you. Re­con­struct it, as the French do. To be­gin with, Mad­den is afraid of Delaney. Why? Why is a rich man afraid of any­body? Black­mail, of course. Delaney has some­thing on him—maybe some­thing that dates back to that gambling-house in New York. Thorn can’t be de­pended on—they’ve been row­ing, and he hates his em­ploy­er. Per­haps he has even gone so far as to link up with Delaney and his friends. Mad­den buys the pearls, and the gang hears of it and de­cides to spring. What bet­ter place than way out here on the desert? Shaky Phil goes to San Fran­cisco; Delaney and the pro­fess­or come South. Louie, the faith­ful old re­tain­er, is lured away by Shaky Phil. The stage is set. Delaney ar­rives with his threat. He de­mands the pearls, money, both. An ar­gu­ment fol­lows, and in the end Delaney, the black­mail­er, is killed by Mad­den. Am I right so far?”

			“Sounds plaus­ible,” Eden ad­mit­ted.

			“Well, ima­gine what fol­lowed. When Mad­den killed Delaney he prob­ably thought Jerry had come alone. Now he dis­cov­ers there are oth­ers in the gang. They have not only the in­form­a­tion with which Delaney was threat­en­ing him, but they have some­thing else on him too. Murder! The pack is on him—he must buy them off. They clam­our for money—and the pearls. They force Mad­den to call up and or­der the Phil­limore neck­lace sent down here at once. When did he do that, Eden?”

			“Last Thursday morn­ing,” Eden replied.

			“See—what did I tell you? Last Thursday morn­ing, when he got back from his grisly mid­night trip. They were on him then—they were black­mail­ing him to the lim­it. That’s the an­swer to our puzzle. They’re black­mail­ing him now. At first Mad­den was just as eager as they were for the neck­lace—he wanted to settle the thing and get away. It isn’t pleas­ant to linger round the spot where you’ve done murder. The past few days his cour­age has be­gun to re­turn, he’s tem­por­iz­ing, seek­ing a way out. I’m a little sorry for him, I really am.” Hol­ley paused. “Well, that’s my idea. What do you think, Charlie? Am I right?”

			Chan sat turn­ing Mad­den’s un­fin­ished let­ter slowly in his hand.

			“Sounds good,” ad­mit­ted the de­tect­ive. “How­ever, here and there ob­jec­tions arise.”

			“For ex­ample?” Hol­ley de­man­ded.

			“Mad­den is big man. Delaney and these oth­ers nobody much. He could an­nounce he killed black­mail­er in self-de­fence.”

			“So he could—if Thorn were friendly and would back him up. But the sec­ret­ary is hos­tile and might threaten to tell a dif­fer­ent story. Be­sides, re­mem­ber it isn’t only the killing of Delaney they have against him. There’s the in­form­a­tion Delaney has been hold­ing over his head.”

			Chan nod­ded. “So very true. One oth­er fact, and then I cease my bru­tal fault­find­ing. Louie, long in con­fid­ence of Chinese par­rot, is killed. Yet Louie de­part for San Fran­cisco on Wed­nes­day morn­ing, twelve hours be­fore tra­gic night. Is not his murder then a use­less ges­tur­ing?”

			Hol­ley con­sidered. “Well, that is a point. But he was Mad­den’s friend, which was a pretty good reas­on for not want­ing him here. They pre­ferred their vic­tim alone and help­less. A rather weak ex­plan­a­tion, per­haps. Oth­er­wise I’m strong for my the­ory. You’re not so keen on it.”

			Chan shook his head. “For one reas­on only. Long ex­per­i­ence has taught fatal con­sequence may fol­low if I get too ad­dicted to a the­ory. Then I try and see, can I make everything fit? I can, and first thing I know the­ory ex­plodes in my coun­ten­ance with loud bang. Much bet­ter, I have found, to keep mind free and open.”

			“Then you haven’t any idea on all this to set up against mine?” Hol­ley asked.

			“No sol­it­ary one. Frankly speak­ing, I am com­pletely in the dark.” He glanced at the let­ter in his hand. “Or nearly so,” he ad­ded. “We watch and wait, and maybe I clutch some­thing soon.”

			“That’s all right,” said Eden, “but I have a feel­ing we don’t watch and wait much longer at Mad­den’s ranch. Re­mem­ber, I prom­ised that Dray­cott would meet him today in Pas­adena. He’ll be back soon, ask­ing how come?”

			“Un­for­tu­nate in­cid­ent,” shrugged Chan. “Dray­cott and he have failed to con­nect. Many times that has happened when two strangers make ap­point­ment. It can hap­pen again.”

			Eden sighed. “I sup­pose so. But I hope P. J. Mad­den’s feel­ing good-natured when he comes home from Pas­adena to­night. There’s a chance that he’s tot­ing Bill Hart’s gun again, and I don’t like the idea of ly­ing be­hind a bed with noth­ing show­ing but my shoes. I haven’t had a shine for a week.”

		
	
		
			
				XVI

				The Movies Are in Town

			
			The sun set be­hind far peaks of snow; the desert purpled un­der a sprink­ling of stars. In the ther­mo­met­er that hung on a patio wall the mer­cury began its quick, re­lent­less fall, a sharp wind swept over the des­ol­ate waste, and loneli­ness settled on the world.

			“Warm food needed now,” re­marked Chan. “With your per­mis­sion I will open nu­mer­ous cans.”

			“Any­thing but the ar­sen­ic,” Eden told him. He de­par­ted for the cook­house.

			Hol­ley had long since gone, and Bob Eden sat alone by the win­dow, look­ing out at a vast si­lence. Lots of room left in Amer­ica yet, he re­flec­ted. Did they think of that, those throngs of people packed in­to sub­ways at this hour, seek­ing tables in noisy res­taur­ants, wait­ing at jammed corners for the traffic sig­nal, climb­ing weary and worn at last to the pi­geon­holes they called home? El­bow room on the desert; room to ex­pand the chest. But a feel­ing of dis­quiet, too, a haunt­ing real­iz­a­tion of one man’s ri­dicu­lous un­im­port­ance in the scheme of things.

			Chan entered with a tray on which the dishes were piled high. He set down on the table two steam­ing plates of soup.

			“Deign to join me,” he sug­ges­ted. “First course is now served with the kind as­sist­ance of the can-open­er.”

			“Aged in the tin, eh, Charlie?” smiled Eden, draw­ing up. “Well, I’ll bet it’s good at that. You’re a bit of a ma­gi­cian in the kit­chen.” They began to eat. “Charlie, I’ve been think­ing,” the boy con­tin­ued. “I know now why I have this sense of un­rest on the desert. It’s be­cause I feel so blamed small. Look at me, and then look out the win­dow, and tell me where I get off to strut like a some­body through the world.”

			“Not bad feel­ing for the white man to ex­per­i­ence,” Chan as­sured him. “Chinese has it all time. Chinese knows he is one minute grain of sand on sea­shore of etern­ity. With what res­ult? He is calm and quiet and humble. No nerves, like hop­ping, skip­ping Caucasi­an. Life for him not so much or­deal.”

			“Yes, and he’s hap­pi­er too,” said Eden.

			“Sure,” replied Chan. He pro­duced a plat­ter of canned sal­mon. “All time in San Fran­cisco I be­hold white men hot and ex­cited. Life like a fever, al­ways get­ting worse. What for? Where does it end? Same place as Chinese life, I think.”

			When they had fin­ished Eden at­temp­ted to help with the dishes, but was po­litely re­strained. He sat down and turned on the wire­less set. The strong voice of a leath­er-lunged an­noun­cer rang out in the quiet room.

			“Now, folks, we got a real treat for you this balmy, typ­ic­al Cali­for­nia even­ing. Miss Norma Fitzger­ald, of the One Night in June com­pany, now play­ing at the Ma­son, is go­ing to sing—er—what are you go­ing to sing, Norma? Norma says wait and find out.”

			At men­tion of the girl’s name Bob Eden called to the de­tect­ive, who entered and stood ex­pect­antly. “Hello, folks,” came Miss Fitzger­ald’s greet­ing. “I cer­tainly am glad to be back in good old L.A.”

			“Hello, Norma,” Eden said, “nev­er mind the songs. Two gen­tle­men out on the desert would like a word with you. Tell us about Jerry Delaney.”

			She couldn’t have heard him, for she began to sing in a clear, beau­ti­ful sop­rano voice. Chan and the boy listened in si­lence.

			“More of the white man’s mys­ter­ies,” Charlie re­marked when she had fin­ished. “So near to her, and yet so far away. Seems to me that we must vis­it this lady soon.”

			“Ah, yes—but how?” in­quired Eden.

			“It will be ar­ranged,” Chan said, and van­ished.

			Eden tried a book. An hour later he was in­ter­rup­ted by the peal of the tele­phone-bell, and a cheery voice answered his hello.

			“Still pin­ing for the bright lights?”

			“I sure am,” he replied.

			“Well, the movies are in town,” said Paula Wendell. “Come on in.”

			He hur­ried to his room. Chan had built a fire in the patio, and was sit­ting be­fore it, the warm light flick­er­ing on his chubby, im­pass­ive face. When Eden re­turned with his hat he paused be­side the de­tect­ive.

			“Get­ting some new ideas?” he asked.

			“About our puzzle?” Chan shook his head. “No. At this mo­ment I am far from Mad­den’s ranch. I am in Hon­olulu, where nights are soft and sweet, not like chilly desert dark. Must ad­mit my heart is weighed a little with home­sick qualms. I pic­ture my humble house on Punch Bowl Hill, where lan­terns glow and my ten chil­dren are gathered round.”

			“Ten!” cried Eden. “Great Scott—you are a fath­er.”

			“Very proud one,” as­sen­ted Chan. “You are go­ing from here?”

			“I’m run­ning in town for a while. Miss Wendell called up—it seems the pic­ture people have ar­rived. By the way, I just re­membered—to­mor­row is the day Mad­den prom­ised they could come out here. I bet the old man’s clean for­got it.”

			“Most likely. Bet­ter not to tell him, he might re­fuse per­mis­sion. I have un­lim­ited yearn­ing to see movies in throes of be­ing born. Should I go home and re­port that ex­per­i­ence to my eld­est daugh­ter, who is all time sunk in movie magazines, an­cest­or-wor­ship breaks out plenty strong at my house.”

			Eden laughed. “Well, then, let’s hope you get the chance. I’ll be back early.”

			A few minutes later he was again in the small run­about, un­der the plat­in­um stars. He thought fleet­ingly of Louie Wong, bur­ied now in the bleak little grave­yard bey­ond El­dor­ado, but his mind turned quickly to hap­pi­er things. With a lively feel­ing of an­ti­cip­a­tion he climbed between the twin hills at the gate­way, and the yel­low lights of the desert town were wink­ing at him.

			The mo­ment he crossed the threshold of the Desert Edge Hotel, he knew this was no or­din­ary night in El­dor­ado. From the par­lour at the left came the strains of giddy, in­har­mo­ni­ous mu­sic, laughter, and a med­ley of voices. Paula Wendell met him and led him in.

			The stuffy little room, dated by heavy mis­sion fur­niture and bits of broken plaster hanging crazily from the ceil­ing, was re­new­ing its youth in pleas­ant com­pany. Bob Eden met the movies in their hours of ease, child­like, happy people, seem­ingly without a care in the world. A very pretty girl gave him a hand which re­called his fath­er’s jew­ellery shop, and then re­stored it to the ukelele she was play­ing. A tall young man des­ig­nated as Ran­nie, whose clothes were per­fec­tion and whose col­lar and shirt shamed the blue of Cali­for­nia’s sky, de­sisted briefly from his tor­ture of a sax­o­phone.

			“Hello, old-timer,” he re­marked. “I hope you brought your harp.” And in­stantly ran amuck on the sax­o­phone again.

			A middle-aged act­or with a bronzed, rather hard face was of­fi­ci­at­ing at the pi­ano. In a far corner a grand dame and an old man with snow-white hair sat apart from the crowd, and Eden dropped down be­side them.

			“What was the name?” asked the old man, his hand be­hind his ear. “Ah, yes, I’m glad to meet any friend of Paula’s. We’re a little clam­or­ous here to­night, Mr. Eden. It’s like the early days when I was troup­ing—how we used to sky­lark on sta­tion plat­forms! We were happy then—no movies. Eh, my dear?” he ad­ded to the wo­man.

			She bent a little. “Yes—but I nev­er trouped much. Thank heav­en I was usu­ally able to steer clear of those ter­rible towns where Main Street is up­stairs. Mr. Be­lasco rarely asked me to leave New York.” She turned to Eden. “I was in Be­lasco com­pan­ies fif­teen years,” she ex­plained.

			“Won­der­ful ex­per­i­ence, no doubt,” the boy replied.

			“Greatest school in the world,” she said. “Mr. Be­lasco thought very highly of my work. I re­mem­ber once at a dress re­hears­al he told me he could nev­er have put on the piece without me, and he gave me a big red apple. You know that was Mr. Be­lasco’s way of—”

			The din had mo­ment­ar­ily stopped, and the lead­ing man cried:

			“Suf­fer­ing cats! She’s telling him about the apple, and the poor guy only just got here. Go on, Fanny, spring the one about the time you played Por­tia. What Charlie Froh­man said—as soon as he came to, I mean.”

			“Humph,” shrugged Fanny. “If you young people in this pro­fes­sion had a few tra­di­tions like us, the pic­tures wouldn’t be such a joke. I thank my stars—”

			“Hush, every­body,” put in Paula Wendell. “In­tro­du­cing Miss Di­ane Day on Hol­ly­wood’s fa­vour­ite in­stru­ment, the ukulele.”

			The girl she re­ferred to smiled and, amid a sud­den si­lence, launched in­to a Lon­don mu­sic-hall song. Like most of its genre, its im­port was not such as to re­com­mend it for a church so­cial, but she did it well, with a note of haunt­ing sweet­ness in her voice. After an­oth­er of the same sort she switched sud­denly in­to “Way Down Upon the Swanee River,” and there were tears in her voice now, a poignant sad­ness in the room. It was too sol­emn for Ran­nie.

			“Mr. Ed­die Bo­ston at the pi­ano, Mr. Ran­dolph Renault hand­ling the sax­o­phone,” he shouted, “will now of­fer for your ap­prov­al that touch­ing bal­lad, ‘So’s Your Old Man­dar­in.’ Let her go, pro­fess­or.”

			“Don’t think they’re al­ways like this,” Paula Wendell said to Eden above the rack­et. “It’s only when they have a hotel to them­selves, as they usu­ally have here.”

			They had it in­deed to them­selves, save for the lads of the vil­lage, who sud­denly found press­ing busi­ness in the lobby, and passed and re­passed the par­lour door, open-mouthed with won­der.

			The ap­prov­al shown the in­stru­ment­al duet was scant in­deed, due, Mr. Renault sug­ges­ted, to pro­fes­sion­al jeal­ousy.

			“The next num­ber on our very gen­er­ous pro­gramme,” he an­nounced, “will fol­low im­me­di­ately. It’s called ‘Let’s Talk About My Sweetie Now.’ On your mark—Ed­die.”

			“Noth­ing do­ing,” cried the girl known as Di­ane. “I haven’t had my Char­le­ston les­son today, and it’s get­ting late. Ed­die—kindly ob­lige.”

			Ed­die ob­liged. In an­oth­er mo­ment every­one save the two old people in the corner had leaped in­to ac­tion. The framed auto­graphed por­traits that oth­er film celebrit­ies had be­stowed on the pro­pri­et­or of the Desert Edge rattled on the walls. The win­dows shook. Sud­denly in the door­way ap­peared a bald man with a gloomy eye.

			“Good Lord,” he shouted, “how do you ex­pect me to get my rest?”

			“Hello, Mike,” cried Ran­nie. “What is it you want to rest from?”

			“You dir­ect a gang like this for a while, and you’ll know,” replied Mike sourly. “It’s ten o’clock. If you’ll take my ad­vice for once, you’ll turn in. Every­body’s to re­port in cos­tume here in the lobby to­mor­row morn­ing at eight-thirty.”

			This news was greeted with a chor­us of low moans. “Nine-thirty, you say?” Ran­nie in­quired.

			“Eight-thirty. You heard me. And any­body who’s late pays a good stiff fine. Now please go to bed and let de­cent people sleep.”

			“De­cent people?” re­peated Ran­nie softly, as the dir­ect­or van­ished. “He’s flat­ter­ing him­self again.” But the party was over, and the com­pany moved re­luct­antly up the stairs to the second floor. Mr. Renault re­turned the sax­o­phone to the desk.

			“Say, land­lord, there’s a sour note in this thing,” he com­plained. “Have it fixed be­fore I come again.”

			“Sure will, Mr. Renault,” prom­ised the pro­pri­et­or.

			“Too early for bed, no mat­ter what Mike says,” re­marked Eden, pi­lot­ing Paula Wendell to the street. “Let’s take a walk. El­dor­ado doesn’t look much like Uni­on Square, but night air is night air wherever you find it.”

			“Lucky for me it isn’t Uni­on Square,” said the girl. “I wouldn’t be tag­ging along if it was.”

			“Is that so?”

			They strolled down Main Street, white and empty in the moon­light. In a lighted win­dow of the Spot Cash Store hung a bril­liant patch­work quilt.

			“To be raffled off by the ladies of the Or­ange Blos­som Club for the be­ne­fit of the Orphans’ Home,” Eden read. “Think I’ll take a chance on that to­mor­row.”

			“Bet­ter not get mixed up with any Or­ange Blos­som Club,” sug­ges­ted Paula Wendell.

			“Oh, I can take care of my­self. And it’s the orphans I’m think­ing of, you know.”

			“That’s your kind heart,” she answered. They climbed a nar­row, sandy road. Yel­low lamp­light in the front win­dow of a bun­ga­low was sud­denly blot­ted out.

			“Look at that moon,” said Eden. “Looks like a slice of hon­ey­dew mel­on just off the ice.”

			“Fond of food, aren’t you?” re­marked the girl. “I’ll al­ways think of you wrest­ling with that steak.”

			“A man must eat. And if it hadn’t been for the steak we might nev­er have met.”

			“What if we hadn’t?” she asked.

			“Pretty lone­some for me down here in that event.” They turned about in si­lence. “You know, I’ve been think­ing,” Eden con­tin­ued. “We’re bound to come to the end of things at the ranch presently. And I’ll have to go back—”

			“Back to your free­dom. That will be nice.”

			“You bet it will. All the same, I don’t want you to for­get me after I’ve gone. I want to go on be­ing your—er—your friend. Or what have you?”

			“Splen­did. One al­ways needs friends.”

			“Write to me oc­ca­sion­ally. I’ll want to know how Wil­bur is. You nev­er can tell—is he care­ful cross­ing the streets?”

			“Wil­bur will al­ways be fine, I’m sure.” They stopped be­fore the hotel. “Good night,” said the girl.

			“Just a minute. If there hadn’t been a Wil­bur—”

			“But there was. Don’t com­mit your­self. I’m afraid it’s the moon, look­ing so much like a slice of mel­on—”

			“It’s not the moon. It’s you.”

			The pro­pri­et­or of the Desert Edge came to the door. Dim lights burned in the in­teri­or of the hotel.

			“Lord, Miss Wendell,” he said. “I nearly locked you out.”

			“I’m com­ing,” re­turned the girl. “See you at the ranch to­mor­row, Mr. Eden.”

			“Fine,” answered Eden. He nod­ded to the land­lord, and the front door of the hotel banged to in his face.

			As he drove out across the lonely desert he began to won­der what he was go­ing to say to the rest­less P. J. Mad­den when he reached the ranch. The mil­lion­aire would be home from Pas­adena now; he had ex­pec­ted to meet Dray­cott there. And Dray­cott was in San Fran­cisco, little dream­ing of the part his name was play­ing in the drama of the Phil­limore pearls. P. J. would be furi­ous; he would de­mand an ex­plan­a­tion.

			But noth­ing like that happened. The ranch-house was in dark­ness and only Ah Kim was in evid­ence about the place.

			“Mad­den and oth­ers in bed now,” ex­plained the Chinese. “Came home tired and very much dus­ted and at once re­tired to rooms.”

			“Well, I’ve got it on good au­thor­ity that to­mor­row is an­oth­er day,” replied Eden. “I’ll turn in too.”

			When he reached the break­fast-table on Thursday morn­ing the three men were there be­fore him. “Everything run off smoothly in Pas­adena yes­ter­day?” he in­quired brightly.

			Thorn and Gamble stared at him, and Mad­den frowned. “Yes, yes, of course,” he said. He ad­ded a look which clearly meant, “Shut up.”

			After break­fast Mad­den joined the boy in the yard. “Keep that mat­ter of Dray­cott to your­self,” he ordered.

			“You saw him, I sup­pose?” Eden in­quired.

			“I did not.”

			“What! Why, that’s too bad. But not know­ing each oth­er I sup­pose—”

			“No sign of any­body that looked like your man to me. You know, I’m be­gin­ning to won­der about you—”

			“But, Mr. Mad­den, I told him to be there.”

			“Well, as a mat­ter of fact, I didn’t care es­pe­cially. Things didn’t work out as I ex­pec­ted. I think now you’d bet­ter get hold of him and tell him to come to El­dor­ado. Did he call you up?”

			“He may have. I was in town last night. At any rate, he’s sure to call soon.”

			“Well, if he doesn’t you’d bet­ter go over to Pas­adena and get hold of him—”

			A truck filled with mo­tion-pic­ture cam­era­men, props, and act­ors in weird cos­tumes stopped be­fore the ranch. Two oth­er cars fol­lowed. Someone alighted to open the gate.

			“What’s this?” cried Mad­den.

			“This is Thursday,” answered Eden. “Have you for­got­ten—”

			“For­got it com­pletely,” said Mad­den. “Thorn! Where’s Thorn?”

			The sec­ret­ary emerged from the house. “It’s the movies, chief. This was the day—”

			“Dam­na­tion!” growled Mad­den. “Well, we’ll have to go through with it. Mar­tin, you look after things.” He went in­side.

			The movies were all busi­ness this morn­ing, in con­trast to the care­less gaiety of the night be­fore. The cam­er­as were set up in the open end of the patio. The act­ors, in Span­ish cos­tume, stood ready. Bob Eden went over to Paula Wendell.

			“Good morn­ing,” she said. “I came along in case Mad­den tried to renig on his prom­ise. You see, I know so much about him now—”

			The dir­ect­or passed. “This will be OK,” he re­marked to the girl.

			“Pleased him for once,” she smiled to Eden. “That ought to get in­to the pa­pers.”

			The script was a story of old Cali­for­nia, and presently they were grind­ing away at a big scene in the patio.

			“No, no, no,” wailed the dir­ect­or. “What ails you this morn­ing, Ran­nie? You’re say­ing good­bye to the girl—you love her—love her—love her. You’ll prob­ably nev­er see her again.”

			“The hell I won’t,” replied the act­or. “Then the thing’s a flop right now.”

			“You know what I mean—you think you’ll nev­er see her again. Her fath­er has just kicked you out of the house forever. A bit of a crit­ic, the fath­er. But come on—this is the big farewell. Your heart is broken. Broken, my boy—what are you grin­ning about?”

			“Come on, Di­ane,” said the act­or. “I’m nev­er go­ing to see you again, and I’m sup­posed to be sorry about it. Ye gods, the things these scriptwriters ima­gine. How­ever, here goes. My art’s equal to any­thing.”

			Eden strolled over to where the white-haired pat­ri­arch and Ed­die Bo­ston were sit­ting to­geth­er on a pile of lum­ber be­side the barn. Near at hand Ah Kim hovered, all eyes for these queer antics of the white men.

			Bo­ston leaned back and lighted a pipe. “Speak­ing of Mad­den,” he re­marked, “makes me think of Jerry Delaney. Ever know Jerry, Pop?”

			Startled, Eden moved near­er. The old man put his hand be­hind his ear.

			“Who’s that?” he in­quired.

			“Delaney,” shouted Bo­ston. Chan also edged closer. “Jerry Delaney. There was one smooth work­er in his line, Pop. I hope I get a chance—I’m go­ing to ask Mad­den if he re­mem­bers—”

			A loud out­cry for Mr. Bo­ston arose in the patio, and he laid down his pipe and fled. Chan and Bob Eden looked at each oth­er.

			The com­pany worked stead­ily un­til the lunch hour ar­rived. Then, scattered about the yard and the patio, they busied them­selves with the gen­er­ous sand­wiches of the Oas­is and with cof­fee served from ther­mos bottles. Sud­denly Mad­den ap­peared in the door­way of the liv­ing-room. He was in a gen­i­al mood.

			“Just a word of wel­come,” he said. “Make yourselves at home.” He shook hands with the dir­ect­or and, mov­ing about, spoke a few mo­ments with each mem­ber of the com­pany in turn. The girl named Di­ane held his at­ten­tion for some time.

			Presently he came to Ed­die Bo­ston. Cas­u­ally Eden man­aged it so that he was nearby dur­ing that in­ter­view.

			“Bo­ston’s the name,” said the act­or. His hard face lighted. “I was hop­ing to meet you, Mr. Mad­den. I wanted to ask if you re­mem­ber an old friend of mine—Jerry Delaney, of New York?”

			Mad­den’s eyes nar­rowed, but the poker face tri­umphed.

			“Delaney?” he re­peated va­cantly.

			“Yes—Jerry Delaney, who used to hang out at Jack McGuire’s place on Forty-fourth Street,” Bo­ston per­sisted. “You know, he—”

			“I don’t re­call him,” said Mad­den. He was mov­ing away. “I meet so many people.”

			“Maybe you don’t want to re­call him,” said Bo­ston, and there was an odd note in his voice. “I can’t say I blame you either, sir. No, I guess you wouldn’t care much for Delaney. It was a crime what he did to you—”

			Mad­den looked anxiously about. “What do you know about Delaney?” he asked in a low tone.

			“I know a lot about him,” Bo­ston replied. He came close, and Bob Eden could barely dis­tin­guish the words. “I know all about Delaney, Mr. Mad­den.”

			For a mo­ment they stood star­ing at each oth­er.

			“Come in­side, Mr. Bo­ston,” Mad­den sug­ges­ted, and Eden watched them dis­ap­pear through the door in­to the liv­ing-room.

			Ah Kim came in­to the patio with a tray on which were ci­gars and ci­gar­ettes, the of­fer­ing of the host. As he paused be­fore the dir­ect­or, that gen­tle­man looked at him keenly. “By gad, here’s a type,” he cried. “Say, John—how’d you like to act in the pic­tures?”

			“You clazy, boss,” grinned Ah Kim.

			“No, I’m not. We could use you in Hol­ly­wood.”

			“Him loo­kee like you make ’um big joke.”

			“Noth­ing of the kind. You think it over. Here.” He wrote on a card. “You change your mind, you come and see me. Savvy?”

			“Maybe nud­dah day, boss. Plenty hap­ply heah now.” He moved along with his tray.

			Bob Eden sat down be­side Paula Wendell. He was, for all his out­ward calm, in a very per­turbed state of mind.

			“Look here,” he began, “some­thing has happened, and you can help us again.” He ex­plained about Jerry Delaney, and re­peated the con­ver­sa­tion he had just over­heard between Mad­den and Ed­die Bo­ston. The girl’s eyes were wide. “It wouldn’t do for Chan or me to make any in­quir­ies,” he ad­ded. “What sort of fel­low is this Bo­ston?”

			“Rather un­pleas­ant per­son,” she said. “I’ve nev­er liked him.”

			“Well, sup­pose you ask him a few ques­tions, the first chance you have. I pre­sume that won’t come un­til you get back to town. Find out all he knows about Jerry Delaney, but do it in a way that won’t rouse his sus­pi­cions, if you can.”

			“I’ll cer­tainly try,” she answered. “I’m not very clev­er—”

			“Who says you’re not? You’re mighty clev­er—and kind too. Call me up as soon as you’ve talked with him, and I’ll hurry in town.”

			The dir­ect­or was on his feet. “Come on—let’s get this thing fin­ished. Is every­body here? Ed­die! Where’s Ed­die?”

			Mr. Bo­ston emerged from the liv­ing-room, his face a mask, telling noth­ing. Not go­ing to be an easy mat­ter, Bob Eden re­flec­ted, to pump Ed­die Bo­ston.

			An hour later the movies van­ished down the road in a cloud of dust, with Paula Wendell’s road­ster trail­ing. Bob Eden sought out Charlie Chan. In the se­clu­sion be­hind the cook­house, he again went over Bo­ston’s sur­pris­ing re­marks to Mad­den. The de­tect­ive’s little black eyes shone.

			“We march again,” he said. “Ed­die Bo­ston be­comes with sud­den flash our one best wager. He must be made to talk. But how?”

			“Paula Wendell’s go­ing to have a try at it,” Eden replied.

			Chan nod­ded. “Fine idea, I think. In pres­ence of pretty girl what man keeps si­lent? We pin our eager hopes on that.”

		
	
		
			
				XVII

				In Mad­den’s Foot­steps

			
			An hour later Bob Eden answered a ring on the tele­phone. Hap­pily the liv­ing-room was deser­ted. Paula Wendell was on the wire.

			“What luck?” asked the boy in a low voice.

			“Not so good,” she answered. “Ed­die was in a ter­rif­ic rush when we got back to town. He packed his things, paid his bill, and was run­ning out of the hotel when I caught him. ‘Listen, Ed­die—I want to ask you—’ I began, but that was as far as I got. He poin­ted to the sta­tion. ‘Can’t talk now, Paula,’ he said. ‘Catch­ing the Los Angeles train.’ And he man­aged to swing aboard it just as it was pulling out.”

			Eden was si­lent for a mo­ment. “That’s odd. He’d nat­ur­ally have gone back with the com­pany, wouldn’t he? By auto­mobile?”

			“Of course. He came that way. Well, I’m aw­fully sorry, chief. I’ve fallen down on the job. I guess there’s noth­ing for me to do but turn in my shield and night­stick—”

			“Noth­ing of the sort. You did your best.”

			“But it wasn’t good enough. I’m sorry. I’m forced to start for Hol­ly­wood in my car in about an hour. Shall you be here when I come back?”

			Eden sighed. “Me? It be­gins to look as though I’d be here forever.”

			“How ter­rible!”

			“What sort of speech is that?”

			“For you, I mean.”

			“Oh! Well, thank you very much. I’ll hope to see you soon.”

			He hung up the re­ceiv­er and went in­to the yard. Ah Kim was loiter­ing near the cook­house. To­geth­er they strolled in­to the barn.

			“We pinned our eager hopes on empty air,” said Eden. He re­peated his con­ver­sa­tion with Paula Wendell.

			Chan nod­ded, un­per­turbed. “I would have made fat wager same would hap­pen. Ed­die Bo­ston knows all about Delaney, and ad­mits the fact to Mad­den. What the use we try to see Bo­ston then? Mad­den has seen him first.”

			Bob Eden dropped down on a battered old settee that had been ex­iled from the house. He put his head in his hands.

			“Well, I’m dis­cour­aged,” he ad­mit­ted. “We’re up against a stone wall, Charlie.”

			“Many times in my life I find my­self in that pre­cise loc­al­ity,” re­turned the de­tect­ive. “What hap­pens? I bat­ter old head un­til it feels sore, and then a splen­did idea as­sails me. I go around.”

			“What do you sug­gest?”

			“Pos­sib­il­it­ies of ranch now ex­hausted and droop­ing. We must look else­where. Names of three cit­ies gal­lop in­to mind—Pas­adena, Los Angeles, Hol­ly­wood.”

			“All very fine—but how to get there? By gad—I think I can man­age it at that. Mad­den was say­ing this morn­ing I ought to go to Pas­adena and look up Dray­cott. It seems that for some strange reas­on they didn’t meet yes­ter­day.”

			Chan smiled. “Did he dis­play peev­ish feel­ing as res­ult?”

			“No, oddly enough, he didn’t. I don’t think he wanted to meet Dray­cott, with the pro­fess­or tag­ging along. Paula Wendell’s go­ing over that way shortly in her car. If I hurry, I may be able to ride with her.”

			“Which, to my think­ing, would be joy­ful trav­el­ling,” agreed Chan. “Hasten along. We have more talk when I act part of taxi-driver and carry you to El­dor­ado.”

			Bob Eden went at once to Mad­den’s bed­room. The door was open, and he saw the huge fig­ure of the mil­lion­aire stretched on the bed, his snores shat­ter­ing the calm af­ter­noon. He hammered loudly on the pan­el of the door.

			Mad­den leaped from the bed with start­ling sud­den­ness, his eyes in­stantly wide and star­ing. He seemed like one ex­pect­ing trouble. For a mo­ment Eden pit­ied the great man. Bey­ond all ques­tion Mad­den was caught in some in­ex­plic­able net; he was har­assed and worn, but fight­ing still. Not a happy fig­ure, for all his mil­lions.

			“I’m aw­fully sorry to dis­turb you, sir,” Eden said. “But the fact is I have a chance to ride over to Pas­adena with some of the movie people, and I think I’d bet­ter go. Dray­cott hasn’t called, and—”

			“Hush,” said Mad­den sharply. He closed the door. “The mat­ter of Dray­cott is between you and me. I sup­pose you won­der what it’s all about, but I can’t tell you—ex­cept to say that this fel­low Gamble doesn’t strike me as be­ing what he pre­tends. And—”

			“Yes, sir,” said Eden hope­fully, as the mil­lion­aire paused.

			“Well, I won’t go in­to that. You loc­ate Dray­cott and tell him to come to El­dor­ado. Tell him to put up at the Desert Edge and keep his mouth shut. I’ll get in touch with him shortly. Un­til I do he’s to lie low. Is that un­der­stood?”

			“Per­fectly, Mr. Mad­den. I’m sorry this thing has dragged out as it has—”

			“Oh, that’s all right. You go and tell Ah Kim I said he was to drive you to El­dor­ado—un­less your movie friends are com­ing out here for you.”

			“No—I shall have to en­list Ah Kim again. Thank you, sir. I’ll be back soon.”

			“Good luck,” answered Mad­den.

			Hast­ily Eden threw a few things in­to his suit­case, and waited in the yard for Ah Kim and the car. Gamble ap­peared.

			“Not leav­ing us, Mr. Eden?” he in­quired in his mild way.

			“No such luck—for you,” the boy replied. “Just a short trip.”

			“On busi­ness, per­haps?” per­sisted the pro­fess­or gently.

			“Per­haps,” smiled Eden, and the car with its Chinese chauf­feur ap­pear­ing at that mo­ment, he leaped in.

			Again he and Chan were abroad in the yel­low glory of a desert sun­set. “Well, Charlie,” Eden said, “I’m a little new at this de­tect­ive busi­ness. What am I to do first?”

			“Toss all worry out of mind. I shall hov­er round your el­bow, do­ing prompt work.”

			“You? How are you go­ing to get away?”

			“Easy thing. To­mor­row morn­ing I an­nounce I take day off to vis­it sick broth­er in Los Angeles. Very an­cient plea of all Chinese ser­vants. Mad­den will be angry, but he will not sus­pect. Train leaves El­dor­ado at sev­en in the morn­ing, go­ing to Pas­adena. I am aboard, reach­ing there at el­ev­en. You will, I hope, con­des­cend to meet me at sta­tion?”

			“With the greatest pleas­ure. We take Pas­adena first, eh?”

			“So I would plan it. We as­cer­tain Mad­den’s move­ments there on Wed­nes­day. What happened at bank? Did he vis­it home? Then Hol­ly­wood, and maybe Ed­die Bo­ston. After that, we ask the lady sop­rano to de­sist from singing and talk a little time.”

			“All right, but we’re go­ing to be a fine pair,” Eden replied, “with no au­thor­ity to ques­tion any­body. You may be a po­lice­man in Hon­olulu, but that isn’t likely to go very big in South­ern Cali­for­nia.”

			Chan shrugged. “Ways will open. Paths will clear.”

			“I hope so,” the boy answered. “And here’s an­oth­er thing. Aren’t we tak­ing a big chance? Sup­pose Mad­den hears of our antics? Risky, isn’t it?”

			“Risky pretty good word for it,” agreed Chan. “But we are des­per­ate now. We take long gambles.”

			“I’ll say we’re des­per­ate,” sighed Eden. “Me, I’m get­ting des­perater every minute. I may as well tell you that if we come back from this trip with no def­in­ite light on things, I’ll be strongly temp­ted to lift a big bur­den from your stom­ach—and my mind.”

			“Pa­tience very nice vir­tue,” smiled Chan.

			“Well, you ought to know,” Eden said. “You’ve got a big­ger sup­ply on hand than any man I ever met.”

			When they reached the Desert Edge Hotel Eden was re­lieved to see Paula Wendell’s car parked in front. They waited by the little road­ster, and while they did so Will Hol­ley came along. They told him of their plans.

			“I can help you a bit,” said the ed­it­or. “Mad­den has a care­taker at his Pas­adena house—a fine old chap named Peter Fogg. He’s been down here sev­er­al times, and I know him rather well.” He wrote on a card. “Give him that, and tell him I sent you.”

			“Thanks,” said Eden. “We’ll need it, or I’m much mis­taken.”

			Paula Wendell ap­peared.

			“Great news for you,” Eden an­nounced. “I’m rid­ing with you as far as Pas­adena.”

			“Fine,” she replied. “Jump in.”

			Eden climbed in­to the road­ster. “See you boys later,” he called, and the car star­ted.

			“You ought to get a reg­u­lar taxi, with a meter,” Eden sug­ges­ted.

			“Non­sense. I’m glad to have you.”

			“Are you really?”

			“Cer­tainly am. Your weight will help to keep the car on the road.”

			“Lady, you surely can flat­ter,” he told her. “I’ll drive, if you like.”

			“No, thanks—I guess I’d bet­ter. I know the roads.”

			“You’re al­ways so ef­fi­cient, you make me nervous,” he com­men­ted.

			“I wasn’t so ef­fi­cient when it came to Ed­die Bo­ston. I’m sorry about that.”

			“Don’t you worry. Ed­die’s a tough bird. Chan and I will try him presently.”

			“Where does the big mys­tery stand now?” asked the girl.

			“It stands there leer­ing at us,” the boy replied. “Just as it al­ways has.” For a time they spec­u­lated on Mad­den’s un­ex­plained murder of Delaney. Mean­while they were climb­ing between the hills, while the night gathered about them. Presently they dropped down in­to a green fer­tile val­ley, fra­grant with the scent of blos­soms.

			“Um,” sighed Eden, breath­ing deep. “Smells pretty. What is it?”

			The girl glanced at him. “You poor, be­nighted soul. Or­ange blos­soms.”

			“Oh! Well, nat­ur­ally I couldn’t be ex­pec­ted to know that.”

			“Of course not.”

			“The con­demned man gets a rather pleas­ant whiff in his last mo­ments, doesn’t he? I sup­pose it acts like eth­er—and when he comes to he’s mar­ried.” A reck­less driver raced to­ward them on the wrong side of the road. “Look out!”

			“I saw him com­ing,” said the girl. “You’re safe with me. How many times must I tell you that?”

			They had din­ner and a dance or two at an inn in River­side, and all too soon, it seemed to Eden, ar­rived at Pas­adena. The girl drove up be­fore the Mary­land Hotel, pre­pared to drop him.

			“But look here,” he pro­tested. “I’ll see you safely to Hol­ly­wood, of course.”

			“No need of that,” she smiled. “I’m like you. I can take care of my­self.”

			“Is that so?”

			“Want to see me to­mor­row?”

			“Al­ways want to see you to­mor­row. Chan and I are com­ing over your way. Where can we find you?”

			She told him she would be at the pic­ture stu­dio at one o’clock, and with a gay good­bye dis­ap­peared down the brightly lighted stretch of Col­or­ado Street. Eden went in to a quiet night at the hotel.

			After break­fast in the morn­ing he re­called that an old col­lege friend named Spike Bris­tol was re­por­ted in the class his­tor­ies as liv­ing now in Pas­adena. The tele­phone dir­ect­ory fur­nished Bris­tol’s ad­dress, and Eden set out to find him. His friend turned out to be one of the more dec­or­at­ive fea­tures of a bond of­fice.

			“Bond sales­man, eh?” said Eden, when the greet­ings were over.

			“Yes—it was either that or real-es­tate,” replied Bris­tol. “I was un­de­cided for some time. Fi­nally I picked this.”

			“Of course,” laughed Eden. “As any class his­tory proves, gen­tle­men prefer bonds. How are you get­ting on?”

			“Fine. All my old friends are buy­ing from me.”

			“Ah, now I know why you were so glad to see me.”

			“Sure was. We have some very pretty first mort­gage sixes—”

			“I’ll bet you have—and you can keep them. I’m here on busi­ness, Spike—private busi­ness. Keep what I say un­der your hat.”

			“Nev­er wear one,” answered Spike brightly. “That’s the beauty of this cli­mate—”

			“You can’t sell me the cli­mate, either. Spike, you know P. J. Mad­den, don’t you?”

			“Well—we’re not very chummy. He hasn’t asked me to din­ner. But of course all of us big fin­an­ci­ers are ac­quain­ted. As for Mad­den, I did him a ser­vice only a couple of days ago.”

			“Elu­cid­ate.”

			“This is just between us. Mad­den came in here Wed­nes­day morn­ing with a hun­dred and ten thou­sand dol­lars’ worth of ne­go­ti­able bonds—mostly Liber­ties—and we sold them for him the same day. Paid him in cash too.”

			“Pre­cisely what I wanted to know. Spike, I’d like to talk with some­body at Mad­den’s bank about his ac­tions there Wed­nes­day.”

			“Who are you—Sher­lock Holmes?”

			“Well—” Eden thought of Chan. “I am con­nec­ted with the po­lice tem­por­ar­ily.” Spike whistled. “I may go as far as to say—and for heav­en’s sake keep it to your­self—that Mad­den is in trouble. At the present mo­ment I’m stop­ping at his ranch on the desert, and I have every reas­on to be­lieve he’s be­ing black­mailed.”

			Spike looked at him. “What if he is? That ought to be his busi­ness.”

			“It ought to be, but it isn’t. A cer­tain trans­ac­tion with my fath­er is in­volved. Do you know any­body at the Gar­field Bank?”

			“One of my best friends is cash­ier there. But you know these bankers—hard-boiled eggs. How­ever, we’ll have a try.”

			They went to­geth­er to the marble pre­cincts of the Gar­field Bank. Spike held a long and earn­est con­ver­sa­tion with his friend. Presently he called Eden over and in­tro­duced him.

			“How do you do?” said the banker. “You real­ize that what Spike here sug­gests is quite ir­reg­u­lar. But if he vouches for you I sup­pose—What is it you want to know?”

			“Mad­den was here on Wed­nes­day. Just what happened?”

			“Yes, Mr. Mad­den came in on Wed­nes­day. We hadn’t seen him for two years, and his com­ing caused quite a stir. He vis­ited the safe-de­pos­it vaults and spent some time go­ing through his box.”

			“Was he alone?”

			“No, he wasn’t,” the banker replied. “His sec­ret­ary, Thorn, who is well known to us, was with him. Also a little, middle-aged man whom I don’t re­call very clearly.”

			“Ah, yes. He ex­amined his safety de­pos­it box. Was that all?”

			The banker hes­it­ated. “No. He had wired his of­fice in New York to de­pos­it a rather large sum of money to our cred­it with the Fed­er­al Re­serve Bank—but I’d really rather not say any more.”

			“You paid over to him that large sum of money?”

			“I’m not say­ing we did. I’m afraid I’ve said too much already.”

			“You’ve been very kind,” Eden replied. “I prom­ise you won’t re­gret it. Thank you very much.”

			He and Bris­tol re­turned to the street. “Thanks for your help, Spike,” Eden re­marked. “I’m leav­ing you here.”

			“Cast off like an old coat,” com­plained Bris­tol. “How about lunch?”

			“Sorry. Some oth­er time. I must run along now. The sta­tion’s down here, isn’t it? I leave you to your cli­mate.”

			“Sour grapes,” re­turned Spike. “Don’t go home and get lost in the fog. So long.”

			From the el­ev­en o’clock train a quite dif­fer­ent Charlie Chan alighted. He was dressed as Eden had seen him in San Fran­cisco.

			“Hello, Dap­per Dan,” the boy said.

			Chan smiled. “Feel re­spec­ted again,” he ex­plained. “Vis­ited Barstow and res­cued prop­er clothes. No cook­ing today, which makes life very pretty.”

			“Mad­den put up a fight when you left?”

			“How could he do so? I leave be­fore his awaken­ing, drop­ping quaintly worded note at door. No doubt now his heart is heavy, think­ing I have deser­ted forever. Happy sur­prise for him when Ah Kim re­turns to home nest.”

			“Well, Charlie, I’ve been busy,” said Eden. He went over his activ­it­ies of the morn­ing. “When the old boy came back to the ranch the oth­er night he must have been ooz­ing cash at every pore. I tell you, Hol­ley’s right. He’s be­ing black­mailed.”

			“Seems that way,” agreed Chan. “Here is an­oth­er thought. Mad­den has killed a man, and fears dis­cov­ery. He gets huge sum to­geth­er so if ne­ces­sity arouses he can flee with plenty cash un­til af­fair blows over­head. How is that?”

			“By George—it’s pos­sible,” ad­mit­ted Eden.

			“To be con­sidered,” replied Chan. “Sug­gest now we vis­it care­taker at loc­al home.”

			A yel­low taxi car­ried them to Or­ange Grove Av­en­ue. Chan’s black eyes sparkled as they drove through the cheer­ful, hand­some city. When they turned off un­der the shade of the pep­per-trees lin­ing the fa­vour­ite street of the mil­lion­aires, the de­tect­ive re­garded the big houses with awe.

			“Im­press­ive sight for one born in thatched hut by side of muddy river,” he an­nounced. “Rich men here live like em­per­ors. Does it bring con­tent?”

			“Charlie,” said Eden, “I’m wor­ried about this care­taker busi­ness. Sup­pose he re­ports our call to Mad­den. We’re sunk.”

			“Without bubble show­ing. But what did I say—we ac­cept long chance and hope for happy luck.”

			“Is it really ne­ces­sary to see him?”

			“Im­port­ant to see every­body know­ing Mad­den. This care­taker may turn out use­ful find.”

			“What shall we say to him?”

			“The thing that ap­pears to be true. Mad­den in much trouble—black­mail. We are po­lice on trail of crime.”

			“Fine. And how can you prove that?”

			“Quick flash of Hon­olulu badge, which I have pinned to vest. All po­lice badges much alike, un­less per­son has sus­pi­cion to read close.”

			“Well, you’re the doc­tor, Charlie. I fol­low on.”

			The taxi hal­ted be­fore the largest house on the street—or in the world, it seemed. Chan and Eden walked up the broad drive­way to find a man en­gaged in train­ing roses on a per­gola. He was a schol­arly-look­ing man even in his over­alls, with keen eyes and a pleas­ant smile.

			“Mr. Fogg?” in­quired Eden.

			“That’s my name,” the man said. Bob Eden offered Hol­ley’s card, and Fogg’s smile broadened.

			“Glad to meet any friend of Hol­ley’s,” he re­marked. “Come over to the side ver­anda and sit down. What can I do for you?”

			“We’re go­ing to ask a few ques­tions, Mr. Fogg,” Eden began. “They may seem odd—you can an­swer them or not, as you prefer. In the first place, Mr. Mad­den was in Pas­adena last Wed­nes­day?”

			“Why, yes—of course he was.”

			“You saw him then?”

			“For a few minutes—yes. He drove up to the door in that Re­qua car he uses out here. That was about six o’clock. I talked with him for a while, but he didn’t get out of the car.”

			“What did he say?”

			“Just asked me if everything was all right, and ad­ded that he might be back shortly for a brief stay here—with his daugh­ter.”

			“With his daugh­ter, eh?”

			“Yes.”

			“Did you make any in­quir­ies about the daugh­ter?”

			“Why, yes—the usu­al po­lite hope that she was well. He said she was quite well, and anxious to get here.”

			“Was Mad­den alone in the car?”

			“No. Thorn was with him—as al­ways. And an­oth­er man whom I had nev­er seen be­fore.”

			“They didn’t go in­to the house?”

			“No. I had the feel­ing Mr. Mad­den in­ten­ded to, but changed his mind.”

			Bob Eden looked at Charlie Chan. “Mr. Fogg—did you no­tice any­thing about Mad­den’s man­ner? Was he just as al­ways?”

			Fogg’s brow wrinkled. “Well, I got to think­ing about it after he left. He did act ex­tremely nervous and sort of—er—har­assed.”

			“I’m go­ing to tell you some­thing, Mr. Fogg, and I rely en­tirely on your dis­cre­tion. You know that if we wer­en’t all right Will Hol­ley would not have sent us. Mr. Mad­den is nervous—he is har­assed. We have every reas­on to be­lieve that he is the vic­tim of a gang of black­mail­ers. Mr. Chan—” Chan opened his coat for a brief second, and the cel­eb­rated Cali­for­nia sun flashed on a sil­ver badge.

			Peter Fogg nod­ded. “I’m not sur­prised,” he said ser­i­ously. “But I’m sorry to hear it, just the same. I’ve al­ways liked Mad­den. Not many people do—but he has cer­tainly been a friend to me. As you may ima­gine, this work I’m do­ing here is hardly in my line. I was a law­yer back East. Then my health broke, and I had to come out here. It was a case of tak­ing any­thing I could get. Yes, sir, Mad­den has been kind to me, and I’ll help you any­way I can.”

			“You say you’re not sur­prised. Have you any reas­on for that state­ment?”

			“No par­tic­u­lar reas­on—but a man as fam­ous as Mad­den—and as rich—well, it seems to me in­ev­it­able.”

			For the first time Charlie Chan spoke. “One more ques­tion, sir. Is it pos­sible you have idea why Mr. Mad­den should fear a cer­tain man? A man named—Jerry Delaney?”

			Fogg looked at him quickly, but did not speak.

			“Jerry Delaney,” re­peated Bob Eden. “You’ve heard that name, Mr. Fogg?”

			“I can tell you this,” answered Fogg. “The chief is rather friendly at times. Some years ago he had this house gone over and a com­plete set of burg­lar-alarms in­stalled. I met him in the hall while the men were busy at the win­dows. ‘I guess that’ll give us plenty of no­tice if any­body tries to break in,’ he said. ‘I ima­gine a big man like you has plenty of en­emies, chief,’ said I. He looked at me kind of funny. ‘There’s only one man in the world I’m afraid of, Fogg,’ he answered. ‘Just one.’ I got sort of nervy. ‘Who’s that, chief?’ I asked. ‘His name is Jerry Delaney,’ he said. ‘Re­mem­ber that, if any­thing hap­pens.’ I told him I would. He was mov­ing off. ‘And why are you afraid of this Delaney, chief?’ I asked him. It was a cheeky thing to say, and he didn’t an­swer at first.”

			“But he did an­swer?” sug­ges­ted Bob Eden.

			“Yes. He looked at me for a minute, and he said: ‘Jerry Delaney fol­lows one of the queer pro­fes­sions, Fogg. And he’s too damn good at it.’ Then he walked away in­to the lib­rary, and I knew bet­ter than to ask him any­thing more.”
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				The Barstow Train

			
			A few mo­ments later they left Peter Fogg stand­ing on the trimly kept lawn be­side P. J. Mad­den’s empty palace. In si­lence they rode down the av­en­ue, then turned to­ward the more lively busi­ness dis­trict.

			“Well, what did we get out of that?” Bob Eden wanted to know. “Not much, if you ask me.”

			Chan shrugged. “Trifles, mostly. But trifles some­times blos­som big. De­tect­ive busi­ness con­sist of one un­sig­ni­fic­ant de­tail placed be­side oth­er of the same. Then with sud­den dazzle light be­gins to dawn.”

			“Bring on your dazzle,” said Eden. “We’ve learned that Mad­den vis­ited his house here on Wed­nes­day, but did not go in­side. When ques­tioned about his daugh­ter he replied that she was well and would be along soon. What else? A thing we knew be­fore—that Mad­den was afraid of Delaney.”

			“Also that Delaney fol­lowed queer pro­fes­sion.”

			“What pro­fes­sion? Be more ex­pli­cit.”

			Chan frowned. “If only I could boast ex­pert know­ledge of main­land ways. How about you? Please do a little spec­u­lat­ing.”

			Eden shook his head. “Prom­ised my fath­er I’d nev­er spec­u­late. Just as well too, for in this case I’d get nowhere. My brain—if you’ll par­don the men­tion of one more in­sig­ni­fic­ant de­tail—is numb. Too many puzzles make Jack a dull boy.”

			The taxi landed them at the sta­tion whence hourly buses ran to Hol­ly­wood, and they were just in time to con­nect with the twelve o’clock run. Back up the hill and over the bridge span­ning the Ar­royo they sped. A cheery world lay about them, tiny stucco bun­ga­lows tin­ted pink or green, or gleam­ing white, in­nu­mer­able ser­vice sta­tions. In time they came to the out­skirts of the film city, where gaily col­oured man­sions perched tip­sily on mini­ature hills. Then down a long street that seemed to stretch off in­to etern­ity, in­to the mael­strom of Hol­ly­wood’s busi­ness dis­trict.

			Ex­pens­ive cars honked de­li­ri­ously about the corner where they alighted, and on the pave­ment crowded a busy throng, most of them liv­ing ex­amples of what the well-dressed man or wo­man will wear if not care­fully watched. They crossed the street.

			“Watch your step, Charlie,” Eden ad­vised. “You’re in the auto sales­man’s para­dise.” He gazed curi­ously about him. “The most pic­tur­esque fact­ory town in the world. Everything is here ex­cept the smoking chim­neys.”

			Paula Wendell was wait­ing for them in the re­cep­tion-room of the stu­dio with which she was con­nec­ted. “Come along,” she said. “I’ll take you to lunch at the cafet­er­ia, and then per­haps you’d like to look round a bit.”

			Chan’s eyes sparkled as she led them down a street lined with the false fronts of ima­gin­ary dwell­ings. “My old­est girl would ex­change the fa­vour of the gods to be on this spot with me,” he re­marked. “I shall have much to re­late when I re­turn to Punch Bowl Hill.”

			They lunched among the film play­ers, grot­esque in makeup and odd cos­tumes. “No post­man be­fore,” said Chan, over his chick­en-pie, “ever en­countered such in­ter­est­ing walk on his hol­i­day. Par­don, please, if I eat with un­ashamed en­joy­ment and too much gusto. New ex­per­i­ence for me to en­counter food I have not per­spired over my­self in per­son.”

			“They’re tak­ing a pic­ture on Stage Twelve,” the girl ex­plained, when lunch was fin­ished. “It’s against the rules, but if you’re not too bois­ter­ous I can get you in for a look.”

			They passed out of the dazzling sun­shine in­to the dim in­teri­or of a great build­ing that looked like a ware­house. An­oth­er mo­ment, and they reached the set, built to rep­res­ent a smart for­eign res­taur­ant. Rich hangings were in the back­ground, beau­ti­ful car­pets on the floor. Along the walls were many tables with pink-shaded lights, and a resplen­dent head­waiter stood haught­ily at the en­trance.

			The se­quence be­ing shot at the mo­ment in­volved, evid­ently, the use of many ex­tras, and a huge crowd stood about, wait­ing pa­tiently. The faces of most of them were vi­tal and alive, un­for­get­table. Here were people who had known life—and not too much hap­pi­ness—in many odd corners of the world. Nearly all the men were in uni­form—a war pic­ture, no doubt. Bob Eden heard snatches of French, Ger­man, Span­ish; he saw in the eyes about him a hun­dred stor­ies more real and tra­gic than any these people would ever act on the sil­ver screen.

			“Lead­ing men and wo­men are stand­ard­ized, more or less,” said Paula Wendell, “but the ex­tras—they’re dif­fer­ent. If you talked with some of them you’d be amazed. Brains and re­fine­ment—re­mark­able pasts—and on the bar­gain counter now at five dol­lars a day.”

			A call soun­ded, and the ex­tras filed on to the set and took their al­lot­ted sta­tions at the vari­ous tables. Chan watched fas­cin­ated; evid­ently he could stay here forever. But Bob Eden, sadly lack­ing in that lovely vir­tue, pa­tience, be­came rest­less.

			“This is all very well,” he said. “But we have work to do. How about Ed­die Bo­ston?”

			“I have his ad­dress for you,” the girl replied. “I doubt wheth­er you’ll find him in at this hour, but you can try.”

			An old man ap­peared in the shad­owy space be­hind the cam­er­as. Eden re­cog­nized the vet­er­an play­er who had been yes­ter­day at Mad­den’s ranch—the act­or known as “Pop.”

			“Hello,” cried Paula Wendell. “Maybe Pop can help you.” She hailed him. “Know where we can find Ed­die Bo­ston?” she in­quired.

			As Pop joined them Charlie Chan stepped back in­to a dark corner.

			“Why—how are you, Mr. Eden?” the old man said. “You want to see Ed­die Bo­ston, you say?”

			“I’d like to—yes.”

			“That’s too bad. You won’t find him in Hol­ly­wood.”

			“Why not? Where is he?”

			“On his way to San Fran­cisco by this time,” Pop answered. “At least, that was where he was go­ing when I saw him late last night.”

			“San Fran­cisco? What’s he go­ing there for?” asked Eden, amazed.

			“One grand out­break, to hear him tell it. You know, it looks to me like Ed­die’s come in­to a bit of money.”

			“He has, has he?” Eden’s eyes nar­rowed.

			“I met him on the street last night when we got in from the desert. He’d come by train, and I asked him why. ‘Had some rush busi­ness to at­tend to, Pop,’ he says. ‘I’m off to ’Frisco in the morn­ing. Things are look­ing up. Now the pic­ture’s fin­ished I aim to take a little jaunt for my health.’ Said he hadn’t been in ’Frisco since the nineties and was hungry to see it again.”

			Eden nod­ded. “Well, thank you very much.” With Paula Wendell he moved to­ward the door, and Chan, his hat low over his eyes, fol­lowed.

			At the foot of the run­way in the bright world out­side Eden paused. “That’s that,” he said. “One more dis­ap­point­ment. Will we ever get to the end of this? Well, Charlie—Bo­ston’s beat it. Our bird has flown.”

			“Why not?” said Chan. “Mad­den pays him to go, of course. Did Bo­ston not say he knew all about Delaney?”

			“Which must mean he knows Delaney’s dead. But how could he? Was he on the desert that Wed­nes­day night? Ye gods!” The boy put his hand to his fore­head. “You haven’t any smelling-salts, have you?” he ad­ded to Paula Wendell.

			She laughed. “Nev­er use ’em.”

			They moved out to the street.

			“Well, we must push on,” said Eden. “The night is dark and we are far from home.” He turned to the girl. “When do you go back to El­dor­ado?”

			“This af­ter­noon,” she replied. “I’m work­ing on an­oth­er script—one that calls for a ghost city this time.”

			“A ghost city?”

			“Yes—you know. A deser­ted min­ing town. So it’s me for the Pet­ti­coat Mine again.”

			“Where’s that?”

			“Up in the hills about sev­en­teen miles from El­dor­ado. Pet­ti­coat Mine had three thou­sand cit­izens ten years ago, but there’s not a liv­ing soul there today. Just ru­ins, like Pom­peii. I’ll have to show it to you—it’s mighty in­ter­est­ing.”

			“That’s a prom­ise,” Eden re­turned. “We’ll see you back on your dear old desert.”

			“Warmest thanks for per­mit­ting close in­spec­tion of pic­ture fact­ory,” Chan re­marked. “Al­ways a glow­ing item on the scroll of memory.”

			“It was fun for me,” answered the girl. “Sorry you must go.”

			On the car bound for Los Angeles Eden turned to the Chinese. “Don’t you ever get dis­cour­aged, Charlie?” he in­quired.

			“Not while work re­mains to do,” the de­tect­ive replied. “This Miss Fitzger­ald. Song­bird, per­haps, but she will not have flown.”

			“You’d bet­ter talk with her—” Eden began.

			But Chan shook his head.

			“No, I will not ac­com­pany on that er­rand. Easy to see my pres­ence brings em­bar­rassed pause. I am hard to ex­plain, like black eye.”

			“Well, I shouldn’t have called you that,” smiled the boy.

			“Go alone to see this wo­man. In­quire all she knows about the dead man—Delaney.”

			Eden sighed. “I’ll do my best. But my once proud faith in my­self is ebbing fast.”

			At the stage-door of the deser­ted theatre Eden slipped a dol­lar in­to the hand of the door­man, and was per­mit­ted to step in­side and ex­am­ine the call-board. As he ex­pec­ted, the loc­al ad­dresses of the troupe were pos­ted up, and he loc­ated Miss Fitzger­ald at the Wyn­n­wood Hotel.

			“You have as­pect of ex­per­i­enced per­son,” ven­tured Chan.

			Eden laughed. “Oh, I’ve known a few chor­us-girls in my time. Reg­u­lar man of the world, I am.”

			Chan took up his post on a bench in Per­sh­ing Square, while the boy went on alone to the Wyn­n­wood Hotel. He sent up his name, and after a long wait in the cheap lobby the act­ress joined him. She was at least thirty, prob­ably more, but her eyes were young and spark­ling. At sight of Bob Eden she ad­op­ted a rather coquet­tish man­ner.

			“You Mr. Eden?” she said. “I’m glad to see you, though why I see you’s a mys­tery to me.”

			“Well, just so long as it’s a pleas­ant mys­tery—” Eden smiled.

			“I’ll say it is—so far. You in the pro­fes­sion?”

			“Not pre­cisely. First of all, I want to say that I heard you sing over the ra­dio the oth­er night, and I was en­chanted. You’ve a won­der­ful voice.”

			She beamed. “Say, I like to hear you talk like that. But I had a cold—I’ve had one ever since I struck this town. You ought to hear me when I’m go­ing good.”

			“You were go­ing good enough for me. With a voice like yours you ought to be in grand op­era.”

			“I know—that’s what all my friends say. And it ain’t that I haven’t had the chance. But I love the theatre. Been on the stage since I was a teeny-weeny girl.”

			“Only yes­ter­day that must have been.”

			“Say, boy—you’re good,” she told him. “You don’t hap­pen to be scout­ing for the Met­ro­pol­it­an, do you?”

			“No—I wish I were.” Eden paused. “Miss Fitzger­ald, I’m an old pal of a friend of yours.”

			“Which friend? I’ve got so many.”

			“I’ll bet you have. I’m speak­ing of Jerry Delaney. You know Jerry?”

			“Do I? I’ve known him for years.” She frowned sud­denly. “Have you any news of Jerry?”

			“No, I haven’t,” Eden answered. “That’s why I’ve come to you. I’m ter­ribly anxious to loc­ate him, and I thought maybe you could help.”

			She was sud­denly cau­tious. “Old pal of his, you say?”

			“Sure. Used to work with him at Jack McGuire’s place on Forty-fourth Street.”

			“Did you really?” The cau­tion van­ished. “Well, you know just as much about Jerry’s where­abouts as I do. Two weeks ago he wrote me from Chica­go—I got it in Seattle. He was kind of mys­ter­i­ous. Said he hoped to see me out this way be­fore long.”

			“He didn’t tell you about the deal he had on?”

			“What deal?”

			“Well, if you don’t know—Jerry was about to pick up a nice little bit of change.”

			“Is that so? I’m glad to hear it. Things ain’t been any too jake with Jerry since those old days at McGuire’s.”

			“That’s true enough, I guess. By the way, did Jerry ever talk to you about the men he met at McGuire’s? The swells. You know, we used to get some pretty big trade there.”

			“No, he nev­er talked about it much. Why?”

			“I was won­der­ing wheth­er he ever men­tioned to you the name of P. J. Mad­den.”

			She turned upon the boy a baby stare, wide-eyed and in­no­cent. “Who’s P. J. Mad­den?” she in­quired.

			“Why, he’s one of the biggest fin­an­ci­ers in the coun­try. If you ever read the pa­pers—”

			“But I don’t. My work takes so much time. You’ve no idea the long hours I put in—”

			“I can ima­gine it. But look here—the ques­tion is, where’s Jerry now? I may say I’m wor­ried about him.”

			“Wor­ried? Why?”

			“Oh—there’s risk in Jerry’s busi­ness, you know.”

			“I don’t know any­thing of the sort. Why should there be?”

			“We won’t go in­to that. The fact re­mains that Jerry Delaney ar­rived at Barstow a week ago last Wed­nes­day morn­ing, and shortly af­ter­wards he dis­ap­peared off the face of the earth.”

			A startled look came in­to the wo­man’s eyes. “You don’t think he’s had an—an ac­ci­dent?”

			“I’m very much afraid he has. You know the sort Jerry was. Reck­less—”

			The wo­man was si­lent for a mo­ment. “I know,” she nod­ded. “Such a tem­per. These red­headed Ir­ish­men—”

			“Pre­cisely,” said Eden, a little too soon.

			The green eyes of Miss Norma Fitzger­ald nar­rowed. “Knew Jerry at McGuire’s, you say?”

			“Of course.”

			She stood up. “And since when has he had red hair?” Her friendly man­ner was gone. “I was think­ing only last night—I saw a cop at the corner of Sixth and Hill—such a hand­some boy. You cer­tainly got fine-look­ing fel­lows on your force out here.”

			“What are you talk­ing about?” de­man­ded Eden.

			“Go peddle your pa­pers,” ad­vised Miss Fitzger­ald. “If Jerry Delaney’s in trouble I don’t hold with it, but I’m not tip­ping any­thing off. A friend’s a friend.”

			“You’ve got me all wrong,” pro­tested Eden.

			“Oh, no, I haven’t. I’ve got you all right—and you can find Jerry without any help from me. As a mat­ter of fact, I haven’t any idea where he is, and that’s the truth. Now run along.”

			Eden stood up. “Any­how, I did en­joy your singing,” he smiled.

			“Yeah. Such nice cops—and so gal­lant. Well, listen in any time—the ra­dio’s open to all.”

			Bob Eden went glumly back to Per­sh­ing Square. He dropped down on the bench be­side Chan.

			“Luck was poor,” re­marked the de­tect­ive. “I see it in your face.”

			“You don’t know the half of it,” re­turned the boy. He re­lated what had happened. “I cer­tainly made a bloom­er of it,” he fin­ished. “She called me a cop, but she flattered me. The kinder­garten class of rook­ies would dis­own me.”

			“Stop the worry,” ad­vised Chan. “Wo­man a little too smart, that is all.”

			“That’s enough,” Eden answered. “After this, you of­fi­ci­ate. As a de­tect­ive, I’m a great little jew­eller.”

			They dined at a hotel, and took the five-thirty train to Barstow. As they sped on through the gath­er­ing dusk Bob Eden looked at his com­pan­ion.

			“Well, it’s over, Charlie,” he said. “The day from which we hoped for so much. And what have we gained? Noth­ing. Am I right?”

			“Pretty close to right,” ad­mit­ted Chan.

			“I tell you, Charlie, we can’t go on. Our po­s­i­tion is hope­less. We’ll have to go to the sher­iff—”

			“With what! Par­don that I in­ter­rupt. But real­ize, please, that all our evid­ence is hazy, like flowers seen in a pool. Mad­den is big man, his word law to many.” The train paused at a sta­tion. “We go to sher­iff with queer talk—a dead par­rot, tale of a desert rat, half-blind and maybe crazy, suit­case in at­tic filled with old clothes. Can we prove fam­ous man guilty of murder on such fool­ish grounds? Where is body? Few po­lice­men alive who would not laugh at us—”

			Chan broke off sud­denly, and Eden fol­lowed his gaze. In the aisle of the car stood Cap­tain Bliss of the Hom­icide Squad, star­ing at them.

			Eden’s heart sank. The cap­tain’s little eyes slowly took in every de­tail of Chan’s at­tire, then were turned for a mo­ment on the boy. Without a sign, he turned about and went down the aisle and in­to the car be­hind.

			“Good night!” said Eden.

			Chan shrugged. “Fret no longer,” he re­marked. “We need not go to sher­iff—sher­iff will come to us. Our time is brief at Mad­den’s ranch. Poor old Ah Kim may yet be ar­res­ted for the murder of Louie Wong.”

		
	
		
			
				XIX

				The Voice on the Air

			
			They ar­rived at Barstow at half-past ten, and Bob Eden an­nounced his in­ten­tion of stop­ping for the night at the sta­tion hotel. After a brief talk with the man at the tick­et-win­dow Chan re­joined him.

			“I take room that neigh­bours the one oc­cu­pied by you,” he said. “Next train for El­dor­ado leaves at five o’clock in morn­ing. I am on her when she goes. Much bet­ter you await sub­sequent train at el­ev­en-ten. Not so good if we re­turn to ranch like Sia­mese twins. Soon enough that blun­der­ing Bliss will re­veal our con­nec­tion.”

			“Suit your­self, Charlie,” re­turned Eden. “If you’ve got the strength of char­ac­ter to get up and take a five o’clock train you’ll have my best wishes. And those wishes, I may add, will be ex­ten­ded in my sleep.”

			Chan got his suit­case from the par­cel-room, and they went up­stairs. But Eden did not at once pre­pare for bed. In­stead he sat down, his head in his hands, and tried to think.

			The door between the two rooms opened sud­denly, and Chan stood on the threshold. He held in his hand a lu­min­ous string of pearls.

			“Just to re­as­sure,” he smiled. “The Phil­limore for­tune is still safe.”

			He laid the pearls on the table, un­der a bril­liant light. Bob Eden reached over, and thought­fully ran them through his fin­gers.

			“Lovely, aren’t they?” he said. “Look here, Charlie—you and I must have a frank talk.” Chan nod­ded. “Tell me, and tell me the truth—have you got the faintest glim­mer­ing as to what’s do­ing out at Mad­den’s ranch?”

			“One re­cent day,” said Chan, “I thought—”

			“Yes?”

			“But I was wrong.”

			“Pre­cisely. I know it’s a tough thing for a de­tect­ive to ad­mit, but you’re ab­so­lutely stumped, aren’t you?”

			“You have stumped feel­ing your­self, maybe—”

			“All right—I’ll an­swer the ques­tion for you. You are. You’re up against it, and we can’t go on. To­mor­row af­ter­noon I come back to the ranch. I’m sup­posed to have seen Dray­cott—more lies, more de­cep­tion. I’m sick of it, and, be­sides, some­thing tells me it won’t work any longer. No, Charlie—we’re at the zero hour. We’ve got to give up the pearls.”

			Chan’s face saddened. “Please do not say so,” he pleaded. “At any mo­ment—”

			“I know—you want more time. Your pro­fes­sion­al pride is touched. I can un­der­stand, and I’m sorry.”

			“Just a few hours,” sug­ges­ted Chan.

			Eden looked for a long mo­ment at the kindly face of the Chinese. He shook his head. “It’s not only me—it’s Bliss. Bliss will come thump­ing in presently. We’re at the end of our rope. I’ll make one last con­ces­sion—I’ll give you un­til eight o’clock to­mor­row night. That’s provided Bliss doesn’t show up in the in­ter­val. Do you agree?”

			“I must,” said Chan.

			“Very good. You’ll have all day to­mor­row. When I come back I won’t both­er with that bunk about Dray­cott. I’ll simply say: ‘Mr. Mad­den, the pearls will be here at eight o’clock.’ At that hour, if noth­ing has happened, we’ll hand them over and go. On our way home we’ll put our story be­fore the sher­iff, and if he laughs at us we’ve at least done our duty.” Eden sighed with re­lief. He stood up. “Thank heav­en, that’s settled.”

			Gloomily Chan picked up the pearls. “Not happy po­s­i­tion for me,” he said, “that I must come to this main­land and be sunk in baffle­ment.” His face brightened. “But an­oth­er day. Much may hap­pen.”

			Eden pat­ted his broad back. “Lord knows I wish you luck,” he said. “Good night.”

			When Eden awakened to con­scious­ness the fol­low­ing morn­ing the sun was gleam­ing on the tracks out­side his win­dow. He took the train for El­dor­ado and dropped in at Hol­ley’s of­fice.

			“Hello,” said the ed­it­or. “Back at last, eh? Your little pal is keen­er on the job than you are. He went through here early this morn­ing.”

			“Oh, Chan’s am­bi­tious,” Eden replied. “You saw him, did you?”

			“Yes.” Hol­ley nod­ded to­ward a suit­case in the corner. “He left his reg­u­lar clothes with me. Ex­pects to put ’em on in a day or two, I gath­er.”

			“Prob­ably go­ing to wear them to jail,” replied Eden glumly. “I sup­pose he told you about Bliss.”

			“He did. And I’m afraid it means trouble.”

			“I’m sure it does. As you prob­ably know, we dug up very little down in the val­ley.”

			Hol­ley nod­ded. “Yes—and what you did dig up was mostly in sup­port of my black­mail the­ory. Some­thing has happened here too that goes to con­firm my sus­pi­cions.”

			“What’s that?”

			“Mad­den’s New York of­fice has ar­ranged to send him an­oth­er fifty thou­sand, through the bank here. I was just talk­ing to the pres­id­ent. He doesn’t think he can pro­duce all that in cash be­fore to­mor­row, and Mad­den has agreed to wait.”

			Eden con­sidered. “No doubt your the­ory’s the right one. The old boy’s be­ing black­mailed. Though Chan has made a rather good sug­ges­tion—he thinks Mad­den may be get­ting this money to­geth­er—”

			“I know—he told me. But that doesn’t ex­plain Shaky Phil and the pro­fess­or. No, I prefer my ver­sion. Though I must ad­mit it’s the most ap­palling puzzle—”

			“I’ll say it is,” Eden replied. “And to my mind we’ve done all that’s hu­manly pos­sible to solve it. I’m hand­ing over the pearls to­night. I pre­sume Chan told you that?”

			Hol­ley nod­ded. “Yes—you’re break­ing his heart. But from your view­point you’re ab­so­lutely right. There’s a lim­it to everything, and you seem to have reached it. How­ever, I’m pray­ing some­thing hap­pens be­fore to­night.”

			“So am I,” said Eden. “If it doesn’t I don’t see how I can bring my­self to—but dog­gone it! There’s Ma­dame Jordan. It’s noth­ing to her that Mad­den’s killed a man.”

			“It’s been a dif­fi­cult po­s­i­tion for you, my boy,” Hol­ley replied. “You’ve handled it well. I’ll pray my hard­est—and I did hear once of a news­pa­per man whose pray­ers were answered. But that was years ago.”

			Eden stood up. “I must get back to the ranch. Seen Paula Wendell today?”

			“Saw her at break­fast down at the Oas­is. She was on the point of start­ing for the Pet­ti­coat Mine.” Hol­ley smiled. “But don’t worry—I’ll take you out to Mad­den’s.”

			“No, you won’t. I’ll hire a car—”

			“For­get it. Pa­per’s off the press now, and I’m at an even looser end than usu­al. Come along.”

			Once more Hor­ace Gree­ley car­ried them up the rough road between the hills. As they rattled down to the blaz­ing floor of the desert the ed­it­or yawned.

			“I didn’t sleep much last night,” he ex­plained.

			“Think­ing about Jerry Delaney?” asked the boy.

			Hol­ley shook his head. “No—some­thing has happened—some­thing that con­cerns me alone. That in­ter­view with Mad­den has in­spired my old friend in New York to of­fer me a job there—a mighty good job. Yes­ter­day af­ter­noon I had a doc­tor in El­dor­ado look me over—and he told me I could go.”

			“That’s great!” Eden cried. “I’m mighty happy for your sake.”

			An odd look had come in­to Hol­ley’s eyes. “Yes,” he said, “the pris­on door swings open, after all these years. I’ve dreamed of this mo­ment, longed for it—and now—”

			“What?”

			“The pris­on­er hes­it­ates. He’s frightened at the thought of leav­ing his nice quiet cell. New York! Not the old New York I knew. Could I tackle it again, and win? I won­der.”

			“Non­sense,” Eden answered. “Of course you could.”

			A de­term­ined look passed over Hol­ley’s face. “I’ll try it,” he said. “I’ll go. Why the dev­il should I throw my life away out here? Yes—I’ll tackle Park Row again.”

			He left Eden at the ranch. The boy went at once to his room, and, as soon as he had freshened up a bit, stepped in­to the patio. Ah Kim passed.

			“Any­thing new?” whispered Eden.

			“Thorn and Gamble away all day in big car,” the Chinese replied. “Noth­ing more.” It was ob­vi­ous he was still “sunk in baffle­ment.”

			In the liv­ing-room Eden found the mil­lion­aire sit­ting aim­less and lonely. Mad­den perked up at the boy’s ar­rival. “Back safe, eh?” he said. “Did you find Dray­cott? You can speak out. We’re alone here.”

			Eden dropped in­to a chair. “It’s all set, sir. I’ll give you the Phil­limore pearls at eight o’clock to­night.”

			“Where?”

			“Here at the ranch.”

			Mad­den frowned. “I’d rather it had been at El­dor­ado. You mean Dray­cott’s com­ing here—”

			“No, I don’t. I’ll have the pearls at eight o’clock, and I’ll give them to you. If you want the trans­ac­tion kept private that can be ar­ranged.”

			“Good.” Mad­den looked at him. “Maybe you’ve got them now?” he sug­ges­ted.

			“No. But I’ll have them at eight.”

			“Well, I’m cer­tainly glad to hear it,” Mad­den replied. “But I want to tell you right here that if you’re stalling again—”

			“What do you mean—stalling?”

			“You heard me. Do you think I’m a fool? Ever since you came you’ve been stalling about that neck­lace. Haven’t you?”

			Eden hes­it­ated. The mo­ment had come for a bit of frank­ness, it seemed. “I have,” he ad­mit­ted.

			“Why?”

			“Be­cause, Mr. Mad­den, I thought there was some­thing wrong here.”

			“Why did you think that?”

			“Be­fore I tell you—what made you change your mind in the first place? In San Fran­cisco you wanted the neck­lace de­livered in New York. Why did you switch to South­ern Cali­for­nia?”

			“A simple reas­on,” Mad­den replied. “I thought up there that my daugh­ter was go­ing East with me. Her plans are altered—she’s go­ing at once to Pas­adena for the bal­ance of the sea­son. And I pro­pose to put the neck­lace in safety de­pos­it there for her use when she wants it.”

			“I met your daugh­ter in San Fran­cisco,” Eden said. “She’s a very charm­ing girl.”

			Mad­den looked at him keenly. “You think so, do you?”

			“I do. I pre­sume she is still in Den­ver?”

			For a mo­ment Mad­den was si­lent, re­gard­ing him. “No,” he ad­mit­ted fi­nally, “she is not in Den­ver now.”

			“In­deed. If you don’t mind telling me—”

			“She is in Los Angeles, vis­it­ing friends.”

			At this sur­pris­ing in­form­a­tion Eden’s eyes opened wide.

			“How long has she been there?” he in­quired.

			“Since last Tues­day,” Mad­den answered. “I think it was Tues­day—I got a wire say­ing she was com­ing here. I didn’t want her here, for cer­tain reas­ons, so I sent Thorn in to meet her, with in­struc­tions to take her back to Barstow and put her on the Los Angeles train.”

			Eden thought fast. Barstow was about the prop­er dis­tance away to ac­count for the mileage on the big car. But where was the red clay on sta­tion plat­forms here­abouts?

			“You’re cer­tain she reached Los Angeles safely?” he asked.

			“Of course. I saw her there on Wed­nes­day. Now, I’ve answered all your ques­tions. It’s your turn. Why did you think some­thing was wrong here?”

			“What has be­come of Shaky Phil May­dorf?” countered Eden.

			“Who?”

			“Shaky Phil—the lad who called him­self Mc­Cal­lum, and who won forty-sev­en dol­lars from me at poker here the oth­er night?”

			“You mean his name was really May­dorf?” in­quired Mad­den with in­terest.

			“I cer­tainly do. I had some ex­per­i­ence with May­dorf in San Fran­cisco.”

			“In what way?”

			“He ac­ted as though he was try­ing to an­nex the Phil­limore pearls.”

			Mad­den’s face was purple again. “Is that so? Would you mind telling me about it?”

			“Not at all,” replied Eden. He nar­rated May­dorf’s activ­it­ies at the pier, but failed to men­tion the con­nec­tion with Louie Wong.

			“Why didn’t you tell me soon­er?” de­man­ded Mad­den.

			“Be­cause I thought you knew it. I still think so.”

			“You’re crazy.”

			“Maybe. We won’t go in­to that. But when I saw May­dorf down here it was nat­ur­al to sus­pect some­thing was wrong. I’m not con­vinced yet that it isn’t. Why not go back to the ori­gin­al plan and de­liv­er the pearls in New York?”

			Mad­den shook his head. “No. I’ve set out to get them here, and I’ll go through with it. Any­body will tell you I’m no quit­ter.”

			“Then at least tell me what the trouble is.”

			“There is no trouble,” Mad­den replied. “At least, none that I can’t handle my­self. It’s my own af­fair. I’ve bought the pearls, and I want them. I give you my word that you’ll be paid, which is all that need con­cern you.”

			“Mr. Mad­den,” said the boy, “I’m not blind. You’re in a jam of some sort, and I’d like to help you.”

			Mad­den turned, and his tired, har­assed face was ample proof of Eden’s state­ment. “I’ll get out of it,” he said. “I’ve got out of worse holes. I thank you for your kind in­ten­tions, but don’t you worry about me. At eight o’clock then—I’m re­ly­ing on you. Now, if you’ll ex­cuse me I think I’ll lie down. I an­ti­cip­ate a rather busy even­ing.”

			He went from the room, and Bob Eden stared after him, per­plexed and at sea. Had he gone too far with the mil­lion­aire—told him too much? And how about this news of Evelyn Mad­den? Could it be true? Was she really in Los Angeles? It soun­ded plaus­ible enough, and her fath­er’s man­ner when he spoke of her seemed frank­ness it­self.

			Oh, well—the heat on the desert was now a tan­gible thing, wave on wave of filmy haze. Eden was weary with his many prob­lems. He fol­lowed Mad­den’s ex­ample, and slept the af­ter­noon away.

			When he rose the sun was sink­ing and the cool night com­ing on. He heard Gamble in the bath­room. Gamble—who was Gamble? Why was he al­lowed to re­main on Mad­den’s ranch?

			In the patio the boy had a few whispered words with Ah Kim, telling him the news about Evelyn Mad­den.

			“Thorn and pro­fess­or home now,” the de­tect­ive said. “I no­tice mileage—thirty-nine, as be­fore. And bits of red clay on floor of car.”

			Eden shook his head. “Time is passing,” he re­marked.

			Chan shrugged. “If I could ar­rest it I would do so,” he replied.

			At the din­ner-table Pro­fess­or Gamble was ami­ab­il­ity per­son­i­fied.

			“Well, well, Mr. Eden, we’re glad to have you back with us. Sorry to have you miss any of this desert air. Your busi­ness—if I may pre­sume—your busi­ness prospered?”

			“Sure did,” smiled Eden. “And how does yours go?”

			The pro­fess­or looked at him quickly. “I—er—I am happy to say I have had a most grat­i­fy­ing day. I found the very rat I was look­ing for.”

			“Fine for you, but hard on the rat,” said Eden, and the din­ner pro­ceeded in si­lence.

			When they rose from the table Mad­den lighted a ci­gar and dropped in­to his fa­vour­ite chair be­fore the fire. Gamble sat down with a magazine be­side a lamp. Eden took out a pack­et of ci­gar­ettes, lighted one, wandered about. Thorn also se­lec­ted a magazine. The big clock struck the hour of sev­en, and then an air of al­most in­tol­er­able quiet settled over the room.

			Eden paused at the wire­less set. “Nev­er could see the sense of these things un­til I came down here,” he ex­plained to Mad­den. “I real­ize now there are times when even a lec­ture on the habits of the hook­worm may seem en­chant­ing. How about a bed­time story for the kid­dies?”

			He tuned in. Ah Kim entered and busied him­self at the table. The sharp voice of an an­noun­cer in Los Angeles filled the room:

			“… next num­ber on our pro­gramme—Miss Norma Fitzger­ald, who is ap­pear­ing in the mu­sic­al show at the Ma­son, will sing a couple of se­lec­tions.”

			Mad­den leaned for­ward and tapped the ash from his ci­gar. Thorn and Gamble looked up with lan­guid in­terest.

			“Hello, folks,” came the voice of the wo­man Bob Eden had talked with the day be­fore. “Here I am again. And right at the start I want to thank all you good friends for the loads and loads of let­ters I’ve had since I went on the air out here. I found a lovely bunch at the stu­dio to­night. I haven’t had time to read them all, but I want to tell Sad­ie French, if she’s listen­ing in, that I was glad to know she’s in Santa Mon­ica, and I’ll sure call her up. An­oth­er let­ter that brought me hap­pi­ness was from my old pal, Jerry Delaney. …”

			Eden’s heart stopped beat­ing. Mad­den leaned for­ward, Thorn’s mouth opened and stayed that way, and the eyes of the pro­fess­or nar­rowed. Ah Kim, at the table, worked without a sound.

			“I’ve been a little wor­ried about Jerry,” the wo­man went on, “and it was great to know that he’s alive and well. I’m look­ing for­ward to see­ing him soon. Now I must go on with my pro­gramme, be­cause I’m due at the theatre in half an hour. I hope you good people will all come and see us, for we’ve cer­tainly got a dandy little show, and—”

			“Oh, shut the con­foun­ded thing off,” said Mad­den. “Ad­vert­ising, nine-tenths of these ra­dio pro­grammes. Makes me sick.”

			Norma Fitzger­ald had burst in­to song, and Bob Eden shut the con­foun­ded thing off. A long look passed between him and Ah Kim. A voice had come to the desert, come over the bare brown hills and the dreary miles of sagebrush and sand—a voice that said Jerry Delaney was alive and well. Alive and well—and all their fine the­or­ies came crash­ing down.

			The man Mad­den killed was not Jerry Delaney! Then whose was the voice call­ing for help that tra­gic night at the ranch? Who uttered the cry that was heard and echoed by Tony, the Chinese Par­rot?

		
	
		
			
				XX

				Pet­ti­coat Mine

			
			Ah Kim, car­ry­ing a heavy tray of dishes, left the room. Mad­den leaned back at ease in his chair, his eyes closed, and blew thick rings of smoke to­ward the ceil­ing. The pro­fess­or and Thorn re­sumed their pla­cid read­ing, one on each side of the lamp. A touch­ing scene of do­mest­ic peace!

			But Bob Eden did not share that peace. His heart was beat­ing fast—his mind was dazed. He rose and slipped quietly out­doors. In the cook­house Ah Kim was at the sink, busily wash­ing dishes. To look at the im­pass­ive face of the Chinese no one would have guessed that this was not his reg­u­lar em­ploy­ment.

			“Charlie,” said Eden softly.

			Chan hast­ily dried his hands and came to the door. “Humbly beg­ging par­don, do not come in here.” He led the way to the shad­ows be­side the barn. “What are trouble now?” he asked gently.

			“Trouble!” said Eden. “You heard, didn’t you? We’ve been on the wrong track en­tirely. Jerry Delaney is alive and well.”

			“Most in­ter­est­ing, to be sure,” ad­mit­ted Chan.

			“In­ter­est­ing! Say—what are you made of, any­how?” Chan’s calm was a bit dis­turb­ing. “Our the­ory blows up com­pletely, and you—”

			“Old habit of the­or­ies,” said Chan. “Not the first to shat­ter in my coun­ten­ance. Par­don me if I fail to ex­per­i­ence thrill like you.”

			“But what shall we do now?”

			“What should we do? We hand over pearls. You have made fool­ish prom­ise, which I heart­ily re­buked. Noth­ing to do but carry out.”

			“And go away without learn­ing what happened here! I don’t see how I can—”

			“What is to be, will be. The words of the in­fin­itely wise Kong Fu Tse—”

			“But listen, Charlie—have you thought of this? Per­haps noth­ing happened. Maybe we’ve been on a false trail from the start—”

			A little car came tear­ing down the road, and they heard it stop with a wild shriek of the brakes be­fore the ranch. They hur­ried round the house. The moon was low and the scene in semi­d­ark­ness. A fa­mil­i­ar fig­ure alighted and, without paus­ing to open the gate, leaped over it. Eden ran for­ward.

			“Hello, Hol­ley,” he said.

			Hol­ley turned sud­denly.

			“Good Lord—you scared me. But you’re the man I’m look­ing for.” He was pant­ing, ob­vi­ously ex­cited.

			“What’s wrong?” Eden asked.

			“I don’t know. But I’m wor­ried. Paula Wendell—”

			Eden’s heart sank. “What about Paula Wendell?”

			“You haven’t heard from her—or seen her?”

			“No, of course not.”

			“Well, she nev­er came back from the Pet­ti­coat Mine. It’s only a short run up there, and she left just after break­fast. She should have been back long ago. She prom­ised to have din­ner with me, and we were go­ing to see the pic­ture at the theatre to­night. It’s one she’s par­tic­u­larly in­ter­ested in.”

			Eden was mov­ing to­ward the road. “Come along—in heav­en’s name—hurry—”

			Chan stepped for­ward. Some­thing gleamed in his hand.

			“My auto­mat­ic,” he ex­plained. “I res­cued it from suit­case this morn­ing. Take it with you—”

			“I won’t need that,” said Eden. “Keep it. You may have use for it—”

			“I humbly beg of you—”

			“Thanks, Charlie. I don’t want it. All right, Hol­ley—”

			“The pearls,” sug­ges­ted Chan.

			“Oh, I’ll be back by eight. This is more im­port­ant—”

			As he climbed in­to the car by Hol­ley’s side Eden saw the front door of the ranch-house open, and the huge fig­ure of Mad­den framed in the door­way.

			“Hey!” cried the mil­lion­aire.

			“Hey your­self!” muttered Eden. The ed­it­or was back­ing his car, and with amaz­ing speed he swung it round. They were off down the road, the throttle wide open.

			“What could have happened?” Eden asked.

			“I don’t know. It’s a dan­ger­ous place, that old mine. Shafts sunk all over—the mouths of some of them hid­den by un­der­brush. Shafts sev­er­al hun­dred feet deep—”

			“Faster!” pleaded Eden.

			“Go­ing the lim­it now,” Hol­ley replied. “Mad­den seemed in­ter­ested in your de­par­ture, didn’t he? I take it you haven’t giv­en him the pearls.”

			“No. Some­thing new broke to­night.” Eden told of the voice over the wire­less. “Ever strike you that we may have been cuckoo from the start? No one even slightly dam­aged at the ranch, after all?”

			“Quite pos­sible,” the ed­it­or ad­mit­ted.

			“Well, that can wait. It’s Paula Wendell now.”

			An­oth­er car was com­ing to­ward them with reck­less speed. Hol­ley swung out, and the two cars grazed in passing.

			“Who was that?” wondered Eden.

			“A taxi from the sta­tion,” Hol­ley re­turned. “I think I re­cog­nized the driver. There was someone in the back seat.”

			“I know,” said Eden. “Someone headed for Mad­den’s ranch per­haps.”

			“Per­haps,” agreed Hol­ley. He turned off the main road in­to the per­il­ous, half-ob­lit­er­ated high­way that led to the long-aban­doned mine. “Have to go slower, I’m afraid,” he said.

			“Oh, hit it up,” urged Eden. “You can’t hurt old Hor­ace Gree­ley.” Hol­ley again opened the throttle wide, and, the front wheel on the left com­ing at that mo­ment in vi­ol­ent con­tact with a rock, their heads nearly pierced the top of the car.

			“It’s all wrong, Hol­ley,” re­marked Eden with feel­ing.

			“What’s all wrong?”

			“A pretty, charm­ing girl like Paula Wendell run­ning about alone in this desert coun­try. Why in heav­en’s name doesn’t some­body marry her and take her away from it?”

			“Not a chance,” replied Hol­ley. “She hasn’t any use for mar­riage. ‘The last re­sort of feeble minds’ is what she calls it.”

			“Is that so?”

			“Nev­er coop her up in a kit­chenette, she told me, after the life of free­dom she’s en­joyed.”

			“Then why did she go and get en­gaged to this guy?”

			“What guy?”

			“Wil­bur—or whatever his name is. The lad who gave her the ring.”

			Hol­ley laughed—then was si­lent for a minute. “I don’t sup­pose she’ll like it,” he said at last, “but I’m go­ing to tell you, any­how. It would be a pity if you didn’t find out. That em­er­ald is an old one that be­longed to her moth­er. She’s had it put in a more mod­ern set­ting, and she wears it as a sort of pro­tec­tion.”

			“Pro­tec­tion?”

			“Yes. So every mush-head she meets won’t pester her to marry him.”

			“Oh,” said Eden. A long si­lence. “Is that the way she char­ac­ter­izes me?” asked the boy fi­nally.

			“How?”

			“As a mush-head.”

			“Oh, no. She said you had the same ideas on mar­riage that she had. Re­fresh­ing to meet a sens­ible man like you, is the way she put it.” An­oth­er long si­lence. “What’s on your mind?” asked the ed­it­or.

			“Plenty,” said Eden grimly. “I sup­pose, at my age, it’s still pos­sible to make over a wasted life?”

			“It ought to be,” Hol­ley as­sured him.

			“I’ve been act­ing like a fool. Go­ing to give good old Dad the sur­prise of his life when I get home. Take over the busi­ness, like he’s wanted me to, and work hard. So far I haven’t known what I wanted. Been as weak and va­cil­lat­ing as a—a wo­man.”

			“Some simile,” replied Hol­ley. “I don’t know that I ever heard a worse one. Show me the wo­man who doesn’t know what she wants—and, know­ing, fails to go after it.”

			“Oh, well—you get what I mean. How much farther is it?”

			“We’re get­ting there. Five miles more.”

			“Gad—I hope noth­ing’s happened to her.”

			They rattled on, closer and closer to the low hills, brick red un­der the rays of the slowly rising moon. The road entered a nar­row canyon; it al­most dis­ap­peared, but like a hom­ing thing Hor­ace Gree­ley fol­lowed it in­tu­it­ively.

			“Got a flash­light?” Eden in­quired.

			“Yes. Why?”

			“Stop a minute, and let me have it. I’ve an idea.”

			He des­cen­ded with the light, and care­fully ex­amined the road ahead. “She’s been along here,” he an­nounced. “That’s the tread of her tyres—I’d know it any­where—I changed one of them for her. She’s—she’s up there some­where too. The car has been this way but once.”

			He leaped back be­side Hol­ley, and the car sped on, round hair­pin turns, and along the edge of a pre­cip­ice. Presently it turned a fi­nal corner, and be­fore them, nestled in the hills, was the ghost city of Pet­ti­coat Mine.

			Bob Eden caught his breath. Un­der the friendly moon lay the rem­nants of a town, here a chim­ney and there a wall, street after street of houses crumbled now to dust. Once the mine had boomed and the crowd had come, they had built their homes here where the shafts sank deep; sil­ver had fallen in price, and the crowd had gone, leav­ing Pet­ti­coat Mine to the most deadly bom­bard­ment of all, the pa­tient, si­lent bom­bard­ment of the empty years.

			They rode down Main Street, weav­ing in and out among black, gap­ing holes that might have been made by burst­ing shells. Between the cracks of the pave­ments, thronged once on a Sat­urday night, grew patches of pale green bas­ket-grass. Of the “busi­ness blocks” but two re­mained, and one of these was list­ing with the wind.

			“Cheery sight,” re­marked Eden.

			“The build­ing that’s on the verge of top­pling is the old Sil­ver Star Sa­loon,” said Hol­ley. “The oth­er one—it nev­er will topple. They built it of stone—built it to stand—and they needed it too, I guess. That’s the old jail.”

			“The jail,” Eden re­peated.

			Hol­ley’s voice grew cau­tious. “Is that a light in the Sil­ver Star?”

			“Seems to be,” Eden answered. “Look here—we’re at rather a dis­ad­vant­age—un­armed, you know. I’ll just stow away in the ton­neau, and ap­pear when needed. The ele­ment of sur­prise may make up for our lack of a weapon.”

			“Good idea,” agreed Hol­ley, and Eden climbed in­to the rear of the car and hid him­self. They stopped be­fore the Sil­ver Star. A tall man ap­peared sud­denly in the door­way, and walked briskly up to the car.

			“Well, what do you want?” he asked, and Bob Eden thrilled to hear again the thin, high voice of Shaky Phil May­dorf.

			“Hello, stranger,” said Hol­ley. “This is a sur­prise. I thought old Pet­ti­coat was deser­ted.”

			“Com­pany’s think­ing of open­ing up the mine soon,” re­turned May­dorf. “I’m here to do a little as­say­ing.”

			“Find any­thing?” in­quired Hol­ley cas­u­ally.

			“The sil­ver’s pretty well worked out. But there’s cop­per in those hills to the left. You’re a long way off the main road.”

			“I know that. I’m look­ing for a young wo­man who came up here this morn­ing. Maybe you saw her.”

			“There hasn’t been any­one here for a week, ex­cept me.”

			“Really? Well, you may be mis­taken. If you don’t mind, I’ll have a look round—”

			“And if I do mind?” snarled Shaky Phil.

			“Why should you—”

			“I do. I’m alone here, and I’m not tak­ing any chances. You swing that car of yours around—”

			“Now, wait a minute,” said Hol­ley. “Put away that gun. I come as a friend—”

			“Yeah. Well, as a friend you turn and beat it. Un­der­stand.” He was close to the car. “I tell you there’s nobody here—”

			He stopped as a fig­ure rose sud­denly from the ton­neau and fell upon him. The gun ex­ploded, but harm­lessly in­to the road, for Bob Eden was bear­ing down upon it hard.

			For a brief mo­ment, there on that deser­ted street be­fore the Sil­ver Star, the two struggled des­per­ately. Shaky Phil was no longer young, but he offered a spir­ited res­ist­ance. How­ever, it was not pro­longed, and by the time Hol­ley had alighted Bob Eden was on top and held May­dorf’s weapon in his hand.

			“Get up,” the boy dir­ec­ted. “And lead the way. Give me your keys. There’s a brand-new lock on that jail door, and we have a yearn­ing to see what’s in­side.” Shaky Phil rose to his feet and looked help­lessly about. “Hurry!” cried Eden. “I’ve been long­ing to meet you again, and I don’t feel any too gentle. There’s that forty-sev­en dol­lars—to say noth­ing of all the trouble you put me to the night the Pres­id­ent Pierce docked in San Fran­cisco.”

			“There’s noth­ing in the jail,” said May­dorf. “I haven’t got the key—”

			“Go through him, Hol­ley,” sug­ges­ted the boy.

			A quick search pro­duced a bunch of keys, and Eden, tak­ing them, handed Hol­ley the gun. “I give old Shaky Phil in­to your keep­ing. If he tries to run shoot him down like a rab­bit.”

			He took the flash­light from the car, and, go­ing over, un­locked the out­er door of the jail. Step­ping in­side, he found him­self in what had once been a sort of of­fice. The moon­light pour­ing in from the street, fell upon a dusty desk and chair, an old safe, and a shelf with a few tattered books. On the desk lay a news­pa­per. He flashed his light on the date—only a week old.

			At the rear were two heavy doors, both with new locks. Search­ing among his keys, he un­locked the one at the left. In a small, cell-like room with high, barred win­dows his flash­light re­vealed the tall fig­ure of a girl. With no great sur­prise he re­cog­nized Evelyn Mad­den. She came to­ward him swiftly. “Bob Eden!” she cried, and then, her old haught­i­ness gone, she burst in­to tears.

			“There—there,” said Eden. “You’re all right now.” An­oth­er girl ap­peared sud­denly in the door­way—Paula Wendell, bright and smil­ing.

			“Hello,” she re­marked calmly. “I rather thought you’d come along.”

			“Thanks for the ad,” replied Eden. “Say, you might get hurt run­ning about like this. What happened, any­how?”

			“Noth­ing much. I came up to look round, and he”—she nod­ded to Shaky Phil in the moon­lit street—“told me I couldn’t. I ar­gued it with him, and ended up in here. He said I’d have to stay overnight. He was po­lite, but firm.”

			“Lucky for him he was po­lite,” re­marked Eden grimly. He took the arm of Evelyn Mad­den. “Come along,” he said gently. “I guess we’re through here—”

			He stopped. Someone was ham­mer­ing on the in­side of the second door. Amazed, the boy looked to­ward Paula Wendell.

			She nod­ded. “Un­lock it,” she told him.

			He un­fastened the door and, swinging it open, peered in­side. In the semi­d­ark­ness he saw the dim fig­ure of a man.

			Eden gasped, and fell back against the desk for sup­port.

			“Ghost city!” he cried. “Well, that’s what it is all right.”

		
	
		
			
				XXI

				End of the Post­man’s Jour­ney

			
			If Bob Eden had known the iden­tity of the pas­sen­ger in the taxi that he and Hol­ley passed on their way to the mine, it is pos­sible that, des­pite his con­cern for Paula Wendell, he would have turned back to Mad­den’s ranch. But he drove on un­know­ing; nor did the pas­sen­ger, though he stared with in­terest at the passing car, re­cog­nize Eden. The car from the El­dor­ado sta­tion went on its ap­poin­ted way, and fi­nally drew up be­fore the ranch-house.

			The driver alighted and was fum­bling with the gate, when his fare leaped to the ground.

			“Nev­er mind that,” he said. “I’ll leave you here. How much do I owe you?” He was a plump little man, about thirty-five years old, at­tired in the height of fash­ion and with a pom­pous man­ner. The driver named a sum, and, pay­ing him off, the pas­sen­ger entered the yard. Walk­ing im­port­antly up to the front door of the house, he knocked loudly.

			Mad­den, talk­ing with Thorn and Gamble by the fire, looked up in an­noy­ance. “Now who the dev­il—” he began. Thorn went over and opened the door. The plump little man at once pushed his way in­side.

			“I’m look­ing for Mr. P. J. Mad­den,” he an­nounced.

			The mil­lion­aire rose. “All right—I’m Mad­den. What do you want?”

			The stranger shook hands. “Glad to meet you, Mr. Mad­den. My name is Vic­tor Jordan, and I’m one of the own­ers of those pearls you bought in San Fran­cisco.”

			A de­lighted smile spread over Mad­den’s face. “Oh—I’m glad to see you,” he said. “Mr. Eden told me you were com­ing—”

			“How could he?” de­man­ded Vic­tor. “He didn’t know it him­self.”

			“Well, he didn’t men­tion you. But he in­formed me the pearls would be here at eight o’clock—”

			Vic­tor stared. “Be here at eight o’clock?” he re­peated. “Say, just what has Bob Eden been up to down here, any­how? The pearls left San Fran­cisco a week ago, when Eden did.”

			“What!” Purple again in Mad­den’s face. “He had them all the time! Why, the young scoun­drel! I’ll break him in two for this. I’ll wring his neck—” He stopped. “But he’s gone. I just saw him driv­ing away.”

			“Really?” re­turned Vic­tor. “Well, that may not be so ser­i­ous as it looks. When I say the pearls left San Fran­cisco with Eden, I don’t mean he was car­ry­ing them. Charlie had them.”

			“Charlie who?”

			“Why, Charlie Chan, of the Hon­olulu po­lice. The man who brought them from Hawaii.”

			Mad­den was thought­ful. “Chan—a Chi­n­a­man?”

			“Of course. He’s here too, isn’t he? I un­der­stood he was.”

			A wicked light came in­to Mad­den’s eyes. “Yes, he’s here. You think he still has the pearls?”

			“I’m sure he has. In a money-belt about his waist. Get him here and I’ll or­der him to hand them over at once.”

			“Fine—fine!” chuckled Mad­den. “If you’ll step in­to this room for a mo­ment, Mr. Jordan, I’ll call you presently.”

			“Yes, sir—of course,” agreed Vic­tor, who was al­ways po­lite to the rich. Mad­den led him by the in­side pas­sage to his bed­room. When the mil­lion­aire re­turned, his spir­its were high.

			“Bit of luck, this is,” he re­marked. “And to think that bloom­ing cook—” He went to the door lead­ing on to the patio, and called loudly, “Ah Kim!”

			The Chinese shuffled in. He looked at Mad­den blankly. “Wha’s matta, boss?” he in­quired.

			“I want to have a little talk with you.” Mad­den’s man­ner was gen­i­al, even kindly. “Where did you work be­fore you came here?”

			“Get ’um woik all place, boss. Maybe lay sticks on gloun’ foah lail­load—”

			“What town—what town did you work in last?”

			“No got ’um town, boss. Jus’ out­doahs no place, lay­ing sticks—”

			“You mean you were lay­ing ties for the rail­road on the desert?”

			“Yes, boss. You light now.”

			Mad­den leaned back and put his thumbs in the arm­holes of his waist­coat. “Ah Kim—you’re a damned li­ar,” he said.

			“Wha’s mat­ter, boss?”

			“I’ll show you what’s the mat­ter. I don’t know what your game here has been, but it’s all over now.” Mad­den rose and stepped to the door. “Come in, sir,” he called, and Vic­tor Jordan strode in­to the room. Chan’s eyes nar­rowed.

			“Charlie, what is all this non­sense?” de­man­ded Vic­tor. “What are you do­ing in that me­lo­dra­mat­ic out­fit?”

			Chan did not an­swer. Mad­den laughed. “All over, as I told you, Charlie—if that’s your name. This is Mr. Jordan, one of the own­ers of those pearls you’re car­ry­ing in your money-belt.”

			Chan shrugged. “Mr. Jordan juggles truth,” he replied, drop­ping his dia­lect with a sigh of re­lief. “He has no claim on pearls. They are prop­erty of his moth­er, to whom I give prom­ise I would guard them with life.”

			“See here, Charlie,” cried Vic­tor an­grily, “don’t tell me I lie. I’m sick and tired of this delay down here, and I’ve come with my moth­er’s au­thor­ity to put an end to it. If you don’t be­lieve me, read that.”

			He handed over a brief note in Ma­dame Jordan’s old-fash­ioned script. Chan read it. “One only an­swer,” he re­marked. “I must re­lease the pearls.” He glanced to­ward the clock, tick­ing busily by the patio win­dow. “Though I am much pre­fer­ring to wait Mr. Eden’s come back—”

			“Nev­er mind Eden,” said Vic­tor. “Pro­duce that neck­lace.”

			Chan bowed and, turn­ing, fumbled for a mo­ment at his waist. The Phil­limore neck­lace was in his hand.

			Mad­den took it eagerly. “At last,” he said.

			Gamble was star­ing over his shoulder. “Beau­ti­ful,” mur­mured the pro­fess­or.

			“One minute,” said Chan. “A re­ceipt, if you will be so kind.”

			Mad­den nod­ded, and sat at his desk. “I got one ready this af­ter­noon. Just have to sign it.” He laid the pearls on the blot­ter, and took a type­writ­ten sheet from the top draw­er. Slowly he wrote his name. “Mr. Jordan,” he was say­ing, “I’m deeply grate­ful to you for com­ing down here and end­ing this. Now that it’s settled I’m leav­ing at once—” He offered the re­ceipt to Chan.

			A strange look had come in­to the usu­ally im­pass­ive eyes of Charlie Chan. He reached out to­ward the sheet of pa­per offered him, then with the speed of a ti­ger he snatched for the pearls. Mad­den snatched too, but he was a little late. The neck­lace dis­ap­peared in­to Chan’s vo­lu­min­ous sleeve.

			“What’s this?” bel­lowed Mad­den, on his feet. “Why, you crazy—”

			“Hush,” said Chan. “I will re­tain the pearls.”

			“You will, will you?” Mad­den whipped out a pis­tol. “We’ll see about that—”

			There was a loud re­port and a flash of fire—but they did not come from Mad­den’s gun. They came from the silken sleeve of Charlie Chan. Mad­den’s weapon clattered to the floor, and there was blood on his hand.

			“Do not stoop!” warned Chan, and his voice was sud­denly high and shrill. “Post­man has been on such long walk, but now at last he has reached jour­ney’s end. Do not stoop, or I put bul­let in some­what valu­able head!”

			“Charlie—are you mad?” cried Vic­tor.

			“Not very,” smiled Chan. “Kindly fa­vour me by back­ing away, Mr. Mad­den.” He picked up the pis­tol from the floor—Bill Hart’s present, it seemed to be. “Very nice gun, I use it now.” Swinging Mad­den round, he searched him, then placed a chair in the centre of the room. “Be seated here, if you will so far con­des­cend—” he said.

			“The hell I will,” cried Mad­den.

			“Re­cline!” said Chan.

			The great Mad­den looked at him a second, then dropped sul­lenly down upon the chair. “Mr. Gamble,” called Chan. He ran over the slim per­son of the pro­fess­or. “You have left pretty little weapon in room. That is good. This will be your chair. And not to for­get Mr. Thorn, also un­armed. Com­fort­able chair for you too.” He backed away, fa­cing them. “Vic­tor, I make humble sug­ges­tion that you add your­self to group. You are plenty fool­ish boy, al­ways. I re­mem­ber—in Hon­olulu—” His tone hardened. “Sit quickly, or I punc­ture you and lift big load from moth­er’s mind!”

			He drew up a chair between them and the ex­hib­i­tion of guns on the wall. “I also will ven­ture to re­cline,” he an­nounced. He glanced at the clock. “Our wait may be a long one. Mr. Thorn, an­oth­er sug­ges­tion oc­curs. Take handker­chief and bind up wounded hand of chief.”

			Thorn pro­duced a handker­chief and Mad­den held out his hand. “What the dev­il are we wait­ing for?” snarled the mil­lion­aire.

			“We await come back of Mr. Bob Eden,” replied Chan. “I am hav­ing much to im­part when he ar­rives.”

			Thorn com­pleted his act of mercy, and slunk back to his chair. The tall clock by the patio win­dows ticked on. With the pa­tience char­ac­ter­ist­ic of his race Chan sat star­ing at his odd as­sort­ment of cap­tives. Fif­teen minutes passed, a half-hour, the minute hand began its slow ad­vance to­ward the hour of nine.

			Vic­tor Jordan shif­ted un­eas­ily in his chair. Such dis­respect to a man worth mil­lions! “You’re clear out of your mind, Charlie,” he pro­tested.

			“Maybe,” ad­mit­ted Chan. “We wait and see.”

			Presently a car rattled in­to the yard. Chan nod­ded. “Long wait nearly over,” he an­nounced. “Now Mr. Eden comes.”

			His ex­pres­sion altered as a knock soun­ded on the door. It was pushed open, and a man strode brusquely in. A stocky, red-faced, de­term­ined man—Cap­tain Bliss of the Hom­icide Squad. After him came an­oth­er, a lean, wiry in­di­vidu­al in a two-quart hat. They stood amazed at the scene be­fore them.

			Mad­den leaped to his feet. “Cap­tain Bliss. By gad, I’m de­lighted to see you. You’re just in time.”

			“What’s all this?” in­quired the lean man.

			“Mr. Mad­den,” said Bliss, “I’ve brought along Har­ley Cox, sher­iff of the county. I guess you need us here.”

			“We sure do,” replied Mad­den. “This Chi­n­a­man has gone crazy. Take that gun away from him and put him un­der ar­rest.”

			The sher­iff stepped up to Charlie Chan. “Give me the fire­arms, John,” he ordered. “You know what that means—a Chi­n­a­man with a gun in Cali­for­nia. De­port­a­tion. Good Lord—he’s got two of them.”

			“Sher­iff,” said Charlie with dig­nity. “Per­mit me the hon­our that I in­tro­duce my­self. I am De­tect­ive-Ser­geant Chan, of the Hon­olulu po­lice.”

			The sher­iff laughed. “You don’t say. Well, I’m the Queen of Sheba. Are you go­ing to give me that oth­er gun, or do you want a charge of res­ist­ing an of­ficer?”

			“I do not res­ist,” said Chan. He gave up his own weapon. “I only call to your at­ten­tion I am fel­low-po­lice­man, and I yearn to save you from an er­ror you will have bit­ter cause to re­gret.”

			“I’ll take the chance. Now, what’s go­ing on here?” The sher­iff turned to Mad­den. “We came about that Louie Wong killing. Bliss saw this Chi­n­a­man on a train last night with the fel­low named Eden, all dolled up in reg­u­lar clothes and as chummy as a broth­er.”

			“You’re on the right trail now, Sher­iff,” Mad­den as­sured him. “There’s no doubt he killed Louie. And just at present he has some­where about him a string of pearls be­long­ing to me. Please take them away from him.”

			“Sure, Mr. Mad­den,” replied the sher­iff. He ad­vanced to make a search, but Chan fore­stalled him. He handed him the neck­lace.

			“I give it to your keep­ing,” he said. “You are of­ficer of law and re­spons­ible. At­tend your step.”

			Cox re­garded the pearls. “Some string, ain’t it? Kinda pretty, Mr. Mad­den. You say it be­longs to you?”

			“It cer­tainly does—”

			“Sher­iff,” pleaded Charlie, with a glance at the clock, “if I may make humble sug­ges­tion, go slow. You will kick your­self an­grily over vast ex­panse of desert should you make blun­der now.”

			“But if Mr. Mad­den says these pearls are his—”

			“They are,” said Mad­den. “I bought them from a jew­eller named Eden in San Fran­cisco ten days ago. They be­longed to the moth­er of Mr. Jordan here.”

			“That’s quite cor­rect,” ad­mit­ted Vic­tor.

			“It’s enough for me,” re­marked the sher­iff.

			“I tell you I am of the Hon­olulu po­lice—” pro­tested Chan.

			“Maybe so, but do you think I’d take your word against that of a man like P. J. Mad­den? Mr. Mad­den, here are your pearls—”

			“One mo­ment,” cried Chan. “This Mad­den says he is the same who bought the neck­lace at San Fran­cisco jew­eller’s. Ask him, please, loc­a­tion of jew­eller’s store.”

			“On Post Street,” said Mad­den.

			“What part Post Street? Fam­ous build­ing across way. What build­ing?”

			“Of­ficer,” ob­jec­ted Mad­den, “must I sub­mit to this from a Chinese cook? I re­fuse to an­swer. The pearls are mine—”

			Vic­tor Jordan’s eyes were open wide. “Hold on,” he said. “Let me in this. Mr. Mad­den, my moth­er told me of the time when you first saw her. You were em­ployed then—where—in what po­s­i­tion?”

			Mad­den’s face purpled. “That’s my af­fair.”

			The sher­iff re­moved his ample hat and scratched his head. “Well, maybe I bet­ter keep this trinket for a minute,” he re­flec­ted. “Look here, John—or—er—Ser­geant Chan, if that’s your name—what the dev­il are you driv­ing at, any­how?”

			He turned sud­denly at a cry from Mad­den. The man had edged his way to the ar­ray of guns on the wall, and stood there now, with one of them in his band­aged hand.

			“Come on,” he cried, “I’ve had enough of this. Up with your hands—Sher­iff, that means you! Gamble—get that neck­lace! Thorn—get the bag in my room!”

			With a mag­ni­fi­cent dis­reg­ard for his own safety, Chan leaped upon him and seized the arm hold­ing the pis­tol. He gave it a sharp twist, and the weapon fell to the floor.

			“Only thing I am ever able to learn from Ja­pan­ese,” he said. “Cap­tain Bliss, prove your­self real po­lice­man by put­ting hand­cuffs on Thorn and the pro­fess­or. If the sher­iff will so kindly re­turn my per­son­al auto­mat­ic, which I em­ploy as de­tect­ive in Hawaii, I will be re­spons­ible for this Mad­den here.”

			“Sure, I’ll re­turn it,” said Cox. “And I want to con­grat­u­late you. I don’t know as I ever saw a finer ex­hib­i­tion of cour­age—”

			Chan grinned. “Par­don me if I make slight cor­rec­tion. One re­cent morn­ing at dawn I have busy time re­mov­ing all cart­ridges from this splen­did col­lec­tion of old-time pis­tols on the wall. Long, dusty job, but I am glad I did it.” He turned sud­denly to the big man be­side him. “Put up the hands, Delaney,” he cried.

			“Delaney?” re­peated the sher­iff.

			“Un­dubit­ably,” replied Chan. “You have ques­tioned value of my speech against word of P. J. Mad­den. Happy to say that situ­ation does not arise. This is not P. J. Mad­den. His name is Jerry Delaney.”

			Bob Eden had entered quietly from the patio. “Good work, Charlie,” he said. “You’ve got it now. But how in Sam Hill did you know?”

			“Not long ago,” answered Chan, “I shoot gun from his grasp. Ob­serve the band­age on his hand, and note it is the left. Once in this room I told you Delaney was left-handed.”

			Through the open door be­hind Eden came a huge, power­ful, but weary-look­ing man. One of his arms was in a sling, and his face was pale be­neath a ten days’ growth of beard. But there was about him an air of au­thor­ity and poise; he loomed like a tower of gran­ite, though the grey suit was sadly rumpled now. He stared grimly at Delaney.

			“Well, Jerry,” he said, “you’re pretty good. But they al­ways told me you were—the men who ran across you at Jack McGuire’s. Yes—very good, in­deed. Stand­ing in my house, wear­ing my clothes, you look more like me than I do my­self.”
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			The man at the door came farther in­to the room and looked in­quir­ingly about him. His eyes fell on Thorn.

			“Hello, Mar­tin,” he said. “I warned you it wouldn’t work. Which of you gen­tle­men is the sher­iff?”

			Cox came for­ward. “Right here, sir. I sup­pose you’re P. J. Mad­den?”

			Mad­den nod­ded. “I sup­pose so. I’ve al­ways thought I was. We tele­phoned the con­stable from a ranch down the road, and he told us you were here. So we’ve brought along an­oth­er little item to add to your col­lec­tion.” He in­dic­ated the patio door, through which Hol­ley came at that mo­ment lead­ing Shaky Phil by the arm. May­dorf’s hands were tied be­hind him. Paula Wendell and Evelyn Mad­den also entered.

			“You’d bet­ter hand­cuff this new­comer to Delaney, Sher­iff,” sug­ges­ted Mad­den. “And then I’ll run over a little list of charges against the crowd that I think will hold them for a while.”

			“Sure, Mr. Mad­den,” agreed the sher­iff. As he stepped for­ward Chan hal­ted him.

			“Just one minute. You have string of pearls—”

			“Oh, yes—that’s right,” replied the sher­iff. He held out the Phil­limore neck­lace. Chan took it and placed it in the hand of P. J. Mad­den.

			“Fully aware you wanted it in New York,” he re­marked, “but you will per­form vast kind­ness to ac­cept it here. I have car­ried it to out­side lim­it of present en­dur­ance. Re­ceipt at your con­veni­ence, thank you.”

			Mad­den smiled. “All right, I’ll take it.” He put the neck­lace in his pock­et. “You’re Mr. Chan, I ima­gine. Mr. Eden was telling me about you on the way down from the mine. I’m mighty glad you’ve been here.”

			“Happy to serve,” bowed Chan.

			The sher­iff turned. “There you are, sir. The charge, I guess, is at­temp­ted theft—”

			“And a lot of oth­er things,” Mad­den ad­ded, “in­clud­ing as­sault with in­tent to kill.” He in­dic­ated his limp arm. “I’ll run over my story as quickly as I can—but I’ll do it sit­ting down.” He went to his desk. “I’m a little weak—I’ve been hav­ing a rough time of it. You know in a gen­er­al way what has happened, but you don’t know the back­ground, the his­tory, of this af­fair. I’ll have to go back—back to a gambling-house on Forty-fourth Street, New York. Are you fa­mil­i­ar with New York gam­blers and their ways, Sher­iff?”

			“Been to New York just once,” said the sher­iff. “Didn’t like it.”

			“No, I don’t ima­gine you would,” replied Mad­den. He looked about. “Where are my ci­gars? Ah—here. Thanks, Delaney—you left me a couple, didn’t you? Well, Sher­iff, in or­der that you may un­der­stand what’s been go­ing on here, I must tell you about a fa­vour­ite stunt of shady gam­blers and con­fid­ence men in New York—a stunt that was flour­ish­ing there twelve or fif­teen years ago. It was a well-known fact at the time that, in the richly fur­nished houses where they lay in wait for trust­ing out-of-town suck­ers, cer­tain mem­bers of the ring were as­signed to im­per­son­ate widely known mil­lion­aires, such as Frank Gould, Cor­neli­us Vander­bilt, Mr. As­tor—my­self. The greatest care was ex­er­cised—pho­to­graphs of these men were stud­ied; wherever pos­sible they them­selves were closely ob­served in every fea­ture of height, build, car­riage, dress. The way they brushed their hair, the kind of glasses they wore, their pe­cu­li­ar man­ner­isms—no de­tail was too in­sig­ni­fic­ant to es­cape at­ten­tion. The in­ten­ded dupe must be ut­terly taken in, so he might feel that he was among the best people, and that the game was hon­est.”

			Mad­den paused a mo­ment. “Of course, some of these im­per­son­a­tions were rather flimsy, but it was my bad luck that Mr. Delaney here, who had been an act­or, was more or less of an artist. Start­ing with a rather su­per­fi­cial re­semb­lance to me, he built up an im­per­son­a­tion that got bet­ter and bet­ter as time went on. I began to hear ru­mours that I was seen nightly at the gambling-house of one Jack McGuire, in Forty-fourth Street. I sent my sec­ret­ary, Mar­tin Thorn, to in­vest­ig­ate. He re­por­ted that Delaney was mak­ing a good job of it—not, of course, so good that he could de­ceive any­one really close to me, but good enough to fool people who knew me only from pho­to­graphs. I put my law­yer on the mat­ter, and he came back and said that Delaney had agreed to de­sist, on threat of ar­rest.

			“And I ima­gine he did drop it—in the gambling-houses. What happened af­ter­ward I can only con­jec­ture, but I guess I can hit it pretty close. These two May­dorf boys, Shaky Phil and”—he nod­ded at Gamble—“his broth­er, who is known to the po­lice as the Pro­fess­or, were the brains of the par­tic­u­lar gang at McGuire’s. They must long ago have con­ceived the plan of hav­ing Delaney im­per­son­ate me some­where, some time. They could do noth­ing without the aid of my sec­ret­ary, Thorn, but they evid­ently found him will­ing. Fi­nally they hit on the desert as the prop­er loc­ale for the en­ter­prise. It was an ex­cel­lent se­lec­tion. I come here rarely; meet few people when I do come. Once they could get me here alone, without my fam­ily, it was a simple mat­ter. All they had to do was to put me out of the way, and then P. J. Mad­den ap­pears with his sec­ret­ary, who is bet­ter known loc­ally than he is—no one is go­ing to dream of ques­tion­ing his iden­tity, par­tic­u­larly as he looks just like his pic­tures.”

			Mad­den puffed thought­fully on his ci­gar. “I’ve been ex­pect­ing some such move for years. I feared no man in the world—ex­cept Delaney. The pos­sib­il­it­ies of the harm he might do me were enorm­ous. Once I saw him in a res­taur­ant, study­ing me. Well—they had a long wait, but their kind is pa­tient. Two weeks ago I came here with Thorn, and the minute I got here I sensed there was some­thing in the air. A week ago last Wed­nes­day night I was sit­ting here writ­ing a let­ter to my daugh­ter Evelyn—it’s prob­ably still between the leaves of this blot­ter where I put it when I heard Thorn cry out sharply from his bed­room. ‘Come quick, chief,’ he called. He was typ­ing let­ters for me, and I couldn’t ima­gine what had happened. I rose and went to his room—and there he was, with an old gun of mine—a gun Bill Hart had giv­en me—in his fist. ‘Put up your hands,’ he said. Someone entered from the patio. It was Delaney.

			“ ’Now don’t get ex­cited, chief,’ said Thorn, and I saw the little rat was in on the game. ‘We’re go­ing to take you for a ride to a place where you can have a nice little rest. I’ll go and pack a few things for you. Here, Jerry—you watch him.’ And he handed Delaney the gun.

			“There we stood, Delaney and I, and I saw that Jerry was nervous—the game was a little rich for his blood. Thorn was busy in my room. I began to call for help at the top of my voice—why? Who would come? I didn’t know, but a friend might hear—Louie might have got home—someone might be passing on the road. Delaney told me to shut up. His hand trembled like a leaf. In the patio out­side I heard an an­swer­ing voice—but it was only Tony, the par­rot. I knew well enough what was afoot, and I de­cided to take a chance. I star­ted for Delaney; he fired and missed. He fired again, and I felt a sort of sting in my shoulder, and fell.

			“I must have been un­con­scious for a second, but when I came to Thorn was in the room, and I heard Delaney say he’d killed me. In a minute, of course, they dis­covered I was alive, and my good friend Jerry was all for fin­ish­ing the job. But Thorn wouldn’t let him—he in­sisted on go­ing through with the ori­gin­al plan. He saved my life—I’ll have to ad­mit it—the con­tempt­ible little trait­or. Cow­ardice, I ima­gine, but he saved me. Well, they put me in a car, and drove me up to the jail at Pet­ti­coat Mine. In the morn­ing they left—all ex­cept the Pro­fess­or, who had joined our happy party. He stayed be­hind, dressed my wound, fed me after a fash­ion. On Sunday af­ter­noon he went away and came back late at night with Shaky Phil. Monday morn­ing the Pro­fess­or left, and Shaky Phil was my jail­er after that. Not so kind as his broth­er.

			“What was go­ing on at the ranch you gen­tle­men know bet­ter than I do. On Tues­day my daugh­ter wired that she was com­ing, and of course the game was up if she reached here. So Thorn met her in El­dor­ado, told her I was in­jured and up at the mine, and took her there. Nat­ur­ally, she trus­ted him. Since then she has been there with me, and we’d be there now if Mr. Eden and Mr. Hol­ley had not come up to­night, search­ing for this oth­er young wo­man who had, un­for­tu­nately for her, stumbled on the af­fair earli­er in the day.”

			Mad­den rose. “That’s my story, Sher­iff. Do you won­der that I want to see this gang be­hind the bars? I’ll sleep bet­ter then.”

			“Well, I reck­on it’s easy ar­ranged,” re­turned the sher­iff. “I’ll take ’em along and we can fix the war­rants later. Guess I’ll see ’em safe in the jail at the county-seat—El­dor­ado can’t of­fer ’em all the com­forts of a first-class cell.”

			“One thing,” said Mad­den. “Thorn, I heard you say the oth­er night to Delaney: ‘You were al­ways afraid of him—that time in New York—’ What did that mean? You tried this thing be­fore?”

			Thorn looked up with stricken face, which had been hid­den in his hands. “Chief, I’m sorry about this. I’ll talk. We had it all set to pull it once at the of­fice in New York when you were away on a hunt­ing-trip. But if you were afraid of Delaney, he was a lot more afraid of you. He got cold feet—backed out at the last minute—”

			“And why wouldn’t I back out?” snarled Delaney. “I couldn’t trust any of you. A bunch of yel­low dogs—”

			“Is that so?” cried Shaky Phil. “Are you talk­ing about me?”

			“Sure I’m talk­ing about you. I sup­pose you didn’t try to cop the pearls in ’Frisco when we sent you up there to draw Louie Wong away? Oh, I know all about that—”

			“Why wouldn’t I try to cop them?” de­man­ded Shaky Phil. “You been try­ing to cop them, haven’t you? When you thought Dray­cott was bring­ing them what did you try to pull? Oh, broth­er Henry’s been on to you—”

			“I sure have,” put in the Pro­fess­or. “Try­ing to sneak off and meet Dray­cott alone. If you thought I wasn’t wise you must be a fool. But of course that’s what you are—a poor fool that writes let­ters to act­resses—”

			“Shut up!” bel­lowed Delaney. “Who had a bet­ter right to those pearls? What could you have done if it hadn’t been for me? A lot of help you were—moon­ing round with your tall talk. And you”—he turned back to Shaky Phil—“you pulled some bril­liant stuff. Put­ting a knife in Louie Wong right on the door­step—”

			“Who put a knife in Louie Wong?” cried Shaky Phil.

			“You did,” shouted Thorn. “I was with you and I saw you. I’ll—swear to that—”

			“An ac­cess­ory, eh?” grinned the sher­iff. “By gad, just let this gang loose at one an­oth­er, and they’ll hang them­selves.”

			“Boys, boys,” said the Pro­fess­or gently. “Cut it out. We’ll nev­er get any­where that way. Sher­iff, we are ready—”

			“One mo­ment,” said Charlie Chan. He dis­ap­peared briefly, and re­turned with a small black bag, which he set be­fore Mad­den. “I have pleas­ure call­ing your at­ten­tion to this,” he an­nounced. “You will find in­side vast crowds of cur­rency. Money from sale of bonds, money sent from New York of­fice. Pretty much in­tact—but not quite. I ask Delaney.”

			“It’s all there,” Delaney growled.

			Chan shook his head. “I grieve to dif­fer even with ras­cal like you are. But there was Ed­die Bo­ston—”

			“Yes,” replied Delaney. “It’s true—I gave Bo­ston five thou­sand dol­lars. He re­cog­nized me the oth­er day in the yard. Go after him and get it back—the dirty crook.”

			The sher­iff laughed. “Speak­ing of crooks,” he said, “that sounds to me like your cue, boys. We’d bet­ter be get­ting along, Bliss. We can swear in a deputy or two in El­dor­ado. Mr. Mad­den, I’ll see you to­mor­row.”

			Bob Eden went up to Delaney. “Well, Jerry,” he smiled, “I’m afraid this is good­bye. You’ve been my host down here, and my moth­er told me I must al­ways say I’ve had a very nice time—”

			“Oh, go to the dev­il,” said Delaney.

			The sher­iff and Bliss her­ded their cap­tives out in­to the desert night, and Eden went over to Paula Wendell.

			“Exit the Delaney quar­tette,” he re­marked. “I guess my stalling days at the ranch are ended. I’m tak­ing the ten-thirty train to Barstow, and—”

			“Bet­ter call up for a taxi,” she sug­ges­ted.

			“Not while you and the road­ster are on the job. If you’ll wait while I pack—I want a word with you, any­how. About Wil­bur.”

			“One happy thought runs through my mind,” Will Hol­ley was say­ing. “I’m the au­thor of a fam­ous in­ter­view with you, Mr. Mad­den. One you nev­er gave.”

			“Really?” replied Mad­den. “Well, don’t worry. I’ll stand be­hind you.”

			“Thanks,” answered the ed­it­or. “I won­der why they gave out that story,” he mused.

			“Simple to guess,” said Chan. “They are wir­ing New York of­fice money be sent, please. How bet­ter to es­tab­lish fact Mad­den is at desert ranch than to blaze same forth in news­pa­pers? Prin­ted word has ring of con­vin­cing truth.”

			“I ima­gine you’re right,” nod­ded Hol­ley. “By the way, Charlie, we thought we’d have a big sur­prise for you when we got back from the mine. But you beat us to it, after all.”

			“By a hair’s width,” replied Chan. “Now that I have leis­ure I bow my head and do con­sid­er­able blush­ing. Must ad­mit I was plenty slow to grasp ap­par­ent fact. Only to­night light shone. To please this Vic­tor, I hand over pearls. Mad­den is sign­ing re­ceipt—he writes slow and pain­ful. Sud­denly I think—he does all things slow and pain­ful with that right hand. Why? I re­call Delaney’s vest, built for left-handed man. In­wardly, out of sight, I gasp. To make a test, I snatch at pearls. Mad­den, to call him that, snatches too. But guard is down—he snatches with left hand. He rips out pis­tol—left hand again. The fact is proved. I know.”

			“Well, that was quick think­ing,” Hol­ley said.

			Chan sadly shook his head. “Why not? Poor old brain must have been plenty res­ted. Not at work for many days. When I ar­range these dis­hon­est ones in chairs to wait for you, I have much time for bit­ter self-in­crim­in­a­tions. Why have I ex­per­i­enced this stu­pid sink­ing spell? All time it was clear as desert morn­ing. A man writes im­port­ant let­ter, hides in blot­ter, goes away. Re­turn­ing, he nev­er touches same. Why? He did not re­turn. Oth­er easy clues—Mad­den, call­ing him so again, re­ceives Doc­tor Whit­comb in dusk of patio. Why? She has seen him be­fore. He talks with care­taker in Pas­adena—when? Six o’clock, when dark has fallen. Also he fears to alight from car. Oh, as I sit here I give my­self many re­sound­ing men­tal kicks. Why have I been so thick? I blame this cli­mate of South Cali­for­nia. Plenty quick I hurry back to Hon­olulu, where I be­long.”

			“You’re too hard on your­self,” said P. J. Mad­den. “If it hadn’t been for you, Mr. Eden tells me, the neck­lace would have been de­livered long ago, and this crowd off to the Ori­ent or some­where else far away. I owe you a lot, and if mere thanks—”

			“Stop thank­ing me,” urged Chan. “Thank Tony. If Tony didn’t speak that open­ing night, where would neck­lace be now? Poor Tony, bur­ied at this mo­ment in rear of barn.” He turned to Vic­tor Jordan, who had been lurk­ing mod­estly in the back­ground. “Vic­tor, be­fore re­turn­ing North, it is fit­ting that you place wreath of blos­soms on grave of Tony, the Chinese par­rot. Tony died, but he lived to splen­did pur­pose. Be­fore he passed he saved the Phil­limore pearls.”

			Vic­tor nod­ded. “Any­thing you say, Charlie. I’ll leave a stand­ing or­der with my flor­ist. I won­der if someone will give me a lift back to town?”

			“I’ll take you,” Hol­ley said. “I want to get this thing on the wire. Charlie—shall I see you again—”

			“Leav­ing on next train,” replied Chan. “I am call­ing at your of­fice to col­lect more fit­ting clothes. Do not wait, how­ever. Miss Wendell has kindly offered use of her car.”

			“I’m wait­ing for Paula too,” Eden said. “I’ll see you at the sta­tion.” Hol­ley and Vic­tor said their good­byes to Mad­den and his daugh­ter, and de­par­ted. Bob Eden con­sul­ted his watch. “Well, the old home-week crowd is thin­ning out. Just one thing more, Charlie. When Mr. Mad­den here came in to­night you wer­en’t a bit sur­prised. Yet, re­cog­niz­ing Delaney, your first thought must have been that Mad­den had been killed.”

			Chan laughed noise­lessly. “I ob­serve you have ig­nor­ance con­cern­ing de­tect­ive cus­toms. Sur­prised de­tect­ive might as well put on iron col­lar and leap from dock. He is fin­ished. Mr. Mad­den’s ap­pear­ance stag­ger­ing blow for me, but I am not let­ting rival po­lice­men know it, thank you. It is ap­par­ent we keep Miss Wendell wait­ing. I have some prop­erty in cook­house—just one mo­ment.”

			“The cook­house,” cried P. J. Mad­den. “By the Lord Harry, I’m hungry. I haven’t had any­thing but canned food for days.”

			An ap­pre­hens­ive look flit­ted over Chan’s face. “Such a pity,” he said. “Present cook on ranch has re­sumed former pro­fes­sion. Miss Wendell, I am with you in five seconds.” He went hast­ily out.

			Evelyn Mad­den put her arm about her fath­er. “Cheer up, Dad,” she ad­vised. “I’ll drive you in town and we’ll stop at the hotel to­night. You must have a doc­tor look at your shoulder at once.” She turned to Bob Eden. “Of course, there’s a res­taur­ant in El­dor­ado?”

			“Of course,” smiled Eden. “It’s called the Oas­is, but it isn’t. How­ever, I can heart­ily re­com­mend the steaks.”

			P. J. Mad­den was on his feet, him­self again. “All right, Evelyn. Call up the hotel and re­serve a suite—five rooms—no, make it a floor. Tell the pro­pri­et­or I want sup­per served in my sit­ting-room—two port­er­house steaks, and everything else they’ve got. Tell him to have the best doc­tor in town there when I ar­rive. Help me find the tele­graph blanks. Put in five long-dis­tance calls—no, that had bet­ter wait un­til we reach the hotel. Find out if there’s any­body in El­dor­ado who can take dic­ta­tion. Call up the lead­ing real-es­tate man and put this place on the mar­ket. I nev­er want to see it again. And oh, yes—don’t let that Chinese de­tect­ive get away without see­ing me. I’m not through with him. Make a note to call a sec­ret­ari­al bur­eau in Los Angeles at eight in the morn­ing—”

			Bob Eden hur­ried to his room, and packed his suit­case. When he re­turned Chan was stand­ing in Mad­den’s pres­ence, hold­ing crisp bank­notes in his hand.

			“Mr. Mad­den has giv­en re­ceipt for neck­lace,” said the Chinese. “He has also en­forced on me this vast sum of money, which I am some­what loath­some to ac­cept.”

			“Non­sense,” Eden replied. “You take it, Charlie. You’ve earned it.”

			“Just what I told him,” Mad­den de­clared.

			Chan put the bank­notes care­fully away. “Free to re­mark the sum rep­res­ents two and one-half years’ salary in Hon­olulu. This main­land cli­mate not so bad after all.”

			“Good­bye, Mr. Eden,” Mad­den said. “I’ve thanked Mr. Chan—but what shall I say to you? You’ve been through a lot down here—”

			“Been through some of the hap­pi­est mo­ments in my life,” Eden replied.

			Mad­den shook his head. “Well, I can’t say I un­der­stand that—”

			“I think I do,” said his daugh­ter. “Good luck, Bob, and thank you a thou­sand times.”

			The desert wind was cool and bra­cing as they went out to the little road­ster, wait­ing pa­tiently in the yard. Paula Wendell climbed in be­hind the wheel. “Get in, Mr. Chan,” she in­vited. Chan took his place be­side her. Bob Eden tossed his suit­case in­to the lug­gage com­part­ment at the back, and re­turned to the car door.

			“Squeeze in there, Charlie,” he said. “Don’t make a fool of the ad­vert­ise­ments. This is a three-seat­er car.”

			Charlie squeezed. “Mo­ment of gentle em­bar­rass­ment for me,” he re­marked. “The vast ex­tens­ive­ness of my area be­comes pain­fully ap­par­ent.”

			They were out on the road. The Joshua-trees waved them a weird farewell in the white moon­light.

			“Charlie,” said Eden, “I sup­pose you don’t dream why you are in this party?”

			“Miss Wendell very kind,” re­marked Chan.

			“Kind—and cau­tious,” laughed Eden. “You’re here as a Wil­bur—a sort of buf­fer between this young wo­man and the dread in­sti­tu­tion of mar­riage. She doesn’t be­lieve in mar­riage, Charlie. Now where do you sup­pose she picked up that fool­ish no­tion?”

			“Plenty fool­ish,” agreed Chan. “She should be ar­gued at.”

			“She will be ar­gued at. She brought you along be­cause she knows I’m mad about her. She’s seen it in my great trust­ing eyes. She knows that since I’ve met her that pre­cious free­dom of mine seems rather a stale joke. She real­izes that I’ll nev­er give up—that I in­tend to take her away from the desert—but she thought I wouldn’t men­tion it if you were along.”

			“I be­gin to feel like skel­et­on at feast,” re­marked Chan.

			“Cheer up—you cer­tainly don’t feel like that to me,” Eden as­sured him. “Yes, she thought I’d fail to speak of the mat­ter—but we’ll fool her. I’ll speak of it, any­how. Charlie, I love this girl.”

			“Nat­ur­al you do,” agreed Chan.

			“I in­tend to marry her.”

			“Im­min­ently fit­ting pur­pose,” as­sen­ted Chan. “But she has said no word.”

			Paula Wendell laughed. “Mar­riage,” she said. “The last re­sort of feeble minds. I’m hav­ing a great time, thanks. I love my free­dom. I mean to hang on to it.”

			“Sorry to hear that,” said Chan. “Per­mit me if I speak a few words in fa­vour of mar­ried state. I am one who knows. Where is the bet­ter place than a new home? Truly an earthly para­dise where cares van­ish, where the heav­enly melody of wife’s voice vi­brates everything in a strange sym­phony.”

			“Sounds pretty good to me,” re­marked Eden.

			“The ramble hand in hand with wife on even­ing streets, the stroll by moonly sea­side. I re­col­lect the happy spring of my own mar­riage with un­lim­ited yearn­ing.”

			“How does it sound to you, Paula?” Eden per­sisted.

			“And this young man,” con­tin­ued Chan. “I am un­able to grasp why you res­ist. To me he is plenty fine fel­low. I have for him a great like­ness.” Paula Wendell said noth­ing. “A very great like­ness,” ad­ded Chan.

			“Well,” ad­mit­ted the girl, “if it comes to that, I have a little like­ness for him my­self.”

			Chan dug his el­bow deep in­to Eden’s side. They climbed between the dark hills and the lights of El­dor­ado shone be­fore them. As they drove up to the hotel Hol­ley and Vic­tor Jordan greeted them.

			“Here you are,” said the ed­it­or. “Your bag is in the of­fice, Charlie. The door’s un­locked.”

			“Many thanks,” re­turned Chan, and fled.

			Hol­ley looked up at the white stars. “Sorry you’re go­ing, Eden,” he said. “It’ll be a bit lone­some down here without you.”

			“But you’ll be in New York,” sug­ges­ted Eden.

			Hol­ley shook his head and smiled. “Oh, no, I won’t. I sent a tele­gram this even­ing. A few years ago, per­haps—but not now. I can’t go now. Some­how, this desert coun­try—well, it’s got me, I guess. I’ll have to take my New York in pic­tures from this on.”

			Far off across the dreary waste of sand the whistle of the Barstow train broke the desert si­lence. Charlie came round the corner; the coat and waist­coat of Ser­geant Chan had re­placed the Can­ton crêpe blouse of Ah Kim.

			“Hoarse voice of rail­road pro­claims end of our ad­ven­ture,” he re­marked. He took Paula Wendell’s hand. “Ac­cept last wish from some­what weary post­man. May this be for you be­gin­ning of life’s greatest ad­ven­ture! And hap­pi­est!”

			They crossed the empty street. “Good­bye,” Eden said, as he and the girl paused in the shad­ow of the sta­tion. Some­thing in the warm clasp of her slender, strong fin­gers told him all he wanted to know, and his heart beat faster. He drew her close.

			“I’m com­ing back soon,” he prom­ised. He trans­ferred the em­er­ald ring to her right hand. “Just by way of a re­mind­er,” he ad­ded. “When I re­turn I’ll bring a sub­sti­tute—the glit­ter­ing pick of the finest stock on the coast. Our stock.”

			“Our stock?”

			“Yes.” The branch-line train had clattered in, and Chan was call­ing to him from the car steps. “You don’t know it yet, but for you the dream of every wo­man’s life has come true. You’re go­ing to marry a man who owns a jew­ellery store.”
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