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THE MURDER MASTER


by Andrew Salmon


 


 


CHAPTER ONE


Slash


 


Torrential rain pounded the deserted city streets as the
jewelry store owner stepped from his shop. Suddenly
the man's head snapped back viciously as he turned from locking up for the day.
His body, no longer controlled by conscious thought, managed a half step, then
sprawled in the puddle at its feet.


A dribble of blood oozed out from a hole the diameter of a pencil in the man's forehead.


Suddenly there was movement from the alley across the
street. A hunchbacked man eased out from between two towering skyscrapers. Face
concealed by the pulled down brim of a sodden fedora, the man made his way
across the street, the hump beneath his black
raincoat like a shiny cannonball.


The figure stood over the dead shopkeeper. A low chuckle
burbled from the lips concealed by his turned up collar. The concealed figure
bent to remove a canvas bag full of precious stones
from the breast pocket of the jeweller. This disappeared into the folds of the
man's coat.


Without so much as a backwards glance, the man made his way
around the corner to be lost in the obscuring steel rods of the downpour.


 


*****


 


Twenty minutes later, the jangle
of the telephone gave Rickey Dean a start. Her slim, boyish form jerked at the
sound. She scowled at the offending instrument. The bell clanged again.


When her boss, Lynn Lash, consulting expert for the police
department, was secluded within his secret laboratory
upstairs, Dean put word out to the force that he was unavailable. The result
was a rare period of unprecedented quiet. Quiet during which Miss Dean caught
up on her reading.


The bell rattled a third time. Dean's eyes shot daggers at
the telephone. With a sigh, she set aside her Romance
rag.


She picked up the handset. “He ain't here.”


“Look, Rickey,” a tinny voice squawked into her ear. “It's
Casey.”


“Then you should know better. Goodbye.”


Detective Captain Sam Casey's voice rose in pitch and a spattering of choice words not normally used when a
lady was present colored his speech.


Dean responded with a few carefully selected words of her
own – words that would make a dock hand blush.


“Talk to me that way, will ya,” she said to finish up her tirade, smiling as she tore into Casey.


“I need Lash! Now!”


“All right, all right,” Dean acquiesced. “Only it better be
good or the boss will skin us both.”


Her skinny, childlike fingers glided over the small
switchboard on her desk. Circuits were switched and
an electronic signal raced up fourteen floors on the private line to Lash's
laboratory on the 20th floor of the Manhattan skyscraper.


In the lab, Lynn Lash, his high forehead corrugated in
concentration, manipulated forceps in his nimble, long-fingered hands as he guided a white, chalky tablet through a
crimson sludge in a petrie dish. His even white teeth nibbled his upper lip as
his grey eyes riveted on the experiment.


There was a low hiss from the dish. The liquid fizzed a
moment before turning clear.


A minute later, a noncommittal grunt issued from between
his thin lips. He lay the forceps aside and roughly pushed his chair away from
the work table.


Lash's long-armed, long-legged, gangling form straightened
to its above average height. Irritated at the
momentary absence of a problem to solve, he ripped off brown rubber gloves and
yanked the cord of the grey smock sheathing his thin, athletic form, revealing
a dark, expensively tailored dress suit underneath. Lash moved like a caged
animal.


The buzz of the interoffice line
made him whip his head around expectantly. His long, energetic stride carried
him to the telephone past glass- and marble-topped tables, wide cabinets
stuffed with chemical vials and stands of scientific apparatuses.


He threw himself into his deeply
upholstered desk chair and eagerly snatched up the telephone handset.


“This had better be important, Rickey.”


“Danged if I know,” Dean replied. “But I'd rather Casey
talked at you rather than me putting up with his lip.”


There was a crackle over the
line.


“Yeah, it's important!” Casey bellowed, having overheard
the exchange. “Someone just knocked the life out of Max Robeson.”


“The city's biggest fence?” Lynn Lash asked.


“The same.”


Lash's tone took on a hint of disappointment. “Sounds like someone did this city a favor. You don't need me for
this.”


“Don't tell me what I need,” Casey countered. “And don't
even think of hanging up that phone. There's more. It's not that Robeson is
dead, it's how he died.”


This piqued Lash's curiosity. Lynn Lash worked as a consulting scientific detective to the police force. In
that capacity, he only worked on cases of a peculiar nature.


“Go on.”


“He was shot.”


“Hardly out of the ordinary.”


“Let me finish. No one heard a thing – and the body was
found on a narrow avenue.”


“Silencer,” Lash said, matter-of-factly, his attention
wandering.


“There would still be some noise.”


Carrying the candlestick phone Lynn Lash strode to the west
wall of his laboratory. The wall was glass, floor to ceiling, providing him
with a panoramic view of Central Park. At least it
would under clear conditions.


Lash swiped one hand across the cold glass. A clear trail
through the condensation on the window showed him the conditions outside. The
rain lanced down.


“No wonder you're without witnesses,”
Lash explained. “That's some rain.”


“I don't need you to tell me it's raining,” Casey bellowed.
“I'm at a call box getting soaked through while you hem and haw about getting
over here.”


“Don't be like that, Sam,” Lash chided. “You know how I work.”


“I know it. But I don't know if you know I know it. Would I
call if this wasn't up your alley?”


Lash had to concede the point. The lure of a mystery was
irresistible. “Give me your location.”


 


*****


 


Lash cradled the receiver and turned from the picture window. Purposeful strides carried him to one of the
towering cabinets. His probing hands found two large stout alligator bags. With
these in his fists, he exited the laboratory, crossed a study bordered by
bookshelves to a sumptuously furnished living room,
the Oriental rug muffling his determined steps.


A private elevator was his destination and he set one bag
down in order to get at the key in his pocket. The car dropped him down to the
sixth floor where he kept his office. One of the walnut-paneled walls slid noiselessly to one side when the car arrived.


Lash stepped into the room. He waited to ensure that the
panel concealing the private lift glided back into place, then headed for the
reception area.


Rickey Dean was waiting, one dainty foot tapping. She was dressed for the street, clutching a furled
umbrella.


“Who invited you along?” Lash wanted to know.


Dean took one look at Lash's bare head, then snorted
derisively.


“In case you haven't noticed, it's raining cats and dogs.”
She joined him as he headed for the door. Shoulder to
shoulder she resembled a homeless waif next to Lash as they stepped out of the
suite and into a waiting elevator. “And you don't have the brains to think of a
hat at least.”


The operator nodded at Lash and the car started down. “Miss Dean, I didn't know you cared.”


“You catch your death and I'm out of a job!”


 


 


CHAPTER TWO


Flash


 


The rain thudded down with a machine gun rhythm on the roof
of a long, sombre black roadster parked near the building entrance.


Lash moved so quickly to the rear
of the vehicle that Dean didn't bother trying to open the umbrella. The two
bags fit snugly in the rumble and Lash was behind the wheel in a heartbeat.
Dean piled in, the engine roared and the automobile shot away from the curb.


It was a short drive to Robeson's
Park Avenue jewelry store. As Lash pulled the roadster in, he spotted the
medium-sized form of Sam Casey in the sparse crowd.


From a distance, Detective Sam Casey resembled a college
senior. It was only as one drew closer that one detected
the hard metal in his gray eyes, the fine scars the job had etched into his
otherwise youthful appearance and the thickened rims around his small ears. His
trim form was currently sheathed in a sodden tan suit, his features partially
obscured by a drooping, dripping fedora.


Lash hopped out and Casey joined him at the rumble. Dean's
heels clacked behind the tall investigator as she wrestled to get the umbrella
open.


Lash got the cases out and set them down on the soaked
sidewalk. He was all business. “Let's get to it,
Sam.”


Casey eyed the umbrella in Dean’s tiny hands as rain water
dripped from his hat brim. “Where were you a half hour ago?”


“Ah, dry up,” Dean replied. The umbrella unfurled and she
used it to keep herself and Lash dry.


Lynn Lash was oblivious to the
rain. He proceeded directly to the covered body of Robeson. Casey followed past
a thin group of onlookers craning their necks.


“We left him as we found him,” Casey explained. “I've got
men canvassing the neighbors.”


Lash grunted, then knelt by the
head of the victim. A red stain through the soaked sheet guided his actions.
Casey blocked the view of the gawkers as Lash drew the sheet back to expose the
face of the corpse.


Robeson lay on his back, his open, lifeless eyes fixed on
the pewter sky. A small circular hole just off-center through his forehead indicated
the cause of death.


Lash bent to examine the wound. Turning quickly to the bag
at his side, he removed small forceps, a magnifying glass and a miniature
fluorescent tube of his own design, which he often
used as a light source when he needed both hands and could not grip a
flashlight.


He probed the wound while the lens brought the red hole
closer for his inspection, then used the light to confirm his findings.


“Strange,” he admitted at last.
“No powder burns. The wound is clean. And the tissue trauma does not reflect
the passage of a bullet.” He turned the victim's head. “The exit wound looks to
be only slightly larger. Let's see the slug.”


“No can do.”


Lash stood and looked down at the body.


“I make Robeson for five six, half an inch either way.” He turned to the wall the body
sprawled against.


Casey shook his head and pointed at the impact point Lash
sought on the wall. “We're not idiots, you know.”


“No offense meant,” Lash said. “Just being thorough.”


Casey relented. “Don't mind me. I'm soaked through and
ready to tear a strip off anybody.”


Lash probed the chipped mustard yellow brick. “Deep gouge.
Too deep.”


“Yeah. Looks like a high-calibre projectile but then the
exit wound would be a lot bigger. And where's the
splatter? We didn't find more than a teaspoon of brains and skull.”


“Whatever killed this man went right through him – fast
enough to knock a hole in the brick behind him. You're sure there's no round?”


“None we could find.”


The piercing gaze of Lynn Lash
darted over the brick chips at the base of the rain slicked wall, the narrow
streams of blood and water snaking toward the gutter.


“A high-velocity round that doesn't leave a typical exit
wound and disintegrates on impact. No, strike that
last bit. This looks like an invisible round as there are no fragments even –
and that's impossible.”


“I told you this one was screwy,” Casey added as Lash
returned the glass and forceps to his bag.


Lash considered for a moment. “We'll need motive to shed light on this one.”


“Any one of a hundred guys could have rubbed out Robeson.
It would be simpler to look into citizens who didn't have a motive.”


“We've got to start somewhere,” Lash countered.


“Yeah, let the boss work, for cripes sake," Dean added. "You hauled us out into this waterfall.”


Lash examined Robeson's pockets. Handkerchief, wallet,
chewing gum, a notepad with figures in ragged columns, comb, reading glasses...
these he handed to Casey one by one. Lash fingered Robeson's soggy hat lying nearby.


There was a business card tucked into the band.


“Sisu Steam Rooms and Baths,” he read.


“That's one of them floating palace jobs on the Hudson.”


“Battery Park,” Lash read on. “Didn't Chaney take it over
after pushing that Finnish outfit aside?”


“Yeah, yeah,” Casey replied,
searching his memory. “The Koivu mob. Scattered them like buckshot. They vowed
revenge. But the Finns have been quiet so far as I know, licking their wounds.
Mob unit has them concentrating on real estate grabs. Maybe that's changed.”


“Why don't we find Chaney and ask him?”


“He keeps an office at the bathhouse,” Casey explained.
“It's one of his few legit operations, makes a good show when he needs to be
respectable.”


While they'd been talking the rain had stopped. Dean furled
the umbrella - after shaking the excess water off,
which just happened to go in Casey's direction.


Casey spluttered, “Why you - ”


“Easy fella,” Lash soothed. “You are riled.”


“Yeah,” Dean added insult to injury as she lit up a slim
cigar. “Lighten up, you'll live longer.”


Casey's bloodshot eyes shot daggers at Dean, but he spoke
to Lash.


“We'll take my heap,” Casey directed. “You're on the police
payroll starting now. It's official business from here on in.”


“Fair enough.” Lash turned to Dean. “Rickey, you make a note of anything Casey's men turn up here, then type it up
back at the office. I'll meet you there later.”


“Why should you guys have all the fun?”


“Walking into the lair of one of the biggest crime bosses
in this burg is not what I'd call fun,” Lash related.
“And we'll need you to sound the charge if we don't walk back out in an hour.”


Genuine worry crept into Dean's eyes but she concealed it
behind a balustrade of bravado. “Ah, go peddle your papers! You live for this
stuff!”


She stormed off toward Lash's
auto.


On the way to Casey's coupe, the gruff policemen asked
Lash, “So what do you think this Robeson mug was shot with?”


“It's only speculation at this point that he was shot at
all.”


 


 


CHAPTER THREE


Clash


 


Casey sent the coupe roaring away from the crime scene. With the weather clearing, it seemed everyone in
the city had hopped into their machines and traffic snarled. He braked hard
behind a car stalled at a light and gave the horn a workout. The driver of the
offending vehicle took the hint, pumped pedals and
the car jutted through just as the light turned red. Casey batted the wheel in
frustration.


“You are bent out of shape,” Lash observed.


“This job ain't no picnic!”


The light changed and Casey stood on the gas. The coupe
roared through the intersection. Both men lapsed into
grim-faced silence as Casey navigated the labyrinthine city streets .


Battery Park occupied the southernmost tip of Manhattan and
consisted of walking paths amongst dense trees. The ferry terminal on the left
was one hub of activity as Casey guided the coupe to
a stop at the park entrance. The bathhouse, at the opposite end of the park,
was the other.


Here stood the palatial Sisu bathhouse. The sun briefly
breached the leaden overcast as Lash and Casey navigated through the idling pedestrians toward the impressive building. Built both on
land and sea the massive glass and concrete structure resembled a fabled palace
of old. A soaring glazed roof comprised of 100,000 glass panes enclosed the
sumptuous sprawl.


The two men entered and the tang
of salt water immediately reached their nostrils. Seven massive pools, more
than 500 changing rooms, an ice rink, galleries, greenhouses, restaurants, and
a history museum boasting treasures from antiquity made up the cavernous
interior.


Casey flashed his buzzer while
stating their intention to see Beckett Chaney and an attendant placed a call.
The two men were made to wait and stood to one side to avoid the throngs
passing each other in and out of the place.


“Gentlemen,” a high, thin voice cut across the din. It belonged to a wasp-waisted, ferret-faced
man of average height and slim build. His grey suit was worn to sartorial
perfection and he carried a cane. This last appeared to be more an affectation
than a necessity. His prominent cheek bones, high
forehead and keen ice blue eyes bespoke a Scandinavian heritage. The man
extended a hand as flat as a shovel blade. “Hamill Koivu, a pleasure.”


Lash ran his right hand lightly along the side of his head,
and then gave the appendage a quick pump. Casey had
other ideas.


“Koivu!" he said. "I thought Chaney ran your lot
out of here.”


“So he did,” Koivu replied. “I stayed. I always back a
winner.”


“How'd that go over with the rest of your clan?”


Koivu ignored that. “This establishment takes in a great
deal of money. Of which I draw a suitable salary.
Also, Sisu is home to visiting dignitaries and social luminaries. Keeping one's
eyes and ears open can be most beneficial. There is opportunity here.”


“And what exactly do you do for Chaney?” Casey asked.


“I am not untrained in the law,
sirs, although I do not hold a degree,” Koivu replied. “My official title is
executive consultant to Beckett Chaney.”


“We're here to see Chaney, Mr. Koivu,” Lash explained.


“Please call me Ham,” Koivu urged. “Everyone does.”


“Beckett Chaney?” Lash urged.


Ham Koivu smiled. “He is finishing up with a visitor.
Foreign interests.”


“I don't care who that gangster wants to do business with,”
Casey pressed. “We want to see Chaney and time's wasting.”


“Ham,” Lash began, choosing a different approach, “we have a few questions. It will only take a
minute.”


Koivu nodded his approval at Lash's more civilized
approach. “Of course. Gentlemen, if you will follow me.”


The sun won its battle against the dark sky and shafts of
golden light stabbed down through the glass roof as
Koivu led Lash and Casey up the wide, towering staircase to the offices. Roman
columns and clusters of ferns bordered the marble steps. At the top a row of
arched, soaring windows allowed the blinding light to pour in, setting the space on fire.


Their destination lay at the end of the hallway – a solid
mahogany door ten feet high and half as many wide. It swung open before they
reached it and Lash got his first look at the tall, trim form of Beckett
Chaney. A florid German exited with him only to be
brought up short by the presence of Lash and the others.


Lash recognized the foreigner, Karl Eckert, as the leading
authority on industrial condensers.


“Mr. Eckert,” Lash began. “I've read your papers on
advances in refrigeration. As I deal frequently with
medical samples, preservation is a paramount concern of mine. Brilliant vision, sir.”


Caught off guard, Eckert stammered, “Danke.”


Lash found it odd that such a man would be in league with
Chaney but concluded that Eckert's expertise was
needed where it came to regulating the temperature of the cold water pools the
bathhouse boasted.


“Ham, what the devil?” Chaney blurted.


Koivu caught the scheming eyes of Chaney and silent
communication took place before he said, “Police, Mr. Chaney.”


Chaney paused. A hairy paw of a hand stumbled across his
double chin.


“Sir,” he addressed the German. “Ham will show you out.”


Lash caught the shift of Eckert's eyes as they flicked to
Koivu – a look of secrecy. The dapper assistant made his farewells, then started jauntily down the corridor, his cane rhythmically
tapping. The German followed behind.


“Nice of you to introduce us,” Casey sneered after Koivu
and party had moved off.


“That man has a zeppelin to catch,” Chaney replied, his
civilized manner dropped. “What does John Law want?
I'm a busy man.”


“Talk to us here or downtown,” Casey offered. “Your
choice.”


Instead of inviting the men into his office, Chaney shut
the massive door firmly behind him.


“What is this about?”


“Max Robeson is dead, murdered,”
Lash replied. “He had a ticket for your steam rooms. We're following up.” He
handed Chaney the card.


“So he took steam. Lots of people do. It's not a crime.”


“His death is,” Casey cut in. “And he had the ticket in his
hatband. Why would he hide it there if his being here
was on the level?”


“We want to know if anyone remembers seeing him the last
time he was here so we can backtrack his movements before he was killed,"
Lash added.


Chaney handed the card back. “That's a gold pass for our
VIP rooms. You'll have to talk to the sauna manager.”
Chaney's manner changed, an oily smile appeared on his fat face. “I'll walk you
over there.”


They started up the corridor.


“I'm late for a meeting with my lawyers,” Chaney related.
“Ask your questions. While you can. Who knows what
those shysters will do once they learn I am being interrogated by the police
for no reason.”


Lash and Casey took up positions on either side of the man.


“Do you know who ordered the Robeson hit?” Casey asked.


“I'm an honest businessman.”


“Cut the funnies. We all know
precisely what you are and what Robeson fenced for you. And if I could prove
it, I'd lock you up and throw away the key. What do you know about the hit?”


A predatory gleam came into Chaney's eyes. “I've been in
meetings all morning. I was not aware that Robeson
was dead until you mentioned it. I don't know who killed him.”


Casey scoffed at the dismissal, but Lash scrutinized the
gangster closely.


Their course took them from the hallway, down an enclosed
staircase to a viewing gallery skirting the cavernous
pool area. Hundreds of bathers in gray swimsuits splashed about in the line of
pools, which were 500 feet long and 250 feet wide and packed to capacity. The
noise was cacophonous.


The gallery led to the concert hall balcony and the quiet of the dark, empty space was startling. Lash took up
the questioning of Chaney.


“What do you hear from the Koivus these days?” he asked.


“The Koivus are finished in this town.”


“Not all of them,” Casey added. “You hired one.”


“Ham has a mind like a cobra –
sharp and quick. I need people like that working for me. He stays on a short
leash.”


“There's been nothing from the Koivus?” Lash pressed.


The concert hall gallery led out to an upper level
dominated by a lush greenhouse.


“All quiet.”


“That leaves you,” Casey
concluded. “Who else has the clout to order a high level hit like Robeson?”


“Any one of a dozen guys although I don't know why they
would. Robeson worked freelance.”


“And you're expanding,” Casey said. “Could be you want to
move your own man into Robeson's racket. How does
that grab you?”


Chaney snorted. “I don't need a lawyer to tell me not to
answer that one.”


“You'll need a mouthpiece to spring you when I run you in
for being a public nuisance.”


“False arrest,” Chaney countered. “In that case I believe you'll need the lawyer before we're through.”


“Nothing false about it. My gut pegs you for the Robeson
kill. All I have to do is draw the net closed.”


Chaney turned on Casey, sudden fury distorting his
features. “You mealy mouthed flatfoot. I'll – ”


The keen ears of Lynn Lash detected a strange, muted
humming noise while the adversaries argued, oblivious. It was unlike anything
Lash had ever heard – bassy like a turbine but with a shrill tone that rose in
pitch, racing to a terrible crescendo.


Instinct took over. He could not
identify the threat, he was only certain it was there. Lash lunged for the two
men in an effort to hurl them to the floor. His gangly frame upset Casey who
sprawled.


Chaney was not so lucky. He roughly shrugged off the hand
of Lash.


“What the – ”


There was the barely audible sound of glass being punched
out as the whine cut off. At the same instant Chaney's body stiffened. His tie
blew up across his chin as though caught in a draft. Blood spurted from his
chest and back. He crumpled.


Casey rose to one knee, hauling out a peculiar long-snouted
automatic from its armpit holster in one fluid motion. His other hand
disappeared into a jacket pocket. It came out clutching a 50-shot magazine
resembling a curled ram's horn of blue steel, which
he slapped home in the weapon.


“Chaney's dead,” Lash spat. “Shot through the heart.”


Casey's gaze darted, his finger tightened on the weapon.
“Where?”


But Lash was already in action. A small glass capsule in
his fist. He hurled this to shatter on the floor.
Thick white smoke enveloped them.


“Greenhouse,” he hissed.


Using the smoke for cover, Lash hurtled blindly toward the
shrouded plant room. A swift kick shattered the door. Lash dove behind a row of
ceramic planters as he lanced into the room. No shot
stabbed toward him.


“Around back, Sam!” Lash bellowed. “He's moving!”


“Gotcha!” Casey replied, sidling around the structure.


Suddenly the fire alarm jangled piercingly.


Lash slapped the tropical foliage aside as he sprinted the
length of the greenhouse. Through the humidity-fogged
glass he spied a staircase. The assassin must have gone that way.


He took the stairs three at a time, rounded a corner and
collided with Sam Casey who steadied the tall investigator.


“Forget it,” he said.


Before them was a mass of bathers
crowding before emergency exits. Bedlam reigned. In the chaos they did not see
the strange, cloaked hunchbacked figure slip out amidst the throng after having
tripped the alarm.


“We couldn't find Santa Claus in this mob,” Casey
concluded.


“You better wade in there before
someone gets trampled,” Lash shouted over the clanging of the alarm bells.
“This noise will bring help. Meanwhile I'm going to have a look at that
greenhouse.”


 


Back upstairs, Lynn Lash stepped gingerly inside the humid
room. The heat was stifling.


From a vest pocket he withdrew an odd pair of collapsible
goggles with an elasticized strap. He placed the strap over his head and set
the lenses in place. Turning his head this way and that, he scanned the room.


He did not find the evidence he
sought. He lowered the goggles so they dangled at his throat.


His search revealed nothing of significance. Lash recalled
the sound of glass being punched out an instant before Chaney was shot.
Crouching by the front wall of the structure, Lash found
the round hole behind some short palms. Peering through the hole he saw the
sprawled corpse of Chaney.


Chaney's men had found their dead boss. Three of them, guns
drawn, took up positions around the corpse as if they could protect Chaney from
further injury.


The alarm klaxon shut off. The noise was replaced by the
sound of shrill police sirens. Casey's re-enforcements had arrived.


Heavy feet tramped up the stairs. It was Casey with a half
dozen officers. Chaney's men, seeing that the law had them outnumbered, hid their weapons. The policemen split into two
groups. One fanned out to search the upper floors of the establishment while
the other began rounding up Chaney’s men for questioning. Casey joined Lash in
the greenhouse.


“Anything?”


“Very little.” Lash pointed at
the hole in the glass.


Casey placed his hand on the metal doorknob, then snatched
it back. “Got a static shock,” he explained. He bent to examine the damaged
pane, then concluded, “He shot from here. Escaped out the back. We're sunk.”


Lash was only half listening. His
brain churned the few facts they had, seeking answers. “Not entirely. I heard
the glass break.” Then his capacious intellect focused on the crime scene
exclusively as a new fact sprang to his attention. “It was not broken or cut prior to the shooting.”


“What of it?”


“It means the killer did not prepare the glass beforehand.
Glass can deflect a bullet's trajectory. Why take the chance? Why not open the
greenhouse door and fire through the doorway?”


“I'll bite. Why?”


“I wish I knew,” Lash replied.
“This glass is the key. Notice anything strange about it?”


“It's got a bullet hole through it.”


“What happens when you shoot at a pane of glass?”


“It... shatters.”


“This glass is not shattered. The hole is neatly punched
through but the surrounding surface is not even
cracked. And why use the greenhouse at all?”


“I don't know about the glass but that last part is easy.
The stairs behind made for an easy getaway.”


“True. But something doesn't add up. The greenhouse is too
confined, too exposed. Sure, no one is using it given
the heat outside but it is open and someone could have walked in at any time.
And the fogged windows from the humidity reduce visibility. Add these to the
risk of bullet deflection and this is hardly an ideal location to pull off a murder. We passed a dozen better spots on the way
here. No, the killer chose the greenhouse for a reason.”


Casey mopped a thick sheen of sweat from his brow.


“Can we think about it out in the hall? I'm sweating
bullets in here.”


 


*****


 


The body of Beckett Chaney
yielded few facts. Like Robeson, the wounds were small, clean as if cut by a
scalpel.


Lynn Lash stood to gaze past the corpse.


“Chaney was facing the greenhouse when he was hit,” he
explained to no one in particular.


He frowned.


The wall behind Chaney was a
mosaic of glass panels similar to those used in the greenhouse. Lash's long
stride carried him there. The stink of the river reached him. A second later he
found what he was looking for and his suspicions were confirmed.


Casey joined him.


“Still think Chaney killed Robeson?” Lash asked, slyly.


“Enough of that, genius,” Casey replied. “Anything helpful
to add?”


Before shaking Koivu's hand, Lash had run his palm across
his hair, coating the skin with a layer of fine fluorescent powder, which he had passed on to Chaney's man when their hands
touched. Lash explained this to Casey.


“The fluorescence last only one hour,” he said, summing up.
“There wasn't a trace of it in the greenhouse.”


“So Ham Koivu is in the clear at least.”


“Looks that way. Of course he
might have been wearing gloves. A revenge killing by the Koivu mob is still our
best bet but we've got to keep an open mind until we have more facts.”


Casey shook his head. “That's all we need. Some nut fancies
himself a murder master – we're going to need as much
luck as brains to solve this one.”


“All we've got is bad luck at the moment, Sam. Whatever
killed Chaney went through him, through this glass and out into the river.”


“Like I said, we're sunk unless we catch a break.”


“But Sam, look.” Lash jabbed a
pencil like finger at the glassless frame. “The glass here shattered. The
greenhouse glass didn't.”


“What does it mean?”


“Maybe nothing. I have to run some tests. It may take a day
or two. How about you work the Koivu angle while you can? Courier over the police report and I'll read it while I
perform my experiments. Make sure Chaney's office gets sifted, too. You never
know.”


Casey nodded. “Look, let's do what we gotta do and fast!
We'll all get the gate if this goes flooey.”


Lash smiled but there was no
humor in it. “If your Murder Master sticks to underworld targets, who is going
to squawk?”


 


*****


 


The police had the crime scene well in hand so Lash slunk
away, retracing the route they had taken with Chaney. Eckert was on his mind.


He took out the goggles he'd used
in the greenhouse and slipped them over his head.


Lash had hoped that revealing the identity of the German
would spur either Chaney or Koivu into action. With the infrared goggles he
would see what Koivu felt compelled to touch after
their brief encounter. Suspecting everyone, he used the goggles in the
greenhouse in the hopes of finding traces of the dust, but the room had been
clean.


Lash opted to leave Chaney's office to Casey so he prowled
the corridor, ears straining to catch the approach of
any of Chaney's men still loose. There! A red hand print on an office door,
Koivu's office. A quick look over his shoulder revealed that no one was around.
He bent and put his lock picks to work.


The lock yielded and the door swung open. Lash slipped inside and eased the door closed behind him.
The faint glow of red hand prints told the tale.


Koivu had used the telephone. There were no notes or
scrawled messages and the address book had not been touched, which meant the man had dialed from memory.


No matter. Lash stepped around the long oak desk and
scrutinized the dial. Red marks left by Koivu's finger showed Lash the number
that had been utilized. He committed the numbers to memory.


Pausing, Lash scanned the room to make sure he hadn't missed any red marks Koivu may have left behind. He found
none. Curious, he tried the filing cabinet but it was locked. The same went for
the desk drawers.


Concluding that Koivu's phone call had been urgent if the
man had, presumably, kept Eckert waiting after
extricating himself from the police, Lash was satisfied with this line of
investigation for the moment and quitted the room.


He showed his special police ID to get past the cordon of
officers around the bathhouse. Knowing Casey would be busy with the crime scene, Lash climbed behind the wheel of the man's
unmarked cruiser. A thin, jagged device resembling a skeleton key appeared from
his watch pocket. He wiggled it into the ignition and the engine roared to
life.


His brain chewed at the numbers. Having noticed the slight, gradual fading of the red marks on the dial of Koivu's phone, he deduced the order in which
the numbers had been dialed, and compiled a short list of possible
combinations. A quick call on the car radio got a police clerk to track down addresses
for the phone numbers he compiled. Based on what he'd learned so far, Lash deemed the second address the most likely destination:


Brand Tool and Die.


 


*****


 


The place was down on the docks. Lash tooled north along
the waterfront on the banks of the Hudson, craning
his neck to see addresses and company signs. He found himself in a dingy,
unused section. Lash's destination was set back from the road in a nest of
shadows cast by scrawny trees – a low, squat, stucco block located at a sagging
bend in the pier.


He rolled past, parked outside a sagging warehouse, then
cat-footed it back to the Brand concern. The sign above the door was sun-faded,
the place rundown and unassuming. Lash donned the goggles and studied the
doorknob.


There was no red glow. The self
proclaimed lawyer had not been there within the last hour. What was behind the
telephone call?


Faint noise from an open basement window drew his
attention. Crouching before the opening, he peered through the grime. The view
was obscured so he withdrew a collapsible spyglass
from the inner pocket of his suit coat and brought the device to his eye.


The place was a hive of activity. Workmen were packing thin
metal rods, roughly twenty four inches in length, into wooden crates marked for
shipment via Hauser Import out of Hamburg. Precision
drills shrieked as more rods were hollowed out. The rods glinted in the bright
lights with a gleam that was unmistakable to Lash's trained eye.


Titanium.


Lash leaned back on his haunches. What the devil would
Chaney or the Koivus do with drilled titanium rods?


The question gave him ideas he would need to check out in
the lab. He succumbed to the siren song of scientific theory. There was nothing
more he could learn squatting by the window anyway. And there was no sign of Ham Koivu or Eckert.


Tormented by more questions than answers, Lash glided back
to the automobile. He would apply science to obtain his answers.


 


 


CHAPTER FOUR


Backlash


 


News of the impending armored car robbery reached Lynn Lash
as he and Dean were in the laboratory.


“Hold that steady,” he scolded his diminutive secretary.


“I am!”


He worked the controls on the gramophone speaker he'd
adjusted. The thing hummed but that was all.


“That's not it,” he said, frustrated. “I was certain sound
was the secret. You're sure you overheard that woman
mention a humming noise before the Robeson killing?”


“That's what she said," Dean replied. She set down the
tube she was holding. She jerked at the boom of thunder outside. The rain had
returned and it was a monsoon descending on the
streets of the city. “The lady told the cops that she opened her window to toss
out her husband's cigar butts and heard the hum just before she saw Robeson
fall across the street.”


“Any chance she saw the killer?”


“Nope. She skedaddled to the phone
to call in the bulls.”


“Damn! I heard what we can assume was the same hum when
Chaney was killed,” Lash said. “I wasn't far from where the shot was fired at
Chaney. The woman must have been close to the killer as well.” His gaze turned
inward. “Now if sound isn't at the heart of it, what
is?”


Lash had worked around the clock on his theory and was no
closer to discovering the murder method. The telephone rattled. The police
consultant was closest to the instrument. He snatched up the handset.


The familiar voice of Al Cord,
reporter for the Times-Dispatch, gabbled over the wire.


“Slow down, Cord,” Lash said. “What's got you so hot?”


“Armed robbery!” the reporter bellowed.


“Give me the facts.”


“A stoolie of mine. Dependable guy. Gives me this tip about
an armored car heist, got real particular about it. I
sent the yarn downtown but they ignored it.”


“Why?”


“They think it's a crank.”


Lash paused to consider. The secret of the Murder Master's
weapon eluded him for the moment. The report Casey had sent over earlier had revealed Chaney's involvement with German
business overseas – frowned upon these days with the Nazis running the show
over there, but not illegal. Everything pointed to the Finns being behind the
Robeson and Chaney hits and he needed to work that
angle with Casey. And yet Dean had sweet-talked someone down at City Hall and
had learned that Brand Tool and Die was registered to Chaney. So many angles.
But still... “This one is on the level? You're sure?”


“No question.”


“Where? Who?”


“Diamond shipment to the Chemical
Bank. Hanover and Lexington. Gardner Security handling the transfer.”


Diamonds again. Lash thought of the Robeson murder. That
clinched it. “When?”


“Midnight.”


Lash shot a glance at the wall clock. Thirty minutes.


“You're cutting it fine.”


“Been peddling it to the cops all night. No soap. That
leaves us.”


“Us?”


“I'm in the all night diner across the street from you. I
know this isn't your usual type of case but I was desperate. Get down here!”


Lynn Lash fired instructions at Dean to call in the details he gave her concerning the robbery. His hope
was that a corroborating report would make the police take the job seriously.


Lash slid an automatic into his jacket pocket, his spidery
fingers snatched up various gadgets and inserted them into the pockets of his vest, pants and jacket. He made for the
door. Dean's excited voice barking into the telephone followed him out of the
office and to the elevator.


Cord was at the wheel of a battered coupe, engine idling.
Lash barely made out his associate's form behind the
wheel with the thunderous rain coming down. He slid into the passenger seat
with practiced ease.


Al Cord was a man of contradictions. His stocky frame led
those who saw it to think him slow but he was as agile as a cat. Also the
funereal expression etched into his blunt features
belied the excitement he could not keep out of his voice when danger, and a
story, were afoot.


“Did you try to get through to Sam Casey?” Lash enquired.


“No luck.” Cord's black eyes regarded Lash frankly.


“All right, we'll go this alone
and hope Dean can get through to the law.”


Cord gunned the engine and the auto shot out into the
sparse Sunday evening traffic. He guided the vehicle with his left hand. His
right thumb was hooked in his vest pocket where it absently caressed the egg-shaped grip of a double-barreled .44 derringer.


They gingerly approached the armored car route by way of an
alley. The street was deserted, an interlocking series of light and shadow as
the weak streetlights struggled to cast radiance through
the gloom.


“We're three blocks from the bank,” Al Cord explained.
“Most of these tenements are vacant. Stoolie said they didn't want witnesses.”


“All right, kill the engine. If the robbers aren't already
in position they soon will be. We don't want to give
away our presence. We hoof it from here.”


“I was afraid you were going to say that. Damn rain.”


The two men eased to the mouth of the alley. Lash leaned
out to glare up the deserted street.


“I don't see anything?”


“You think I have a road map with a
big X to mark the spot?”


Then they heard it.


The heavy snore of a truck engine, deep and grumbling.


Lash peered around the wall of the building he was pressed
up against. The rain was unyielding, obscuring all. However he did make out a
hulking square vehicle grinding up the rain slick
street.


“This is our boy,” he told Cord.


The armored car rolled toward them. Headlights threw cones
of light to be fractured in a million places by the rain.


Lash detected the faint tell-tale hum over the purr of the
engine. A half block from the alley, the hum cut off
and a shot clanged through the radiator of the armored car.


Lash and Cord started out from the alley but another shot
from across the street exploded one of the behemoth's front tires. Lash put an
arm out to restrain the gutsy reporter.


“What are those monkeys firing?” Cord wanted to know.


“There's more than one,” Lash observed as another shot
struck the car's windshield – this time from a darkened window two doors from
their position.


Lash had not expected this. His
thinking was that the Murder Master would have hired muscle to help with the
job, not a mob armed with the strange weapon.


“What are we waiting for?” demanded Cord.


A frantic moment passed as Lash considered their options.
Yes, the weapon was deadly – he'd seen enough
evidence of that – but it was still only a form of firearm. He and Cord were
armed themselves.


Shots now hit the car from both sides. All four tires were
flat now, the bulletproof windshield was swiss cheese. The driver stomped on
the gas but the reinforced chassis only crawled.


The guard riding shotgun threw open his door. A Colt in his
fist spouted tongues of flame and two men who had started out of a darkened
doorway sprouted blood roses on their chests and sprawled down the brownstone steps. That strange hum came from everywhere and the
guard jerked as holes were drilled through him, tumbling him to lie motionless
in the street.


The driver was next to die. His foot came off the gas as a
shot went through the side of his neck and the car
lurched erratically to collide with a parked panel truck.


“Saps never had a chance in that shooting gallery,” Cord
said through gritted teeth.


“Neither will we if we don't play this right,” Lash said.
“We'll hit them when they show themselves.”


They did not have long to wait.
The truck stopped, the guards dead, the attackers charged out of their hiding
places. Six men clutching strange metal tubes in their fists stood in the
street. The tubes were an exact match to what Lash had seen coming out of the Die shop. Snaking steel hoses connected the tubes to oblong
packs on their backs which gave them the appearance of hunchbacks converging on
the stopped vehicle.


“Now!” Lash spat.


The two men bolted from the alley. Lash's first action was
to lob a gas grenade amidst the robbers. He was leery
of its success in the open space punctuated by heavy rain to hamper dispersal
but he tried to avoid needless bloodshed whenever possible.


Cord had other plans.


His derringer coughed and one of the robbers shifting
around to the truck's rear doors cried out and
pitched headlong.


The gas pellet went off at the same moment and the other
gunmen jerked. Gas enveloped the man closest to the small explosion. He groaned
and fell, senseless.


That distinctive hum filled the air and shots struck all around Lash and Cord, driving them to
cover. Cord dove behind a cluster of garbage cans. From his place of safety in
a recessed stairwell, Lash saw shots punch through the cans around Cord like
they were made of tissue paper.


He let loose a storm of frantic
lead, hit one man in the chest and scattered the rest.


“Al! Get across the street! Use walls for cover!”


Cord scampered to safety. Lash saw him duck into a
stairwell that was the mate to his own place of concealment.


Nitro exploded the rear doors of
the armored car.


In the momentary blinding flash and roar, Lash and Cord
dashed forward.


With two men at the rear of the truck, there was only one
gunman to stop their assault. But too much distance between targets rendered
the man indecisive as the strange pack on his back hummed menacingly.


Cord fired and the man's large head was knocked drunkenly
to one side. The gunman dropped.


Lash threw himself down on the wet pavement. He fired under
the body of the truck at the legs of the men as they climbed out with the loot. The shots went wide but they convinced the
crooks to abandon the truck and make for a closed furniture repair shop.


The glass door disintegrated under their boot heels. The
men vanished inside.


Lynn Lash swung around the rear of the truck and came face to face with Al Cord aiming his .44
at him. Lash's foot nudged a black velvet sack as big as a grapefruit.


The diamonds.


In their panic the thieves had dropped it. Lash stuffed it
into his pocket.


“We split up,” Lash said. “This mess needs the law. Get to a phone and make them understand it's
for real. I'm going to tackle the two that got away before they come after me
for the stones, try to keep them pinned down until the cavalry arrives.”


Cord didn't like the idea but knew there was no time to argue.


“Watch yourself!” he said, then he was gone. They'd passed
a drugstore before turning into the alley.


Lash lobbed another smoke pellet through the doorway of the
furniture store. A cloud of white smoke boiled out.


Gun drawn, Lash bolted toward the
cloud. However he did not launch himself through the blind doorway and risk
being drilled if the gunmen had guessed the purpose of the covering smoke.
Rather he leapt up and kicked his way through the shattered display window
damaged during the explosion of the armored car's
doors.


He snapped off a shot haphazardly to keep the heads of the
gunmen down. Inside, Lash dove behind a display case of drawer pulls.


No shot came.


Not wanting to lose his quarry, Lash came around the
display cabinet and sidled quickly toward the back
rooms of the place. The two men counted on a rear door through which they might
make their escape.


Lash heard the scrape of feet. He threw himself to one side
an instant before the humming noise which followed suddenly cut off. The men had turned to shoot it out. Glass shattered behind
where he'd been standing.


The passageway was narrow. He'd be an easy target trying to
cross it. There was no alternative however.


It was at this moment that a side room off the passageway
presented itself as Lash's vision adjusted to the
gloom. The men had not seen it with all of the smoke in the place.


The humming noise sounded again.


Lash bolted across the threshold, slammed the door and
threw the flimsy bolt. He heard the tramp of heavy boots coming closer.


The deathly hum sounded through the door.


Lash threw himself behind the only cover available. This
was a narrow metal wall, thinner than the garbage cans Cord had used as
protection outside. There was no chance it would stop the coming shots.


Clang!


A thin column like the tip of a javelin jutted from the
wall two inches from the end of his nose. The wall was a thin sheet of lead
that vibrated with the impact. The weapon hummed again and the first protrusion
had a mate – this one parting Lash's hair.


“Get 'im?” a gruff voice asked.


“Can't tell,” came the whispered reply as the door
shuddered. “Come on! Break it down!”


Lash was already moving. He'd been lucky, he knew, but it
would be foolhardy to wait for Lady Luck to smile upon him a second time.


The room he had entered was a closed chamber. Three walls
stood before him in the deathtrap he'd blundered into. Shots punched through
the door around the bolt, shredding it.


Mind racing, Lash sought an escape. Inspiration came to
him. Thrusting a hand in a jacket pocket, he
extracted four small fluorescent tubes. He shook them in his fist like a high
roller and they responded with a yellow glow.


Lash fired two shots through the open doorway to buy him
the precious seconds he so desperately needed. The brightening
incandescence of the tubes showed him the remains of a workman's lunch on a
small rickety table. He snatched up the square of crumpled cellophane and
wrapped the tubes. A rubber band closed the top of the glowing ball.


He fired another shot, then he
knelt to pry up the sewer cover. Leaving it askew with a man-sized gap visible
in the feeble light leaking through from a streetlight outside the grimy
basement window, he paused with the cellophane globes poised over the hole. The
muted sound of rushing water reached him.


“Catch me if you can!” he roared as the door splintered.
Lash tossed the wrapped lights into the open maw of the sewer and dove clear.


The words spurred the men to recklessness like a red cape
before a bull. They charged in, firing their odd
weapons. One of them spied the faint glow from the open manhole.


“He's gone down that sewer! The boss'll skin us alive if we
don't get them rocks!”


They scurried for the hole. One of them thrust his head
inside. “There he goes!” he announced as the glow
dwindled. Seconds later they were in the drain chasing after the receding
light.


The room they'd fled remained silent as a tomb for a
moment. Then a faded, fetid tarpaulin bunched on the floor twitched and
undulated.


Lynn Lash appeared from its folds.


He stood over the open sewer, a sly grin on his face. The
sack of glow tubes dropped into the shallow rushing water beneath his feet had
fooled the crooks into thinking he had fled through the pipe with a flashlight
to guide his way. Quick thinking had saved his life.
With only one cartridge in his automatic and his supply of gas and smoke
pellets exhausted, Lash had had no choice but to let the men escape.


But the evening had yielded many positives. The diamonds
were a telling weight in his trouser pocket. And he
finally had a sample of the slug the strange weapons fired.


Lash retraced his steps and found himself standing before a
large, walled-in, square bathtub. It was a stripping bath used to immerse large
pieces of furniture in to remove decades old coats of
shellac or varnish. The stripping agent was highly corrosive and the walls
surrounding the bath were one inch lead.


He stepped into the drained bath and examined the deep
conical dents that had been punched into the wall instead of through his flesh earlier. The men had fired from a slightly downward angle
and the lead had not been pierced. Unless the slugs had shattered on impact,
they had to be inside the makeshift receptacles gouged into the lead wall.


Lash extended two long fingers into the first oblong protuberance, hunting for the slug. What he encountered burned his fingers
and he hastily withdrew them. They were wet. Steeling himself for another burn,
he thrust his fingers inside again.


There was no slug.


The bent lead was filled with scalding water. They both were.


Lynn Lash froze. His brain poured over the facts to date,
hunting correlations and conclusions.


He had it!


But he had to be certain.


He turned and bolted for the street. Bursting out of the
furniture shop and into the warm summer rain, he made
a beeline for the weapons with the fallen crooks.


The humming instruments of death the men had used were
gone.


Only the corpses remained. The gassed man's throat had been
cut.


There was only one explanation: the Murder Master must have
observed from a place of safety, then had swooped in
to collect the evidence left behind when the battle had moved indoors.


If that were the case, then the observer would know by now
that Lash had the diamonds. The face of Lynn Lash was well known to the people
of New York courtesy of the pieces Al Cord ran
regularly in the Times-Dispatch.


Yes, Lynn Lash had escaped the Murder Master. But what
about Rickey Dean? She would be the next logical target.


He exploded into a ground-eating, loping run that took him
up the alley to the drugstore. Distant sirens could
be heard over the thud of his heart but they were too far away, too late.


Lash threw himself into the drugstore phone booth, slammed
home a nickel and dialed.


The phone in his office was off the hook.


Cord was in a neighboring booth,
phoning in the story.


Lash leaned in. “I'm taking your car!”


Back outside, Lash dove behind the wheel and stood on the
gas pedal. The roadster lanced away.


Empty streets late on a Sunday night along with an utter
disregard for the rules of the road allowed a frantic
Lash to reach the office in record time.


He launched himself through the street doors, cut into the
stairwell – there was no time to wait for an elevator – and reached the office
door panting and drenched in sweat. He kicked the
door off its hinges and lunged across the threshold.


The reception room was a shambles, the desk thrust to one
side. He saw the telephone kicked into one corner. Drops of fresh blood dotted
the desk blotter.


Of Rickey Dean there was no sign.


She had been taken by the Murder
Master.


 


 


CHAPTER FIVE


Whiplash


 


Cursing, Lash snatched up the telephone and righted it on
the desk. He cradled the handset as his brain swirled with possibilities and
perils.


The telephone rang.


Lash snatched up the receiver and slapped
it to his ear.


“What's your offer, Koivu?” he spat.


There was a pause at the other end. “Call me Ham, everyone
does.”


“I'm not playing games.”


“Very well. The point. We each have something the other
desires. A trade.”


“Agreed.”


“I thought you might. The
floating steam rooms. In one hour. Need I tell you to come alone?”


“Let me talk to Dean.”


“Neither of us have time for such foolishness. One hour,
Lash.”


The line went dead.


Lash jiggled the drop hook. The operator came on the line.


“Get me the Times-Dispatch!”


Anxious seconds flew by.


A voice crackled over the line. “Times-Dispatch.”


Terse words were exchanged. Al Cord was not at his desk,
but was on another line.


“Patch me in,” Lash insisted. “This is an emergency.”


“Cord here.” The reporter sounded
out of breath.


“Al, I need you,” Lash said through gritted teeth as he
stared at the bloodstains on the blotter. If Koivu or his goons had hurt
Dean... “Get hold of Casey. Meet me at the Battery in ten minutes.”


He slammed the receiver down and launched himself out of his seat. His worry for Dean did not dull his
intellect. Lash knew Koivu meant to trap him, kill them both after recovering
the diamonds and he was not about to go into the lion's den unprepared.


Throwing off his suit coat, he donned a spring-action wrist pistol. It held only one shot and Lash was
determined to make it count. Next he hiked up his right pant leg and
double-checked the leather container fitted close to his calf, high on the
muscle.


The pouch contained a tiny flashlight. Lash ignored this. What held his interest was the three inch,
blunt-snouted metal tube, half an inch wide, which held a large bullet with a
small case. The bullet contained explosives or a paralyzing chemical, depending
on Lash's fancy. With a grim look, he removed the
chemical bullet and inserted an explosive cartridge.


He hit the street running, dove into his roadster. The
motor growled and the car roared away.


 


*****


 


He met Cord and Casey just outside the park, the bathhouse
screened by trees.


“The Murder Master?” Casey
demanded.


Lash nodded grimly. He went on to explain about the
operation he had found at the docks.


“That's queer all right,” Casey replied, considering.
“Still doesn't give us anything on this new weapon.


“I've got it figured,” Lash admitted. “They are using water. Water vapor specifically.”


“You can't kill somebody with water – outside of drowning
them,” Casey said.


“Think about it, Sam. We've investigated arson jobs. You've
seen a fire hose punch through gyprock?”


“Sure. But we're talking about thousands
of gallons under high pressure. No man could carry that much in a tank and hope
to hop around like these armed robbers Cord has been telling me about.”


“That's the secret of this terrible weapon,” Lash
explained. “It doesn't require a tank. It draws water
vapor right from the air!”


Lash told them about the hot water-filled dents he found in
the furniture warehouse where hot slugs should be. “That's when I put it
together,” Lash summarized. “Remember that humming coming from those packs the
robbers wore, Al? That was the fan in each unit,
drawing moist air in, dragging it across a small refrigerated coil cooled with
dry ice.”


“You're out of your tree,” Cord scoffed.


“Let me finish. The collected water vapor condenses on an
evaporator coil. The resulting condensate is probably
made to drip onto dry ice in a small, titanium chamber, causing the solid
carbon dioxide in the ice to immediately sublimate to a gas, resulting in
tremendous pressure within the confined space. The pressure would then drive water droplets at incredible speeds through the cored titanium
barrel and, ultimately, through the intended victim. That explains the small
exit wounds. The droplets cleaved like a hot knife through butter.”


Casey sighed. “How did you hit on all that?”


“The attack on Robeson and the
armored car occurred during torrential rain, when the air is saturated with
water vapor. Chaney was shot from the greenhouse if you recall. Again, humid
air. Sam, you got a shock when you touched that doorknob in the plant room. It didn't register at first. Later I realized that could only
happen if the water vapor in the humid air of the greenhouse had been reduced
when the Murder Master drew moisture from the air to kill Chaney. Look, time is
against us. Robeson was killed by a single shooter.
Chaney, likewise. The armored car hit came from multiple weapons – all with
barrels I saw being mass produced at the tool and die shop.”


“Things are escalating,” Casey finished the thought.


Lash nodded. “And Koivu's people are perfecting the weapon, most likely with the aid of Eckert's brilliance with
condensers. Soon, it will need only the small amount of moisture normally
present in the air to be fired. Imagine an army with this weapon, armed with a
limitless supply of ammunition, drawn directly from
the air! Or a stealthy assassin. If Koivu and Eckert continue to fine tune
their creation, no one is safe.”


“And what do they plan on doing with all those barrels?”
Cord asked.


“My guess is that Koivu plans to follow those titanium
barrels to Germany,” Lash said simply.


“He might just be selling them to the krauts.”


“Then why lift the diamonds?” Lash asked. “Robeson was
killed for his stash and the attackers of the Gardner car sought more of the
rocks. With German business interests backing him and
Eckert on board, Koivu means to set up shop with the Nazis who will let him
work openly. It's my guess those diamonds are his start-up funds.”


“We can't let him leave the country,” Casey said.


“There's a more pressing problem, gentlemen,” Lash
announced. He yanked the sack of diamonds out of his
pocket and showed it to Casey. “Koivu has Dean. He wants to make an exchange;
her for the rocks. I'm going in and I need you two to back my play.”


“You got me, Lash,” said Casey while Cord nodded. “Let's
get this murdering skunk.”


Lash threw open the rumble seat of his roadster and handed
Cord various items while he explained his plan. Slamming the rumble closed.
Casey returned to his coupe.


 


*****


 


Lash approached the floating sauna alone so that he could
convey a semblance of compliance to anyone Koivu had
watching. He killed the motor and stepped out of the vehicle. The circular maw
of a titanium barrel was jammed into the small of his back. Rough hands frisked
him, turning up a .45 which the searcher confiscated.


The man did not think to look for the weapons at Lash's
wrist or ankle.


“Where are the rocks?” a gruff voice demanded.


Lash chuckled. “You really think I'm dumb enough to carry
them around?”


In fact, the diamonds were concealed behind a false panel
in the dash.


“Mr. Koivu said to bring the diamonds!”


“That's between me and your boss,” Lash's tone turned
deadly. “Get me?”


He was roughly shoved forward.


“Get moving! And no funny stuff!”


They approached the river's edge, Lash could hear the waves
slapping against the pilings. The massive pontoons
supporting the wooden structure glistened wetly like the bellies of whales as
Lash was propelled across a short bridge to a side entrance on the second
floor.


The man did not follow. Stifling heat enveloped Lash, the air was saturated. As he made his way gingerly up the
corridor he saw that all of the sauna doors had been propped open, the squat
ovens roaring while automatic dippers continually dumped ladles of water onto
the hot stones piled atop the stoves. The resulting
steam billowing out of the open doors was as thick as a London fog.


A door opened at one end of the hall. Rickey Dean stumbled
through the opening. Slightly battered with a mouse under one eye. The shiny,
ice cold titanium barrel pressed against her good
cheek made her arch away uncomfortably from the contact.


Ham Koivu stood behind her.


“Mr. Lash, how nice of you to come.”


Lash indicated the steam clouds enshrouding them. “I see
you've stacked the deck in favor of your new weapon.”


Koivu's eyes registered temporary
shock as he realized that Lash had discovered the secret of the weapon in his
gloved fists.


“Your intellect does not disappoint. Even in defeat.”


“I also know you're in league with the Nazis. And that you
killed Chaney to settle an old score before shipping
out.”


Lash inched toward Koivu. His fingers flicked and twitched.


“You all right, Dean?” he asked.


“Better than this lug'll be when I get my hands on 'im!”
She struggled and Koivu pressed the barrel deeper into her skin.


“Not if my hands do the job
first,” Lash replied.


His fingers continued to contort. Dean had caught Lash's
reference to his hands and her gaze lowered to the moving digits.


“Neither one of you is in a position to make threats,”
Koivu reminded. “As for my dealings with the Nazis
and that fool Chaney, the knowledge will do you no good. Let us conclude our
business.”


“Release the girl.” The hands of Lash went still. Dean
nodded briefly.


“Show me the diamonds.”


“This after he praises me for my brains,” Lash deadpanned
to Dean. Now came the tricky part. “The diamonds are
outside. In the car.”


A wicked leer pulled at Koivu's lips. “You get that,
Walker?”


“Yes, Boss,” the man still in the doorway behind Lash
replied. “On my way.”


“You disappoint me, Lash,” Koivu said. “No matter. It's your last action in this life.”


“Actually the action is just about to begin.”


Lynn Lash flexed his right arm and the small pistol at his
wrist ratcheted into his hand. He raised the weapon and fired all in one
motion. There was no clear shot at Koivu but Lash had
chosen a different target.


The fire extinguisher behind Koivu erupted with the bullet
hit. Foam spewed out, coating the weapon pack on Koivu's back. Without air, the
weapon could not fire. The fan would clear the pack but that would take time.


At the same instant, Dean stomped on Koivu's instep and the
man howled. Free from his clutches, she snatched up an ash stand and hurled it
through the closest window. The glass shattered and she followed the stand
through the opening down to the black waves below.
Lash had conveyed instructions to her to do this using sign language.


So far so good, Lash mused. He could only hope Casey and
Cord did their parts.


Aware of the open door at his back, Lash got moving just as
Koivu bellowed.


“Men! Get in here and kill this
bastard!”


With that the fan cleared his weapon and Koivu unleashed a
series of shots in the direction of Lash. Wood splintered as holes were punched
in the walls.


But Lash was gone.


Koivu heard Lash's footsteps thudding their way downstairs
and he gave chase.


Lash reached the lower levels. He was actually below the
waterline of the floating structure. He paused to retrieve the odd single shot
gun strapped to his calf. Squinting in the dim lighting at the door signs, he
barreled on.


Furious, Koivu fired shot after
shot as he clambered down the stairs in pursuit. The air was filled with shards
of flying wood.


Lash meanwhile had found his destination. He fired his
explosive bullet and the door was blown off its hinges.


“What do you think of my intellect
now?” he prodded Koivu. He entered the room.


Koivu heard the taunt and doubled his efforts. In his rage,
he rattled into the room, the vapor weapon poised to fire.


The bitter cold stopped him dead after four steps.


Lash had led Koivu into the ice room. Dry ice used to chill the bathing pools sauna users cooled
off in after taking too much steam was piled up all around them.


“What do I think of your intellect now?” Koivu repeated as
his breath plumed out in front of him. “Not much.”


He raised the barrel and squeezed
the trigger.


Nothing happened.


“Low temperatures dry out the air,” Lash explained. “Your
weapon cannot collect enough water vapor to fire. You're through.”


“That's where you're wrong! There is still moisture in the
air. In a minute it will have collected enough.”


Come on, Cord, Lash thought, but he said, “Sure, let's
stand here and wait.”


A moment later a series of loud bangs split the night as
the pontoons keeping the bathhouse afloat were blown apart. The structure began
to list immediately and a great groan from strained
wooden beams could be heard.


Stinking river water poured in through the windows racing
down the stairs and washing over Koivu from behind, soaking him. The water hit
the dry ice and roiling fog crept across the floor.


Lash charged and dove, striking
Koivu at waist level. The two men tumbled out into the corridor. They grappled
wildly, then separated.


The water swirled around their knees, then thighs. The
floor dipped and loud cracking noises came from all around them. Only seconds remained before they were drowned.


Koivu raised the weapon.


“Don't do it!” Lash cautioned. “Its system is overloaded
with moisture now! It won't stand the strain!”


“You've ruined everything!” Koivu spat. “Die!”


Lash submerged quickly, a hair's breadth before the vapor weapon on Koivu's back exploded, taking
the Finn with it. The shock of the blast batted Lash around under the water as
body parts rained down over his head.


Lash swam for the stairs, clambered up and kept going
through a window free of glass. Desperate to put as
much distance between himself and the collapsing structure as possible, he
kicked frantically for shore and flopped onto the rocks.


Al Cord, sopping wet, came to stand next to him.


Lash spit out some river debris. “You took your time with those charges.”


“Sue me!” Cord replied, but he was smiling. “Next time you
try planting charges on pontoons in the dark with a building as big as a
battleship over your head.”


Casey trotted up to join them. “We collared the last of
Koivu's men as they abandoned ship – so to speak.
I've got my best men guarding their weapons until we can turn them over to the
State Department. And we've still got to take down that tool and die
operation.”


Rickey Dean, wrapped in a blanket, dashed up to where Lash
sprawled and stuck a finger in his face. She was so
angry her damp bangs quivered. “You signed that we would both go out that
window! Liar!”


“Would you have gone otherwise?” Lash asked.


“Not on your life!”


Lash spread his hands expansively. “I rest my case.”


“What happened to the Murder
Master?” Casey asked.


“Went down with the ship,” Cord replied.


“Actually he went up in smoke,” Lash corrected.


The two men helped Lash up.


Lynn Lash led his comrades away from the sunken building
toward the waiting policemen.


There was work to do.


 


END
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Chapter 1


THE COMING OF THE CYLINDER


 


“No one would have believed,” said Professor Everard Trent, “in the early years of the
nineteenth century that this world was being watched keenly and closely by intelligences greater than man's and yet as
mortal as his own; that as men busied themselves about their various concerns
they were scrutinized and studied...”


"Yes, yes," interrupted Lynn Lash, the celebrated
criminologist. "I've read The War of the Worlds. You're assuming quite a bit,
don't you think? You're going on record that this thing came from Mars?"


It was much too early and much too cold out, as far as Lash
was concerned, to be trudging through these dark woods. Lash had never heard of Grover's Mill-- a little village in the West Windsor
township of New Jersey-- until just over an hour ago. Trent-- an old college
chum of Lash's-- had sounded extremely excited on the phone. That alone had
prompted Lash to venture out at this ungodly hour.


"Of course not," Trent replied. "I'm a
scientist, just like you are. I don't know where it came from. In the absence
of proof, I assume nothing. Just speculating, that's all. Once you see it, you
may be moved to some speculation of your own."


Trent would have been a world
famous geologist, had there been such a thing as a world famous geologist. He
was one of the most respected men in his field, with several degrees and
publications to his credit. Though his fame did not extend very far in the
wider world, he was one of the most prominent
citizens of the little village of Grover's Mill.


The woods thinned out and as the two men followed the path
to the right, Lash could see people milling around near the pond. An area at
the edge of the water was illuminated by two or three
portable spotlights on tall metal stalks. The lights were on either side of a
large piece of olive drab canvas stretched across some scaffolding. The intent
was, obviously, to prevent anyone from seeing what was behind it.


Officers from the sheriff's
department and the New Jersey State Police greeted Trent and Lash.


"Wait until you get a close look at it, Lash,"
said the professor. He turned to one of the uniformed men and asked him to turn
the spotlights directly on the object.


The two men walked around the
edge of the canvas and Lash got his first look at the mysterious cylinder that
had caused so much excitement. His gray eyes narrowed and he focused his
attention to the upended cylinder sticking out of the water, perhaps six feet
from the shore. It was impossible to tell how large
it was, since there was no way to determine how deep it had sunk into the mud.
The visible portion was about twelve feet high and several yards wide. He
noticed a small block of peculiar characters on the metallic skin. They did not belong to any earthly alphabet he knew of.


"Any witnesses to this thing's arrival?" he
asked.


Trent nodded. "Abner Trowel saw it land. That is to
say, he saw it come down, then lost sight of it behind the trees. He was
walking along the road back there. He heard the
splash, though, and ran out here to have a look."


"When was this?" Lash asked.


"Right at midnight. Abner is absolutely certain of the
time because he always starts back home from the saloon at fifteen to twelve,
and it takes him exactly fifteen minutes to reach
this point."


"Really? Abner's a man of regular habits, is he?"


"Indeed. They say you can set your watch by his
comings and goings. Never deviates by more than a minute."


"Interesting," Lash said thoughtfully.


"Abner said the thing
appeared to be solid when he saw it in the water. No seams or anything. When
the sheriff came back out with him, they found this hatch standing open at the
top, as you can see. There are a number of what might be footprints on the
shore."


"And you see this as some
kind of craft?" Lash said. "Something someone could have used to
travel here from... somewhere?"


"I don't see why not," replied Professor Trent.
"Have a look inside."


Lash waded out and took hold of the grappling line someone
had attached to the lip of the hatch. A couple of
deputies in hip boots helped him steady himself, then he grabbed the rope and
hauled his tall lanky form hand-over-hand up the side of the thing. He crawled
over and found some foot and hand holds on the inner wall
of the thing. Getting a firm grip, he removed a small flashlight from his
jacket and switched it on.


"See anything?" came Trent's voice.


"Well," Lash said, "there's a lot of
equipment in here. Electrical stuff... Can't make sense out of it,
though."


It looked like someone had raided
an electrical lab somewhere and dumped the loot into this cylinder. Wriggling
down a bit further, Lash became aware of a very faint sound, like the ticking
of a watch or a small clock. It seemed to be coming from behind a panel affixed to the interior wall. He got closer and looked
over the edge of the panel.


There was a small red light flashing slowly, with an
interval of three seconds between blinks. Lash had a bad feeling about it. As
if in answer to his unspoken concern, the light
stopped blinking and remained steady, and the ticking sound slowed down. He
scrambled back up the interior wall and heaved himself through the trapdoor.


"Get away from here," he shouted "Bomb!
Everyone clear out! Now!" Lash tumbled from the lip of the cylinder and splashed down into the pond. He waded
swiftly to shore and started running toward the trees, urging everyone else to
follow suit.


"Don't stop!" he yelled, "Keep on going, as
fast and as far as you can!"


They had made it a few yards into the
woods when they heard an earsplitting screech from behind the stretched canvas.
This was followed by a brief silence.


Then the cylinder exploded.


The blast was tremendous. It shook the ground. The men saw
a huge gout of flame rushing skyward from behind the
canvas, then the barrier itself was blown away.


An hour later, firefighters and a National Guard unit were
on the scene. The danger seemed to be over now. The assembled company
discovered that the upper part of the cylinder had been completely obliterated.


"Well," said a National Guard captain, after he
and his men had secured and searched the area, "that thing is a total
loss. Never seen a blast quite like that." He scratched his head.
"Very hot, very intense, but contained. Melted the capsule, and pretty much vaporized the contents. The lower part sank down
into the mud so deep I don't think we'll ever be able to pull it out."


Lash said goodbye to Trent and returned to Manhattan,
turning the events over in his mind and getting nowhere.


 


 


Chapter Two


THE FIGHTING BEGINS


 


As Lynn Lash grabbed a couple hours of sleep, the world
turned...


The story of the New Jersey cylinder hit the streets at
noon, in the form of a special extra rushed out by the New York Banner. Unlike
the Banner's customary reportage, the article stuck
close to the facts, such as they were. Crews from the New Jersey State Police,
the National Guard, and the United States Army had combed the area, collecting
as much of the wreckage as they could.


By 7 p.m. that day, Lash was awake and hard at work in his laboratory in a swank Park Avenue
apartment building. He was attempting to analyze a few fragments of the
exploded cylinder that he had brought home with him. There didn't seem to be
anything particularly extraordinary about the material.


He was preparing a sample for spectroscopic analysis when
Rickey Dean, the pert young woman who served as Lash's secretary and girl of
all work, stuck her head in the door.


"Phone call for you," she said. "It's the
mayor. He sounds upset."


"What else is new?"
Lash asked as he stepped out into the hall to the telephone table and picked up
the receiver.


"Mister Mayor," Lash said smoothly, "what
can I do for you?"


The mayor did not sound particularly cordial. "You can
help catch these bastards from outer space," he
barked.


"Bastards from outer space?" Lash repeated,
wondering if he had heard right.


"That's what I said!" the mayor squawked.
"Haven't you been listening to the news?"


"I've been busy in the lab."


"Well, allow me to enlighten you."


The mayor had quite a tale.


Shortly after 6 p.m., a group of very strange individuals
invaded the main branch of the Crittenden National Bank in Downtown Manhattan.
Witness accounts were vague and contradictory, but they all agreed on one
thing: The bandits had not been human.


The marauders were dressed in purple jumpsuits and had
faces like something out of a nightmare; reptilian creatures, with green skin
and strange features. Six of these extraordinary beings had piled into the bank
through the front entrance, brandishing strange
weapons and jabbering in some indecipherable language. All of the customers
were gone by this time, so the only witnesses were bank employees. The
creatures herded them together in the middle of the room and proceeded to loot
all the teller drawers.


All of the people who witnessed the robbery were suffering
from shock and were taken to Bellevue Hospital.


"I'll be damned," Lash said as the mayor finished
his tale, "That certainly is odd. What would you have me do?"


"Investigate," the mayor sputtered.
"That's what you do, isn't it?"


"Well," Lash said wryly, "at least this one
involves a crime."


 


 


Chapter Three


STRANGE VISITORS


 


Lash wanted to talk with the witnesses before he did
anything else. On the way to the hospital, with Rickey at the wheel, Lash noticed an extraordinary number of newsboys on the
streets, all of them doing a brisk business. Most of them were hawking copies
of the New York Banner. He instructed Rickey to pull to the curb so he could
buy one.


 


As Rickey put the car into motion again, Lash sat back and glanced over the front page story. It was by Jack
Caldwell, a Banner reporter who was familiar to Lash. As he read through the
story, a couple of odd details jumped out at him-- things he knew that no
reporter should have known. Had Caldwell been spying
on the proceedings somehow? Or was there a leak?


There was an editorial on page five in which J. Tyler
Amsterdam, the flamboyant publisher of the Banner, called upon the Governor of
New Jersey and the Congress of the United States to undertake
a full investigation of the "weird visitor" that had splashed down in
the Grover's Mill pond before exploding. Amsterdam suggested that the explosion
may have been the result of an ill-advised action by the U. S. military and
raked them over the coals for foolishly risking an
"interplanetary war."


 


*****


 


When they arrived at the hospital, Lash and Rickey were met
in the lobby by Detective Sam Casey.


"You can go up and talk to them," Casey said.
"But I don't think you'll get anything sensible. All I get is a bunch of crap out of a Flash Rogers story.
Whatever the mayor told you, it couldn't possibly prepare you for what these
people have to say."


"I think you mean Flash Gordon. Or Buck Rogers,"


"Well, some of us have full time jobs and can't sit
around and memorize the comic strips."


Lash laughed. "Settle down, Casey. Just making a
gentle correction, that's all."


They rode the elevator to the third floor, where the male
bank employees had been placed in a large ward. Several of the patients-- all
of whom seemed perfectly ambulatory and physically
uninjured-- were giving statements to police stenographers. Casey looked the
room over and spotted a patient who was not thus occupied. He approached the
man and introduced himself and Lynn Lash.


The man said he was Gregory
Watts, a teller trainee. He seemed twitchy and ill at ease, but Lash supposed
that was to be expected.


"So, what did you see?" Lash asked.


Watts took a deep breath.


"They were..." he began, and then fell silent,
groping for words. "Well, they were about the
size and shape of an ordinary human. About six feet tall. Two arms, two legs,
and so on. But their faces... They were more like lizards than anything."


"Couldn't these faces have been masks?" Lash
asked.


"Oh, no sir." Watts said adamantly. "They weren't masks. Of that I am absolutely
certain. I mean, you can tell, you know? Masks are just... masks. They don't
move like a real face does, you know what I mean? I could see the pores in
their skin and the muscles underneath. No way to fake that, not up close."


"You got a good look, then?"


"Oh, yeah." The man nodded his head. "The
whole thing seemed to take a long time. Like it went on for hours. They say it
was only twenty minutes, but that... That can't be right. I don't know, maybe
those creatures can warp time somehow. I once read a
story where something like that happened. Anyhow, I had time to look and look
and look at those creatures. Study them. I know what I saw. It wasn't masks or
makeup. It wasn't human beings."


Lash and Casey interviewed
several more of the witnesses. He requested and received permission to take
several items of clothing that the witnesses wore during the robbery.


As they exited the ward, Lash said to Casey,
"Supposing this has something to do with that thing in New Jersey, and further supposing that those creatures came here
in it from outer space-- Which I am not-- why in the hell would someone from
outer space want to steal earth money?"


"Who knows?" Casey said with a shrug. "Maybe
they're testing us. You know, seeing how we defend
ourselves. Who the hell knows what men from Mars might do?"


"Nobody," admitted Lash. "But I know a whole
lot about what men from Earth will do. I just can't puzzle out how or why.
Yet."


 


*****


 


Casey, Lash and Rickey rode the elevator back down to the lobby. No sooner had they stepped out of the
car than a reporter buttonholed Casey.


"Dammit, Detective," griped the man, "they
ain't letting anybody from the press in to talk to these people."


"There's a reason for that," Casey snarled.


"That crumb Caldwell from
the Banner scooped us on the cylinder, and I can't weasel any info on that out
of anyone. And now this! This is America, you know. We got a free press."


"Go write to your congressman," Casey said
sourly. Murphy snarled and went back to his chair in
the lobby.


"Too bad Al Cord's out of town," Lash lamented,
referring to the journalist from the Times-Dispatch who often assisted him.
"He might be able to help me make sense of this business."


"What does he know about spacemen?" Casey wanted
to know.


"Nothing, but he knows plenty about newspapers and
reporters."


Lash did not elaborate, but when he got back to his
headquarters, he got on the phone and placed a call to Al Cord in California.
The two men conversed for half an hour, and when he hung up, Lynn Lash felt slightly more enlightened.


 


 


Chapter Four


THE POISON RAY


 


The following day, things turned deadly.


The queer marauders showed up at one of the city's largest
jewelry stores. Again, they struck shortly after closing time, when the place was almost empty of customers. Only two remained on the
premises, along with fourteen of the store's employees.


Of the sixteen people on the premises, only three survived
the incident.


This time, a human being accompanied the “spacemen”. He
seemed to be in charge, according to the witnesses.
He told his green-faced companions what to take and what to leave behind. And
then he very crisply and very coldly ordered them to kill.


Lash got word from the mayor's office shortly after the
crime had taken place and headed out to the jewelry
store.


Lash parked near the building, having flashed his ID card
to the officers guarding the perimeter. Ambulance attendants were still
trundling sheeted corpses out to the small fleet of ambulances idling at the
curb. Entering the lobby of the store, Lash spotted
Casey, who had herded the survivors together in a corner. Lash joined them.


"The human guy told us he was gonna 'make an example'
out of us," one of the men was saying. "The green monsters opened up
with some kind of weird guns. They didn't shoot
bullets. It was just beams of light, like really powerful flashlights. Then,
pretty soon, everybody started... Aw, God, they're all dead." The man broke down sobbing.
"Just yesterday there was such a nice birthday party for one of the bookkeepers. And now..."


"This was yesterday?" Lash asked. "What
time?"


The witness gave him an odd look and said, "Just after
closing."


"Did you notice anything unusual at the birthday
party?"


"No. I wasn't there. I just started back today after
being sick for two weeks. My God, how am I going to
break this news to Margaret?"


"Who is Margaret?" Casey asked.


"One of the clerks, Margaret Dell. She's out sick
today. Probably caught the same bug I had. I tried calling her, but I didn't
get any answer."


"Casey," Lash said. "I have a strong feeling
we ought to go talk with her."


They got her address from the files, and Casey and Lash
drove out to Margaret Dell's house in an unmarked police car.


They got no answer to their repeated insistent knocking.


Casey," said Lash, "I
have a very bad feeling about this. Let’s knock the door down."


They forced the door with only a modicum of damage, hoping
Miss Dell wouldn't be upset. They needn't have worried. Margaret Dell, a petite
fortyish woman, was dead, lying prone on the floor of
her living room. Thin trickles of blood seeped from her eyes and nose.


 


 


Chapter Five


SKIRMISH


 


The men quickly searched the little house and found no
trace of any intruders. They found nothing that appeared out of the ordinary.
There were no obvious signs of forced entry anywhere
on the premises.


"She can't have been dead for very long," Casey
said. "She's still a bit warm. And look at that blood! The poison ray
victims had the same thing. God, what happened here, anyhow? Did those... whatever the hell they are, come here and use the ray on
her?"


Lash collected a couple cc's of Margaret Dell's blood in a
syringe from a medical kit he carried in his car. Then he went directly to his
apartment and spent a couple of hours in the lab with the woman's blood. He didn't learn anything definite, but he
noticed a few things that were very suggestive. He broke off his analysis and
went to the phone.


He called the jewelry store. A police officer answered the
phone. Lash identified himself and asked if The man
he and academy had spoken to was still there at the scene. He was, and a moment
later, Lash was speaking with him.


"Was this birthday party catered?" he asked.


"Why, yes it was."


"By whom?"


The witness gave Lash the name of the catering firm. He scribbled the information on a slip of paper and handed it
to Rickey, who was sticking close to headquarters, sleeping in the guest room,
for the duration of this peculiar emergency.


"Could you check on this for me, please? I'm going to
be busy in the lab for a while."


"Sure thing."


Lash returned to his lab, where he eagerly pounced on the
shirt he'd brought back from the hospital. He was in the habit of jumping back
and forth between problems when he had more than one on his plate. It kept his
mind nimble, he believed. He was making progress when
Rickey returned.


"Well," Rickey said, "hold onto your hat for
this one. The catering firm that did the birthday party? It burned down last
night. The owners, who both lived on the premises, were killed and the building is a total loss"


Lash said nothing. He stared at the little vial of Margaret
Dell's blood for more than two minutes. He was powerfully enraged, and working
hard to keep it
under
control. Someone was going to have to pay for this, he resolved. He would find out who did this and he would make it stick.
Absolutely.


 


*****


 


That evening, the phantom reporter struck again. Another
mysterious "scoop" appeared on the front page of the Banner under
Jack Caldwell's byline. It was a fairly detailed account of the robbery and murders. The only thing was nobody remembered
seeing the reporter anywhere near the jewelry store. Another leak?


As if that weren't vexing enough, J. Tyler Amsterdam was at
it again. He suggested, in a front page editorial, that the robberies and murders committed by the "spacemen" might
have been in retaliation for the destruction of their "spaceship."
This was where the thing veered sharply away from any genuine facts. Lash knew
full well that the military had taken no such action. The Governor of New Jersey and the Secretary of War both denied the
Banner's allegations. Amsterdam, of course, began crying "cover-up."


All of this was very intriguing to Lash, in light of
certain suspicions that had begun to grow at the bottom of his mind.


 


*****


 


Two hours later, Lash went down to police headquarters to
compare notes with Casey.


"I'm glad you're here," the detective said.
"We had a sketch artist do a portrait of the human bandit. Look at this
and see if it reminds you of anybody." He handed Lash a large sheet of drawing paper.


Lash studied the pencil portrait. It had that unrealistic
quality that all such police sketches had, but it looked familiar just the
same. After a minute, it hit him.


"Damn," he said, "Maxwell Heath."


"It sure looks like him,"
Casey said. "Crazy, huh?"


Lash just nodded. Maxwell Heath had been one of the supreme
big wheels of organized crime in the Big Apple just a few years ago. New York's
answer to Al Capone, but unlike Big Al, Heath beat every single rap the cops
tried to pin on him.


The sketch was a remarkable likeness. But there was a
problem with the identification: Heath had died two years ago in a suspiciously
unsuspicious house fire in Queens.


"This whole business doesn't make much sense,"
Lash observed, handing the sketch back to Casey.
"First the bank, now this. Men from outer space, led into a life of crime
by a dead mobster? Frankly, this whole damn business has most of the earmarks
of a publicity stunt."


"Huh?"


"A publicity stunt. It's awfully theatrical, don't you
think?"


Casey looked puzzled. "What the hell is it
publicizing? A movie?"


"Of course not. And I didn't say it is a publicity
stunt, just that it looks like one." The scientific sleuth had an idea
that was growing more concrete by the minute. But he was not yet prepared to share it.


"Remember what that reporter told us at the
hospital?" Lash asked the detective. "He said he hadn't been allowed
to talk to any of the victims. None of the reporters had."


"Yeah, that's right. So?"


"So, the Banner ran an 'exclusive interview' with one of the witnesses, under Jack Caldwell's
byline."


Casey narrowed his eyes thoughtfully. "That's right...
So how did he know? We kept those people isolated. Maybe it was one of the
doctors or nurses?"


"Maybe," Lash said with absolutely no conviction. "We need to have a little chat with
Jack Caldwell. And we don't need to treat him with much courtesy, if you get my
meaning."


"Fine with me," said Casey, glancing at his
watch. "I've got to meet with the mayor in ten minutes. Go down to the Banner yourself and see what you can come up with."


But Lash had no luck that day. A receptionist in the lobby
of the Banner building-- a trim, dark-haired woman in her thirties-- told Lash
that the reporter was out of town on a story. She would not give him any details.


"Well, what about Mister Amsterdam?" Lash
pressed. "Can I see him?"


"Are you a policeman? Do you have a warrant?"


"No and no. Why do I need a warrant to talk to your
publisher?"


"Mister Amsterdam is very busy and cannot be
disturbed."


Lash showed signs that he might
be prepared to create a substantial disturbance of his own right there in the
lobby, if he didn't get some answers. The receptionist sent for the building's
security guards. Soon, he found himself flanked by two bruisers in cheap uniforms who escorted him out of the building. As they
passed a dark alcove, Lash thought he saw a familiar face in the gloom. Whoever
it was ducked quickly back out of sight.


The person had looked a lot like Amsterdam.


 


*****


 


J. Tyler Amsterdam, who started
the New York Banner in 1917, had been known to create news where none existed.
His commitment to the truth was nonexistent. His commitment to profit was
absolute. "I don't mind the truth if it sells papers," he once
famously quipped, "but I'm not married to
it." The remark was made at a private dinner party. Unfortunately for
Amsterdam, one of the guests happened to be the famous columnist Dorothy
Parker; the quote appeared in one of her newspaper pieces the following day.
But the "expose" harmed Amsterdam not one
bit. Rather, it cemented his reputation as an audacious, admirable scoundrel--
the kind of fearless, daring entrepreneur that made this country great.


Words like unethical, immoral, and psychotic never came up.


Lash drove to a respectable, though
not posh, section of the city. Consulting the mailbox, he found the name and apartment
number he wanted-- 3G, CALDWELL, JACK-- and went upstairs in the self service
elevator. He knocked at the door of number 3 and waited. There was no answer.
Lash removed a small lock pick from his jacket pocket
and went to work on the door. In less than a minute, he was pushing it open.


The room was in disarray. He pushed the door shut, switched
on a light, and surveyed the disaster area.


On the wall above the sofa, in
the middle of a square area where the paint was a bit brighter than the rest of
the walls, he saw a safe. It was standing wide open. Walking over to take a
closer look, he saw that it was empty. He examined the door closely and found
no evidence that it had been forced. Glancing down,
he spotted something. There, in the space between the sofa and the wall, was a
single sheet of paper. He pulled the sofa away from the wall and retrieved it.


Moving over to a small table and switching on the lamp,
Lash examined the paper. It appeared to be a draft of
a news story. In fact, it was a story about the jewelry store robbery. It
seemed to be the same draft that had appeared in the Banner the the following
morning. Then Lash noticed something that gave him a start. The penciled date at the top of the page was the day before
the robbery.


Lash thought it likely that Caldwell had guilty knowledge,
and possibly some personal involvement, in recent events.


He caught a whiff of something odd. It was just a
suggestion, really, not an identifiable odor. Some
odd kind of change in his sinuses, something vaguely metallic. At that moment,
the door banged open.


He found himself face-to-face with a gaggle of green-faced
spacemen!


 


 


Chapter Six


THE CRIMINAL


 


Four of them piled into the room,
aiming their peculiar weapons at Lash. Damn if the guy at the hospital hadn't
been right. Those did not look like masks. The "flesh" was undulating
in a most disconcerting manner.


Ducking, Lash took a swing at the one in the lead and was
astonished at just how wide of the intended mark it
went. He almost lost his balance, and as he struggled briefly to maintain it,
one of the creatures snatched the paper from his hand. He made a grab for it,
but once again he missed. Something funny seemed to be going on with his depth perception.


He was startled, but not at all surprised, when a human
figure stepped into the apartment.


Max Heath.


The deceased crime lord-- or his doppelgänger-- was holding
a pistol that appeared to be of earthly manufacture. He pointed it at Lash's head.


The investigator raised his hands in a gesture of surrender
and backed up a step or two. He knew that Heath was unlikely to accept his
surrender, but that was okay, because he had something up his sleeve.


Literally.


He twisted his shoulder in a
strange way, and a derringer sprang from a little gadget in his sleeve. He
caught it in his hand, whipped the weapon down, and fired a shot at one of the
intruders. The "creature" gave vent to a very earthly sounding curse
as the bullet nicked his shoulder. Balling his gloved
hands into fists, he advanced upon Lash, his intent unmistakable.


"Get back here," snarled Heath. He drew a bead on
Lash and fired. The shot missed and whanged off of the steel safe door. The
ricochet caught one of the spacemen in the leg. He,
too, demonstrated his fluency in earth profanity.


"Hell, let's get out!" Heath shouted. Lash
wondered vaguely why the man hadn't taken another shot at him. He surely would
have hit his mark this time.


Lash rose to his feet and stuck his
head out into the hall. The marauders were not there. He thought of trying to
give chase, but decided against it. He felt unwell in a strange way he could
not identify. He was very thirsty and his fingers and toes were tingling.


He sat down on the sofa, picked
up Caldwell's telephone and dialed police headquarters. He had the switchboard
girl get word to Casey that there was something fresh on the Caldwell problem
and he should make haste to this address.


When Casey got there, Lash told him what had happened.


"But you know," he said after he had related the
events in detail, "I think they wanted me to get away."


"Why?"


"I have no idea. Maybe so I could help spread their
story. Or maybe they thought they could get me to believe the spacemen
scenario, which might make their lives a bit
easier."


"You're sure it was Heath?" Casey asked.


"Of course not. I'm also not sure the crew he brought
with him were spacemen. But the whole gang looked authentic. The guy looked and
sounded like Heath, alright."


"Well," Casey pointed
out, "that's not as crazy as men from Mars."


"You have a point. But it looks like we have
both."


 


*****


 


Lash felt better after a good eight hours of sleep.


No sooner had he finished dressing than he heard someone
knocking on his front door. More like banging. He
rushed into the living room and pulled the door open.


"Hey, go easy on this door!"


"Look at this crap!" Casey growled, handing him a
newspaper.


The Banner had outdone itself this time. The front page was
given over to one of the most ludicrous tales Lash
could remember ever seeing in print. This was an "exclusive." A
letter sent to the paper by Max Heath.


Lash's eyebrows went up.


"Go ahead and read it," the detective said.
"It just gets better and better."


The writer of the bizarre letter
claimed to be from none other than Maxwell Heath himself. He explained that he
had first met the Martians back in 1897, during the wave of phantom airship
sightings that had swept the country. Further, he asserted that he had remained
in contact with the spacemen, and that they had
rescued him from the fire that should have killed him and taken him back to
their planet to live.


Heath had recently decided, the letter continued, to return
to earth and reclaim his "rightful throne" as the King of the New
York criminal underworld. His friends had given him
equipment, a spaceship and a crew.


"This is too much," Lash said after he had read
the letter through twice. "Even the Hearst papers would stop short of
this! Casey, do you buy a word of this nonsense?"


"No. I dunno. I guess not.
But it's a pretty weird story for someone to make up. If you were trying to
fool somebody, you wouldn't make up a story as crazy as that. Who would do such
a thing?"


Lash smiled. "Somebody familiar with the reasoning you
just used," he said. "Somebody who knows
you're going to think that very thing. So simple and so unexpected. You're not
dumb enough to see through it."


"Huh?"


Lash smiled. "Whoever concocted that tale knows a bit
about human psychology. I think it is very unlikely that Maxwell Heath is not only alive, but some kind of... alien contactee. If
you were from outer space, would you bother with a man like that? No, this is
all just too absurd."


"Well, yeah," Casey said. "I won't deny,
though, that it had me going. Plenty of other people,
too, by the way. The Banner's circulation has at least doubled because of it.
The crazier a story is, the more people are panting to eat it up."


"And there you have it!"


"Have what?"


"If we can't find Caldwell," Lash said grimly,
ignoring Casey's question, "I say we go to the
top."


"Oh, I've tried that already," Casey said with
evident disgust. "Went down to the paper, just like you did, and I got the
same runaround. I can't get anybody to issue a warrant. Nobody wants to touch
it. Amsterdam has the fix in. Hell, he's always had a
fix in. He might as well own City Hall."


"I'll tell you what, Casey," Lash said. "I
have more work to do on the stuff I've collected. Let me work on that for a
while, and I'll get back to you. Maybe I'll know something new by then."


 


*****


 


Lash had been at work on his samples for several hours and
had made a breakthrough. Finally, some progress, something encouraging. Now, if
only he could get hold of Jack Caldwell. He had a number of very pointed
questions for the reporter.


He was moving down the hall, on the way to the study to
speak with Rickey. There came a frantic banging at the front door just as he
walked past it.


"Damn it, Casey!" he yelled, turning and grabbing
the doorknob, "I have a bell, you know."


He undid the lock and yanked the
door open.


When he saw who was there, he didn't say a word. Instead,
his jaw dropped.


He was looking at Jack Caldwell.


 


 


Chapter Seven


WALKING DEAD


 


"Hello, Mister Mountain," Lash said. "My
name's Mohammed."


"Huh?"


Caldwell was pale, sweaty and
trembling. He didn't appear to have shaved for at least a day. Lash had never
seen the newshawk in such a state.


"You look... Caldwell, you better sit down. What's
going on?"


Lash led him by the arm to the sofa and gently pushed him
down onto it.


"I got away," Caldwell said. "I mean, I
slipped out of... I was supposed to stay in hiding, but... Jeez, Lash, I never
thought he'd do anything like this. That wasn't the deal at all."


"Rickey!" Lash shouted. "Bring this man
something to drink! And I don't mean water!"


To Caldwell, he said, "Stay right here!" He
dashed back into his laboratory.


Rickey came into the living room with a tumbler of whiskey.
She handed it to the trembling reporter. At the same moment, Lash came
barreling out of his lab.


"Here," he said,
"take this. It'll calm your nerves." He handed the reporter a yellow
capsule. Caldwell looked suspicious, but he took the capsule and gulped it
down, chasing it with a prodigious swallow of whiskey. He coughed for half a
minute after that. Finally, he regained a measure of
composure and spoke.


"Listen, Lash," Caldwell said. "I may not
have much time. They can... Oh, God, I don't..."


"Calm down, man!" Lash said sternly. "I
can't help you if I don't know what you're talking about."


Caldwell nodded. "I shoulda
come to you long ago. I thought about it. I couldn't go to the cops because...
Well, I just didn't dare to. I... Listen, I don't have anything in writing, not
with me. They thought they destroyed all my notes and stuff, but there's a locker
at the Port Authority bus terminal. What you do
is..." He began to cough.


"Don't worry, Jack," Lash said. "I think
things will work out where you are concerned. And if they don't... Well, I'm
sure you always knew you might have to pay a pretty steep price."


The reporter nodded. Then his eyes rolled back in his head
and a tremor ran through his body. The tremor ceased, and small trails of blood
ran from Caldwell's eyes and nose.


At that moment, Rickey walked into the room. She took one
look at Caldwell and let out a yelp.


"Oh, Jesus!" she exclaimed. Looking wildly around
the room, she bent over into a low crouch, scuttled quickly to the window,
slammed it shut, and pulled down the blinds.


"That... poison ray!" she exclaimed. "They
must be out there somewhere, across the street or
something. In one of the buildings."


"I don't think so," Lash said calmly. He bent to
examine the late Jack Caldwell. The man had bled copiously from the eyes and
nose, just like the victims at the bank.


"Damn," he said in a low voice. "I sure hope I'm right. Rickey, call Casey and tell
him what happened."


She complied. A few minutes later, there came a loud
banging at the front door.


"Come on in," Lash said, throwing open the door
and stepping back. "When I have more time, I'm going to tutor you on the use of a doorbell."


Casey strode into the room, followed by a couple of medics.
He spotted Caldwell's body and said, "Your girl didn't say this was a
homicide! Dammit, I'm going to..."


"Hold up a minute Casey," Lash said. "I need
to have a talk with you. All will be made clear--
sort of."


The detective agreed. The talk lasted for two minutes.
Casey's entire bearing and manner changed drastically as he listened to what
Lash told him. He arranged to have Jack Caldwell's body removed from Lash's apartment and taken to the facility Lash had suggested.
Lash, meanwhile, had gone back into the lab to prepare a small package. He gave
it to a uniformed officer and told him to get it to police headquarters as fast
as he could.


"Okay, Lash," the detective
said, "what, exactly, went on with Caldwell?"


"He was poisoned, alright," the criminologist
said. "But it wasn't by any ray."


"He looks the same as the victims in the jewelry
store."


"Yes," Lash agreed. "And he was felled by
the same thing they were. Which was not any poison
ray. It's a damn shame we didn't know then what we know now."


"Which is what, exactly?"


"The birthday party, Casey. The only survivor of the
'ray attack' was a clerk who had been out sick and missed the party. And a
secretary who was out sick on the day of the attack,
but who had attended the party the day before, died the same way and at roughly
the same time. Finally, the caterers who served at the party were killed when
their building burned down. Are you seeing a glimmer?"


"I think maybe I might
be," Casey said cautiously. "But, can you answer the big question:
Who did it?"


"It couldn't be more obvious, man! It's on every
street corner!"


"If you say so."


 


*****


 


The death of reporter Jack Caldwell made the papers and the
radio news broadcasts the next morning. Caldwell's
demise was ascribed to a chronic heart condition.


Lash had worked through the night, giving his all to his
analysis of the shirt. When he finally finished, the result was exactly what he
had expected. He yawned and stretched and walked over
to the radio. He switched it on and sat down to clear his mind a little.


The top story on the news involved the corpse that had been
pulled out of the river that day. The John Doe had been identified as one
Cornell Woodley, a disgraced actor who had vanished
several years earlier.


The disappearance of Cornell Woodley had been a nine day
wonder a few years previously. It had a rather spectacular denouement, thanks
to a certain reporter. The newsman had parlayed his success on the Woodley story into a revitalized career.


It hit Lash suddenly.


Smiling, he picked up the phone and called Casey.


 


*****


 


An hour later, Lash had dashed off a list of errands for
Rickey to perform. After he had sent her on her way, with a strong admonition to be very careful, he joined Casey at the large table in
the dining room, where he had spread out some old newspapers he'd retrieved
from his cache in the basement.


"Let's just take a look at some of Jack Caldwell's
biggest stories over the past few years. The most
notable of which involves the Cornell Woodley case."


"The actor that disappeared," Casey said.
"The one whose body turned up in the river today."


"Yes, indeed. You may recall that he disappeared just
in time to avoid being arrested for statutory rape,
as a matter of fact. And not only that, but Woodley was also implicated in an
arson case. The home of the girl whose parents had filed the rape complaint
burned to the ground. The family barely made it out alive, and it was pretty
plain that they were the real targets.


"He slipped the net and everybody figured he killed
himself, someplace where the body was never found. He didn't take any money
with him and he didn't have any friends who would be willing to risk prison to
help him hide out.


"Caldwell worked that story.
Searched for Woodley. He says he never found him. But he did find evidence of
organized moral turpitude on the part of a number of actors and studio bosses.
Caldwell's investigation led to several high profile arrests and convictions. And a newspaper star was born.


"But suppose things didn't happen quite like that.
Suppose Caldwell found Woodley. Suppose Woodley cut a deal with Caldwell.
Finding the missing fugitive would be a feather in the reporter's cap. But
smashing a Hollywood vice ring would be a whole damn
headdress. Woodley had probably been a member of the ring of perverts, and he
ratted everyone else out in exchange for Caldwell's silence.


"After that, Caldwell's career trajectory changed
markedly for the better."


"Yeah, sure," Casey
said, sounding very puzzled. "But what does that have to do with all the
spaceman stuff? And Max Heath?"


"At the height of his infamy, nobody in the history of
New York City sold more papers than Max Heath. Heath may very well be dead. But
what did your people fish out of the river very
recently? An actor. A talented and totally unscrupulous character actor. See?
And if including him in this spaceman business doesn't point straight to the
culprit..."


"It does?" Casey was puzzled.


"Absolutely. For sheer
audacity, this is a masterpiece."


"I have no idea what you're getting at."


"I'm talking about someone whose personal philosophy
is grounded in the perpetuation of spectacular lies. Someone who sees the truth
as a commodity, to be used when profitable, discarded
when not. Look at the wild stories that have emerged over the past few days.
How many people actually believe them? Perhaps not very many. But that doesn't matter. What
matters is that they shell out plenty of good money to read them. And that, my friend, is your answer."


 


*****


 


"I did what you asked me to," Rickey said upon
her return. "It was expensive. I had to shell out some serious bribes. I
wrote down every penny and I want it all back."


"Of course, of course," Lash assured her.


Rickey handed Lash a written
report. He read it through twice and smiled broadly.


"An airfield just across the state line from New
Jersey," he remarked. "Now that's mighty accommodating of him.
Crossing state lines."


She shrugged. "If you say so. By the way, here's a cable from Al Cord. He did some sniffing around for you out
in Los Angeles. Says you can call him for a full report."


"Excellent."


Rickey badgered him for another twenty minutes, but he
refused to reveal anything.


 


 


Chapter Eight


DRAWING THEIR PLANS


 


Lash and Casey sat in a very
shabby, very dark little bar, mugs of beer untouched on the table in front of
them.


"We're going to have to confront Amsterdam," Lash
said. "And we can't take no for an answer this time."


"Okay," Casey agreed, "but how? The guy
practically lives behind barbed wire. None of his
people are gonna tell us where he is. And all of this speculation of yours is
not enough to get a judge to sign off on a warrant. Hell, maybe I can fly to
Mongo and get Ming the Merciless to issue one."


Lash's eyebrows went up. "I
thought you didn't know Flash Gordon from the Man in the Moon!"


"I may have glanced at some of that junk over the last
day or so."


"You picked it up pretty fast. I think there's a fan
club you can join."


"Never mind that," Casey said with a scowl. "What about Amsterdam?"


"I'll get in there," Lash said confidently,
"then I'll make sure you have probable cause to raid his office. There may
be awkward questions after the fact, but we will be preventing future
slaughter, so I can live with the consequences."


Lash laid out his plan for Casey.


"You better run along," he said when he had
finished. "From here on in, you could seriously incriminate yourself by
hanging around with me. Everything checks, and I'm sure this will work. Maybe
we'll even get lucky with regard to a certain... sick
friend."


Lash left the bar and went back to his headquarters. He
spent an hour or two alternating lab work with phone work. The puzzle he was
putting together got clearer by the minute.


Finally, he got the phone call he
was waiting for:


"Hello?" Lash said into the receiver. "Yes,
of course. He is? What did he say? You're sure of that? He said until after
midnight? Good. Have that rig on the roof of the adjacent building, then. Yes.
Thank you."


Then he hung up and dialed
Casey's number.


"Okay, Detective, we're on. What's that? You were
about to call? Oh, he did, eh? That's great news. Give me two hours."


 


 


Chapter Nine


THE THUNDER CHILD


 


J. Tyler Amsterdam sat at his desk, alone, in his office on
the top floor of the Banner building. He was a cool,
colorless man, whose almost sluggish manner gave no hint of the truth. Only his
eyes, remarkably clear and dark, hinted at inner tempests.


He was going over a stack of financial reports, ticking off
items and signing each page at the bottom with an
expensive new Biro ballpoint pen.


Suddenly, there came a terrible racket from the balcony
outside his office. Glass shattered and the French doors flew open. There,
framed in the doorway, stood a green reptile-faced creature.


Lash had decided that a bit of
melodrama might be necessary at this point. He was convinced that he would
never get in to see Amsterdam by any of the usual channels. In order to force a
confrontation as quickly and directly as possible, he had resorted to some daring-do. He had taken a great risk getting onto the
balcony by means of a rope ladder tossed over from the building next door.


Amsterdam gave him a lopsided smile. "You're a bit
early with that. It isn't Halloween yet. Is that Mister Lash under that rubber?"


The publisher's calm was unnerving. Lash whipped off the
silly mask, which he had donned strictly for the hell of it, and stuffed it
into a jacket pocket.


"Yes," Lash said as casually as he could.
"You're a difficult man to pin down. I have a very good idea what's been going on. I'll get right to the gist,
you being such a busy man and all. It all started with Woodley, didn't
it?"


"Go ahead, this is fascinating." Amsterdam put
down his pen and sat back.


"Jack Caldwell was rather desperate at that point in his career," Lash said. "He needed a scoop.
When the Woodley thing broke, he pursued it. We all know how that supposedly
turned out. But I think it really went a bit differently."


He repeated the hypothesis he had shared with Casey
earlier, then added some embellishments.


"Caldwell used fraud to make himself a star. He cut a
deal with the devil. Maybe some money changed hands. A very valuable list of
names sure did. You doped it out, but you didn't blow the whistle. Caldwell and
his stories were too valuable to you by that time,
right? You didn't show him the door, you joined in. Put all your resources
behind him and his phony stories, because those stories sold papers. You knew
this already, of course. You're an old hand at it. But what Caldwell did-- and what he might be persuaded to do in the future... It
must have been exciting."


Amsterdam sat motionless in his chair throughout Lash's
recitation, as cold and silent as a marble slab.


"It got out of control, didn't it?" Lash
continued. "Like a dope addict. You needed more
and more audacious stories, bolder lies-- sweeter victories. Greater risks for
yourself, and greater profits, too.


"It was Woodley that was made up to look like Max
Heath. An interesting detail, that. I haven't decided whether it was a stroke of genius, or just plain insanity. I have also
learned that a cargo plane was hired-- illegally, and without the knowledge of
its rightful owners-- and taken on a brief flight the night the cylinder
landed, from an airfield in New York State. That, I
think, we can trace back to you. You dropped the cylinder in just the right
place, at just the right time. Who built that thing for you? Someone out in
Hollywood, I bet. We can find him if we really try.


"So far, you were just despicable. But with the jewelry store massacre, you graduated to full-fledged
monster. I won't go into a lot of detail because you know damn well what
happened. The catering firm that did the birthday party at the jewelry store. A
slow acting poison. That's where you went too far.


"Anyhow, Caldwell was okay with it until it turned
lethal, wasn't he? He started making noise. His conscience started flaring up.
Did he threaten to go to the police? So you fed him a little 'poison ray'
somehow? He must have known plenty about you and your
dirty dealings."


Amsterdam shrugged. "Maybe so," he said softly.
"Who knows? Who will ever know? I have it on good authority that Caldwell
is a bit too dead to do anything to me."


"Where did you hear that?" Lash countered.
"In your own newspaper? Don't you know better
than to believe everything you see in print?"


"What do you mean?" For the first time this
evening, Amsterdam looked vaguely concerned.


"Oh, I imagine we'll find out. And now, here we are,
you and me."


The newspaper magnate shook his head. "Lash, do you really believe you can stop me all by
yourself? Even if any of what you say is true?"


"Let me answer your question with a question. Remember
what I said about the cargo plane? You hired it in New York and flew it over
New Jersey. You crossed state lines, genius, and that
makes it a matter for the Feds! You might be able to buy City Hall, but there's
no way you'll ever buy off Uncle Sam."


"I might argue that," Amsterdam said blandly,
"but I have a feeling you're right. Thanks to you, there's too much for them to ignore. I face utter ruin. There is only
one course of action open to me. I honestly don't know why they call it the
coward's way out. It takes nerve to do this, I think."


He sprang from his chair and ran full-tilt through the
French doors and out onto the balcony. Then he hopped
up onto the railing and jumped.


"Oh, hell no!" Lash roared, charging out and
across the balcony. "It can't be that easy." Gripping the rail, he
peered down toward the street, looking for a falling Amsterdam. He saw nothing. "What the hell?" He stood on his toes
and leaned over the rail, stretching his neck and upper body. He was very
precariously balanced when a hand whipped up and caught him by the collar.


"Did you really believe," said J. Tyler
Amsterdam, "that a man like me would kill
himself simply because of a slug like you? Did you really think I wouldn't have
a contingency plan?" He had jumped down to a narrow ledge a few feet below
the balcony.


Lash grabbed the man's arm with both of his hands, and was
endeavoring to pull him up. Through clenched teeth he
said, "Why do you keep asking me if I really believe this or really think
that? It's annoying. Obviously I did, okay? Why waste time asking? But it
doesn't matter. You are going to jail, then court, then the chair. No shortcuts for you, pal."


Amsterdam struggled furiously. His feet were planted
against the side of the building, giving him a great deal more leverage than
Lash had standing on his tiptoes. Lash really believed that he might get pulled
over the railing to take one hell of a plunge.


And then, from inside the office, Lash heard the sound of a
door being broken down, followed by footsteps heading briskly in his direction.


"That'll probably be my security people,"
Amsterdam said. "I pressed my silent alarm
button just now. Which means you are out of time."


Lash felt a pair of arms slip around his waist. Whoever it
was that grabbed him had just added their own weight to his, swinging the
balance of leverage decidedly in his favor. His new benefactor heaved him backwards, pulling him away from the rail. Lash
clutched Amsterdam's upper arm and hauled him back onto the balcony.


They fell in a heap. Lash's rescuer got to his feet first.


It was Jack Caldwell! And he hadn't come alone. In the
doorway Lash saw Sam Casey and two Federal agents.


"I owe you big, Lash," the reporter said.
"You too, Amsterdam. I'm paying both of you off right now. And I'll finish
it in court when the time comes. I'll have to pay for my own crimes, too, but
that's okay. I'm just glad I'm alive to do it!"


"What the hell?" Amsterdam blustered. "You
men can't come in here. This is private property. Do you have a warrant?
Where's your probable cause?"


"Oh, we have probable cause, alright," Detective
Casey said smugly. "Or we will in a second,
anyhow."


"We'll see about that," Amsterdam replied in a
very nasty tone of voice. "I don't know what's going on, but I want you to
arrest this lunatic for breaking and entering and assault."


"Thank you, Mister Amsterdam," Casey said with a
wicked little grin.


"Thank me? For what?"


"Probable cause to enter these premises. You just
reported a crime."


 


*****


 


Amsterdam was placed under arrest. Though Casey had
relished his little "gotcha" with the probable cause issue, the fact
was that an arrest warrant had been issued by a judge
less than an hour before, based on statements by the almost late Jack Caldwell.
The law enforcement contingent had arrived quietly and dealt with Amsterdam's
security men before making their way upstairs.


As he was being led out to a
squad car, the publisher gave Lynn Lash a poisonous glare and called him a very
nasty name.


Lash laughed. "Are you surprised?" he asked
sardonically. "Did you really believe I'd come and confront you all by
myself? Did you honestly think I'd tip my hand if I
didn't have a witness that could prove everything I said? You did, didn't you?
Admit it!"


The publisher did not say a word. The look on his face was
eloquently malevolent, and his eyes were the closest thing Lash had ever seen
to a "poison ray."


 


*****


 


Later, back at Lash's apartment, the science sleuth, Casey
and Rickey sat in the living room sipping drinks.


"Slow acting poison," Lash was saying. He was
deep into his postmortem report on the case of the bogus spacemen. "Not a
poison ray. The birthday party took place shortly
after closing time the previous day, remember? The poison requires 24 hours to
do its work. The onset of symptoms is rather sudden at that point. Not precise
in every case, of course, but close enough to blame the phony ray.


"What I wish we had known
then was that the victims were not yet dead when they were taken out of the
building. The poison induces a deep coma at first, and the vital signs drop to
the point that they're undetectable. Death follows within one to three hours. If the antidote had been administered-- as I did with
Caldwell-- they could have been saved. Caldwell's timing was impeccable, I must
say. He arrived on my doorstep less than an hour after I had concocted the
antidote, and minutes before the poison got him. He
was damn lucky, and so was I.


"And as for the bank robbery-- I performed a
spectroscopic and an ordinary chemical analysis on the shirt I got from the
witness in the hospital. I found traces of a very peculiar chemical. Are you
familiar at all with ergot? No? It's a fungus that
has some rather... striking effects on human perceptions when ingested. Or
inhaled, as the bank employees did-- delivered as an aerosol, probably through
the air ducts-- and as I did in Caldwell's apartment. Among other things, it plays with one's sense of the passage of time. Visual
perception is acutely distorted, so that a rubber mask may appear to be genuine
skin, complete with pores, underlying musculature, and so on."


"So, I guess that covers everything," Rickey
said, clapping her hands.


"Not quite," Casey chimed in. "How did you
know it wasn't just Caldwell? What made you connect Amsterdam to all this
business?"


"Well, there's the question of money and resources.
But that wasn't the main thing. It just didn't fit Caldwell. But it did fit Amsterdam."


"Didn't fit?" Casey seemed puzzled.


"Yes. Didn't fit what one might call the psychological
profile of Jack Caldwell. On the other hand, from what I knew and deduced about
Amsterdam, it fit him perfectly. I believe he is what G. E. Partridge calls a sociopath-- a man devoid of empathy
and conscience. Not really insane in a strict clinical sense, but capable of
any act of depravity that would get him what he wants. And what he wants is not
money-- he wants thrills, the feeling of control.
Well, I don't think he'll be in control of anything for a very long time. We
were lucky to nab him, Casey. There are dozens more just like him out there,
who will probably never be caught.


"I foresee a day when scientific criminology will
delve much more deeply into the psychology of the
antisocial personality. The science of the mind is every bit as important as
the physical sciences when dealing with criminal behavior. Traditional
forensics tells us what happened at a particular crime scene, and perhaps even who made it happen-- if we have enough data.
Forensic psychology may one day be able to tell us why."


"More futuristic stuff," Casey said gruffly.
"Haven't we had enough of that?"


"It doesn't look like you have," Lash observed.
"That newspaper in your jacket pocket is folded
with the comics on the outside. Is that Killer Kane peeking out at us?"


"I don't know what you're talking about. Weren't you
giving us a science lecture or something?"


"No lecture," said Lash. "Just a few
observations. This may be 1938, but we are still in
the dark ages, as far as crime detection is concerned."


Casey gave Lash an arch look. "Did you just insult
me?"


"No, Casey," replied the scientific investigator.
"I insulted your profession. There's a difference."


Rickey laughed. After a couple
seconds, the men joined in.


 


 


END











THE RIVER PIG


by Jim Beard


 


 


Chapter One


TWO MYSTERIES


 


“MONSTER!”


The frenzied cry split the chilly October air right through
its heart. Al Cord jumped, startled. Swiveling his head around, peering into the mist, he homed in on its source and picked up his
feet to run like the devil.


The stocky reporter shuffled hurriedly down 37th and
crossed Eleventh Ave, his eyes searching for the crier. The voice had sounded
male, and though Cord would always prefer to race to
a damsel in distress, he moved nonetheless speedily into the night.


He reached Twelfth and pitched himself toward the docks,
huffing and puffing from his exertions. Spying the river through the gloom, he
pulled up short of lunging over a short wall and into
the water itself.


“Monster!” came the terrible cry once more!


Off to one side, Al Cord spotted two forms, huddled
together and tripping over their feet as they wobbled to and fro away from the
river. He jogged over to them, his mind whirling with
confusion. It was a man and a woman, both of them sans hats, but bundled up in
heavy garments.


“I’m a reporter!” he bellowed at the duo. “What’s all the
hubbub for?”


The male of the two looked up at Cord with rheumy eyes full
of fear. The girl he was with – might’ve been the
man’s daughter – hid her face in his coat sleeve.


“Th—there! In the—the water!” he pointed with a single,
shaky digit. “M—m—monster!”


Al Cord thrilled to the word! If the man was right, it was
just what the reporter had been looking for…and just
what the doctor ordered.


He leapt over to the short wall and planted one foot upon
it, leaning forward. Cord peered out over the Hudson River, every nerve on
edge, every ounce of his attention riveted to the scene before him. A cold, wide, dreary looking river met his wide-eyed stare.


At first he was surprised to see virtually no sign of the
Midtown Tunnel construction project, but he quickly chided himself – the work
was almost completely under the river bed below him. The tunnel that would soon connect Manhattan with the Jersey shore was hidden
away, an underground realm for sandhogs and immense, heavy equipment. That
night, nothing of its lengthy creation could be seen.


But something else made itself visible in its stead.


The Hudson River Monster!


Or so Al Cord, roving reporter for the Times-Dispatch hoped
and prayed. He desperately needed a break on the story and no two ways about
it.


For near to forty days and forty nights, eyewitness reports
of the creature had landed on his desk at the paper,
and, finally sick of them, he decided that monster hunting was preferable to
yet another article for which he would receive little or no recognition. With
an improbable water beastie he’d at the very least get a rise out of a few
people – so what the heck. The reporter began a
series of nightly vigils along the Hudson, claimed by some as the favorite
swimming hole of the phantom Monster, and was making no real headway on the
case.


But, he thought to himself as he noticed something in the
water, perhaps his sea horse was finally going to
cross the finish line.


A wake of sorts could be seen out on the river. Something
was chugging along, splitting the water as it moved. The reporter rubbed at his
eyes, took another look. It was as if he was seeing the
impossible progress of an invisible boat.


Cursing himself for not bringing a pair of binoculars, Cord
shifted back and forth, trying to get a better view of it. The thing in the
water then turned abruptly, forcing a sharp, barking yelp of surprise from him.


He ran into a policeman, literally. Then another.


“Well, Clancey,” said one of the cops, “what do we have
here?”


His fellow officer squinted at the reporter, smiled. “Well,
it looks like – no, it is! The right honorable Alfred Cord, of that fine newspaper, the Times-Dispatch…”


“Look!” hissed Cord, pointing at the Hudson. “Look, you
guys!”


The first officer frowned, sniffed at the brisk air.
“Doesn’t seem shikkered, Clancey. Maybe—“


The reporter clutched at the man’s coatsleeve, tried to
pull him around to face the river. “There, in the
water! Gimme the jokes later, but for now, look, dammit!”


The two cops looked. Their eyes widened into saucers.


A form had risen out of the water. Cord and the policemen
stared as the bulbous, dark thing as it loomed, dripping
water, and swiveled around to face them. It was as if the thing – whatever it
was – had heard their exchange, though it was at least a hundred yards away.


Dumbfounded, the reporter could only stand there meekly as
the cops shakily pulled out their revolvers and took
aim at the swimming behemoth before them.


Cord swore he could make out two eyes on the swollen mass,
glinting from the lights of the city behind him. Gaining more of his senses, he
could also discern a kind of neck, long like a stout tree branch, supporting what he now believed to be a head.


Suddenly, the thing darted forward. Al Cord saw its target:
a metal construction crane that sat perched at the edge of a dock.
Involuntarily, another boisterous yelp sprang from his gaping mouth.


As the monster – what else could
it be? – crashed into the crane, the two policemen let loose with a cacophony
of bullets.


Cord had been near gunplay before, too near at times, but
on that chilly night he thought he’d go deaf from the crashing booms of the
revolvers. When the officers had emptied their
pistols and a slight breeze off the river lazily cleared the smoke from their
discharge, three sets of eyes pierced the darkness to once again glom onto the
creature.


Gone! Nothing to be seen, save a crushed and mangled crane, lying half in, half out of the water.


The Hudson River Monster had disappeared as mysteriously as
it had appeared.


 


*****


 


“Nothing doing,” said Lynn Lash. “Scram, Al.”


Al Cord unhooked his thumbs from his lower vest pockets and
held out his hands, palms up, plaintively. Hovering
over the crouched form of the living Sherlock Holmes at work, he grimaced like
a dog robbed of its supper.


“But, Lash! I tell ya, I know what I saw! You gotta come
out there with me and look into this thing!”


The man stood up, his long
gangling form clad in a neat, expensively tailored blue suit a striking
counterpoint to the turned over bedroom of a brownstone in the One Hundreds. He
glanced around the room, avoiding the impressed stares of the police officers
and plainclothesmen who also stood around the
apartment in awe of him.


“Al, it sounds fascinating, albeit ridiculous, but, as you
can see, I’m busy at the moment.” Lynn Lash waved one hand around the room,
distractedly.


Cord would not give up that easily. “But, this is right up your alley, Lash – I seen it myself and so
did two flatfoots and I can get you a bunch of others who seen it and then
there’s the crane—“


The detective swung around on the reporter, angrily. “Cord,
I said no! I’m deep within a case now – this case - and the department is
counting on me. I can’t just drop it to go running off to hunt monsters in the river!” He turned back
to his work, tried to regain his composure.


If there was one thing Al Cord knew for sure would hook
Lynn Lash, special consultant to the New York City
Police Department, it was a scientific puzzle. And if the thing in the Hudson
wasn’t one of the biggest, fattest scientific puzzles of the century, he’d eat
his own hat with onions and mustard.


In a conciliatory tone, the reporter glanced down at an array of apparatus and asked Lash what he was doing.


“Olfaction,” said the man.


“Huh?” said Cord. “Come again?”


Lynn Lash bent down to pick up a vial from a tray of
similar glass containers and pulled out its rubber stopper.


“Smells. The science of scents,”
he explained. “Nine young women have been abducted over the past nine weeks,
each of them gone as if they never existed and almost always from their own
homes.” His eyes traveled over the entire room, floor to ceiling, trying to imagine the latest victim’s last moments within it. “The
department is baffled. There’s very little to go on, you see…”


“Yeah, yeah,” interjected Cord. “The news is my business,
remember? Hardly any signs of disturbance at the scenes, no ransom notes or
phonecalls, and no hard or soft connections between
the girls that they can find. So what do smells have to do with it all?”


Lash swished the light colored liquid around in the vial he
held and then dipped it up under his nose.


“Olfaction is a funny thing, Al. It
can draw pictures in your head, so intertwined with memory at a very high
degree. Some of us are deadened to smells, can barely distinguish one from
another. But some people have a very fine-tuned sense of smell – that would be
me. I can smell something here, and at a few of the other
abduction sites, that I can’t quite grasp.”


Cord’s mouth twitched, nostrils flared. “Huh? It’s a dingy
old apartment, no offense to its occupants, so how can you—“


“These vials,” explained Lash, “contain essences of many
different exotic scents. By having an array of them
with me, I can compare and contrast the scents with what I’m getting a whiff of
right here in this room…and hopefully zero in on what exactly it is.


“And what it is is something far beyond the norm for a young woman’s bedroom in Upper Manhattan.”


Al Cord thought perhaps he had walked into the loony bin by
accident. Never in all of his adventures with Lynn Lash, scientific genius, had
he ever witnessed the man turn down one incredible puzzle like the Hudson River Monster for such a cockamamie case as smelling stuff in
someone’s bedroom. But he was not entirely insensitive to the plight of the
girls’ families, though the possibility existed that it was simply a rash of
runaways.


“Lynn,” he said carefully, gauging
his friend’s reaction, “this monster is—“


“A sensation, yes,” Lash noted. “Science is my business, remember? I’ve heard
the scuttlebutt around the station, Al. But let me tell you a few things.


“One, the Hudson River is a very unlikely place for a
creature the size of which some are proposing. There
wouldn’t be enough food in it to keep the thing alive. Two, such a creature
wouldn’t be attracted by the city – far from it. In fact, it would most likely
completely shy away from it. And three, well, it’s simply
preposterous. The whole thing.”


“But, Lash, I saw it myself” insisted the reporter, searching Lash’s eyes for a spark
of interest. “It—it looked like, like one of those prehistoric whatchamacallits
down in the Museum of Natural History!”


“A plesiosaur?”


Cord stared blankly back at him.


“Water dinosaur, long neck, little head, big flippers…?”


“Yeah, that’s it!” bellowed Cord, drawing the scowls of the
policemen in the room. He had him now; the hook was in and all that was left
was to jerk at it.


“Been extinct for millions of
years, Al,” said Lash with the barest hint of a smirk. “Now, I’m sorry, but I
have to get back to my work here. It’s important.”


The reporter hitched his thumbs into his vest pockets once
again and shook his head from side to side. “Never
thought I’d see the day when the great Lynn Lash would turn down the mystery of
his career…” He pulled out a leather and nickel lighter and a cigarette.


The doorframe behind him was suddenly filled by the muscle
bound figure of a uniformed cop. The man held a
strange expression on his wide, marble jawed face.


“Mr. Lash?” he inquired.


Lynn Lash looked up from the two vials he was passing back
and forth from under his nose, one at a time.


“Yes? What is it now?”


The police officer glanced at Al Cord, then at his fellow officers and then back to Lash. He opened
his mouth to speak, but seemed to find it difficult to do so.


“Well? What is it? Spit it out, man!”


The cop swallowed, frowned. “Someone to see you, Sir. Ehh,
actually…a whole bunch of someones, and mighty
strange to boot…”


 


 


Chapter Two


THE CULT OF NEGUS


 


Lynn Lash followed the officer out of the bedroom, through
the apartment and out onto the brownstone’s front stoop. Al Cord tagged along,
curious as to this new development.


Outside, piled together on the
sidewalk and looking up at the detective, stood a dozen strangely attired
individuals. Despite the chill that swirled about them, they were all dressed
in white robes of a thin cotton bunting that looked to be wound around them. On
their feet they wore only sandals and on their heads
they each sported the queerest decorations that Cord had ever seen, a leather
cap punctuated with feathers and other gewgaws, some of them shiny.


“I’m Lynn Lash,” said the detective from the top step. “You
wanted to see me?”


One man from among the strange group stepped forward with
assurance, his chin jutting out and his eyes of a piercing blue. He held a
wooden staff that was taller then himself and from which hung a metal disc. The
disc looked very old.


The man raised his hand and his
voice. “We are the Followers of Negus, Lynn Lash! Harken to our words, oh man!”


Al Cord shook his head, leaned in to speak to Lash out of
the side of his mouth. “’Oh man’ is right – I heard of these guys. A team of
screwballs who worship the monster…”


“Hmm,” hummed Lash. “A cult, eh?” He began to walk down the
steps to the group, waving off his police escorts. The reporter waited a
moment, then followed.


“All right, I’m here. To what do I need to harken? Its cold
out here and I have work to attend to.”


The presumed leader of the odd collection of cultists
raised both his arms and again raised his voice, as if not only speaking to
those assembled outside the brownstone, but the entire city.


“We have come down through the centuries from the lost continent of Atlantis to bring a reckoning to this
spoiled and debauched city! Mankind has reached a precipice and can no longer
stand as it has, for only the humble and the sacrosanct may continue to exist!
We the Followers of Negus have brought this message
to you, Lynn Lash, as a representative of all that is despoiled in this modern
world – a man of science!”


He spat out the last word of his tirade as if it were a
filthy thing, a curse upon his tongue.


“Oh?” said Lash, scrutinizing the man. “And what do you propose to do about all the debauchery, etcetera?”


The man’s face split in two with a wide grin. “We have
summoned Negus himself, the Serpent of Atlantis, to bring doom down upon the
heads of the wicked!”


“Summoned…how?”


“With his sigil, the ancient icon
of Atlantis!” And with this the man thrust forth his wooden stand and dangled
the round piece of metal in front of Lash’s face. Al Cord, from behind the
detective, could see that it looked very, very old indeed and on its face he
could make out an odd symbol, one that looked nothing
like anything he’d seen before.


Lash nodded, frowning. “How is that spelled?”


The cult leader frowned himself, blinked. “I—I beg your
pardon?” He glanced back at the nearest of his people, then to Lash again.


The detective planted his fists
on his hips and cocked his head to one side. “’Negus.’ How is that spelled?”


The man in the funny hat and robes blinked again, so
violently that Al Cord thought he might hurt himself.


“I—I hardly think that matters – it is an ancient Atlantean name that—“


“You’re right,” interrupted Lynn Lash, holding up a hand to
cease the man’s stammering. “It doesn’t matter. It’s all bupkis anyway.”


The leader of the Followers of Negus looked then like he’d
been suddenly smacked in the face with a dead fish.
He took a hesitant step backwards, away from Lash, and tried to compose
himself.


“Now, see here, oh sinful one…what I have to say is—“


“Baloney, like I said,” Lash hissed. He stepped forward,
bringing himself right up close to the cultist. “If you’re from Atlantis, I’m from the moon,” he began. “The style of those robes
is more East Indian than anything and those headpieces are a big hodge-podge of
nothing. Your own accent is either Quebecois or somewhere in Canada
thereabouts.”


The man stepped backwards once
again, but the detective kept pace with him.


“You say our alleged monster’s name is Negus? That either
means he’s from Ethiopian royalty – which I highly doubt – or he’s a beverage
made from a combination of wine, sugar, hot water, nutmeg and lemon. I think that’s highly questionable, too.”


“But—but, the sigil…!” said the man, his eyes roving about,
taking in his surroundings and the police therein as if for the first time.


Lash reached out and grabbed the metal disc. “This symbol
on it is simply the Hebrew letter shin upside down.” He gave the disc a
quick tug and broke the cord that held it to the staff. “And ancient? No, not
by half. It’s been made to look old with—“ He held it closer to his face,
sniffed. “—muriatic acid? Or perhaps even urine.”


Al Cord stifled a chuckle; the look on the leader’s face
was priceless. His people looked about ready to bolt in all directions.


“You shall pay for this, Lynn Lash,” said the man through clenched teeth.
Before he could say anything more, the detective suddenly
moved in closer to him, to the point that their noses almost touched.


The two men stood there, staring at each other. Lash flared
his nostrils and the leader grimaced all the more. A moment passed, then the
robed man turned on his heel and with his cult, slunk
off down the sidewalk.


“Whew!” said Al Cord, clapping Lash on the back. “You’re a
walking, talking library, pal!”


 


*****


 


Twelve hours later, they were walking along the docks,
bundled against the October night air with eyes riveted on the river.


“The commissioner wasn’t too happy with me,” explained Lynn
Lash, “but I convinced him I could juggle both cases. Besides, we seem to be up
against a brick wall with the disappearances…”


Al Cord considered that. He himself had long felt that a
bit of fresh air did wonders for the old cognitive
functions and, though he realized the seriousness of his friend’s consultations
with the police, he was glad to have him along on the vigil. Maybe together,
they’d scare up a monster.


“Pretty ham-fisted little play-acting
back there at that brownstone, eh? I mean, what was that all about? What a
waste of time.”


“No,” replied Lash, looking out over the Hudson. “No, it
was valuable in its own right, Al.”


Cord stopped, stared at the detective. “What? Really? How?”


“You remember that I said there
was an elusive scent at the scene of the young woman’s abduction? Something
exotic, something I couldn’t quite put my finger on?”


This elicited a nod of assent from his friend.


“That man, that ‘cult leader,’ had it on him,” Lash continued. “At the very least, he’d been rubbing elbows
with the kidnappers.”


The reporter whistled in appreciation of Lash’s abilities.
“You’re having him tailed then, right?“


“Of course,” Lash replied, irritably.


“Okay, that’s great – but, again, what does it all mean?”


The detective turned to look at Cord, his eyes serious.
“Someone wants me to investigate this—this monster. Badly. And somehow…somehow
it’s connected with the girls.”


Cord nodded, his reporter’s blood beginning to heat up, a
story forming in his brain. “Now all we have to do is
find the monster…”


Lynn Lash was staring over his friend’s shoulder, seemingly
distracted. Suddenly he jabbed out with a finger, pointing.


“You mean like that one right there?”


 


*****


 


To Al Cord, the story was everything,
but he’d told more than a few people in his time that he wouldn’t put anything
in the paper that didn’t belong there.


He was pretty sure the Hudson River Monster belonged there.


Jogging after Lynn Lash and fumbling with his camera bag,
he began to dream of Pulitzers. And the smug look of
being right he’d be able to show the scientific detective once they had the
thing plastered all over the Times-Dispatch’s front page.


A black hump rose up out of the Hudson, breaking the water
and moving slowly. It was a significant distance from
the docks, roughly half way out into the river.


Lash said nothing. He wasn’t prone to ejaculations of
wonderment or surprise; his mind was struggling with the science of it.


“You see it, right?” yelled Al Cord. “Tell me you see it, Lash!”


The two stopped at the outer edge of a dock, the farthest
they could go without trying to walk on the water itself. The detective stared,
his face a stony mask – but his eyes whirled back and forth along the length of
the thing.


Then, another hump broke the
surface.


“Pictures, Al. Pictures!”


“Oh, oh, right! Right!”


Lash whipped out a pair of binoculars and raised them to
his face. It was dark, but there was enough light from the city to discern the
shapes in the water. The humps were a sooty dark
grey, not exactly black like he’d first guessed. The water beaded off of them.


He wanted to believe it was a prehistoric creature, somehow
revived and exploring the modern world, but the rational part of his brain told
him it was just too fantastic. There had to be
another explanation for it. Such explanations began to filter through his
thoughts as flashbulbs went off both inside him and beside him.


Whales? Porpoises? A piece of wreckage from a ship? There
were many things it could be.


All of them flew right out the
window when a head and neck broke the surface in front of the two humps.


“Pictures, Al,” directed Lash, soberly. “Pictures…”


 


*****


 


The first glimmers of the sun broke through the clouds as
the two men sipped at coffee in a small, grimy dockside
diner. They had said very little to each other after the encounter.


The thing had disappeared back under the water shortly
after it had shown its head and neck. Lash had been looking around for a
rowboat or a dinghy to get himself out onto the river
for a closer look when it fell to Al Cord to inform the living Sherlock Holmes
that his monster had gone as silently as it had appeared.


“Morning edition should be out any minute now,” said the
reporter as he drained his cup of the last few gulps of coffee, black. “I had the boys rush those pictures through.”


“I wonder if that was wise, now,” Lynn Lash pondered.
“Maybe this is something that needs to be investigated more thoroughly, sans
outside interference. The whole city will be down here every night once they see those pictures. It will cause quite a stir…”


Cord smiled. “You’re sold, aren’t you? That thing has its
hooks in you, right?”


The detective wouldn’t look at him. He was fixated on what
sky could be seen outside the streaked and dirty window of the diner. He waved off the suggestion.


“Too many variables,” he explained. “Not enough controls.
There’s no basis, no real foundation for experimentation. Science has—“


“You’re hooked,” said Al Cord with another grin. “Listen,
Lynn,” he continued. “This might be the biggest story
of my career – it might also be the biggest of yours. We’ll share it, see? We’ll be
equal partners in it, I promise. “Nothing’s as big as this. Nothing, brother…”


A young street lad popped in through the door of the diner
just then, toting a big bundle of papers. He strutted
over to their table and flopped the brand new morning edition down between the
two men. Cups and saucers jumped up, crashed down.


“Here ya go, Mister Cord,” grunted the boy. “Hot off de
presses.”


The reporter flipped him a coin
and told him to beat it. Al then picked up his cup and raised it to his lips,
sitting back and enjoying his triumph.


“How’s the picture look? Pretty good, huh?”


At first, Lynn Lash said nothing. This didn’t surprise
Cord, seeing as how the man had been less than
jocular since seeing the monster. But then he saw his friend holding the paper,
looking at it and shaking his head.


“Oh, no. No, no, no…”


“What?” asked the reporter, sitting up straight. “What is
it?”


Lynn Lash, sober as a judge, turned
the newspaper around so Cord could read the blaring headline:


 


TENTH GIRL ABDUCTED!


 


 


Chapter Three


TWO PATHS


 


Al Cord looked up from his bench to see Lynn Lash come
through the door to the Police Commissioner’s office and quietly shut it behind
him. The man’s face was subdued, reflecting little to
no emotion. Cord could, though, see the oppressive weight on the man’s
shoulders.


“Let me guess,” offered Cord. “You got chewed out same as
me, huh?”


Lash waved the comment off, along with its significance. “The Commissioner has every right to be unhappy with my
progress on the abductions case – I’m not exactly setting the place on fire
with brilliant deductions, I’m afraid. So, I’ve been asked to concentrate on
the girls and stop chasing monsters.”


Al Cord shook his head knowingly.
“Yeah, pretty much the same spiel I got from my editor. They have me on the
disappearances now, with a clear warning to stay away from the Hudson River…”


“My friend,” said Lash, placing one hand on the reporter’s
shoulder and looking him in the eye, “there’s a
connection there. You know it and I know it. While it’s true that the evidence
is mostly circumstantial, I’m willing to risk my position as consulting expert
to the New York Police Department to prove my theories.”


Cord brightened, a surge of
energy racing through his frame at Lash’s words. He glanced up and down the
hallway and at the Commissioner’s door, then back to his friend. He leaned into
him, conspiratorially.


“Wow, and you a hard science guy and all!” he whispered. “I
thought it’d take a lot more than that for you to
take a leap of faith.”


Lash motioned for Cord to follow him down the hallway.
“Let’s lay out what we have, Al,” he said plainly, eyeballing every cop and
plainclothesman they passed.


“Firstly, it’s obvious for me to
consider that the girls’ disappearances correspond – for the most part – with
the monster’s appearances. Let’s give that an, oh, say, eighty five percent
accuracy rating.


“Then, there’s that unique scent – which I have not yet
been able to categorize – found to be at the scene of
some of the disappearances, on that screwball of a cult leader, and…”


Cord held the door for Lash as they exited Police
Headquarters. “Yeah? And?”


The detective paused, turned to Cord. “I didn’t say it
before because I wasn’t absolutely sure, but I’m
certain I caught a whiff of it down at the docks. Same stuff. Label that one,
at the very least, with a tag of seventy five percent accuracy.”


The stocky reporter stared at Lash, his mouth working but
nothing coming out. Then, finally, “How can that be?
I mean, I’ve known some strong stinks in my day, but…”


Lynn Lash indicated his black roadster parked at the curb
directly in front of the bustling building. A special privilege from the NYPD,
he tried not to take advantage of the coveted spot
too often.


“Hop in, Al – unless you just can’t be seen with me
anymore.”


“Nothin’ doin’, pal,” said Cord, hustling over to the
passenger side of the sleek car. “My brain’s got an itch and I need to scratch
it. Start with the explanations!”


 


*****


 


Lynn Lash threw the automobile into gear and slipped away
from the curb and into traffic. Within seconds they were speeding on their way
to the detective’s lab on 5th Avenue.


“What bothers me is that I can’t seem to identify the scent
on a conscious level,” noted Lash. “It’s almost as if
it’s impacting me on a subconscious or subliminal level…”


Cord could see that his companion was clearly not happy
with the puzzle laid out before him. “Come again? Smelling is smelling, isn’t
it?”


Turning a corner, the scientific
genius shook his head. “Not exactly. We have two separate olfactory systems,
the main olfactory system for everyday odorants and the accessory olfactory
system, which is a kind of ‘under-the-radar’ set-up, through which we receive
pheromones and the like. Whatever the odorant is that
seems to be at the center of our mysteries is evoking a memory in me, one that, for
some reason, isn’t ringing any bells – at least not on a conscious level.”


Al Cord whistled low and long as Lash took another corner, this time mostly on two wheels.


“That’s troubling to me because my olfactory epithelium,”
continued the detective, “is more akin to, say, a canine’s, which is more
densely innervated. Quite possibly, I possess more receptors than the average
person.”


“Huh? So, you’re saying you smell stuff like a dog, Lash?”


The man ignored that, setting his mouth in a hard, thin
line as he scanned the curb outside the lab building for a spot to park.


“Well,” said the reporter, ready to hop out, “all I know is
that for you to have sniffed up anything down at the
docks is a wonder – all I smelled was fish and more fish. Hey, do fish smell? I
mean, do they smell smells?”


Lynn Lash set his brake after whipping into an open spot
and threw open his door. “Well, they…wait, what did
you say?”


Cord slammed his door shut and looked across the roof of
the black roadster to squint at Lash.


“I said, do fish—“


“Never mind that, Al,” cut in Lash. “You’ve given me an
idea. Let’s get up to my lab, quick!”


As the two men rushed to the doors
of the building, they failed to notice the four sets of eyes that followed
their progress from the opposite side of the street.


 


*****


 


Exiting an elevator that had stopped on the twentieth
floor, Lynn Lash barely saw his surroundings, so focused was he on the theories that were forming in his brain. Al Cord,
always excited to visit the man’s amazing 5th Avenue laboratory, took in
everything, including the four men who exited the other elevator and swarmed
toward them.


Lash, fumbling for his keys and mentally
ticking off possibilities, noticed them a fraction too late.


The men sported masks that covered their heads and faces,
leaving only their eyes, noses and mouths exposed. They also gripped gats,
steely Smith & Wessons that they pointed in Cord and Lash’s direction.


“Inside!” barked the lead man with guttural eloquence,
motioning with his pistol to reinforce the verbal command.


Lash nodded, turning the key in the lock and swinging the
door open.


“After you,” he said, smiling slightly and mock bowing.


“Don’t be a wisenheimer! Inside,
both of you!”


Cord raised his hands and stepped into the lab on the heels
of his friend. He swallowed nervously, unsure of his immediate future. He
prayed Lash had a plan.


When the last masked man had filed into the outer room of the laboratory and shut the door behind him, Lash
swung around to face the intruders.


“Now, what’s this all about? Why the rods?”


The leader took a step toward him, jabbing his revolver at
Lash’s midsection. “It helps when you have to put a good scare into someone, Mr. Special Police Consultant. You’ve made
some people very angry – and they want you to stick your nose somewhere else.”


Lash’s face grew serious as he leaned back on a table
filled with scientific apparatus. He glanced once over at Al Cord, caught his eye and held it for a double second.


“From where I’m standing, it doesn’t seem to be my nose that’s the problem, boys.”


A cloud of fine powder suddenly appeared in the air in
front of the four men. Cord barely saw his friend’s arms move.


Then, it was as if the men’s
faces had exploded. Violent seizures wracked their bodies as they coughed and
sputtered, leaking mucus from their eyes, noses and mouths like sieves.


Lash grabbed the reporter’s arm and pulled him toward the
door, steamrolling like linebackers through the
incapacitated gunsels and knocking them from their path. When they reached the
door, the detective flung it open, urged Cord through and then slammed it
behind them.


“What was that?” yelped Cord.


“Dianisidine chlorosulphonate.”


“Huh?”


“Sneezing powder,” offered Lynn Lash as he leapt into a
waiting elevator and motioned his thick built companion to follow. “They’ll be
in bad shape for a while; time enough for us to make our ‘getaway.’ And, as a
bonus, I was also able to push the panic button.”


“Cops on the way?” asked Cord, now distinctly enthused.


“In theory,” replied Lash, dryly.


 


*****


 


Officers in blue were entering the building as Lash and the
reporter exited the elevator into the lobby. Lash suggested to their sergeant
that they might find a pack of ne’er-do-wells on the
twentieth floor or thereabouts - and they would be armed and potentially
insensate with rage.


“Oh,” added the scientific genius to the sergeant, “and I
think you’ll also find that our friends up there might know a thing or two about the, ahem, ‘Cult of Negus.’”


“Wait!” interjected Al Cord, smoothing down his wild hair
and hooking one thumb in a lower vest pocket. “Let me guess – there was that
smell again?”


“Yes, Al. The leader was our robe wearing Canadian. He’s a man of many talents, obviously…but master of none.”


Almost one half hour later, the policemen returned to the
lobby and approached Lash with morose faces and shaking heads.


“No sign of ‘em, Mr. Lash,” said the sergeant. “Lots of
equipment and the like smashed in your lab up there,
but they’ve made themselves scarce. Sorry.”


Lynn Lash gave the man a pat on the shoulder and his
thanks, then sent him and his men on their way.


“What now?” inquired Cord. “I have to report in to my
editor – at least I can file a few paragraphs on this
mess.”


The scientific detective shook his head, rubbed his jaw.
“No, Al, I would appreciate it if you didn’t. I want to keep this quiet for
now. Things are beginning to reveal themselves in my mind and I can see the
path.”


He paused, then looked toward the
Hudson River.


“Two paths, actually, but with one single destination. And
I’m determined to follow them both to that conclusion.”


 


 


Chapter Four


MIDNIGHT SWIM


 


Pushing the boat away from the dock, Lynn Lash slipped the
oars into the chilly water and pointed himself at the
center point of the river. Back on the
dock, Al Cord struck up a halfhearted wave as he watched the skiff depart.


The small craft was laden with scientific equipment,
including a cumbersome apparatus that looked like
something out of a radio station’s control booth. With it, there was simply no
room for the stocky reporter; Lash, dressed in a bulky coat and a timeworn
fedora, was taking to the water alone to further the hunt for the Hudson River
Monster.


Lash looked all around him as he
pulled on the oars, feeling a bit uncomfortable about being out on the river in
the middle of the night. But, as he had seen himself, the thing in the water,
whatever it was, seemed to be nocturnal. So, nighttime it was, despite the plummeting temperature and distinct lack of clear vision.


Reaching his destination, a point roughly halfway between
the city and the Jersey shore, Lash pulled in his oars and prepared his
experiment.


From out of a chest on the bottom of the boat he hefted a miniature watercraft shaped like a small torpedo and
sporting a propeller and rotating fins to each side. Looking it over, Lash
pulled up a small antenna from the thing’s topside and, satisfied with it,
carefully placed it in the water.


He flipped a few switches on his
control board and a tiny light on the craft glowed in correspondence with a
telltale on the panel. The detective then twisted two large dials and pulled
back on a lever.


The watercraft gave a little start and then began to move
away from the skiff.


After coming to the conclusion that another search for the
so-called monster was the next step in his investigations, Lash jumped at the
chance to use his new radio wave-controlled equipment. The little craft was
performing perfectly as it completed several loops
around his boat and then dived into the cold waters of the Hudson. He checked
his screen and noted its signal strength: clear and strong.


“All right, Mr. Monster,” he said to himself, peering
intently at the control board, “any time now.”


The miniature submersible was
equipped with the ability to send back object detection waves along its radio
signal, which Lash hoped would give him the heads up should any large,
unnatural bodies suddenly appear on or in the river.


He got his heads up sooner than
later.


Lash’s screen revealed his craft was being approached by a
good-sized object moving in rapidly from the north. Then, the clear signal
wavered, hiccupped, and disappeared.


He jerked his eyes from the board and scanned the water.
Nothing.


Then, out of the corner of his
eye, he spotted Al Cord back on the dock, jumping up and down, waving his arms.


Swiveling his head back to the north, he witnessed an
immense dark hump splitting the water only twenty feet from his skiff. It bore
down on him at incredible speed, throwing off a
soaking spray of water to both sides.


Lash clutched at both sides of his boat, but it was far too
late. The impact came a half second later, a jarring, bone wrenching crash that
sent him, his equipment and the jagged remains of the
boat up and into the freezing waters of the river.


The detective plunged below the surface, somehow avoiding
the debris of his experiments and skiff. The water gripped him like a vise,
cold and cloying. Fighting down a natural rise of panic, he tried to orient himself and quickly reach the surface. Whatever
it was that had destroyed his boat was most likely still nearby and potentially
still dangerous.


He reached into a pocket of his bulky jacket and pushed in
on a pad there. Instantly, his immediate vicinity was
suffused with light. Lash had taken the clever initiative of fitting his coat
with small flashlights that he’d sewn into the material front and back. The
lights were charged by batteries fully protected from the elements. He now knew
that they worked underwater, at least for the moment.


Looking down into the river all around him, it was then
that he discovered something else, something unquestionably more fascinating.


There wasn’t a single monster in the Hudson River that
night.


There were two.


His scientific curiosity overwhelmed him as he watched the
two beasts swim close to each other and then abruptly part, one darting off
with a great undulation of body, tail and fins. Then, the remaining thing
slowly turned toward him.


One part of Lynn Lash’s brain
screamed go, leave, while another part, the analytical portion, whispered plesiosaur, amazing.


The sensible half of his brain won out, though, and he
stroked to the surface for air. Once there he gulped in copious amounts of the
stuff, then, after only a moment’s hesitation, dived
back down into the chilly waters.


Lash was just in time to catch a glimpse of the monster as
it dived toward the city side of the river and down into the cold, dark depths.
Somewhere below him rested the incredible Midtown
Tunnel project, an unfinished dream of connecting two states, two cities. He
wondered if the monster was up to more mischief concerning the construction.


Reaching again into his pockets, he pressed at different
spots on the lining and heat, blessed heat, began to
spread out from several areas along his coat. An exothermic reaction from the
mixing of water mixed together with magnesium sulfate in packets, the warmth
gave him the strength to pursue his target.


The feeble light from his coat only illuminated his immediate area, but it was enough to put him back on
the track of the beast. Before he knew what was happening, though, Lash felt
himself grabbed by a potent current or suction and pulled along bodily in the
wake of the monster.


His coat lights faltering and the
air in his lungs expiring, he soon lost a sense of up and down as the darkness
and the cold engulfed him completely.


 


*****


 


Air! Precious air assailed him as he came up out of the
water and into an enclosed space.


Lynn Lash shook the water from
his face and rubbed at his eyes, blinking from the artificial illumination in
the strange space. He realized with a start that it appeared to be nothing less
than an underground subway station, either abandoned or perhaps never finished
or utilized at all. The detective surmised that he
had come through a flooded tunnel that somehow connected the river with the
station, an alien and forgotten part of the New York system.


High overhead he saw a tiled, arched ceiling. The pool of
water he found himself in stretched from one end of
the space to the other, a massive area that could encompass a monster from
prehistoric times.


And so it did.


Lash looked across the surface of the water and watched as
a gigantic black hump broke through and rose up to the floor of the station: the monster, no doubt. He looked around for
a weapon, futilely.


Then, a portion of the skin on the thing’s back cracked
open and lifted up. Human heads popped up from the opening and several men
poured out of the creature and onto the platform.


A submarine! Cleverly disguised as a gigantic river
monster, Lash saw the incredible design and production that had gone into the
confounding craft, a submersible fitted with intricate, flexible limbs and a
head and neck which he guessed doubled as both
periscope and battering ram. From afar, the craft would be almost
indistinguishable from a living thing.


And its owners had two of the craft; he had seen it with his own eyes.


Lash floated over to a spot next to the floor of the
station, hiding himself as well he could beneath a
lip at the edge of the platform, but still allowing him some line of sight for
the proceedings. He saw that at least half the dozen or so men who exited the
submersible were Asian.


A smell suddenly came to his nostrils, pungent and strong. It was the smell of some sort of cooking, yet
also his elusive scent from the days before.


All at once, memories rushed in on Lash, flooding him with
recognition of the odor.


Fugu, he thought to himself; masked by spices and other
condiments perhaps, but assuredly the prized delicacy
of a certain Asian nation. A nation that had recently committed egregious acts
of invasion and cruelty upon its neighbors. A nation of which the men on the
platform were most certainly native.


A dark haired figure that Lynn
guessed to be the leader of the pack spun on his heel and faced a Western
gentleman who stood at the forefront of the few others of his kind.


“Idiocy!” bellowed the man in heavily accented English. He
raised his hands above his head to emphasize his
point. “Why did we employ you into our service?” he continued, clearly
frustrated. “We cannot move so easily among your society, so we have paid you –
handsomely – to do much work for us. And for what? Idiocy!”


“Not our fault,” expressed the Canadian. “That Lash is a tough customer. Besides, haven’t you gotten
enough girls by now, anyway?”


“Our officers demand more. They carry the weight of the
commands of our celestial Emperor, so they are to be rewarded with the white
females. Soon, this entire wretched nation shall be
under our rule and its citizens openly subject to our pleasure, but for now, we
have been ordered to continue to bring them these…morsels for their
consumption. I do not question this, nor should you!”


The Canadian frowned, took a wary step back from the man. From the tense exchange, Lash sensed
that the entire deal was beginning to go south, rotting from within. At least
he knew now the secret behind the disappearances. And the monster.


“Only a few more females are demanded,” soothed the Asian leader. “Then, we and our dragon will return to my
beautiful country and await the inevitable order for full invasion.”


His hand gestured toward the submersible as he spoke; his
“dragon,” Lash realized. The other craft might at that very moment be out harvesting more young girls from the city!


He had to do something – but what?


“Come!” said the leader, looking around at his own men and
his hirelings. “Let us not quibble and squabble anew. Come and eat with us and
we shall then discuss our further plans…”


The head of the Followers of Negus glanced at his own
fellows, the look on his face indicating his surprise at the offer. Obviously
this was something new and not entirely unwelcome to the men.


Picking up a dish from a table near a cooking area, the Asian leader bowed and indicated that the hirelings should
each take a small plate from a stack and hold it out for their portions.


“This is fugu,” announced the man proudly. “It is the food of the gods,
and of our ancestors. It is an honor in itself, so rare and delicious it is. To consume it is to take within you the fire of
strength, of masculinity…of divinity.”


The Western men smiled at each other, evidently pleased by
the man’s words. They all held out their plates and watched as a measure of the
fugu was
placed on each of them.


In the water, off to one side, Lynn Lash clamped down hard
on his tongue, a cry of alarm threatening to burst out of his mouth. To yell
now, to say anything, would surely bring about his own swift death.


He knew this delicacy, a variety
of pufferfish called the “river pig,” most likely Takifugu rubripes. He had encountered it long ago
in his younger days of travel around the globe.


Conflicted, Lash could only float there and remain a mute
witness to what was to come next.


The leader of the dragon boat
nodded to his own men who all took some of the fish, served fried as Fugu Kara-age, onto their own plates. He then
raised his chopsticks and his voice.


“Eat, gentlemen. It is an honor to share our meal with
you.”


The fish was raised to mouths,
bites taken, portions chewed, swallowed. Lash found himself holding his breath,
wide eyed.


When each man had finished his fugu, there were smiles all around
the circle.


Suddenly, one of the westerners coughed. Then another and
another. Hands clutched at stomachs, then throats.
Silent questions appeared on faces, confusion over what was happening to each
one of them.


Within a minute, not a single one of the white men could
move. But their eyes revealed that they were fully conscious and screaming without sound from within.


Lash swore to himself at the treachery of it all. The
pufferfish’s organs contained death in the form of a poison called
tetrodotoxin. Only the most highly skilled of culinary wizards could prepare fugu in the exacting fashion so as to remove that which was edible and that which brought
complete paralyzation and then asphyxiation.


The hirelings had been fed the poisoned portions. Their
hosts had not.


Lash knew that the fish was used in many secret societies
throughout the small aggressor nation as a binding of
sorts, a strengthening of each group’s mission and makeup. The men who had been
abducting the girls and perpetrating the monster hoax had obviously been
consuming great amounts of fugu during their stay, thus the permeating smell of it on their lackeys and in their wake.


He had no sooner wondered how long it would take for the
men on the platform to begin to choke and asphyxiate when he watched in horror
as the Asians one by one pushed each paralyzed man directly into the water.


The detective swiftly pushed himself back and under the
water, for fear of being spotted. Anger, hot and sword-edged, lanced through
him. He had no love for the men who had both attempted to deceive him and
attack him, but precious few deserved such a horrific
fate.


He turned in the water to orient himself and came
face-to-face with the Canadian, only inches away from him.


The man’s eyes were wide as saucers, terror etched into
their every line, every circle. Frozen into the same position in which he had
held up on the platform, he floated away from Lash,
the bubbles from his open mouth diminishing and petering away to nothingness.


Lash broke the surface of the water once more and listened
at the lip of the platform.


“…is the end of that,” came the leader’s voice, speaking in his own language. “A loose end now tied
up. Prepare the dragon – we will give the people of this city another
‘sighting’ of their monster and then claim our next nightingales.”


Picking through the foreign tongue, trying to translate it
in his head, he heard his own name spoken as a
question by another.


“Lynn Lash,” shot back the leader, “is of no more concern
to us.”


Throwing daggers with his eyes, the scientific detective
swore there and then that he’d be of very, very great concern to the band of kidnappers and murderers.


Even if it was the very last thing he’d ever do for his
country.


 


 


Chapter Five


OIL AND WATER


 


He knew with scientific accuracy he couldn’t go out the
same way he’d come in.


Calming himself, Lynn Lash studied his surroundings. He counted a total of seven men, including the
leader, there on the platform. Only one had heeded his leader’s directive to
prepare the sub; the others were still gathered around their meal, placing
slices of the fugu into a wide metal bowl of hot oil
over a small stove.


It would have to do, thought the genius to himself. Now or
never.


Slipping both hands up and out of the water he grasped the
lip of the platform and tensed the muscles in his arms. Waiting for just the
right moment, he pulled himself up as swiftly as
humanly possible.


The men around the stove looked up at the dripping wet
Lash, puzzled at the sudden and almost supernatural sight of him. They froze,
gifting Lash with the opportunity he’d hoped for.


Pulling a small white pouch from one of his coat pockets he crushed it in his hand and raised it to his lips,
all the while moving quickly toward the huddled mass of men.


Already he felt the heat from the combination of water and
magnesium sulfate in the wax paper packet, one of his own special designs. He tore the packet open with his teeth and
threw its contents into the pan of hot oil and fish.


The pan exploded into seething, sizzling chaos, the water
flash-boiling the moment it hit the oil and instantaneous clouds of steam
filling the air.


The men around the pan screamed in surprise but also in
pain – the hot oil ate at the skin of their hands, their necks and their faces.
The magnesium sulfate had served to magnify the heat, riddling the men with
searing barbs of sharp agony.


Lynn Lash didn’t wait for what
might come next. Spying a pistol on a nearby table he snatched it up and
wheeled around to fire at the men’s leader.


The man was gone, like a wraith.


Lash spun around, desperate to find him, knowing full well
the extent of his cunning and deviousness. He heard a
clank of metal on metal and squeezed off a shot in its general direction.


A loud bark of cursing in a foreign tongue told him his
shot had come close to the mark. Lash swiveled in place, remembering the men
behind him, wary of their recovery from the hot oil.
Unfortunately, steam still filled the air of the forgotten station, obscuring
everything within view.


Angry hornets of lead suddenly tore at the edges of his
jacket, narrowly missing his body. Without hesitation he pumped one bullet after another into the steam around the stove. Cries
of anguish tore through the air. The sounds of bodies slumping over and hitting
the platform were sweet music to Lash’s ears.


But how many had he hit? How many of the foreign devils
were left?


Lash dove for cover behind a crop
of furniture off to one side of the large area of the station. More cursing
assailed his ears. Then came the sound of soft crying, mewling.


He looked all around, searching for the sound’s origin. He
spotted an opening along a wall to his right; it was
covered with what looked like the door to a jail cell. Or a cage.


Scooting over to the door, a horrific, stomach churning
sight came into view.


The tiny room beyond the cage door was tightly occupied by
ten young women. They looked up at him in panic,
their eyes filled with tears, their faces obscured by grime. Rags hung off
their bodies. Lash realized that they sat in their own filth.


They were the real victims. The monster’s brides. A
treasure to be toted back to the land of the sun in
the mouth of the dragon.


Bullets abruptly splattered against the wall and the door
itself. He flung himself up over the top of the couch that sat nearby and fired
back. Another cry of pain sprang out of the steam.


But the steam was clearing. He had
to do something or he and the girls were done for.


Lynn Lash weighed the odds and decided to go for broke. Al
Cord, a gambling man, would have been proud of him.


He pounced to his feet and sprang over the couch, squeezing
off shots. Anyone at Police Headquarters who knew him
as a well dressed, well educated genius, a scientific consultant and bon homme would be hard pressed to
recognize him at that moment. He charged ahead to save the girls. That was all
that mattered.


Bullets are not self-replenishing items. A pistol holds only so many. Lash was fortunate enough
to have come across a fully loaded automatic, but as the laws of mass and space
must be adhered to his pistol finally came up empty.


With bodies strewn all around him, Lash looked up through
the clearing steam to see that he had locked eyes
with the wily leader.


The man was preparing to depart the underground realm, one
leg in his dragon boat and bright, prickling fury etched across his face.


“Lynn Lash,” said the man, mangling the name. “Unexpected. Very unexpected. And we had gone to much trouble to curb
your interference. My ruses, my one-of-a-kind dragon, my hired thugs…”


“Step out of that submarine,” countered the detective
tersely. “You’ll be taken in and made to pay for your crimes. I don’t care what country you’re from – you’ll pay.”


The foreign man spat out a curse, vile and sharp. He leapt
down into his craft and pulled the hatch shut behind him.


Lash ran forward, his eyes running up and down the length
of the metal monster. He had already heard the soft
sound of engines from it previously, but he sought out any signs of the
disturbance in the water they’d surely cause…


All at once, the gigantic artificial dinosaur lurched
forward and began to sink into the water, its monstrous head swiveling around on its loathsome neck. Then, it too plunged into
the waterway, leaving bubbles in its wake.


The detective ran over to one end of the platform,
stumbling over objects in his headlong path to something he’d spied earlier.
Reaching a doorway that was covered by a multitude of
bead-covered strands hung from a rod across its top, Lash gripped several of
the strands and ripped them away.


Turning back to the water, he sprinted at full throttle to
catch a monster.


The thing was almost gone, submerged under the cold water that had brought Lynn Lash to the men’s
secret lair.


Running along the edge of the platform he twirled the beads
like a lasso and flung them at the hindquarters of the beast-ship. They clinked
against the thing’s metal hide and then slipped off
it and into the water.


Lash prayed his aim was true.


A surfeit of bubbles rose up out of the water and a
grinding sound accompanied them. A direct hit! He pictured the scene in his
mind: the beaded strands falling into the submersible’s propellers and jamming up the whole works.


But for how long?


Taking one long last look, Lash saw that the monster
continued to dive, heading for the open river. But slowly. It might not even
make it through the tunnel, he surmised. If not, its pilot could be stuck
there, permanently.


He didn’t wait around to find out.


Lash smashed the lock on the girls’ cell with a large block
of stone and assured them that they were now safe. He apologized for his
regrettable hurry but swore to them that he would be ascending to the surface and bringing rescuers back with him. And that the men
who had hurt them were now dead.


As he sped through the dark tunnels that spread out from
the subway platform, Lash began to triangulate his whereabouts. Figuring for
his original location out on the river and how far
inland he guessed he had traveled, the detective ran the numbers in his head
and figured he was nearing the IRT line, most likely near the station at Ninth
and West 34th…


Several minutes later he broke through into a much saner
world and immediately flagged down a policeman.
Identifying himself and urging the officer to call in a team to recover the
young girls, he made his apologies and ran off toward the Hudson River.


Out of breath, Lash soon arrived at the docks where his
wild evening had begun and ran into Al Cord,
literally.


“Lash!” exclaimed the reporter, not believing his own eyes.
“I—I thought you were a goner when—when that thing hit your boat!
What…how…who…how…?”


“Al! Al!” shouted the detective. “Tell me you have a police
boat out on the river looking for me! Tell me you’re
that smart!”


“Sure, sure – we have ‘em out there now, but I can call ‘em
in if—“


Lynn Lash bodily moved his friend aside, peering out onto
the river.


“We need some spotlights – there, there and there!” He indicated targets on the water and near the shore.


“Have everybody looking for the monster!”


 


*****


 


After a hasty radio call, great beams of light split the
darkness, emanating from the police craft that had patrolled the river looking
for the living Sherlock Holmes.


The man himself, safe on shore, tried to give a brief
accounting of his adventures to Al Cord of the Times-Dispatch. Of course, it
wasn’t enough for the veteran newshound.


“It’s a what?” sang Cord.


“A very clever submarine,” replied Lash and then named the country that produced it. “To sow confusion and
terror. To distract attention away from the real crime, the abduction of the
young women.”


The reporter whistled and pushed back his hat. “No one will
believe it…”


“They’ll have to, Al, when they learn
of its victims and—wait! There!”


Everyone looked sharp, following Lash’s index finger to a
spot out on the Hudson. Searchlights swung around to illuminate the area.


Something broke the water there. It was a dark, smooth hump
moving lazily along.


“Well, I’ll be damned,” swore Al
Cord.


Lynn Lash shook his head, grimaced. “Not yet. You haven’t
seen everything. Wait for it.”


The reporter expressed his confusion.


“Something I saw when I went under out there,” said Lash.
“And something the leader said to me.”


Another hump appeared on the water, breaking the surface
with a spray. It came from the opposite direction of the first. And faster.


Several sets of eyes watched as a great plume of water rose
up from the river as the two shapes collided. Sounds of crashing and grinding came to their ears as they witnessed what
they could only describe later as a battle…or a massacre. Finally, shards of
metal and patches of dark oil could be seen floating on the water and a smooth
black hump moving away from them and disappearing
under the waves, heading north.


Al Cord looked over at Lash, his eyes still questioning the
man.


“Well,” breathed the detective, “looks like the local fauna
doesn’t seem to care much for the outside competition.”


 


END











MYSTERY OF THE FLAMING MEN


by Tim Lasiuta


 


Chapter One


Flames of Warning


 


Rickey Dean heard the screams of the burning man before he
entered Lynn Lash’s office.


He yelled in agonizing pain as he burst into the office,
waving his arms in a desperate attempt to put himself out. A stylish fedora flew behind him, falling to the floor, wisps of
smoke curling from its brim.

Rickey, Lynn Lash’s secretary, looked on with horror
at the man as he ran toward her. “Lash! Lash!” she screamed.


The flaming man screamed in pain. His clothing, once a stylish steel grey suit from one of New York’s finest
clothiers, melted on the mans’ body. Cotton fibers darkened as the
flames licked upward and outward from his body. His face began to melt away.


“Lash! Help!”


Lynn Lash looked up from his research, oblivious to the world around him as the sound of roaring
dynamos screamed noisily. He focused on the moving gages in front of him. Rickey’s shrill scream broke
through in a moment of relative silence, penetrating his intense concentration. He jerked to attention. He dropped the meters on the table and vaulted over the
bench as easily as an Olympic athlete. Landing gently, he ran into the office in time to see the
flaming man reach out for his secretary.


“Leave her alone!” Lash shouted. With a leap, he grabbed the man’s legs and pulled him down, ignoring his own
safety.
Lash looked
over to Rickey, whom he motioned toward the fire extinguisher wordlessly.


She ran to the wall, took the hammer and broke the glass. Grabbing the metal tube, she
shook it and pulled the pin, spraying the man until
the last flame was out.


Lash stood up and wiped foam from his face. “Next time they
call for a volunteer fire fighter, I’m putting your name in, Rickey.”


Rickey put the spent extinguisher down and sat on the desk
edge. Lash knelt
down beside the bubbling man, and turned him over. The burnt man moaned.


“Why did you come here?” Lash asked.


The man gurgled. He tried to speak. Lash put his ear closer to his mouth.


“Stop…research…stop…” The man’s head relaxed, and he
breathed his last.


Lash looked up at Rickey, and frowned. “Stop my research?”


Rickey looked at Lynn. “I’ll call the police and let them know what happened,
Lynn.”


While Rickey phoned, Lynn prepared to examine the man’s
body. Pulling out a magnifying glass
and scissors he retrieved from his lab, he cut cloth
from the cuff of the now burnt jacket and took some hair samples. Putting the
clippings into glass tubes, he turned his attention to the man’s fingers.


Off the phone, Rickey watched Lash at work and smiled. “So, what does the corpse tell us?”


Lynn looked up. “Well, firstly, no fingerprints. Not sure if the fire burnt them
off, or they were gone to begin with. “


Rickey went back to her desk and looked at the top. “Lynn, what about his hat? It flew off when he burst into the room. Maybe there’s some kind of tag on it, or a name?”


Lynn stood, crossed to where the hat lay, and bent to pick
it up. Still darkened by soot, it smoked
slightly. A burnt label inside showed
promise of some clue to the owner. “Aha,' Lynn said, "there’s a
reason you are so handy. But, it just so happens we have another clue. In his back
pocket he also had some kind of paper. Not sure if I can reconstruct it though. We should have a few minutes
before the police arrive. Their speed certainly leaves something
to be desired.”


Lynn carefully cut the label off the hat, and then the
pocket off the man’s pants, taking the pieces of burnt paper out. He studied
them as he walked out of the office back into his territory. He laid the items
on his lab table, filled with electrical equipment.


“Can you hand me the vinegar, Rickey? It’s over to the left of the
hydrochloric acid. And I think I’ll need the black light and my black light
goggles.”


Hearing him ask for help, Rickey walked in from her office. Finding what he requested, she gave the vinegar to Lash and waited while
he applied it. Lash moved to the windowsill to remove a lemon from the
iced tea he was making. Squeezing it onto the label, he applied the black light and
waited.


Writing glowed back at him.


“Size 8...wow. Would never have guessed.”


Rickey whistled.


“Let’s try the paper,” Lynn suggested.


Lynn carefully assembled the paper into a roughly coherent
square. Turning on the black light
yielded nothing of value. He turned to the big cupboard filled with lamps and goggles, returning with an infrared lamp and
plugging it in.


Outside, the sound of footsteps echoed through the hallway. Lynn motioned Rickey to the door
and gazed at the burnt paper.


As Rickey entered the office, the police came through the
door and looked at the body on the floor.


“Lash here, Rickey?” the detective in the lead asked.


Lynn looked over toward the door. “In here, Casey. Just looking at some evidence, I
hope.”


Casey and his men stepped over the body and entered the
lab.


Lash looked carefully at the
ashes, and finally turned the light off and pulled his goggles to the top of
his head.


“Anything, Lynn?” Casey asked.


Lynn shook his head. “Nothing I can make out,” he said. “Can you boys move the
body into the lab?”


Casey shook his head. "The
photogs just got here and are still shooting stills. In a few minutes though,
we have to gather what we can first.”


The flash of lights and snapping of pictures filled the
office. Small snippets of light radiated
through the plexi lab windows casting weird shadows
on the wall. Two detectives tried to move the body, but were overcome with
nausea. They motioned Lash over to the body.


Casey covered his nose and looked over at Lash. “Look at
him here, one move is all my guys can take,” said Casey through his handkerchief.


Lash walked over to the light switch and slid a knob down. The curtains whirred and closed,
darkening the room. A second switch dimmed the lights. Minutes later, Lash and his
observers were bathed in darkness in the office while infrared, black, and mercury light covered the body. A quiet Lynn Lash turned the
lights on.


“Well," Lash said finally, "nothing that I can
find tells me where the fire started, or even how."


“Can we call the ambulance now? “ Casey asked.


“Sure,” Lash replied. “Thanks, gentlemen. You're all a
credit to the force. ”


As Casey and the police officers left Lash’s office, Rickey
stood at the doorway to the lab and tapped her feet. “No clues. Really?“


Lash nodded. “No immediate clues…. but we aren’t done yet. Have you called the building super to find out how many people saw the
flaming man? We need to know where he came from, anything that might
help us identify him.”


 


 


Chapter Two


Arcane Research and Death Threats


 


The headlines of the Daily Gazette loomed large.


“Burning Man Dies in Science Detective’s Lab.”


Lynn Lash, sitting at police headquarters, read the article
carefully. After putting the paper down, he
looked over to Detective Casey. “Well, they got the facts pretty much right. I do wonder though, how they came
up with a name for the dead man?”


Casey looked over. “They did? I thought there was nothing on ‘im?”


Lash stood up and gave the paper to the detective and
started to leave the office. “No, there was nothing. So, it’s time I made a visit to
the newspaper.
What was the name of the flaming man, Detective?”


“Holt,” Casey answered, finding the name in the paper.
“Yup, Roger Holt.”


Lash picked up his hat off the desk, dusted the top off,
and flipped it onto his head. Mullin looked out the window, and turned back. “Ya
know, Lynn, I wonder…” he said speaking to a rapidly disappearing scientist.


 


*****


 


Lash looked up at the Daily Gazette newspaper building. New York’s longest continuously
published paper. It routinely covered his discoveries and adventures as well as
his misadventures. He was no stranger to these halls
of the fourth estate.


He smiled at the receptionist. “Good morning, Mr. Lash. Go right on up," she said
cheerfully.


Lynn walked through the lobby and up to the elevator cage. As he entered, the attendant pushed seven. Two other passengers stepped into the cage and spoke to the
attendant.


“Sports.”


They started to talk, then the man to the left looked at
Lash.


“Say, aren’t you that science guy…Mr. …Ladd..Ladds?”


Lynn laughed. “Lash. Yes, I am.”


“That was some kinda bad news
about that guy dying in your office last night. But you know, I saw him last
night, musta been before it happened, running through the streets, moaning. I was up near O’Malley’s and…”


Lynn turned around and grabbed the shoulders of the man and tightened his grip. “You saw him before he came up to
my office??? Which way did he come from?”


A scared look crossed the face of the witness. Lynn let go and murmured an
apology.


“He just came out of nowhere," the man answered,
"and ran. My buddies and I were laughing that he
was having a hot time tonight, and he really was. We should’ve called the cops.”


Lynn shook his head. “No. Don’t think it would have helped. Whoever, whatever caused him to
burst into flames already had his number. Thanks. Your help has been invaluable. “


The cage stopped and Lynn stepped out onto the editorial
floor and headed toward the office of the Publisher, Fred Gorman.


“Lynn. Good to see you, ” Gorman said, shaking Lash's hand waving
him into the office through the open door.


Lynn returned the handshake. “Good to see you too, Fred. Thanks for seeing me so quickly. I had some questions on the story
your paper printed.”


Gorman motioned Lynn to the chair in front of his desk. “Do
you want me to call the reporter in?”


Lynn nodded. “Please, that might
help. “


Gorman pushed the button on the intercom and asked his
secretary to call Gill Thomas in.


The publisher milled around the office nervously. “You
know, Lynn," Gorman offered, "I don’t think your victim was the first flaming man."


Lynn’s attention was piqued. “What do you mean by that?”


“Well…” Gorman cleared his throat. “There have been reports of men
and women over the last couple of months. We haven’t reported it.”


Lynn listened with interest to the publisher as the sounds
of footsteps interrupted the narrative.


The reporter, Gill Thomas, knocked on the doorframe. Of
medium height, with dark brown hair, he looked like a boy reporter, complete
with twinkling eyes. His press card stuck out of his pocket. His youthful
enthusiasm filled the room. “May I come in, Sir? You called for me?”


Gorman waved him to the chair beside Lash. “Lynn Lash, meet Gill Thomas.


As the reporter sat, Lynn spoke. “I was curious, Thomas,
how you got a name for the victim who died in my office. I was not able to find anything on him.”


Thomas looked down and then over to Lash. “Well, I had
overheard a mention of a name for the burning man when I and the other
newshounds were up at your office as the police were leaving, so I used it.”


Lynn waved him to continue. “That
was…”


“Holman, Roger Holman,” Thomas stated matter-of-factly.


Lynn looked thoughtfully at the reporter. Mentally, Lynn made a quick note.
“Roger Holt,” he corrected the reporter.


Gill Thomas cleared his throat. “Ah yes. Holt. It was a rather quick mention.”


“Who mentioned any name?” Lash asked. “I was in the vicinity the whole
time, and no one mentioned any name?”


“It was on the way down the elevator,” Thomas replied. “One of the press guys mentioned
it, from The
Gotham Times I think. I did
make notes.”


Lash nodded. “Thanks, I may need those if you don’t mind. I tried tracking the dead man
from my office, and it seemed that no one was really paying attention. He appeared out of nowhere and
ran to my office. Only a gentleman in the elevator really had any tangible evidence.”


Gorman motioned toward Thomas. “Gill, give Mr. Lash all
possible cooperation. Lynn, do you want the international clippings we did not
use for stories? I kept
those aside thinking we might have some use of them someday.” Gorman reached back to grab a file folder atop his bookshelf.


“Please. That would be useful,” Lash replied, taking the files from
the publisher.
“If you would
both excuse me, I must be off to my lab. Research calls, you know.”


 


*****


 


Lash left the office quickly and
hailed a cab from The Daily Gazette. The conversations he had with the man in the elevator and
Gill Thomas replayed through his head. Once those stopped, the voice of the dead man, whomever he
really was, echoed.


“Stop….research….stop.”


Then there were the words of
Gorman, and the file folder in his hands. The question resonated through
his mind…and finally expressed itself aloud.


“Research….what if it was my research that triggered the
visit????”


By the time he reached his office, he was bouncing out of the cab and into his Park Avenue laboratory. The sixth floor was dedicated
exclusively to Lynn Lash and his work. While he owned a prestigious location and dressed
immaculately, he was not averse to disappearing for weeks at a time to research
topics that read like science fiction.


He stepped into the elevator and anxiously tapped his foot.


“Faster, damned elevator….faster.”


The other occupant looked at him tersely. “You know, Mr. Lash, I have a
husband like you. Always rushing somewhere.”


Lynn sheepishly grinned. “Sorry. “


The woman smiled grandmother-like. “Just like my husband…”


The cage door opened and Lash sped out. “Goodbye, Mrs.
Dent!”


Lash rushed down the hall and, slowing, walked into his
office. Rickey greeted him and took his
over coat and hat, hanging them on the coat rack.


Lash walked over to a conference table beside the desk and
laid the files out, then swept his hands across the row of papers emphatically. “Research. These flaming men all died in
laboratories, or where research was being done on
electricity by my colleagues. But what exactly were they researching?”


Lynn paced the floor, his hands behind his back, and walked
to the window.
Looking over
the city of New York, and Central Park, he turned back to Rickey and smiled.
“There are probably forty scientists who work in the
electrical research field. But,” the smile broadened, “only a few of us
attended a symposium together recently. A symposium that featured Nikola
Tesla!”


 


*****


 


Three hours later Lynn looked over at Rickey. They’d spent all that time reviewing and researching. They’d built a list of all the
scientists working on electricity and its possible uses and then cross
referenced that with the list Lash pulled from his own memory of those who’d
gathered the previous May upstate to share ideas with
a man many considered a genius, while others called him a crackpot.


“From what I can conclude, all of these scientists were
indeed conducting some kind of secret electrical research. The articles mention only that
their labs were entered by flaming men with no
identities, and that the men died quickly. Just like the man who came to our
office, no obvious tracks were left behind. In one case, the grass was
burning for a short while, but the man was otherwise untraceable. Each of those
scientists, Rickey, attended the Symposium with
Tesla, just as I did.”


Rickey nodded in agreement.


“Even the bodies went unclaimed, and no spouses or parents
came forth to identify them.” Lynn reached over, picking up a steaming cup of
coffee. Taking a drink, he continued. “Other than
issuing warnings, why were these scientists,“ he waved at the list compiled in
front of him, “and myself, for that matter, targeted? Did each get the same warning? There may only be one way to find
out, and that, my dear, will take time.”


Rickey smiled. “You mean I get some time off? I have this novel my mother has
recommended I read.”


Lash frowned. “No. As much as I would like to send you off for a week or so,
the prospect of this wave of fiery deaths has a sinister undertone. You are
coming with me for your own safety.”


“I expected as much, but you can’t blame a girl for
trying.” Rickey got up and straightened her dress out. “Let’s go. I’ll take the first page of
names, and you take the second.”


“No, we’ll go together. That way I can keep an eye on you.”


“Party pooper,” Rickey said woefully as she handed Lynn his
hat and coat.


 


 


Chapter Three


Birds of a Feather


 


The list was diverse; men and women spoken of in whispers
in scientific circles named on it. Smithson, Snook, Ernst, Montalbetti
and Llewellyn were of prime interest to Lash.


Dr. Chris Llewellyn lived at 43 McKenzie Way, an area of
much opulence and luxury. His home, like many others in the area, was gated and
enclosed by tall, ancient trees. A short stone fence added a sense
of solidity. The sun peeked through the treetops as the auto carrying Lash and
Rickey rumbled over the pea gravel topped roads.


Lash stopped before the gate and noticed a bright shiny
lock on the iron guardians. “Hmm, that’s fresh, Rickey. Last month it wasn’t here.”


Rickey got out of the vehicle and gazed toward the house. The mid morning sun shone off her
silky hat. “He may be home, Lash. I can see
a car in front of the main door. Maybe we could yell.”


Lash shrugged his shoulders. “Not sure that would help. Do you have a hair pin that I can borrow?”


Rickey reached into her purse and handed one to Lash.


The scientist opened the driver side door, got out of the
car, and crouched in front of the lock. He began to work on the padlock. Focusing on the lock, he inserted the hairpin into the keyhole and wiggled it
intensely, waiting for a click. Continuing with his efforts, a click sounded, and soon, the
gate swung open. He
motioned Rickey to get into the car and pulled the gate wide open so they could
drive the car in. They drove a few hundred yards
and parked under the canopy in front of the mansion. It seemed quiet and
deathly still. They waited to get out of the car.


“Lynn…” Rickey said before she was motioned to be silent.


Lash looked over at her and spoke
quietly. “Listen,” he whispered.


The pair waited for a couple of minutes, then got out of
the roadster and walked up the wide porch steps. Lynn knocked on the door, waited,
and knocked again. Footsteps finally sounded and the door opened.


Chris Llewellyn opened the door,
but Lash was shocked at what he saw. What once was a physically fit,
handsome researcher was now a bedraggled, nervous wreck. His unkempt hair and
stained clothing evidenced deep distress.


“My God, man, come in, before they get you. Those flaming
men nearly got me….I sent my family away to Lydia’s mother’s ‘til I could get
some help, and figure this thing out. Quick, they’re fast.”


Lash and Rickey stepped in, and watched as Chris double
bolted and chained the front door shut. “Did you see anyone
or anything out there?” He asked, a hint of madness in his voice.


Lash shook his head and moved to the parlor where the
remnants of many meals and sleepless nights showed clearly. “What happened,
Chris?”


Llewellyn sat down in a chair, and motioned Rickey and Lash to do the same. They cleared away papers, dishes
and then sat down on the disheveled divan. Closed curtains hid a layer of dust and indicated a lack of
recent cleaning.


“Lash, it was terrible. My wife and two boys were home
that day the men appeared. It was early afternoon, and there
was a thunk at the door. Our dog, Simon usually barked, but this time, he howled as
if rabid…I can still hear it.”


He continued as he got up and wandered nervously. “They knocked on the door, and
when I opened it, two men burst in. My wife, Lydia, screamed and my
boys ran to her. I sent
them away to the kitchen while I grabbed a spear from the wall display and used
it to protect us. They moved toward me, moaning and flaming.”


Dr. Llewellyn pulled his hair and babbled incoherently then spoke plainly again. “They moved a few
feet in and fell down, their clothes burning and flesh smoldering. The smell was nauseating. Lydia came from the kitchen with
a bucket of water and poured it on the one man, to no avail. He continued to burn. One stood back up, and fell down and screamed one last
time….Abandon your research…you will die…” The physicist began to sob
uncontrollably. “I
called the police, and while I waited I sent my wife and boys to their
grandparents for a while. I thought I could handle this,
but I’m as jumpy as a squirrel. I need to go somewhere, to relax, to forget.”


Llewellyn stood up and paced back and forth. He put his hands behind his back,
and wrung his hands nervously, then began to wave his arms again. He turned
and looked back to Lash, a glint of madness twisted his face. “I wish I could
give up my research, but I can’t. I am just too close…”


Lash’s attention was rapt. “Chris, the man that came to my
office yesterday, warned me to stop my research. He had no
identifying marks, and is so far, a dead end clue. What did the police find out
about your two invaders?” he asked.


Chris paced. A hint of sanity returned to his face. “Well, they told me
that they had no names, no identification, nothing. I’m scared, Lynn, with my research attracting the wrong kind of
attention. I can’t even work. Hell, I’m barely even keeping myself alive…”


Lynn nodded in understanding. “Chris, what exactly were you
working on?”


“Tesla. I was working on Teslic theories. I found positive results!”


Lynn reacted quickly. “Microwave transmission???”


Llewellyn nodded, then asked. “You too?”


“Yes,” Lash answered as he placed his hands behind his back
and started to look around the room. “How close to success are you?”


Chris sat down again and wrapped
his hands around his head in discomfort. “You mean WAS I, don’t you??”


Lynn stopped, startled. “WAS?”


Llewellyn stared into the ceiling, a distant look in his
eyes. He began to relive the painful
experience. “The men in black came in the day after Lydia
took the kids. I had locked the door, but they knocked on the door, at
first, and then wiggled it. I looked through the window, and could not see anyone. I opened the door slightly, and
looked around.
They forced
their way in by breaking the chain. I fell back, and three men ran
over me, straight down the hall into the lab area.”


The beleaguered scientist took a deep breath. “I looked up
from the ground, and saw them running. One looked back, and then motioned the others ahead and to
the right. They knew
where they were going…they knew!”


Llewellyn wrung his hands. “I was powerless to stop them. I got to my feet, and stumbled
after them. The sounds of crashing and
destruction were agony to my ears. Once I got to the lab door, I leaned on the frame, in horror. My lab was destroyed. My life work, destroyed. My wife and family, gone.”


Lash stood emotionless, unsure what to say.


“It’s easier to show you,” added Chris.


Chris got up and motioned them to follow him down the hall.
Lynn and Rickey turned right through the doorway, and
walked through the once well-organized laboratory. Well-built shelves had been
tottered onto the floor. Pieces of glass and lengths of wire lay strewn about. Reference books were lying
haphazard on top of mechanical marvels, and notebooks
had been ripped and torn apart by guile-less monsters.


Chris stopped and pointed to a mass of broken machinery and
wires. “This was the transmitter, but
they took a crowbar to it, and destroyed it while I watched. These, men in black, didn’t
speak, just destroyed. Destroyed, my life’s work” he
continued angrily.


Lynn and Rickey stood among the ruins and shared in his
despair. After a few minutes, they led him out of the room, gathered his
things, and left the mansion.


Lash looked over at Chris, who at
present, was under control. “Chris, we’re going to see Montalbetti. I think it’s best you come with
us.”


The bewildered theorist just nodded in agreement. “Okay,
Lash. It will be safer. Maybe when I come back, Lydia and the kids will be here,
and my lab will be okay again, right?” he asked.


Lynn looked at Rickey, who grabbed the arm of Dr. Llewellyn
and gently led him down the steps to the car.


“Chris, we’ll make sure you get some help through this,
okay?” Rickey said sympathetically.


Getting into the car, they drove
in silence to the university to see Dr. Montalbetti while the broken scientist
in the back seat gazed at the passing scenery in shock.


 


*****


 


They arrived at the University of Saskatchewan a few miles
away and met the slightly stout scientist at the
parking lot to the Physics building.


Dr Montalbetti looked over at Dr Llewellyn as he led the
three of them toward the electrical lab. “Chris, I heard what happened to your
lab. If we can help here, let us know,” offered Montalbetti.


Llewellyn nodded and mumbled a
muted response.


Montalbetti turned his attention towards Lash and Rickey.”
Lynn, it’s been a little while. You too, Rickey.”


Rickey smiled.


“Yes, Ray,” Lash said. “I think we saw you at the
Experimental Physicists Symposium last May, wasn’t
it?” Lynn commented.


Ray nodded. “Yes, I think so. The last time many of us with
common interests were together.” Montalbetti took a breath. “I read about your
burning man visit a couple of days ago. Most disturbing thing. Several of our colleagues have had
similar happenings, Ernst and myself included.”


The four climbed the stairs to the third floor lab in the
Skopik Building. “My
lab,” said Montalbetti, ”used to be on the first floor, before the ‘visit’, but
they moved me for security reasons. I’m not so sure my work is that
important, but the big wigs at the University seem to think so.”


“So, Ray, what kind of research were you working on?” Lynn asked.


Ray cleared his throat. “Do you remember when Nikola Tesla
stunned the symposium with his theories of wireless
power transmission, and he held a single bulb in his hand while a generator
across the room lit up like a Christmas tree? He challenged us to think outside
the box to extend our research into other ways to transmit power….”


Lynn and Rickey looked at each
other.
“Wireless
transmission….” They
said at the same time.


Ray smiled. “Yes, wireless transmission. With the new equipment they gave
me, I can explore some other ideas. By the way Lynn, were you working on the same theories
too?” he asked.


“Yes, and so was Chris. By the
way, what did your flaming man say to you, Ray?” Lynn asked.


“Well, he managed to moan, ‘Stop research…stop’” Ray
replied.


Chris stared blankly into the air, his face turned ashen. His eyes lit up with life
momentarily, then flared out. He wandered around the tables,
randomly touching equipment, then moving onto another bench.


Lynn moved too, pacing intently around the spacious lab
area. “That’s pretty much what our dead man said too, and Dr. Llewellyn had the
same experience, except they demolished his lab
entirely.”


Dr. Montalbetti slammed the desk with his fist. “There was
a group of men that security chased out of my lab just after the warning. I refused to accept the warning,
and kept on working. They had broken into one of the windows
and started to smash equipment. Didn’t get much though, I kept the important stuff in a
separate room.”


Lynn looked at Rickey. “So, whomever,” he said, “or
whatever is behind all of this is trying to destroy scientific research into
the theories of Nikola Tesla.”


Rickey shook her head. “Who could benefit from that?” Rickey asked.


“Only a few men or industries could gain by this area of
theory being held back,” Lynn countered.


“Such as the United Electrical Conglomerate…Ediston Co…”
Ray added.


“The shareholders of the New York
Power Generation Network.” Rickey finished.


“There’s another possibility,” Lash said solemnly. He stood up straight, his face
now a grim mask cast by the words rising in his throat. “This could simply be
powerbrokers, in both a figurative and literal sense. But it could be something else. Someone else.”


“Who?” Rickey asked, fear tingeing her voice.


“It’s a big world,” says Lash, “and an angry one right now. How many times, Rickey, have we
stumbled across mysteries or encountered agents of
other countries who want the next scientific development so they can turn it
into the next weapon?”


“Weapon?” Montalbetti said, realization hitting him hard. “Tesla’s theories…the death ray…
but none of us…”


“No,” Lash said, “none of us would use what we’re working on for that. But look at what we know. The flaming men, Ray. They’ve all shown up at offices
or labs of people who not only attended that Symposium, but also were actively
researching theories Tesla developed. Theories that we both know could
power an entire country…or leave it burning in one fiery blast.”


A deafening silence followed as the gravity of the
situation was driven home. The names they had just said and a few organizations left
unspoken were made up of the most powerful men in the
country, perhaps in the world. Millionaires. Geniuses. Men willing to do anything to have their way in the battle
to control electricity, its development, its use. Its power.


Dr. Montalbetti broke the heaviness by saying, “Lynn, can I
share with you exactly what I was looking into? My
notes are over on the counter…”


A shocked look crossed his face. The counter was empty. “They were
there, really,” Montalbetti said. “When you three came in, I had just finished writing an
observation down.” He sat in the chair beside the
desk, his head in his hands.


Rickey asked. “Are you sure it was here? We’re the only one’s here right
now.”


Dr Montalbetti replied, “Yes. I must find those notes,
those are my originals!” He wandered around, the lab, looking at counter after counter. “I can’t lose those!” he reiterated.


“Lynn,” Rickey turned and asked, her eyes searching the
cavernous laboratory, “Where is Dr. Llewellyn?”


Montalbetti looked up, tension and stress now lay heavy
across his brow. “I saw him a minute ago, by the
oscilloscopes.”


“Chris!” yelled Rickey. Silence answered her voice.


“Chris? Where are you? Chris?” echoed Lynn, his voice edged with emotion. Frustration at Llewellyn
wandering away, but mostly at himself for not noticing that his colleague had
simply walked off. He was too caught up in the
mystery, desperate as always to find the answer to questions that could mean
lives, possibly millions. It was a weakness of any man dedicated to the truth,
sometimes being blinded by the pursuit. And now, Lash knew, it had caused
him to let a troubled friend, a man destroyed and desperate, literally vanish.


The three of them wandered through the rooms reaching off
of the lab and searched for both Montalbetti’s notes and Llewellyn. After a few minutes, they
gathered back in the main room.


“He’s gone,” said Montalbetti gravely. “And so are my notes.”


Lynn looked at Rickey. “Poor Chris,” she whispered. “I hope we find him soon.”


“I’ll have security call the police, Lash. We need to find Chris,” said
Montalbetti. “For his own safety.”


“Yes,” Lash agreed. “Of course.”


 


*****


 


Lynn and Rickey waited until the police had asked all their
questions, then left as the evening sky began to darken. The trip back to New York seemed
endless.


With Llewellyn disappearing, and the theft of Dr Montalbetti’s research, thoughts raced through Lynn’s
mind as he drove. Beside him, Rickey laid her head on the head rest of the
passenger seat. She
closed her eyes and was soon sleeping.


The tall scientist entered New York, and crisscrossed the
city streets and freeway entrances so familiar to
him. Traffic had been light, and that
was good. The motion of his roadster seemed
to calm his thoughts. He soon arrived in front of his apartment, and led Rickey
up the stairs to his office. He laid her on the couch, she
fell into slumber again.


Lash stepped into his lab and was greeted by the sight that
had brought three men to their knees. His equipment, like that of Llewellyn, Montalbetti, and
Ernst, as Lash had learned from Montalbetti, had been smashed and his research notes that had been locked in the cabinet were
scattered everywhere!


 


 


Chapter Four


In the Rubble, A Clue


 


Lynn looked around his lab, which now was a collection of
wires, frames, and components lying askew over the tables and floor. Stepping carefully through the rubble, he realized how organized, how thorough
these men were in their mission to destroy.


He took a deep breath and began to pick up the shattered
equipment, one piece at a time, and put in on the benches. Lynn started a stack of irreparable components in one corner, and another on one of
the benches for working parts.


A couple of hours had passed and while his hands were busy,
Lash sorted through what Dr. Montalbetti had said about his research, and what
Dr. Llewellyn divulged in his depression. A chill ran up Lynn’s spine as he
shuddered at the image of the shattered man who once was so focused and
brilliant. Dr. Montalbetti would be fine.
The University had replaced his tools, and certainly, he could restart much
more rapidly.
He was not rattled, just slowed down.


Outside the laboratory, Rickey started to talk in her
sleep. Lynn walked over to her and
pondered waking her. He glanced at the clock 3 a.m. He grabbed a cup of coffee and
began to write down his racing thoughts in a coherent
fashion.


Two cups of coffee and three pages of foolscap later, he
woke Rickey.


“Good morning. You’re late,” he said mockingly.


Rickey rubbed her eyes. “Is it time for breakfast already?”
she mumbled, her eyes catching a glimpse of a wall clock across the office. “It’s only five o’clock, Lash. Call me when it’s seven.”


Lash cleared his throat.


Rickey growled, “Fine. I guess I don’t need any more sleep.”


A stretch later, Rickey was ready for the day.


“Well, Rickey,” Lash said, “I have joined the ranks of the scientifically desecrated. My lab was trashed while we were
out investigating the leads we got from Gorman.”


A shocked look crossed Rickey’s face. “Do I want to see, Lynn?” she
asked.


Lynn shook his head. “No. It upset even me. Now I can understand what those men went through and why Llewellyn was broken. However, from what I can gather
from the news clippings, the information from Montalbetti , Llewellyn, and
Ernst, a couple of interesting facts are
consistent. “


Rickey stood up and walked over to the lab and peered in. “But you cleaned it up? Why?”


Lash replied, “I had to, to move on, just like a failed
experiment. Besides, I knew what didn’t
work.”


Rickey nodded in agreement. “Okay. But, all of that time and money
invested into equipment?”


Lynn smiled. “Ah, yes. Well, that is unfortunate, but as
I was about to almost say…I came to several conclusions. Firstly, each of the scientists
were involved in the symposium last May, the one Ray and I talked about
earlier, in some way, either presenter, or participant. Secondly, we all were or are
involved in research into Tesla power transmission models. Thirdly, at some point, we have
all received some kind of allocation from the United Energy Research
Foundation. Fourthly, each of the scientists
were warned about continuing their research by some
kind of flaming individual. Not all of the cases were reported either. I spoke to Hans
Sprokfeld, secretary of the Symposium after you fell asleep and he told me that
many other scientists have been threatened who expressed
interest in Nikola Tesla’s theories.


“I found one more thing too. I figured that all the flaming
men had no fingerprints, but the men who shattered my lab were not as careful. So, I set up my black light and
looked for prints. Sure enough, there were plenty. I did have to filter out mine,
and yours. But I did manage to get a few
clear sets. That is one place I have to go
to, to see Sam Casey. Maybe he can help out.”


Rickey went to the window and looked over the city. The sun has just started to rise
and silhouetted the skyscrapers and illuminated the
mighty trees in Central Park. She turned around.


“So Casey,” Rickey said, “won’t even be up yet. What next then?”


Lynn had walked over to the coat rack, and grabbed his hat
and coat. He offered Rickey’s to her. “Breakfast,” he said. “This will be another long day. We have to take a trip to
Croton-on-Hudson to meet with Sprokfeld. He’s going to give me the attendance records for the
Symposium. I think Lindy’s is a good place
to eat, don’t you?”


“I wonder what happened to Dr.
Llewellyn, Lynn. He could be anywhere.” Rickey wondered.


A look of concern crossed Lash’s face. “I know. That’s my fault. Dr. Montalbetti said he would
call me if he heard anything. We do have to look after our own.”


 


*****


 


Miles away, a disconcerted
scientist wandered aimlessly on a rural road. Sobbing, he glanced down the road
toward the rising sun. Behind him, a roadster sped around the country curve and
accelerated on the straightaway.


The driver scarcely heard the screams…


 


*****


 


Lynn and Rickey arrived in Croton-on-Hudson midmorning to the
University to meet Dr. Sprokfeld. The sleepy little town held what seemed to be nothing, but
in reality, the greatest minds of the age called this burg home. A tall, gaunt figure of a man met
them as they entered the Science Building.


“Good to see you Lynn,” he said offering his hand.


Lash returned the enthusiastic handshake. “You too, Hans. I
really appreciate the use of the attendance records for the symposium. This will help quite a bit I am
sure.”


Hans Sprokfeld nodded in agreement as he handed a
burgeoning manila folder to Lash. “Save one life and this is easily worth the
effort. If word of these attacks gets
out, it will seriously undermine our efforts to share cutting edge research
with each other, perhaps an end to our little
symposium even.”


“Yes,” Lash said. “We are working with the press to keep
this out of the papers. Well, thanks again, Hans. We should go back to the lab. We will likely have some visitors
later today, and we must be ready for them.” Lynn
Lash grinned grimly. “ I do have my reputation to look out for.”


 


 


Chapter Five


Unsuspected Visitors


 


The trip back to the Park Avenue apartment began quietly. Lash kept his ponderings to
himself. Rickey read the Symposium
attendee list and mentally noted whom they had
already contacted or read about. A few miles out of town, Lynn spoke.


“Well Rickey, what do you make of the list of scientists? From what I remember from my
quick glance at it earlier, very few of those men and women are anywhere near this coast. But, if my theory is correct, we
won’t need to speak to those people.”


Rickey looked over at Lash and smiled. “So, you do have a
voice after all. I’ll
bite,. Why did we go get this list if you are confident that we have talked to
almost everyone we have to?”


“Well, perhaps it’s who’s not on the list we have to worry
about. When I was a young man hunting
with my father, he always said to keep an eye out for the animals you can’t
see…they’re the ones who are going to get you. This may be the case right now.”


Rickey frowned. “That’s it? A suspicion or some sixth sense?”


Lynn looked over at Rickey. “You know I don’t believe in
those. Everything has a logical explanation. Perhaps I’ll call this a hunch. Ruffling the leaves today may
confirm my theories yet.”


Rickey glanced over toward Lynn and back again. Seeing something out of the
corner of her eye, she jerked her head around quickly and yelled at Lash.


“DOWN!”


Besides Lynn, in the next car lane, a black Ford coupe sped
up and the passenger front window opened up. A machine gun poked out and
flames spurted from the barrel. Lynn’s driver front window shattered under the impact and
he steered toward the ditch to avoid the next inevitable spray of bullets. The dark car veered in the same
direction just as Lynn hit the brakes. The Ford Coupe sped ahead and
Lash quickly turned left, crossing the path behind the back left wheel. He accelerated toward the nearby
overpass turning lane and entered the curve. Behind him, the coupe driver
recovered control, turned out of his lane, and
accelerated around the tight turn. The gunman poked his head out of the open window and began
to shoot again. Bullets
ricocheted off the trunk and punctured the back left tire. Lynn calmly took his foot off the
accelerator and steered with the skid, ending in the
right ditch a hundred yards past the curve. A passing car stopped immediately
and the driver began to run toward Lynn and Rickey. The dark car and its passengers
sped by.


A second vehicle stopped behind the other and the drivers got out. Lynn and Rickey stepped out of
the car and surveyed the damage. Rickey shook. Lynn calmly knelt down beside the popped tire and looked
over at the approaching men.


“Are you okay, sir?” the first one asked.


“Fine. Shaken up a little, but we
are fine. Thanks
for stopping,” Lynn replied smiling. “Anyone of you handy with a jack and tire, or have a tow
truck nearby?”


Rickey, leaning on the car, looked over at Lynn.


“Surprise…”


 


 


Chapter Six


The Noose Pulls Tighter


 


The police arrived on scene a few
minutes later, Detective Sam Casey leading the charge. Lynn, by this time, had thanked
the bystanders for changing his tire, and was awaiting the go ahead to leave.


“Lynn, what did you do this time?” Casey asked as he lit up a
cigarette.


“Well Sam, we were investigating
a lead and on the way back home, this black Ford Coupe drives up and pretends
my head is a target. Thankfully, they missed, but round two caught my tire and
here we are.”


Casey looked over to Rickey. She smiled. “Hello, Sam. Long time
no see.
What’s new?”


Casey shook his head. “One is as bad as the other. Is that what happened, Rickey? Anything left out?”


She looked thoughtfully, replaying the scene in her mind’s
eye. “No. Except that the gunman wore
black. Strange how the inside of the car was black, in the middle of the day.”


Sam wrote on his note pad. “What else about the car can you
remember, Rickey? You probably saw more than Lynn.”


She continued to look around. “Hmm, well, it was a later
model Ford Coupe. No plate that I remember. But,
there was a dent on the front of the car.”


“And,” Lash said,” there were plenty of bullets thrown
around. Your men dug some out of the
tire, I think.”


Casey nodded to Lash. “You guys okay? If you’re okay, get out of here.
”


Lynn staggered against the car
and looked over at Rickey. “Care to drive? I believe I am beginning to feel tired.”


She took the offered key and Lynn slipped into the
passenger side. “About time, Lynn,” she answered as she slid into the driver’s
seat.


But he was already asleep.


Rickey thanked the police and
turned into traffic toward the office. The events of the day had already
sapped any strength she had gained from her night of sleep, yet she was ready
to go on, as long as it took to find out why someone wanted her boss dead.


Beside her, Lynn Lash wiggled in
the seat. A
couple hours of sleep, and he would be back, going full speed for days if
necessary. She turned the radio on.


An announcer interrupted the chorus of “Pennies from
Heaven” with a special bulletin.


“Newsflash: The body of eminent scientist Dr.
Christopher Llewellyn was found on Route 63, south of the city today. The driver, who reported the
death, said he seemed to appear out of nowhere and he could not stop in time. Dr Llewellyn was killed
instantly. More later as full details come in.”


All Rickey could do was look straight ahead and drive.


 


 


Chapter Seven


Date with Danger


 


Rickey turned into the office building parking stall, still
shocked, and stopped the car. She got out and shook Lash softly. He woke up.


“Lash, we’re at the office.
Before I go back to my place and freshen up, I need to tell you something. They found Dr. Llewellyn this
morning. Dead on Highway 63.”


A look of shock crossed Lash’s face, and then disappeared. His eyes steeled up again, just
like before, and the determination to find out whom
or what was behind this flared.


“Dead?” he intoned. “Dead?”


“Yes. He appeared out of a ditch or a copse of trees, and
the driver could not stop,” Rickey said sadly. “That’s all we know.”


Lash was silent as he sat in the
front seat of the car. Rickey opened the passenger door and looked back at Lash.
Taking a breath, she turned and walked two parking spots to the right. She got
into her car and started it. Pulling out, she turned the car toward the exit
and slowed beside Lash as he climbed out of his own
automobile.


“Lynn, get some rest. Please,” she said pleadingly.


Lynn said nothing and watched as Rickey drove forward and
left the parking lot to drive to go to her apartment. He turned to go to his
laboratory/office, walked into the lobby. Making his way into the elevator,
he nodded as the elevator operator greeted him, but said nothing. Something nagged at him.


He ran through the clues again. While each circumstance was
different, the method in which the attacks and
subsequent destruction occurred were similar. There seemed to be a familiarity
with the scientists in question. That brought up the Symposium connection, but even that
would not account for the attacks. The Symposium was designed to further research and to stimulate the acquisition of knowledge, something that
Nikola Tesla held firm to. His lecture on alternate technologies was fascinating, and
held the two hundred plus scientists in awe. Strangely enough, only the idea
of wireless power transmission appealed to a wide
spectrum of scientists. Even though he demonstrated it in 1891, the present era
ached for an alternative to power transmission lines strung everywhere, and the
monopoly power suppliers held.


Lynn arrived at the sixth floor. He stepped out of the cage and walked to his office. Opening the door, he found an
envelope under the mat.


It was addressed to Lynn Lash, in a finely technical hand,
one that seemed more accustomed to lettering schematic diagrams rather than
envelopes. Lynn opened it.


A short letter was inside, it
read:


 


Lash:


A friend wants you to have this.


 


Lynn looked more closely inside the envelope and found a
key to a safety deposit box. Markings on the key indicated it had been issued
by the Downtown Bus Depot. Pocketing the key, he looked
around the office. Unlike last time he was there, there was no additional
damage, and along with the letter he had just opened, a small stash of mail was
in the box attached to the door. He took the Symposium invitation list and put it on
Rickey’s desk. Taking a close look at the letters, he
sorted them quickly.


“Bill. Invitation. Invitation. Donation. Hmm, what’s this one?” he asked out loud, expecting no one
to hear.


A wave of fatigue overtook him, and he reeled a little. Pocketing the letter to read later, he walked over to the couch and laid down. He was
asleep before his head hit the pillow.


 


*****


 


Hours passed as the sun rose through the daytime sky and
stood triumphant above the Empire State Building.


Lash stirred and wiped his hand across his face. He smiled, as if dreaming, and opened his eyes.


Sam Casey of the Police knelt before him .


“Feeling a little tired, Lash?” asked Casey.


He was always Lash’s best supporter, and yet he always
expected the most from the famed consultant.


“Better, thanks,” Lash replied,
sitting upright, “but not too bad for a guy who was run off the road and shot
at.”


The policeman took a seat by the desk. “Nuts to you, Lynn. Dr. Llewellyn was killed today
too. You and Rickey were two of the
last people to see him alive.”


Lynn sat up and rubbed his eyes. “Chris was a good man. We will all miss him,”


“Where’s Rickey?” asked Casey.


“She went to her apartment to freshen up. Should be back in a bit. By the
way, I got an odd letter today; it was put under the door mat,“ he said, fumbling in his coat pocket for it. Pulling it out, he handed it to
Casey.


Casey scanned it and asked about the key. Lynn pointed to his pocket. “Want
to go check it out?” Casey asked. “I’ll drive.”


Lynn nodded. “Sure. I’m still a little groggy. Let me
leave a note for Rickey first, in case she gets back before we’re finished.”
Lynn wrote quickly and a couple of minutes later, they left the building and
drove through mid-afternoon traffic.


As he maneuvered the unmarked police car through the
concrete canyons of the city, Casey started to talk.


“So, what do you think is in the box at the bus depot,
Lynn?”


Lash rested his arm on the passenger side of the car, and
put his head back gently on the seat. “Not sure, could be almost anything. I guess we’ll find out soon enough. Ahh,” he said, poking around his
jacket pocket.
“Forgot about
this one. “


Lynn pulled the envelope out and looked at it. The script was familiar, and he
reached into his other pocket to examine the first note. A couple of minutes passed. He
opened the envelope from United Power Production. Lynn read with interest and put
the letter back in his
pocket.


Casey stopped in front of the bus depot and parked. They walked into the lobby area
and found the lockers. Lynn pulled the key from his pocket.
He read the numbers B25, and found it.


“You’d better let me do that,” Casey said, his hand out. “Police business and all that.”


Lash nodded and handed the key to his friend. Casey took it, turned to face the
locker and slid the key into the lock


Lash motioned Casey to stop. The
detective stepped back.


“Do you smell something?” Lash asked, sniffing the air
intently.


“Not sure. Let’s…” Casey said as he slowly inched the locker open.


“Wait-“ Lash started, reaching for Casey’s wrist.


A faint ‘tick’ sounded and Lash
slammed into Casey, forcing them both to the side of the slightly ajar locker. Flames flew out of the confined
space, shooting back twenty feet. Innocent bystanders screamed in fear as the scent of singed
hair and skin filled the central bus depot.


“Lash! Are you okay?” yelled Casey as he rolled with the
explosion.


The scientist lay on the ground, his hands cradling his
head. Soot covered his face and hands. Moaning he stirred, then sat up
slowly.


“Lash,” repeated Casey.


Lash opened his eyes. “Yeah. I’m getting tired of this, Sam.”


 


*****


 


Several minutes passed before police officers arrived. As they did, Casey waved them and
two ambulance orderlies over. The medicos checked the scientist out, and put him on a
gurney. He protested. “I’m okay…I’m okay,” he murmured.


Casey chuckled. “And I’m the Shadow. Being around you is
dangerous today, Lash,”


Lash sat up, got off the gurney, and walked carefully over
to the office of the bus depot manager. Speaking for a few minutes, he returned and motioned to the detective. Arguing with the medics, Lash promised to check himself
into the hospital if he started to feel worse. The two men left.


“Where to, Lash?” Casey asked.


Lash frowned painfully. “To my office. I need to make some
inquiries. I also need to work alone. I am not safe to be around.” Lash stated seriously.


Sam grimaced. “I don’t agree. You are in no condition to do
anything other than rest in a hospital bed.” Seeing Lash’s expression
unchanged, Casey sighed and relented. “Call me if you need help. I don’t
want to fish you out of a ditch or burning wreck.”


 


*****


 


Lash thanked Casey for the ride as he got out of the
detective’s car in his building’s parking lot. Walking toward the lobby, he
noticed that Rickey had not yet returned. The sounds of a radio set drifted
off a balcony as the news of the Bus Depot fire began its short sensational
life.


Lash walked up to his office instead of taking his usual
elevator ride, partially to work off any stress, and partially to avoid contact
with people. Again, his ire was raised. This time, it was getting more personal. He had been shot at, nearly run
off a highway, and now almost burnt to death. He opened the stairwell door, and
walked to his office. Cautiously, he opened the door. The last door opened near him had
given him a case of nerves. This time, there was no
explosion. Taking a breath, he walked inside
and sat down in the closest chair in Rickey’s office, and absorbed the peace
and quiet of the moment.


Thoughts ran through his mind as logic processes kicked in.


Where did the ‘letter’ come from?


The writing seemed to be identical to that of the envelope
from the United Power Production Company, yet was it? His only contact there was that
of Kevin Tyler, an associate from his University days, but was he at the symposium?


Lash rushed over to the desk and picked up the attendee
list. He scanned the names, and
seminars, and stopped. He read aloud.


“Kevin Tyler…United Power Production Company.”


He whistled. He continued to look at the list and made some notes. A few minutes
later, five names were on a sheet. A little more research with his professional listings
yielded phone numbers and addresses. Lynn looked up at the clock. Rickey had been gone eight hours. He picked up the phone and dialed
her. She answered.


“Lash, are you okay?” she asked
breathlessly. “I heard about the bus depot explosion.”


“Not important right now. I had Sam drop me off at the
office. When are you coming back up here?
”


Rickey answered, “Do you need me to come with you somewhere?”


Lash considered for a moment.
“No, it’s not safe. I want to make a few phone calls, but if anyone is capable
of a death wave like this, no phone conversation is safe. I will keep in touch with you,
and call you later tonight.”


Rickey started to protest. “But, Lynn…”


“No buts, see you tomorrow,” he
replied sternly and hung up.


Lash held his hand on the receiver for a moment and looked
in the mirror.
His
reputation as a snappy dresser was well known, but tonight, he looked like
hell. He’d had his brushes with death,
all of them involving murder. Considering the circumstance, he
thought himself lucky. He looked over to his closet where he kept spare clothing,
and donned attire more suitable to stealth rather than wealth.


He left the office with his list and did not look back.


 


 


Chapter Eight


Conclusions and Misfires


 


Lash drove his dark roadster toward the Hudson power plant,
where Dr. Tyler worked. He had stopped at a diner to grab a bite to eat and called
ahead. Tyler said he would wait for Lash
to arrive.


He arrived as the evening
employees were reporting for work. The night guard let him into the plant and escorted him to
the lab where his colleague worked. Instead of the usually confident, corpulent scientist Lash
had come to know, a nervous, anxious man awaited him.


“Hello, Lynn,” Kevin Tyler said. “I’d say it’s good to see you,
but given the circumstances…”


Lynn frowned. “I understand. I have some questions for you.”


Lynn pulled an envelope out of his pocket and handed it to
the researcher. Dr.
Tyler looked at it closely.


“What do you want to know?” he asked.


Lynn shot back quickly. “Is that your writing on the note
and envelope?”


The portly scientist examined it. “No. Not mine. Close, but not mine. “


“Hmm, okay. Have you received a flaming visitor or had your lab trashed yet?” Lynn asked.


Lynn began to wander around the lab. Dr. Tyler waved him to a lab
chair.


“You’re making me nervous, Lynn. And no and yes. No to a visitor, but yes to a
trashing. I was working on some Tesla
theories…”


Lash interrupted. “And they took your research, right?”


Tyler nodded in agreement. “Yes. Leaving nothing behind. They even got clean by my
security measures and staff here. No evidence. But…” Tyler hesitated, a memory crossing his
pudgy features, “while I did not have a man die in my office, I did smell something like cordite, or a harsh chemical. This was the day after my notes
were stolen. It was kind of weird. I turned my
transmitter on and part of my lab burst into flames. Thankfully, we were able to stop
the fire.”


Lynn nodded. “When I opened the
bus depot door, I caught the same scent. Perhaps it was a chemical
treatment. And probably the same used to
turn the various flaming men into walking candles. But if the men died by fire, any
odor from a combustive agent would have been covered. “


“But,” Tyler asked, “what about these burning men, Lynn?
Why were they sent to only you and a few others? And who would commit such a
horrific act?”


“Not sure on the second part,” Lash answered, “but these
men were likely sent as warnings. Somehow someone figured out the
work being done by myself and others and the possibilities we were discovering
and wanted to be sure we were scared off.”


“So,” Tyler commented, “the very fact that fiery men
visited you and the others could be an indicator that your research was successful. But to what end? Is this all about getting the
upper hand in electricity?”


“Maybe,” Lash said, “but the work being done has other
applications potentially, Kevin, beyond turning on light bulbs. It could be used in a variety of
ways.”


“Including,” Tyler realized, “as
a weapon.”


The two men looked at each other silently. “That is a sobering thought.” Lynn finally said. “Can I use your phone, Kevin? I need to call Dr. Garner. I am going to have a busy night.”


Lynn called and a few minutes later,
he left for the next name on his list, a scientist at the Central Power
Company.


The scientific community had been Lash’s home away from
home since he was a young man. Being associated with geniuses with a gift for research
stimulated his theoretical wanderings, and often what
one mind missed, another found. Such was the present case. His visit with Dr. Garner yielded
no more valuable information, yet further solidified his conclusions.


Lash continued down his list of names. Visit by visit a
sense of a greater plan, a scheme beyond the simple
ideas put forth by Tesla grew. Each scientist he’d met with after Tyler told a
story that Lash had not only heard from almost all the others, but had lived
himself. A
flaming man staggering into the office or lab of each
scientist, the same warning rolling off charred lips. And after, the laboratory of each
one ravaged and destroyed. As Lash talked to them, each man realized that what was
envisioned by a genius from Europe was incredible, yet the implications of his work had not been realized.


Sunset soon came and went, and eleven o’clock struck at a
local church as Lash drove past it. Behind him, a vehicle followed a mile
behind. The car sped up and accelerated
toward Lynn’s sedan.


Lynn looked in his rearview mirror
and saw the bobbing lights. Something seemed familiar about the vehicle. Realizing that the car might be
the one from his accident earlier, he sped up as well, making a mental note
that the main highway was only a couple of miles ahead.


The driver of the dark coupe
realized that Lynn had increased his speed, and he did so again in response. Fence lines bordered the isolated
road and tall towering trees that added to a sense of dread. Roaring engines echoed through
the countryside.


Lash glanced in the mirror again,
and then looked to the right. The highway turn off was visible through the
bordering trees. Lash saw it as the first of the machine gun blasts
tat-a-tatted the trunk of the car. He kicked the accelerator down and drove a defensive ‘s’
pattern. Soon,
the turn Lash had to make was imminent. Another machine gun blast
peppered the trunk and pinged off the bumper. Lynn turned hard right into the
highway access and kept up his escape speed.


He looked back again, and the black coupe was still in
pursuit. This time, unlike earlier in the day, traffic was light and
the mysterious pursuers continued to pour lead into Lynn’s car. He swerved left to right to avoid
the gunfire and laid hard on his horn. The other drivers got out of his way, not knowing the danger they were in from the following vehicle.


Lynn cursed this whole mystery again. He ran through the salient facts
quickly. And as bullets sang off his car once again, pieces dangling out before
Lash suddenly fell into place.


“Damn it all! The answer was in
front of me, all the time!” he screamed, slamming the dashboard.


He looked behind him and heard a honking horn. The chase vehicle had crossed one
lane too many and in their haste, had rolled, striking a power pole. Flames
burst up almost immediately. Lynn slowed down and
turned across the highway, stopping by the crashed car. He got out.


The car was wrapped around a power pole. Smashed beyond belief, he peered
quickly into the flaming wreckage, and saw the driver, his neck craned in
death. The passenger’s head lolled, his life ebbing out as well. Heat forced
Lash back from the car. “Can you hear me?” he shouted at the dying man. “Can you? Who do you work for? “


The man’s bloodied eye fluttered briefly, and he whispered
over the sounds of the highway and flames. “You will
never know. Halten your research…Amerikaner.”


And he died.


Lynn stomped away from the accident scene. He got into the car, merged onto
the highway, and made a mental note to call Casey later. Turning back toward the way he
came, he sped all the way to his first visit of the
night, his anger boiling mightily.


Images of the previous days’ mystery and misery burned in
his psyche. Fire blowing out of the bus depot
locker, bullets flaring from the now demolished car, the freshly dead pursuers,
and shattered laboratories replayed themselves again
and again. Rickey’s face floated across his memories and gave away to
Dr. Llewellyn’s’ body, lying dead on a lonely road.


He arrived at the United Power Production facility and
burst through the wooden turnstile gates. Screeching to a halt in front of
the lab building, he ran to Dr. Tyler’s’ lab.


Dr. Tyler lay dead on his floor, his neck broken at an
unnatural angle. Lynn
stood, shocked beyond belief. “I should have known, Kevin,” Lash spoke aloud. “You were
the only one to not have been warned by a flaming man. You were the only one who talked
about science as a tool, a weapon even. You weren’t even broken, or upset. Yet, I believed you-because you
believed my story. I was too blinded by this whole mystery to see the facts.”


Lash looked around the room for a phone. Picking up the receiver, he
called Sam Casey and filled him in quickly. Putting the phone down, he walked
into the room off Tyler’s main lab. There he found equipment enough to outfit a complete lab. And none of it broken or shattered.


The police found Lynn there, in the lab. Rickey arrived with Casey, the
detective having called her after hearing from Lash. Now, she found her boss leaning
over a desk, hands flat atop it, his arms barely holding up his exhausted form.


“Rickey, it was Dr. Tyler. For whatever reason, he was
working against us, with Germany most likely. He tried to stop our research,
using the information gathered from the Symposium as a guide on who was making
progress. A lot of this is assumption, since…” his eyes drifted to the body of
Tyler, now occluded by Casey and his police, “…someone appears to be tying up
loose ends. But it appears he organized the break-ins as well as
perfected the flaming technology that was used on his victims and to attack Sam and me. And…”his voice faltered, “I have
no idea what other weapons he may have developed.”


Rickey listened sympathetically, then said, “Lash, you did
all you could.
No one could
have seen this. But…”
she said softly, “What do you do now? What’s next?”


“We,” Lash said somberly. “make them work for it.”


 


 


Chapter Nine


Forward into the Future


 


Three days later, Lynn Lash stood in front of his office
building, holding court with reporters and photographers from across the
country.


“Ladies and Gentlemen of the
press. As you are all aware, the scientific community has been struck with
disaster. We
have been betrayed by one of our own, Dr. Kevin Tyler. He was entrusted with knowledge
one might deem arcane, and we, as his colleagues, entrusted him with secrets of our own. His masters, the Third Reich, had
other plans. Dr. Christopher Llewellyn was
killed. For what? Vanity? Knowledge? Utopia? Revolutionary ideas can be
dangerous in the wrong hands. Even revolutionaries motivated by good intentions, visionaries with good moral compasses, can also be
dangerous. ”


Lynn looked around the crowd and continued. “We, as
scientists committed to research, have unified to cease research into
technologies that can have dire applications. We have stopped research into many of Nikola Tesla’s theories, and others as
well. This is difficult, but for the
good of mankind. We
cannot play God. May God have mercy on our souls for those we have unwittingly
endangered already, and those already lost to our hubris. Thank
you.”


 


*****


 


Miles away, in a sprawling mansion, a lone individual sat
in front of a roaring fire. A pile of paper, technical diagrams, and blueprints lay at
his feet. The flames flickered as single
papers flew over the licks and burnt. He cackled as he read the page
contents, then placed them into the pyre.


“Tanz feure, tanz” he cooed as the flickering light
splashed over alien looking technology lying beside his chair.


He picked up some papers.


“Ah, the work of Dr. Lash. So very close….”


Hours later, as the sun rose over
the horizon, the man rose from the chair, gathered his things, and looked
around the room.


“I will miss these Amerikaners, they are so naiv…naïve,
gullible. Auf wiedersehn. “


He moved toward the door. A ‘click’ sounded.


A tall man entered the room. He
motioned toward the ‘gun’, and took it from the German. Rolling it around in his hands,
he pointed it at the German, and snarled.


The German looked around, shock crossed his face, and
flames whooshed him out of existence. The tall man left the room
silently.


Once outside the house, he smiled. He rubbed his hands together, and
jumped into his convertible. Turning the car key, he roared away, accelerating out of
the driveway.
He pushed a
button. The house lit up and sent embers
flying into the air. He began to practice a speech.


“Ladies and Gentlemen, share holders. I mean, Symposium
attendees…”


 


END











NO MAN’S LAND


By R P Steeves


 


 


Chapter One


The Call


 


Lynn Lash, scientific detective, stood, his lean, wiry
frame bent over a series of pipes and tubes that
snaked across the length of his laboratory, covering nearly every inch of his
workstation in a twisted street map of gleaming aluminum and fragile glass. Colored liquids in every hue of
the rainbow – and quite a few shades not found in nature – coursed through the network, stopping here and there to
deposit drips and drops into waiting beakers and flasks, some heated over
burners, some marked with severe, dark lines. Lash’s eyes flashed as he
adjusted valves and recorded measurements.


He was about to put a match to
one last burner, completing the final step of his experiment, one that had kept
him in the lab for weeks, testing and tweaking. Suddenly, the door to the lab
flew open.


“Lash, Lash, you gotta take this call!”


Rickey, Lash’s thin, boyish
secretary, stood in the doorway, oblivious to Lash’s frustration as, startled
from the interruption on the very cusp of his triumph, he knocked over the
final burner, sending it to the floor with a clang and a near-miss of flame on
woolen cuff.


Lash stamped out the fire with a
polished wingtip and turned to Rickey. “I thought I told you not to disturb me
under any circumstances.” He was annoyed, certainly, but not mad. Lynn Lash
rarely lost control of his emotions. He pulled a small, polished flask from his hip pocket, filling it up with a frothy green liquid
from one of the spigots, and slipped it into his jacket pocket.


“That’s not what you said, Lash,” Rickey replied, a sullen
edge to her voice. “You said ‘Don’t disturb me unless the world is coming to an end!’”


“And? Is it?”


“Well, Detective Captain Sam Casey’s on the phone, and he
certainly thinks it is!”


 


*****


 


As much as he hated to leave his greatest experiment just
short of completion, Lynn Lash knew that Sam Casey’s emergency took precedence.
Lash was an “official police consultant,” a somewhat
nebulous position that had been created specifically for Lash. The title gave
him carte
blanche
to use his unique talents, which came in quite handy when dealing with threats
and technology far beyond the ken of the ordinary New
York City man in blue. In his time working alongside the police, Lash had
frequently partnered with Detective Sam Casey, and the two had a strong
rapport. Indeed, Lash trusted Casey completely, so when Casey barked over the
telephone line telling Lash to jump, the scientist
did not need to inquire about the altitude.


To transport Lash to the scene of the crime, Casey had sent
over a car, a long, blue stretch limo – bulletproof, naturally. Red, the car’s
usual driver, greeted Lash with a curt nod as he
settled into the back seat, and then sped through the streets of Manhattan,
taking the scientist up Broadway to 116th street, arriving at the Morningside
Heights campus of Columbia University. The limousine passed several NYC police
cars, an ambulance and two fire trucks on its way to Schermerhorn Hall. Lash thanked Red, exited the
car and nearly ran into Sam Casey.


“Glad you could make it, Lash. I need your help.”


“You interrupted perhaps the most exciting experiment of my
career, Casey. This better be good.”


“It is,” the detective said. “Now come.”


Lash nodded and followed the detective as he strode into
the academic building, which Lash knew quite well. Several of his closest colleagues had offices in Columbia’s Schermerhorn Hall. Lash had recently presented a
paper in this very building on the topic of “Methods of Reaching Extreme Altitudes.” He was, as usual, well ahead of his time.


Casey took the stairs two at a time and Lash followed
quickly behind.


“What is it, Casey? You said on the phone that this was far
more important than a mere matter of life and death.”


Casey stopped abruptly and Lash
almost crashed into him. “About that, Lash. I may have, perhaps, overstated
matters just a tad. Your assistant can be awfully stubborn when you tell her
you don’t want any calls.”


“So you told her the fate of the world was at stake?”
Lash’s voice was cool and even.


“I wasn’t sure that the fate of a single scientist would be
enough to get you out of your lab.”


“Depends on the scientist, I suppose.”


Casey raised his eyebrows. “What if I said that Dr.
Phillips was missing under suspicious circumstances?”


“Then I would wonder why on God’s green earth I wasn’t
called earlier!”


The detective grinned. “Then follow me.”


 


 


Chapter Two


The Crime


 


As the two men arrived at the offices of the tenured
professors, Casey gave Lash the details.

“Dr. Phillips’ lab assistant,
a grad student named Clara, came to us about an hour ago, frightened out of her
wits, barely able to give us the story. Last night, she and Dr. Phillips worked
late, and Phillips sent the girl home well after midnight. But Clara had left
her cigarette case in the lab and arrived early this
morning to retrieve it.”


Lash and Casey came to a frosted glass door that read “Dr.
Veronica Phillips, Chair, Geology Department.” Casey paused before entering.


“What did the girl find, Sam?”


The detective’s face clouded.
“The lab was in shambles. Clara initially thought that Dr. Phillips had been
kidnapped, but when she looked closer, she realized that the doctor had removed
every single item related to her most recent experiment. Notes, samples, and,
well, whatever else you science types have laying
around.”


Lash nodded and listened, but Casey could see the
scientific detective’s mind whirring, obviously one step ahead of the
situation.


“But you didn’t bring me to the lab. You brought me to Dr.
Phillips’ office.”


Casey nodded. He was continually impressed by Lash’s
deductive abilities. “Very astute, Lash. Clara couldn’t understand why Phillips
would disappear with her research. She was, according to the girl, on the verge
of a breakthrough. Clara suspected foul play, so she
came straight to me.”


“You?”


“She was looking for you, Lash. She thought you were the
only one who might fully grasp the situation.”


Lash nodded. He did understand. “No legitimate scientist
would abandon her experiments on the cusp of a breakthrough
and abscond with all of her research.”


Casey shrugged. “That remains to be seen. I had a uniform
check out Phillips’ home office. It, too, was cleared out.”


Now Lash understood. “So this is the last hope for a clue.”


With a melodramatic flourish, Casey
flung open the door to the office…


…which was being ransacked by a large, scarred man in a
pinstriped suit. The intruder cursed, dropping the notebook he’d been holding,
and reached into his suit jacket.


Casey dropped to one knee and drew his own weapon.


As the men fired their pistols simultaneously, Lash dove at
Casey, knocking him out of the path of an oncoming bullet, which lodged itself
in the frame of the wooden door. But the impact caused Casey’s own shot to miss
his target.


“Lash!” Casey cried as he and
Lash slammed into the floor.


“I’ll explain later,” said Lash, reaching into his own
jacket pocket, retrieving a small disc.


Meanwhile, the burly man in the suit leapt onto the desk
and took aim with his weapon. Casey attempted to raise his gun, but before he could bring it around, Lash threw his left arm
over his own eyes, crying for Casey to do the same.


Lash twisted the rim of the disk and the attacker cried
out, stepping backwards and falling off the desk.


Lash leapt off Casey and ran toward the desk. He knew that his portable Dazzler would only startle
the thug for a few moments. Its design was based on the Sinister Ray that had
plagued the city of New York months earlier with its blinding effects, but its
small size decreased its power.


The scientific detective kicked
the intruder’s gun away and reached into the pocket of the man’s pinstriped
jacket, removing a lumpy, rag-wrapped object.


The thug kicked Lash in the knee and the scientist cursed,
stumbling backwards and slamming into Casey, who had
been partially stunned by the Dazzler, and crashed headfirst into a bookcase,
tumbling to the floor, a cascade of academic text raining down on him.


Casey spit an even filthier curse and fired his gun from
his prone position, barely missing the intruder, who
had risen from the ground and was stumbling toward the wide-open window.


Lash sprang forward just as the goon stepped through the
window and dropped. The scientific detective peered out and saw that the man
clinging desperately to the extended ladder of one of
the fire trucks Lash had passed on his way to the campus. He cursed himself for
being annoyed with Casey and not paying close attention to the vehicles.
Otherwise, he would have noticed that the numbering on the side of the truck
was not consistent with the local ladder company.


But he hadn’t, and now the vehicle was escaping, the
intruder holding on for dear life. He represented the best lead in this case,
and Lash would not let him get away.


“Lash!” Casey cried. He had disentangled himself from the pile of texts and, weapon drawn, had rushed to join
Lash at the window. “What’s happening?”


Lash handed the small wrapped bundle to Casey. “Take care
of this. It’s important.” Before Casey could question him, Lash unbuckled his
belt and removed it from its loops. Then he stepped
onto the sill and leapt.


 


 


Chapter Three


The Chase


 


As Lynn Lash flew through the air, he whipped out with his
belt, which was, of course, no ordinary article of clothing. As he flicked his
wrist, his thumb touched a small stud on the belt’s
edge. Inside the mundane leather was a strong cord that extended outward as he
fell. The buckle looped around a nearby telephone pole and the cord pulled taut
in his hands. Lash swung through the air like Tarzan in the serials and landed
roughly on the dusty street.


He looked to his right and saw the faux-fire truck, its
siren blaring, speeding south, destination unknown. If Lash wanted to solve
this mystery, he needed to catch that truck.


He whipped his head back and forth, catching sight of a thin, pimply teenager about to mount his motorcycle.


“Young man!” Lash called, dropping his belt and hurrying
toward the youth. “I need – ”


The boy turned and his jaw dropped. “Lynn Lash, scientific
detective!” He cried, a smile spreading across his face. “I saw you lecture last month on methods of – ”


“I need your motorcycle, son,” Lash said, mounting the
vehicle. “Police business.”


The boy stepped away and nodded. “Get the bad guy, Dr.
Lash.”


Lash nodded, revved the engine, and sped off in pursuit of
the fire truck.


*****


The kid had a good bike and he took good care of it.


Lash was grateful for that, as the fire truck had a head
start and plenty of horsepower of its own.


He tore south down Broadway, weaving around the automobiles
that had made way for the speeding emergency vehicle.


He caught up quickly, spotting the fire engine as it swung
a wide left turn at 110th street, honking its horn as cars smashed together,
trying to get out of its way. Lash accelerated, following his prey as the truck
headed east toward Central Park.


Lash cut left as well, leaping the curb, shouting and
waving pedestrians off the sidewalk. He sliced through the cursing New Yorkers
and skidded onto 110th Street, now immediately behind the fire engine.


On the rear of the huge red vehicle,
Lash could see his nemesis, the man in the pinstriped suit, aiming a pistol. He
must have hidden a spare weapon on the truck. Lash both admired and cursed the
thug’s resourcefulness.


Lash weaved to the left, as bullets whizzed past his right
ear, striking the street behind him. He zigged and
zagged as the thug continued to fire, just missing Lash’s head -- and his
tires.


Then, as the chase approached the traffic circle at the
edge of Central Park, the mystery driver of the fire engine swung it in a wide arc, spinning sideways and fishtailing onto the
grass.


The pinstriped man leapt off the truck and Lash could see
the driver, a lean man in a navy blue suit, exit the cab.


Lash tried to stop his forward momentum. He had not
expected the chase to end so abruptly and attempting to use his brakes
judiciously, lost control of the motorcycle, skidding uncontrollably toward
the fire engine.


At the last moment, he leapt from the bike, rolling onto
the grass as the cycle crashed into the truck with an enormous CLANG.


Shrugging off the pain that peppered his every movement,
Lash rose up and cast his gaze across the park.


Catching sight of the two men, he began the chase.


Lash’s tall, lanky frame served him well and, within
seconds, he drew close to the men. Just then he heard a whirring
noise above the heaving of his own breath. Seconds later, he saw the source of
that noise.


The two goons were running toward a vehicle that was little
more than a metallic frame with two large, spinning blades mounted on pillars at either end of the machine. Lash recognized the design. It
was a gyrocopter, and unfortunately meant escape for the two goons.


The man in the pinstripes paused to fire his weapon, but
his gun clicked empty. Cursing, he slipped it into the waistband of his pants and turned toward the gyrocopter. The man in the
navy suit was clambering aboard the craft, seconds away from his escape.


Lash would not give up. He dug deep into his reserve of
strength and sprinted forward, leaping like a Princeton linebacker, reaching for the pinstriped man.


Lash’s fingers closed on the flaps of the man’s jacket. The
scientific detective shouted with triumph…


… and then the man grabbed ahold of the fuselage, pulling
himself onto the craft and shrugging off his coat, dropping Lash to the ground with a thud, the wind fleeing from his lungs.


Before Lash could react, the gyrocopter was off, and as it
rose into the air, it took the criminals – and Lash’s best lead – with it.


Lash stood and threw the jacket onto the ground in disgust.
The villains had escaped for now, but he would find
them and solve this mystery.


 


Chapter Four


The Connections


 


Rickey burst into Dr. Phillips’ office, her arms virtually
overflowing with folders and notebooks. “I brought them all, Lash. Every
clipping from the past six months.”


Lash nodded and gestured to the cherry-finished desk. Upon
returning to Columbia after losing the man in the pinstriped suit, Lash
immediately located Casey. Casey was busy haranguing the uniformed officers for
not interrogating the driver of the fire truck, who
clearly was not one of New York’s bravest. They rarely wore tailored suits
after all.


Pulling Casey away from his diatribe, Lash brought him up to Dr. Phillips’
office and called Rickey, asking his assistant to bring the information he needed.


As soon as the boyish woman dropped her burden, she, Casey,
Lash and the lab assistant, Clara, who had been brought up from the precinct on
Casey’s request, divvied up the materials. The graduate student was a wisp of a
girl, tall and dangerously thin, with pale, almost
white hair and nearly translucent skin.


“What are we looking for, Lash?” Casey asked, annoyed that
the case had devolved into office work.


“There was another scientist who quickly and unexpectedly
left her teaching position recently. I had suspicions
at the time, but now I am certain -- the two disappearances are connected.”


“Explain yourself, Lash.” Casey demanded.


Lash flipped pages, until finally, with a triumphant cry,
he located a certain story from The Washington Post.


Physicist Kelly Washington of the George Washington
University recently tendered her resignation in the form of a letter to the
school’s president. Washington is known as a pioneer in the study of radio
waves, seeking frequencies at the extreme end of the spectrum
that can be used to communicate over extremely long distances. She had recently
published a paper on the subject and the rare earth elements required to create
such waves. Before her abrupt resignation, Dr. Washington had planned a lecture
series for this summer. Her teaching assistant will
take over her classes for the remainder of the semester. Meanwhile, the
University will seek a full-time replacement.


“A physicist resigns. Big deal,” spat Rickey.


Lash thrust a finger at the article. “A physicist who happens to have close ties to Dr. Phillips. The two
have been exploring the properties of a very rare, very important substance. In
fact, they were on the verge of publishing their findings.”


Lash located another article that confirmed this. It mentioned a third scientist involved in the proposed lecture
series.


“You’re sure these eggheads were kidnapped?” Rickey asked.


“I managed to snag the intruder’s jacket. Inside, I found
this.” With a flourish, Lash whipped out a piece of paper and passed it to Clara. The student studied it, her mouth falling open in
shock.


“This is Dr. Phillips’ handwriting,” the girl said. “It’s a
letter of resignation. What was it doing in some criminal’s jacket?”


“Obviously, he was going to plant it in the office during
his break-in. I think we’ll find it consistent with
Dr. Washington’s note: terse and vague.”


“So… someone is collecting scientists?”


“Yes, Rickey. That’s exactly what’s happening. And that
someone is…” Lash paused for effect. “Countess Clementine Cromwell.”


“The Countess?” Casey asked, incredulous. “I
thought she was a legend.”


“She’s not. She’s very real, very wealthy and very
determined to overthrow the existing government of the United Kingdom and
install herself as dictator.”


Casey shook his head. “I don’t understand,
Lash. How do you know she’s behind this?”


“The gyrocopter,” he said simply. “I recognized the design.
MY design. Which I’d shown to very few people.”


Rickey frowned as if she’d swallowed a lemon. “And you gave
it to her?”


Lash shrugged. “She paid quite
nicely for it, through a third party. It was only after I’d delivered the plans
that I discovered she was the source of the funds.”


“So,” interjected Casey, “what’s her game?”


“A doomsday weapon, Casey. If she can’t take the throne by
political or economic means, she’s not above taking
it by force. And, if she can’t have Britain, she’ll make sure there’s nothing
left for anyone else.”


“And the scientists?” Clara asked meekly.


“The Countess needs their research and, more importantly,
their materials. She’ll need to power her weapon, and
the only possible source is the substance these women have discovered. The
Countess already has Washington and Phillips. Logically, she’ll target the
third member of their triumvirate next. Soon, if she suspects we’re onto her.” Lash turned to Casey. “Do you still have the
item I handed you in Dr. Phillips’ lab?”


Casey reached into his pocket and retrieved the rag-wrapped
object and handed it to the scientific detective. He had forgotten about it
completely.


Lash unwrapped the dirty rags,
revealing a jewel that gleamed with every color of the rainbow. “This is what
Phillips and Washington have been working on – a newly discovered, extremely
rare and unstable mineral. If we had shot it, we would have been blown to kingdom come.”


“What is it?” Casey asked.


“It’s the key to the Countess’ doomsday weapon. Phillips and her
colleagues dubbed it ‘Mannite.’”


“Mannite?”


“Yes, Casey. It can, if harnessed properly, provide nearly
limitless energy, like manna from heaven.”


Casey frowned. He didn’t relish
the thought of this material falling into the wrong hands. “What do we do?”


Lash stood. “We fly to England, of course.”


 


*****


 


After stashing the sample of Mannite in Lash’s safe, the
group was in the air within the hour. Lynn Lash and
his most trusted colleagues -- Sam Casey, the boyish Rickey and the intrepid
driver Red, plus the lab assistant, Clara -- were headed for the United Kingdom
to find one little Oxford University Professor.


Lash thumbed through a thick document, speaking to the assembled group as he did so. “I told you that
Phillips and Washington were co-authoring a paper. The third scientist in their
group is Dr. Linda Lemm, a former… colleague of mine.” Casey noticed the odd
tone that crept into Lash’s voice upon mention of
this Dr. Lemm, and made a note to ask Lash about it later. “She possessed the
only other sample of Mannite and if the Countess wants to utilize it safely,
she’ll need Dr. Lemm’s expertise.”


“After losing the last sample, they’ll try to get scientist
and substance in one fell swoop.”


Lash nodded. “Indeed, Casey. I attempted to get a hold of
Dr. Lemm. Her secretary was evasive at first, but when I mentioned my name, she
suddenly had a specific message for me from Lemm. The secretary stated that Dr.
Lemm is at her country estate in Hampshire.”


Casey could sense Lash’s hesitation. “But?”


“Why would she be there while the semester is in session?
And why only reveal that information to me specifically?”


“None of us have jurisdiction in the United Kingdom, Lash, and we have no allies there. We may be in over our
heads.”


“Perhaps, Casey. And, considering Clementine Cromwell’s
wealth and influence, we wouldn’t know whom to trust. We are indeed on our
own.”


“Terrific,” said Rickey.


 


 


Chapter Five


The Cottage


 


The group approached the cottage
in a rented car, stopping along the dusty road a mile or so from their
destination so as to avoid attention. Lash decreed that Red and Rickey would
stay behind to serve as backup. Clara, though, insisted on accompanying Lash and Casey. She and Dr. Phillips had worked closely with Dr.
Lemm, and the girl wanted in on the rescue.


Casey was suspicious, but Lash agreed with her. After all,
she had been to the cottage before and her knowledge could prove useful.


Lash and Casey readied their
weapons, following just behind Clara She’d asked for her own gun, but they
didn’t have one to spare.


A single faint light emanated from the cottage as the group
approached, and Lash’s stomach dropped. He had little hope that Linda Lemm was
actually here, but he knew he had to find out for
sure. Unbidden, his mind flashed on the image of the scientist as he had last
seen her, when the two had collaborated on a project to locate pockets of
natural gas without drilling. Lemm was small but well muscled, having spent most of her life as a swimmer. She had short,
straight, dark hair and a cherubic face, looking far younger than her years.
But her most striking feature was her flashing green eyes, always full of
knowledge, curiosity and mischief.


And, Lash knew, the message she’d
left for him at the university had been a clue. She’d anticipated his call, and
she was trying to tell him where the last piece of Mannite was hidden. With
luck, he would retrieve the mineral before the Countess’ men got located it.


If Lemm was not here, Lash would find her and he would
return her safely to her adopted country.


The three arrived at the rear of the cabin, finding the
door ajar. Cautiously, Lash grasped the handle and gently opened the door. The
group crept into the small kitchen. Then, hearing a
pair of voices arguing in the next room, the three froze and listened.


“It’s not here, I tell ya!” The first voice was deep and
gravelly, a quaver of frustration pervading its tone.


“Well the Big C ain’t gonna be happy if we come back empty-handed, ya know!” The second voice was
higher-pitched and whiny, with a nasally whistle.


“Yeah, I know. If we don’t find what we’re lookin’ fer,
‘Operation: Breakout,’ ain’t gonna get off the ground. I’m startin’ ta think
Lemm told us a fib, ya know?”


At the mention of Lemm’s name, Clara, who had been
quivering with rage during the entire conversation, gasped involuntarily. Too
late, Casey grabbed for her mouth, putting a meaty hand over it in a belated
effort to silence her.


“What was dat?” The first voice
asked. “Check it out, Clem.”


Lash cursed under his breath and readied his weapon. A
moment later, a meaty, well-dressed thug entered the kitchen and Lash fired.


The bullet struck the man in his flank and he cried out,
dropping the oil lantern he’d been holding. It
shattered, igniting the tinder-dry thatch that covered the floor; flames sped
toward the walls.


Lash swore, shouting for Clara to exit. The girl, panicked,
and fled the building as Lash and Casey rose to their feet. The wounded thug fired his weapon blindly in their direction, and the
bullet struck the ceiling, sending down a shower of plaster.


Meanwhile, the second thug burst into the room firing his own gun,
nearly taking off Casey’s head in the process.


Then, as a fire raged before him
and bullets whizzed by his face, Lash hoped that Clara had found her way to the
car. She, at least, should live.


Casey returned fire as the goons ducked back into the
living room, even as the fire spread with a roar. “This is starting to look
like a bad idea, Lash.”


“Agreed. Let’s get out of here.” Lash rose to his feet and
dashed out the back door, secure in the knowledge that Dr. Lemm was not in the
house. But he did know that she was an
avid fisherwoman, so chances are, she had a boathouse. Not only would it be a good hiding place for her, but it would
have been an ideal spot – cool and dark -- to stash the Mannite.


He grabbed Casey and pointed downhill, toward the woods
where the river ran.


The two took a few tentative steps, but suddenly gunfire erupted from the edge of the woods. Apparently, the thugs in
the house were not alone. As Lash struggled with his decision, wondering
whether or not he should risk the crowd and investigate the boathouse, a
screaming, frightened Clara came running from the darkness
toward them.


It was time to flee and regroup.


Fortunately, Red had heard the shots and came barreling
down the road in the rented car, meeting them only a few hundred yards away
from the cottage. The driver spun the wheel, whipping the vehicle 180 degrees, and Lash, Casey and Clara clambered into the
back. Gunshots slashed the gravel behind them, kicking up rocks and eliciting
cries from Clara.


“They must have Dr. Lemm – and the Mannite,” Lash spat.
“There’s nothing here for us.”


Red stepped on the accelerator
and the car shot forward, careening around the corner, away from the gunfire.


As they merged onto the main road, they faced the oncoming
headlights of another vehicle, a truck. Its driver laid on his horn as Red
jerked the wheel, narrowly missing a collision with
the hulking hunk of metal. Red righted the car and hit the gas again, the
engine straining to attain its top speed, as he strove to escape from the
apparently well-armed group of thugs behind them.


After a few miles, Lash tapped Red on the shoulder, indicating that he should pull over.
Everyone breathed heavily in the nighttime silence for a few moments. Then the
boyish woman spoke the thought that occupied all their minds.


“What do we do now?” Rickey asked, a torrent of unladylike
language following her question.


“We need a boat,” Lash stated. “I know the Countess’ plan –
and exactly where she is.”


 


 


Chapter Six


The Climb


 


“It’s called the ‘No Man’s Land Fort,’” said Lash, “and
it’s located approximately one and a half miles off the coast of the Isle of Wight. It was constructed in the late
19th century and I happen to know that The Countess purchased it outright two
years ago.”


The group stood assembled on the deck of a rented yacht
that Rickey had managed to acquire rather easily with little
more than charm. Well, that wasn’t quite all it took. She had, in fact, called
the Prince of Monaco on Lash’s behalf. She was accustomed to calling in favors
for her boss. It was one of her most common duties. Lash had many powerful
people who owed him favors – a nice side effect of
having saved the lives of so many visitors to the city of New York. He trusted
the man enough to borrow a boat from him, but felt it best not to involve the
Prince in the matter any further. Rickey handled the transaction with alacrity, securing the boat for the group with no
more questions asked.


“Why did she buy it?” The idea that the Countess was,
apparently, a scientific match for Lash, and a ruthless and power-hungry woman
with such lofty ambitions fascinated Rickey. She was
a bit uneasy on the rocking deck, but was doing her best not to let the
seasickness affect her.


“Experiments. The Countess has been conducting seismic and
weather experiments there for the better part of the past two years.” Lash
pulled out a series of clippings he had culled from
the books he’d made Rickey bring along. Idly, Casey wondered how on earth Lash
had the time to read so many newspapers in between his own experiments and his
work with the New York City Police Department.


The scientific detective passed
along a selection of articles culled from London and Hampshire newspapers. The
pieces reported odd weather patterns and strange rumblings of the earth. Casey
would have dismissed them as mere aberrations of climate and land, but Lash’s
mind had connected the dots and the pattern he saw
was suspicious.


“If you knew about this, why didn’t we go there first?”
Casey asked.


Lash gave a thin smile. “Our first goal was to warn Dr.
Lemm before she was taken, though we were too late for that. Regardless, a woman like the Countess has any number of clandestine
fortresses like this one. It wasn’t until I heard the goon mention ‘Operation:
Breakaway,’ that I could pinpoint the most logical location.”


Lash seemed unwilling to elaborate on that comment, so Casey spoke the words on his mind. “So we need to
infiltrate this massive fort, figure out exactly what the Countess is doing,
stop her plans and, while we’re at it, rescue a trio of the greatest scientific
minds of the 20th century? Does that about cover it?”


Lash nodded. “More or less. Though, since the Countess
presumably has everything she needs to enact her diabolical plan, I assume we
have a very short window of time in which to achieve our goals.”


Casey looked at Rickey, and she nodded her assent.


“Terrific,” said the cop.


 


*****


 


“Ready, Lash,” Red said as he dropped anchor. It was a good
thing that Red was so accomplished -- as a driver, a pilot and a seaman. He had
come in quite handy on this expedition, and Lash was grateful to have such a
versatile individual on his team.


That was how he was starting to think of this group: his
team. He’d always had the notion of assembling an elite group of specialists
who could, if necessary, handle cases and crimes of an international nature,
travelling the globe to right wrongs. Lash was happy
to help the New York City police department deal with strange scientific
crimes, but he also knew that his unique skills could be of use around the
world.


If they survived this case, he’d be sure to add that
initiative to his agenda.


For now, though, he had to guide a small motorboat toward
the Fortress – in pitch darkness, no less.


The same threesome as before, Lash, Casey and the girl,
Clara, were crammed into a small rowboat headed toward the fortress. Once again, Red and Rickey were left behind, anchoring the rented yacht a
safe distance from the lair, ready to act when needed, or to radio for the
British Navy if it came to that.


Clara had insisted on accompanying the two men, though
Casey had protested loudly. He wouldn’t be
responsible for watching her back in the inevitable firefight, he’d said, but
the girl wouldn’t take “no” for an answer. She claimed responsibility for the
disappearance of Dr. Phillips, and she would do everything possible to bring
the scientist home safe.


Lash wished he had a gyrocopter of his own. He imagined the
Countess had landing pads on the roof of this complex, but, unfortunately, Lash
didn’t have access to such a vehicle at the moment.


Of course, that small detail wouldn’t stop Lynn Lash, scientific detective. He was always prepared for any
eventuality.


Lash guided the small boat by feel alone, sensing its speed
through the water and calculating the distance to the edge of the fortress,
where a series of ladders and walkways ran along the outside of the oval structure.


He cut the engine and let the boat drift on momentum until
it gently dinged against the water-worn wall. Soundlessly, he retrieved a coil
of rope from the bottom of the boat, reaching up to tie it to the lowest rung
of the ladder above him. Lash didn’t know the
security protocols of the fortress – he hadn’t had time to investigate it to
his usual standards – but he moved with urgency.


Lash grabbed the ladder and hoisted himself up onto the
walkway. Casey quickly followed, then reached down to
help the thin wisp of a girl clamber up to join them. Once again, Casey felt a
pang of regret at bringing her along, but it was far too late now.


“Where to, Lash?” Casey whispered. He was in far over his
head, just a New York City cop who had become
embroiled in a few stranger-than-fiction cases, investigating Sinister Rays
that blinded civilians and dealing with mysterious, mummified remains.


Now Casey found himself on a rusty, rickety walkway on the
outside of a larger-than-life fortress in the middle
of the English Channel, trying to stop a self-styled Countess from holding the
United Kingdom hostage for her own nefarious desires. Such was life with Lynn
Lash.


“Lash!” Casey called again. The scientist was deep in
thought, which was usually a good sign. It meant he
had a plan.


“Follow me,” Lash said, suddenly alert. He retrieved his
gun from his jacket pocket. “We need to get to the highest point on this
monstrosity. That’s where the launch will take place.”


With that, Lash sped down the walkway
toward a narrow staircase, leaving Casey to ask the obvious question.


“Launch?”


But Lash did not answer, so Casey and the girl had no
choice but to follow him up into the starry night.


 


*****


 


Sneaking into the giant fortress by climbing through an empty gun turret would not have been Casey’s first choice for
infiltration. Then again, no part of this plan suited him. He’d much rather be
busting a numbers racket in the bowery or fighting gangsters with tommy guns.


Lash had spotted a gap in the ring of 12.5-inch guns that circled the middle of the fortress. The
scientific detective had speculated that the Countess had been melting down the
weapons for… well, he wasn’t too clear on that point. Casey knew that Lash’s
hyper-intelligence led him to make deductions faster
than others, though he didn’t always share his thoughts.


When working with Lynn Lash, Casey always seemed to find
himself playing catch up -- as he was now, crawling behind Lash and Clara down
the narrow opening.


He slid out into a dark, windowless
room. Casey reached into his pocket to retrieve his lighter hoping to shed some
light upon the situation, but Lash grabbed him by the wrist.


“Not a good idea,” he whispered harshly. “This is the
munitions depot.”


Casey nodded, uncertain if Lash could see him.


“Where’s she keeping the scientists, Mr. Lash? Where ‘s Dr.
Phillips?”


Clara had spoken up for the first time. Casey was startled,
but Lash took it in stride. “Here’s the plan. You and Casey will find Phillips,
Washington and Lemm and get them out of here. I
suspect they’re on this level, at the opposite end of the ring. It was used as
an armory, but it has access to the chimney and ventilation system. That would
be the likeliest place to build a lab.”


“We’ll head there and secure the prisoners,” Casey said. “Meanwhile, what’ll you do?”


He could hear Lash cocking his gun in the darkness. “I’m
going to find the Countess and end this.”


 


 


Chapter Seven


The Countess


 


After taking leave from Lash, Casey gripped his weapon
tightly and hugged the wall as he moved along the
corridor. He had half expected to face a legion of guards patrolling the
hallways with leather boots and rifles, but the hallway was deceptively calm
and quiet.


Clara, to her credit, followed his every step.


Thanks to Lash’s directions, Casey
was fairly certain he could find the scientists’ location. And, as he rounded
the hallway, he realized he had.


After all, why else would a door have two large, burly men
in crisp white suits armed with high-powered rifles standing guard?


Casey fired two quick shots,
dropping one guard with a headshot and wounding the other in the left shoulder,
before ducking back behind the curve of the wall.


“Get down!” He shouted at Clara. To her credit, she did --
and just in time, as the remaining guard opened fire.


Bullets dinged off the wall, and Casey cursed himself for
failing to take out the second man with one shot. The strangeness of the
situation was starting to affect him.


If he survived this, he’d take a long, well deserved
vacation.


Casey dropped low and skidded
across the floor, sliding out into full view of the startled guard, who held
his gun in his right hand while reaching for a wall phone with his wounded left
arm. The burly thug looked at Casey with a mix of rage and shock, as if he had
not expected the attack.


The guard was even more shocked when Casey put a bullet
between his eyes.


The thug’s body slumped and slid down the wall, leaving a
bloody streak. He dropped the handset as a vacant stare replaced his look of
confusion.


“Help me find the keys,” Casey
commanded. Clara, shaking slightly, rose from her crouch and moved next to the
bodies. After a few seconds, she retrieved a janitor-sized ring of keys from
the first man’s jacket and handed them to Casey.


He nodded and, seconds later, opened the hatch.


Casey readied his weapon, entered the room…


… and a massive weight slammed into the back of his head.
He could feel his body crumpling to the ground, the world receding from sight.


Then he felt nothing but darkness.


 


*****


 


Lynn Lash felt no need for
stealth, only speed. This case had interrupted his latest experiment,
endangered the lives of him and his friends, and dragged him across the globe,
in the process dredging up memories long forgotten. Once, he never thought he’d
see Dr. Linda Lemm again, but now he desired nothing
else.


Lash did not fear the Countess. After departing from his
colleagues he headed directly for the central staircase. It would take him to
the main level, where he was certain the Countess dwelled. He would take the
fight to her.


As Lash exited the stairwell, he was immediately accosted
by a pair of armed guards, large, shapeless men with rifles and neatly pressed
suits. They shouted and gesticulated, and Lash held his arms aloft, his gun in
a loose, upside-down grip of surrender.


“Take me to your leader,” Lash said through gritted teeth.


 


*****


 


The so-called Countess was indeed ensconced in this aquatic
fortress cum Palace of Versailles. Her throne room – and, after seeing the
layout of the chamber, Lash could describe it with no
other word – was blindingly lavish. Clearly her ultimate goal was to recreate
her pseudo-royal reign in the heart of the United Kingdom, but for now, she had
made the most of her fortress control room.


It was an enormous oval, with a high, arching, crystalline geodesic dome of a ceiling, with dozens of
triangular glass panels, welded together with strips of gleaming steel. The
night shone down through the skylight, twinkling across the lush floor. Lash could see it was covered
with dozens of individual carpets, as if the woman
had emptied the bazaar at Casablanca and covered the room in priceless
tapestries.


Along the sides of the chamber were dozens of pieces of
art: full marble sculptures of men and women in lewd positions and abstract
pieces in basalt and obsidian. There were paintings
as well, lurid, colorful splashes of raw emotion bursting off of canvases
crammed into elaborate dark wood frames.


The centerpiece of the room was the woman herself. The
Countess Clementine Cromwell perched, sneering, on a
genuine honest-to-goodness throne.


It was large and industrial, all chrome and polished steel,
looking more like a mirror than a golden chair of yore. It was replete with
silken, plush cushions, blood red and elaborately embroidered.


The woman herself, though, was
gaudiest of all.


Lash had met her once, briefly, long ago, and she had
changed little. Her pale blue eyes were her most striking feature, piercing out
from pinched lids festooned with long, curled lashes. Her face was red and
rosy, replete with an abundance of freckles, tracing
out constellations across her cheeks. Her hair was long and coppery, curling
along her sides and down the back of the throne, nearly reaching the floor.


Perched atop her head was, of all things, a thin silver
tiara.


Then there was her dress. Lash
knew little of European fashion, but knew it was over-the-top. The lavender
dress was elaborate, with lace and pearls, whirls and tufts of gold and silver
fabric hither and yon, with lace ruffles that spread out around her like dozens of fragile wings.


“Lynn Lash. Welcome.”


Her voice was velvety, with the practiced inflection of a
moneyed, cultured woman. Her finishing school background was evident in her
elocution and diction.


“Nice to see you. I’ve been following your exploits lo these years, Countess.” Lash chose to call her by her
self-appointed title. Why ruffle her feathers now? “Where is it?” he asked,
bluntly.


“It?” She inquired, her tone rising in condescending
disbelief. “Did you mean to say ‘her’? She is here, you know. I could bring her to you. After all, she is the real reason
you came, is she not?”


As they spoke, a bald goon, dressed in the same pinstriped
suit as the man who had eluded Lash in New York moved into view and lumbered up
to Lash. Lash idly wondered if it was the same fellow. These henchmen tended to look alike,
after all. The grunt rifled through Lash’s jacket and removed the
scientific detective’s possessions -- his gun, his dazzler disk, his wallet and
handkerchief, and his small, polished flask -- showing
them to the Countess.


“Careful with that,” Lash commanded. “That flask contains
the fruits of my latest experiment, an obsession of mine for years now.”


The Countess’ eyebrows arched with curiosity. “I shall take
a closer look at it later, then.” She waved her hand
and the goon pocketed the items in his pinstriped jacket.


“Enough delay then, Lash. Let me bring you the one you
seek.” With a melodramatic clap, the Countess called to an unseen minion. A
moment later, one of the abstract paintings slid to one side and from the darkness behind it emerged yet another large, suited
man, dragging behind him a small slip of a woman.


It was, of course, Dr. Linda Lemm.


Lash’s breath caught in his throat as he laid eyes on her
for the first time in years. Though she was wan and
pale -- thinner than he recalled and clearly harrowed -- she was more beautiful
than ever. He locked eyes with her and she gave a tiny smile.


She was unharmed. Secure with that knowledge, Lash turned
his full attention to the matter at hand.


“You have the Mannite, I assume?”
The Countess grinned and gave a theatrical nod. “And I know your device is
operational. I’ve read of the fruits of your test in the newspapers.” This
elicited a less-amused nod from The Countess. “Tell me -- when do you plan to launch?”


At this, the Countess frowned. It was clear that Lash had
hit a nerve. She was accustomed to being the smartest person in any room,
always one step ahead of everyone else. Having Lash flaunt his genius and
detective skills in her face was rubbing her the
wrong way. She seemed about to comment, to spew venom at Lash when one of her
guards approached, whispering in her ear.


“Well, Mr. Lash. I believe, perhaps, it is best if we show rather than tell
you.” Her eyes flashed and, before Lash could respond,
the Countess continued. “But, of course, it would not be fitting for you to
witness the glory by yourself. Perhaps your friend can accompany us as well?”


She gave a shrill whistle and two black-suited thugs
entered the room through the empty picture frame,
dragging a purple bruise-covered Detective Sam Casey with them. “Lash! Clara
sold us out! That kid had a deal all along. She traded us and a hunk of rock
for her mentor. She, Phillips and Washington must be halfway to the Isle of
Wight by now!”


Lash frowned. Phillips and
Washington were out of harm’s way so that, at least, was good news, but there
was only one commodity Clara could have traded for the scientists.


“You must have all the Mannite you need now,” Lash said
flatly.


As if in response to his query,
the larger of the two suited thugs handed the Countess a small cylinder. She
unscrewed the cap and gazed inside, her eyes sparkling with just a hint of
madness. “You verified it, of course.” It was a statement, not a question, and
the goon nodded enthusiastically in response.


The Countess turned to Lash, his full attention was now on
Casey, who was battered and embarrassed, but also angry and energized. “Well,
Lash. It looks like you will have a chance to witness history. The first launch
of a man – or woman, I should say – made satellite
into orbit around the earth. Then, perhaps you will bear witness to the fall of
the British Empire, which should crumble by teatime tomorrow.”


To this, Lynn Lash, scientific detective, said nothing,
though his mind was already racing to formulate a
plan. He just hoped he’d have time to enact it and save the day before it was
too late.


 


 


Chapter Eight


The Craft


 


The setup was just as Lash had expected, and as Jules Verne
had predicted decades earlier. Verne had not, of
course, imagined that the world’s first spacecraft would be launched from an
immense platform on the top level of a giant fortress in the middle of the
English Channel. But, Lash thought idly, it was an ideal spot for “Operation
Breakaway,” which was the clue that had led him here
in the first place.


The uppermost level of the fortress was a sight to behold.
In the center, of course, was the crystalline
skylight that served as the ceiling of the Countess’ throne room. On the north
side of the platform was a landing area for
gyrocopters, and several of the crafts sat there now with women in navy
jumpsuits attending to their maintenance.


On the east side of the platform was a fully functional,
full-sized lighthouse. Lash idly wished that the beacon had been lit when he had approached earlier, but he supposed it would
have spoiled the element of surprise, for all the good that had done them.


Certainly the most prominent sight on the upper level of
the No Man’s Land fortress was the immense, bullet-like craft that dominated the southwestern segment of the structure. A
metal framework, replete with crisscrossed scaffolding fringed with ladders and
ropes, braced the craft. At the nose of the bullet, a large crane perched on a
narrow metal platform was loading a small, spiked
metal ball into a hollow cone.


Seeing the puzzled look on Casey’s face, Lash explained.
“That, if I am not mistaken, is the Doomsday Satellite, or whatever likely
alliterative term the Countess is using, being loaded onto a spacecraft.”


She nodded. “Indeed it is, and we
are nearly ready for launch. All we need is to insert this sliver of Mannite
into the appropriate slot in the satellite and then it will only be a matter of
counting down. I set the timer for one minute, though I hope to shrink that to 10 seconds for future launches.


“Now, if we only had someone who was knowledgeable enough
to take care of this final step for me – just in case there was a
miscalculation in the figures. After all, when I push the red button, I am not
entirely certain what will happen to anyone near that
nosecone. I, of course, will be present, safely behind the viewing partition I
built. I’ll have the finest seat to witness the greatest moment in human
history.” She gave another shrill whistle and, from inside of the lighthouse, two suited goons dragged the small, shuddering
form of Dr. Linda Lemm. Before Lash could speak, the Countess approached the
scientist and thrust the mineral into Lemm’s hand. As Lemm silently pled with
Lash with her green eyes, the Countess and two goons
took her by the arms and dragged her onto the wire elevator car.


“Enjoy the show, Lynn Lash,” the Countess cried in a
mocking tone as she pulled a lever, sending the car rising up toward the
nosecone.


As the car reached the halfway point, Sam Casey leapt into action.


The police detective took advantage of the distraction.
Everyone’s gaze was locked on the rising cage, thinking ahead to the coming
moment when the craft would lift off into the heavens, depositing the deadly
satellite in orbit and shifting the balance of
political power forever. But Sam Casey was not looking up. He was focused on
the goon that held him and, specifically, that man’s foot.


Casey smashed his heel down on the thug’s toes and drove
his elbow into the man’s gut. He spun and, as the
goon convulsed, Casey forcibly relieved him of his gun.


He put a single bullet through the man’s skull, then turned
and shot two more of the thugs dead even before they could draw their firearms.


“Go get ’em, Lash!” Casey cried, and the scientific detective knelt down next to the pinstripe-suited fellow
that Casey had just killed, the one who had looted Lash’s jacket earlier. Lash
took the man’s gun and removed two items from the thug’s pocket. Then he
sprinted to the scaffolding, ascending as fast as his
legs would take him even as the elevator basket reached the top of the
structure.


As Lash pumped his legs, he could hear the whiz of bullets
flying past his ears and pinging on the aluminum scaffolding. The goons firing
from above were getting closer. Lash had no choice
but to use his trump card.


He pulled out the disk he’d retrieved from the pinstriped
jacket and activated it, throwing his arm over his eyes to shield himself.


Lash knew the dazzling effect would only last for a short
duration, so he accelerated up the scaffold, banging
his knees and elbows in a blind rush. He arrived at the top of the structure,
100 feet from the surface of the fortress, more than 200 feet from the roiling
waters below.


He gripped his trusty gun and plugged the two dazzled henchmen in their brainpans with a pair of precise
shots.


Lash reached toward Dr. Lemm, who had fallen back into the
elevator basket, rubbing her eyes, the empty cylinder next to her. She had
placed the Mannite in the satellite, and Lash could see that the Countess held a control box with a small red button in one
dainty hand. She stood in front of a steel and glass viewing chamber, ready to
enter it. If she did, she would be safe from harm, and Lash would be unable to
touch her.


But first, the Countess was ready
to blow off Linda Lemm’s head.


“Surprised, Lash?” the Countess asked, her gaze clear. “I
have a remarkably resilient constitution.”


Lash froze. He could not risk the life of the woman he had
once loved. The thought shocked him – he had never
admitted that fact to himself, but he knew it to be true. Lash also knew he
could not let the Countess get behind the barrier and push the button, for the
force of the launch would kill Dr. Lemm and unleash the satellite’s power on
the world.


“Lash!”


The voice from below was Casey’s.
He had, apparently, bested the Countess’ goons and followed Lash up the
scaffolding.


“Hold, Casey!” Lash cried. He could not risk the man
bumbling into the situation and upsetting the precarious balance.


“Well, then, Countess,” Lash said
slowly. “It seems you have the upper hand here. If I move, you shoot Dr. Lemm.
If I don’t move, you get to safety, activate the button and Lemm dies as the
satellite launches.”


“You are outsmarted, Lash,” she said smugly. “Not a
pleasant feeling is it?”


Lash shook his head. “Indeed it is not. You win.” With
that, he tossed his gun into the water below. “Let Dr. Lemm go and you can
ignite the engines from the safety of that room.”


“I never thought I would hear the great Lynn Lash admit
defeat. It takes courage for a man such as you to
show humility. For that, you may have what you desire.” The Countess nodded
curtly and Dr. Lemm, recovered from the dazzle ray, stumbled toward Lash. He
held her eyes for a moment, and then whispered in her ear. She nodded and climbed down the scaffolding to where Casey
stood, one level below.


Once Lemm was clear of the nosecone, the Countess smiled,
slipped into the chamber, pulling the button through a small slot in the door.
She pushed the red button triumphantly, and the very
earth seemed to roar with excitement, as one of its own was about to break free
from the shackles of gravity.


The Countess gazed in triumph at what she had wrought and,
in that split second, Lash acted. He reached into his pocket and, by the time the Countess had returned her attention to him, Lash
held the small metal flask he had retrieved from the pinstriped goon.


Lash held the flask as the engines raged below him and the
wind whipped across his brow. He gazed at the Countess, unblinking.


He unscrewed the cap.


Throwing caution to the wind, The Countess stepped out of
the viewing chamber, her red hair snapping in the breeze. She aimed her gun at
Lash. As she did so, Lash tipped the flask at a severe angle, just a fraction
of an inch from emptying its contents.


“Contained in this flask is my life’s work. I’ve protected
it all the way from New York for a contingency such as this. If you shoot me,
or if you do not do exactly as I say, I empty the contents into that flaming
mess below, and heaven help any of us if that
happens.”


Casey gazed up from where he stood, protectively poised in
front of Dr. Lemm. He shouted upward. “He’s not bluffing, Cromwell!”


The Countess glanced down at Casey, then looked to Lash,
and the scientific detective tipped the flask a few
degrees more toward the horizontal. She gazed into Lash’s eyes, and to her, the
Abyss gazed back.


Then her face fell; she dropped her weapon, which clattered
on the metal walkway, and she thumbed the red switch once more. The enormous
engines groaned, but calmed and eventually fell
silent. Then she dropped the controller, and it, too, fell 200 hundred feet,
dropping into the English Channel far below them.


She cast her eyes to her feet and glanced back at the
viewing chamber. If she could get inside, the two
sides would be at an impasse.


But Casey was too fast for that. He immediately climbed up
the steps, kicked the weapon away, and bound The Countess’ arms before she
could escape to safety. Lash recapped the flask, tucking it back into his hip pocket. Then he leapt down to the level below and
gathered Linda Lemm into his arms, enjoying a long-delayed embrace.


 


 


Chapter Nine


The Cruise


 


“Well, Lash?” Casey asked as they sat on the deck of the
ocean liner. They’d agreed to take a leisurely journey
back to the United States as celebration for a job well done. Dr. Lemm had
pulled a few strings to convince The Prime Minister to call the police
commissioner and forgive Casey’s leave of absence. Now he was enjoying a gin
and tonic and watching the sun set over the Atlantic.


“Well, what, Casey?” The scientific detective was using the
fading rays of the sunlight to read some newspaper or another. That was Lynn
Lash – always learning.


“Where to start? How about this? You sent Rickey and Red
home on the first plane, yet you bought Dr. Linda
Lemm a ticket to join us on this steamer.”


“And?” asked Lash, the epitome of coy.


“And, Lash, I demand to know your intentions with the
lady!”


The scientific detective did not even raise his eye from
the newspaper. “She’ll be conducting a lecture at
Columbia about the properties of Mannite. I’ve arranged everything. And, if she
chooses, I presume they would be able to find a teaching position for her.”


“But what about this voyage, Lash? Surely there is romance
in the air?”


He lowered the paper and glared at the policeman. “Is that
all you have for me, Casey? I have research to conduct, you know.”


Casey shook his head. “Well, then? What about Clara and the
others?”


“Phillips and Washington will return to their posts, slightly traumatized but none the worse for wear. The girl,
though, will never work with any scientist of note ever again.”


“She got off easy. She hit me on the head! She should be in
jail.” Lash said nothing, so Casey continued. “One final question, then, Lash. Were you really going to blow yourself – and all of us --
up in order to stop the launch of the Countess’ satellite machine?”


“You saw for yourself that the Countess’ own self destruct
mechanism took care of eliminating the danger for good. It destroyed the prototype rocket and the satellite, plus all of the
research. And I was pleased that when Red and Ricky saw the conflagration on
the upper level, they were smart enough to radio to the navy for backup. I
imagine the British government has a laundry list of
charges against each and every member of the Countess’ crew, her most of all.”


Lash closed the paper he was reading and turned to Casey.
“I suppose someone will buy that fortress, perhaps turn it into a resort in a
time of peace, but for now, well, the Countess can
try to save herself. Perhaps the sale can pay for her barrister fees.”


“You know what I mean, Lash! Up there, on the scaffold, you
were willing to take that explosive you’ve been carrying this whole time –
endangering us all, by the way – and blow yourself
and the Countess to high heaven – not to mention me!”


And then, Lash did something entirely unexpected. He
smiled.


He pulled the infamous flask from out of his jacket and
unscrewed the top. “Oh, you mean this? My greatest experiment?”


Casey recoiled a bit from the
deadly liquid and nodded uneasily. He hoped Lash had steady hands.


And then Lash’s steady hands brought the flask to his lips
and he took a swig.


Casey leapt from his seat and let out a gasp, flinching,
not sure what to expect.


What he did not anticipate was a
deep, throaty laugh from Lash.


“’Twas a bluff, my friend!” He wiped his mouth on his
sleeve and proffered the flash to Casey. “This is my greatest invention.” He
nodded, gesturing for Casey to drink.


The liquid passed his lips. It
was warm and tasted like…


“Apple Pie. Truly my finest creation. I’m also working on
Red Velvet and Araby Spice. I imagine applications involving ice cream, but who
knows? But the Countess had no way of knowing it was merely an artificial
flavor and not a deadly explosive.”


Casey sat back in his deck chair with an overwhelming sense
of relief. “It’s quite possible you’re mad, you know that, Lash?”


The scientific detective cocked his head to the side for a
moment, as if considering the question. “Perhaps I
am, Casey.” He paused. “Maybe something in more of a mocha?”


And the two men laughed heartily as the sun set over the
North Atlantic.


 


END











THE PROMETHEUS EFFECT


By Teel James Glenn


 


 


Prologue


Horror in the Harbor


 


There are those that say the Staten Island Ferry is the biggest bargain in New York City. There tourists and visitors can
see the whole of the city laid out before them in a panoramic sweep for only a
nickel.


The ferry departs Manhattan from the Staten Island Ferry
Whitehall Terminal at the very southern tip of
Manhattan to arc across the harbor, turning to glide past the majestic Statue
of Liberty and dock at the St. George Ferry Terminal on Richmond Terrace on
Staten Island. The trip takes about twenty minutes. Service is provided 24
hours a day, 365 days a year as reliable and on time
as a Swiss watch or the Brooklyn Dodgers.


Considering the thousands and thousands of trips it made,
the ferry had a remarkable record of safety, until a warm summer afternoon in
1933 when hell came to New York Harbor in the form of
a cloud.


There were only a few fluffy clouds hanging lazily in the
clear blue when the ferry Grant Stockbridge pulled out of the slip at Battery
Park headed across the calm waters. There were 800 passengers and 25 crew on
board and twenty cars in the lower deck, one of which
was a private ambulance.


In the wheelhouse Captain Jay Roman smoked a pipe while
humming softly to himself. He watched the harbor ahead of him with eyes that
had traveled the same course for ten years, literally thousands of times, yet he never found it dull. There was the routine, of
course, but New York Harbor was always alive with shipping and even
occasionally flotsam that crossed the path of the ferry.


On the passenger decks the locals much ignored the passing spectacle of the panoramic view in favor of reading
newspapers and pulp magazines or nodding off for a little afternoon shut eye. The tourists were at the rails,
ogling at the splendor of the Big Apple.


One person who fit into neither group was Professor Arron Alters. He was a grey haired figure in an ill-fitting
suit that stood nervously near the stern of the ship on the car deck, looking
back toward Manhattan. Pacing with him were two men in tailored suits who kept
glancing around at the other passengers. One of them
carried a brown leather briefcase, a silvered handcuff bracelet securing it to
his left wrist.


“Professor,” one of the men, a clean-cut man in his
twenties, said. “There is nothing to worry about; we have secret service agents
on each deck. You are perfectly safe.”


“Easy for you to say, young man,” the professor said. “The
papers your friend has in that case are the result of several colleagues’
sacrifices. It could be the key to making my discovery a viable deterrent
weapon for our government.”


“I understand, Sir,” the man said, “ which is why we were
all assigned to you and will stay with you when you return to your laboratory
at Sailor Snug Harbor until you finish your work and are ready to move it to
Washington.”


The elder man seemed to sag inside
a little bit. “Yes, moving to Washington. I suppose that will be best; but I
have become quite a creature of habit; I like my little refuge on the island.”
He leaned against the stern railing and looked out. His face lit in a ghost of
a smile.


“It was all so much simpler when
my work was theoretical, you know, Agent Hancock? Before your friend Mister
Fortier had to carry my secrets in that case chained to his wrist. Then it was
like looking at clouds as a child, seeing shapes in them, dragons and such.” He shielded his eyes from the glare of the afternoon
sun off the water and glanced up at a full cloud.


“That one, for instance,” he continued. “So dark and
ominous on this clear day; but its shape could be a battleship or perhaps an
ancient fortress with its dark protrusions.” He
scratched his wrist. It was suddenly itchy. “Yes,” he continued, “it was all so
much simpler when the world was still horrified by the Great War and thoughts
of another were too terrible to contemplate. Now, it seems the mind of man which thirsts for struggle is reasserting itself.”


The clean cut Agent Hancock moved to stand beside the
scientist. “I agree, Sir, that it would be a better world if cloud gazing only
brought on elephants and castles, but you yourself saw a battleship in that one. Men’s minds are not the problem; great minds
like yours will always dream and improve the world. It is men’s hearts that are
flawed and turn them to evil.” He rubbed his neck in a self-conscious gesture
that became more insistent until he placed both hands
to rub.


“Your words are kind, young man,” the professor said. “But
my guilt for conceiving this thing I have is only assuaged by knowing our
government would never-“ He rubbed his wrist again and now found himself
scratching up his forearm. He looked up at the agent
with a look of astonishment on his face.


“What is it, Professor?” Hancock asked. He was now almost
clawing at his neck where the skin itched.


The scientist in answer pointed back toward the car deck of
the boat. People were exiting their vehicles and each
one of them seemed to be preoccupied with scratching or rubbing some part of
their anatomy. Some were frantic in their movements, twisting and writhing with
the desperation of a person fighting off a swarm of bees.


“What is it?” Hancock repeated.
He was pulling at his tie now to loosen the knot and opening his shirt to rake
his fingernails across his neck and shoulders. His fellow Fed also evidenced
discomfort and the two men exchanged puzzled and worried looks.


The same scene was playing out
across the ferry. Everywhere the passengers and crew were squirming and
wriggling in discomfort that quickly became pain. Cries of “What is happening,”
and “I’m on fire!” The efforts of the victims to find relief grew more extreme
as the pain became agony for many. Some tore their
clothes off to let air at the site of the annoyance. Some splashed water or
soda pop on the spots to address their distress.


In the wheelhouse Captain Roman’s skin felt as if it had
been dipped in boiling oil. He clawed at his uniform
tunic and tried to keep his concentration on steering the vessel at the same
time. Even his eyes felt rubbed raw as if he had been staring into the sun. After a while, the captain could
not see at all, but he knew The Grant Stockbridge was
approaching the slip at St. George and he had to reverse engines or the ferry
would slam into the piers with deadly force


The screams of those on the ferry were deafening now. Men,
women and children crying in confused horror, tearing at their own flesh in a quest for surcease of their suffering. Some flung themselves over the
side of the boat in a desperate attempt to ease the agony and put out the
imagined fires they felt. Many drowned from their efforts, exchanging prolonged
agony for a short but hideous alternative.


On the aft car deck Professor Arron Alters tugged at his
jacket to rub his skin but his concern was for those around him. He turned to the two Federal men
and said, “Someone has done it! They have the Exciter; it’s The Prometheus
Effect!”


The two Secret Service agents
writhed on the deck while the scientist forced himself upright, his burning
eyes watering, and groped along the railing. “I have to tell someone!” he cried
out to no one in particular.


The professor had not gone five feet before he was presented with a new horror; a figure lumbered
toward him through the rows of cars. It was a man swathed from head to foot in
gauze bandages and carrying a red fire axe taken from the wall of the ship.


The shambling figure was doubled over and seemed incapable of walking in a straight line, but he came
inexorably at the professor with the axe raised.


Alters, who could barely see by this time for the burning
sensation in his eyes, tried to back away from the mummy-like apparition. His legs failed him and he fell.


“No!” Agent Hancock cried. The suffering Federal agent
forced himself to his hands and knees and tried to crawl to his charge. He
pulled his pistol from his shoulder holster but the contact with the metal of
the weapon was like grabbing a hot iron and he
dropped the gun.


The shambling figure came on until he stood over the fallen
scientist. He raised the axe just as the ferry slammed into the pilings of the
St. George landing at flank speed with the force of an explosion and a chorus
of horrified screams.


Few noticed the dark grey lonely cloud as it slowly drifted
north away from the scene of horror, blood and chaos and those that didn’t and
couldn’t care anymore.


 


 


Chapter One


Look Who Makes House Calls…


 


Lynn Lash was in his private laboratory on the twentieth floor of an exclusive building on Fifth
Avenue when his secretary Rickey Dean put through an important phone call from
his old newspaperman friend Al Cord. It was not a social call.


“It’s a big scoop, Lynn,” the deep voiced Cord said. “You have to get down to Battery Park right away; a ferry
has crashed!”


“That’s terrible,” the lanky criminologist said, “but how
can I be of use? The fire department, the police and Coast Guard are certainly
responding.”


“And the Secret Service,” the reporter interrupted. “Not to mention the local D.O.I. boys are all scrambling
to get there. My pal at the Staten Island Advance is on the scene and says
there is something very wrong with this; it’s not a normal nautical crash. Also there was some big wig named Alters on the ferry and-“


“Professor Arron Alters?” Lash asked. His high tanned
forehead wrinkled in concern. He set down the beaker of chemicals he was
working on and started
to remove his work apron.


“Yes,” Al Cord said. “I think that was his name. Anyway- the Secret Service boys were attacked in some way, but
I don’t have much else.”


Lash turned off the Bunsen burner and set his beaker aside
as he spoke. “I’ll meet you at Battery Park in fifteen minutes, Al. I’ll have
Rickey radio ahead to have a speedboat waiting for
us. ”


The laboratory, a converted apartment covering several
large rooms, was actually several different laboratories, each devoted to one
of the disciplines the ace criminologist studied. He rolled down the sleeves on
his white shirt, then went to a clothes hook on the
wall from where he removed a leather double shoulder holster. He checked the
two .38 caliber pistols, then donned a dark suit jacket that was so well
tailored that neither gun showed.


Lash went straight to the secret elevator across the laboratory that led to the fifth floor office
that most people thought was his real sanctum. The elevator disgorged him into
a small sham laboratory that was a mirror-in-miniature of his upstairs lab.
Once there Lash flicked a switch that brought a small
television to life. The screen showed the outer office where his ever efficient
secretary-girl Friday Rickey Dean sat at her desk doing paperwork.


“All looks normal,” Lash thought. “Good,’ he said aloud.
Then he hit an intercom switch. “Hi, Rickey,” Lash
said. “Thanks for sending through that rush call from Al. There has been some
sort of disaster down at South Ferry. Call Red and tell him to get the car
ready to roll, and then see if you can get Captain Collins to loan me a speed
boat to get to Staten Island.”


The criminologist was already darting purposely around his
lab and had secured a small suitcase that contained his general investigation
kit. “Stay by the radio-phone, I may have you bring something down once I know
the nature of things.”


The lanky scientist was at the door now and he tripped a
magnetic lock so that the portal swung open. “Any other calls while I was
upstairs?” Lynn asked as he strode across the small outer office to the
electric water fountain where he took a long cool drink.
He watched the bubbles in the large glass water tank as he bent down almost
double because of his height with his mind already going through many possible
scenarios that could cause a ferry to crash.


He looked up at Rickey and flashed a quick smile to the boyish girl that she returned. “Nothing that can’t wait,” she
said. Without being asked she pulled a long thin banded cigar from the humidor
on her desk, bit off the end, lit it, and gave it a single puff before holding
it up for her employer. “I’ll have lunch sent up so
I’ll be here by the phone.”


“Good girl,” the lanky criminologist said. He took the
cigar from her and took a long puff on it. Before he opened the outer door he
paused. Next to the door was a small photograph of Lash receiving the key to the city. Lynn slid the picture aside to reveal the
one-way glass behind it that revealed the hall outside. “I’ll let you know
what-“He began, then saw the elevator at the end of the hall open to reveal two
strange figures.


They were two men dressed head to
foot in long rubber raincoats and rubber boots, which in itself was odd
considering the mild weather, but they were also holding long metal rods that
were connected to some strange backpacks. As Lynn watched, the two stopped to
put on chainmail hoods and the criminologist noticed
that they wore chainmail gloves as well. One of the men pointed his metal rod
at the reinforced steel door of the office.


“Quick, Rickey,” Lash ordered. “Turn that table over and
get behind it.”


“What?”


“Now!” He didn’t wait for her to
react but raced across the room to grab the petite girl up and fling her over
behind the table he upended just as the hall door exploded inward.


The air suddenly smelled metallic and acrid, and tingled
with static electricity.


The two masked men burst through
the doorframe with their rods held before them. “Come on out, Lash and we’ll make
it quick!” One of them called out. “Don’t make us hunt you or it’ll go worse
for you.”


“I’m right here, boys!” Lash yelled as he popped up from
behind the overturned oak table with a .38 in each
hand. Before either man could react he fired two shots from each revolver, but
his shots missed the two men, passing them to shatter the reservoir of the
water cooler.


There was a strange whine from the packs on the men’s backs and Lynn ducked behind the thick table just as the
two men discharged their weapons at him.


The table actually moved back as the sizzling charge of
blinding electricity leapt from the rods into the surface of the table. The
table erupted into flame immediately.


Rickey screamed and huddled into a ball beside Lash.


The criminologist sprang up again but this time his four
shots were not aimed at the bodies of the men. He shot them in their feet!


The men screamed in pain, almost doubling over but still managed to point their rods at the criminologist again.


Lash’s next act seemed insane; he kicked the table that had
shielded he and Rickey over onto its top, extinguishing the flames, so that the
legs stuck straight up, then grabbed the girl and jumped onto it.


The two intruders depressed the triggers to discharge their
lightning weapons. Instantly they screamed and jumped in place, their heads
violently whipping about. The room was full of a sizzling sound and the air
smelled like burnt bacon.


Both intruders made strange,
inhuman moans then abruptly stopped moving and collapsed in the pool of water
from the cooler.


“You can open your eyes now, Rickey,” Lash said. “These
fellows won’t be destroying any more doors.”


The girl sat up and looked at the chaos of the office. The two hooded men were motionless with the water
around their bodies hissing and bubbling.


“Are they-?”


“Quite dead,” the criminologist said.


“How?” The boyish girl said as she started to standup and
step off the inverted wooden table, but Lash yelled
to stop her .


“Wait a few minutes until the water from the cooler drains
completely,” He said. The water was already seeping into the parquet wooden
floor of the office.


“What happened?” Rickey sniffed at the acrid air and made a
face.


“When I saw them in the hall with
those rods and backpacks- which are some sort of high voltage dynamos or
storage batteries,” Lash said, “I knew right away what the nature of the attack
would be.”


While talking, Lash spryly jumped from the overturned table
to Rickey’s desk without touching the water on the
floor. He lifted her chair and moved it to the front of the desk where he used
it to climb to a space between the two fallen men.


“They wore rubber boots to avoid being grounded,” he
continued. “ I assumed they had body armor under
those coats so I took the indirect route to get them. I shot the cooler with my
first barrage and then opened their boots to the water with my second. That
destroyed their grounding and allowed the electricity to complete the circuit
through their bodies. To put it bluntly they fried
themselves.”


“That’s disgusting, Boss.”


“Not pleasant, for sure,” the criminologist said. Using a wooden ruler he had taken
from Rickey’s desk, Lash poked the backpacks of the two would-be assassins and
was rewarded with a click, turning them off.


“It’s safe to step off the table now,” he said.


“How come we weren’t killed like they were?” The girl asked
as she took a tentative step from the charred table.


“You can thank our liking for traditional furniture,” Lash answered. “I’m glad we kept that old table when we
redecorated last year; Red was all for modern chrome and steel but I think that
nice nonconductive wood was just the thing to keep us alive.”


Lash pulled the hoods off the men but did not recognize
either of them.


“Better call Casey and have him come over here to deal with
this,” Lash said as he picked up his suitcase. “And lock yourself inside that
lab until Sam himself shows up; we can’t be sure that these are the only two.”


“Where are you going?” Rickey
asked as she went into the lab.


“I still have a boat to catch,” Lash said. “And these two
have already made me late to meet Al.”


 


 


Chapter Two


The Staten Island Mummy


 


“Are you sure Rickey is alright?” Al asked Lash as the
Coast Guard speedboat pulled up to the shore of the
ferry dock on Staten Island.


“For the fifth time, Al,” Lash said with a wry smile on his
handsome face, “I spoke to her on the radio phone just before I met you. Casey and a squad were with her.
She says Hi, by the way.”


The statement made the stocky,
dark haired reporter smile back. “So you think these human sparklers were
connected to some case you’re working on?”


“I don’t know,” the lanky criminologist admitted. “I have
nothing active at the moment. And I can’t imagine it has to do with-“ Lash was stuck speechless by the site of the Grant
Stockbridge as it came into view.


Disaster was not nearly a strong enough word to describe
the chaos and horror of the crash site. Fire and rescue units from all over
Staten Island, the other five boroughs of New York
and nearby New Jersey towns were arriving but could not begin to control the
mass confusion or terror of the survivors.


The ferry itself was a twisted wreck, half sunk at the slip
with oil and debris from the shattered craft creating a wide umbra around it. The wounded were laid out on the shore
where the army of aid workers tended to them.


Local residents who had seen or heard the disaster had
swarmed the St. George docks and the police were so overwhelmed that they
gladly accepted the help from the civilian populace.


Lynn Lash stood, his keen calculator-like mind taking in
the entire scene.


“It looks like a bomb went off,” Al whispered.


Lash shook his head in disagreement. “For this level of
destruction the ferry had to strike at full speed,”
he said with disgust. “So I would venture to guess this is no accident.”


“We know it wasn’t,” a deep voice caused the criminologist
to turn. The figure that spoke was square jawed and dressed in a well-tailored
suit somewhat askew from the obvious relief efforts.


“One or more of your G-men were onboard, Rex?”


“You are well informed, as usual, Lynn,” the Federal man
said. He shrugged.


“I have my source right here.” Lash said, “Al Cord, meet
Rex Bennet, regional supervisor for the United States Secret Service. Al is a reporter, Rex.”


The stocky newsman and the tall government man shook hands.


The Federal man looked meaningfully at Lash. “I’m sure
Mister Cord will excuse us for a few minutes?”


The reporter took the hint and saluted the two men. He
darted off into the maelstrom to begin getting the
story.


“He can be trusted, Rex,” Lash said.


“I’m sure, Lynn, but you’ll see why things are a bit touchy
in a minute. Come with me I have someone you should talk to.”


“I understand Professor Alters was also on board?” Lash asked. “Under guard?


“For all the good it did,” Bennet said with annoyance and a
little anger in his voice “The professor was taken.”


“Kidnapped?”


“Yes,” Bennet said. “It seems all this horror was just to take
him.”


Lash worked to keep his own emotions
in check. “What exactly did your men do to protect him?”


“One of my men is dead,” Bennet said with an edge to his
tone. “Killed with three strokes of a fire axe off the wall of the ship. Then
the killer used the axe to cut off Agent Fortier’s hand to take the briefcase holding Alters’ papers.”


The last statement shook the normally cool and collected
Lynn Lash. The criminologist’s handsome features took on a dark cast. “What is
it that he had in the case?”


The federal man set his jaw. “If it was anyone but you, Lash I’d have to give an evasive answer. But, as
it is-and mind you it is only as I understand it- it was something to do with a
communication breakthrough. You know he was a brilliant radio specialist. I
actually came up here as an advance man for the
President’s visit and really wasn’t the agent in charge of the professor’s
case. That was Fortier. He was our best, the original strong silent type.”


“I collaborated with Alters several years ago,” Lash said. “His ideas were
revolutionary.
He was a good, simple man and a good friend, who suffered quite a
shock last year when his wife Hannah passed away after a long illness.”


“We’ve had men with him twenty four /seven for weeks
because his colleagues in the field, Doctor Johnson and Professor Hulse, both
died in the last few months. We suspected but couldn’t prove foul play,” the
Federal man continued. “Hulse was electrocuted-by accident we thought at first-
and Johnson tossed himself off a building after some sort of fit. Now I am
convinced they were no accidents.”


Lash told Bennet of the two men with the lightning weapons.
“That tears it, Lynn,” Bennet said. “I’m officially asking you in on this.”


“Couldn’t keep me out if you tried,” Lash smiled. “Someone
has attacked my friend and I suspect, tried to kill
me; it seems too much a coincidence for both things to happen at once.” Then he
added ominously, “I will see this through to its finish.”


The two men moved through the turbulent mass of rescuers
and victims to where an aid station had been set up. The surviving Secret Service agents including the one that had been with
the scientist were recovering.


“It’s the darndest thing,” the doctor on duty said when
Lash questioned him. “Everyone said they experienced horrid burning sensations
but not a single person is actually burned.” He shook
his head in bewilderment. “There are a number of scratches where many of the
victims actually clawed at their skin to the point of mutilation, but no actual
burns on anyone.”


“He’s right,” Agent Hancock said from a stretcher. He was bandaged on one arm and had cold compresses on
his eyes and forehead. “It was like somebody held a blowtorch to my skin. Even
my eyes.” His voice was choked with emotion. “I’m sorry, Mister Bennet, I feel
like such a fool-but even when that mummy came after
Ron with the fire axe I just couldn’t move—the pain—“ He went on to describe in
detail what had occurred and the scientist’s exclamation about his invention,
“The Exciter” being used. When he finished he sobbed like a boy. His boss put a
surprisingly gentle hand on his shoulder and spoke
quietly.


“It’s alright, son,” Bennet said. “No one could have done
more.”


Lash and the federal man walked back toward the shattered
ferry. “What was this mummy business your man spoke about?” Lash asked.


“I can answer that,” Al Cord
said. He joined the two men with a notebook in his hand and continued to
furiously write while he spoke. “According to several witnesses a man who was
heavily bandaged emerged from an ambulance on the car deck just as a dark cloud
passed over the ship. One witness particularly
remembered because she thought – and I quote “That poor man, I wondered if the
rain from such a dark cloud might wet his bandages. Just then the burning
effect struck everyone.” But of course, it did not rain. That
same bandaged man was later seen leaving the boat on foot after it crashed with
an older grey haired man in his company.”


“That has to be Arron,” Lash said.


“We have our people trying to get a line on who rented that
ambulance,” Bennet said. “Do any of your witnesses
say which way this mummy went?”


“In a black car up Richmond Avenue,” Cord said. He looked
up at the Federal man with an expectant expression and then at the
criminologist. “So what’s the verdict? Do I get an exclusive?”


“I will vouch for him, Rex,” Lash
said. “He is responsible and will divulge nothing to compromise national
safety.”


“Just run whatever you uncover by me.” The Federal man
handed a card to Cord.


“Well, then let me run this by you-“ he showed Bennet a set
of numbers in his notebook. “A witness gave me a
partial plate on that black sedan.”


“I’ll get it out on the airwaves.” Bennet said and took the
numbers down and handed them off to one of his men who stood near by.


“What’s next, Lynn?” Cord asked the criminologist.


Lash looked at the scene of the
cataclysm and shook his head. “There is not much more we can do here and the
police are better equipped to follow up your clue, Al. Perhaps we can find some
clue at Arron’s laboratory.”


“Good idea, Lynn,” Bennet said. “I have to stay here to supervise.” He called to one of his men. “Gibson!
This is Lynn Lash- drive him where he needs to go and assist him in any way you
can.”


A blonde haired, corn fed Federal man in a now grimy suit
came at his commander’s call. He had small round-lens glasses and was freckled.


“The car is over here, Sir,” the agent said as he indicated
a dull grey coupe up the street.


“Where to, Sir?” Gibson asked once the three of them were
in the car.


“Sailor Snug Harbor along the Kill Van Kull on the north
shore,” Lash said. “Professor Alters has his
laboratory in one of the out buildings.”


Sailors' Snug Harbor was a collection of massive
19th-century buildings set in a park along the Kill Van Kull on the north shore
of Staten Island. It was a home for aged sailors and
was 83 acres. Opened in 1833, it was the country's first home for retired
merchant seamen.


The Secret Service agent drove the sedan though the open
front gate of the complex. It had a main ‘street’ but had something of the feel
of a campus or of a small-town square. The main
buildings were rows of pseudo-classical temple fronts, set side-by-side with
tiny connecting structures recessed behind the grand facades set in the
landscape of a park.


“Arron’s lab is that far building,” Lash said pointing to a
two story building separate from the rest by some
twenty yards. Beyond it was New York Harbor only two hundred feet away on the
other side of Richmond Terrace.


“Would the professor have left the lights on?” Al noted as
they pulled up outside the building.


“Not likely,” Lash said. “He has
been at that conference in Washington for a full week.” He drew a gun from his
holster and said, “Let’s go hunting, gents!”


 


 


Chapter Three


A Drive in the Country


 


Agent Gibson and Al Cord approached the house from the
front while Lynn Lash circled the building. “Just in
case things go bad, Mister Cord, “ the government man said, “I’m deputizing
you, Here-“ he offered a ‘spare’ gun to the newspaperman who gladly accepted
it. The two approached with their
guns drawn.


Gibson shouldered into the door
and immediately whoever was in the building unleashed a fusillade of gunshots.
The two lawmen dove aside and returned fire.


Lash debated heading back to help his friends but decided
he could do more by getting behind the intruders. He raced to the back of the house and was about to head in when he saw a dark
sedan parked just beyond some shrubs on Richmond Terrace. The failing light was
just enough to see the license plate on the car. It was the same one on the
suspect car that had kidnapped Alters.


The tall crimefighter changed strategies and moved up
behind the empty vehicle. He reached inside his jacket and produced a small
leather case that had a magnetic back. He placed the case under the back
bumper, pulled a small stopper and then rose to head
back toward the house.


The sound of gunfire within the house stopped. Lash just
managed to throw himself into some concealing greenery, when two figures darted
from the laboratory, rounded the far corner, and raced for the car.


Lash held back and watched as the
two dark suited gunmen jumped into the car and sent it speeding up Richmond
Terrace. .


Agent Gibson charged out of the house with his pistol
blazing but made it to the curb too late to stop the intruders. He almost shot Lynn Lash when the criminologist emerged from the brush.


“Save your ammunition, Mister Gibson,” Lash said. “That car
is armored.”


“You could have stopped them, Mister Lash,” the Secret
Service man said.


“Yes, I could have,” Lash said, “But then we couldn’t have
followed them. Come on, let’s get moving.” Then he
noticed that the reporter had not emerged from the house. “Where is Al? Is he
alright?”


The Fed was about to speak when the newsman came out of the
laboratory building accompanied by an attractive blonde woman. She appeared flustered and was leaning on the husky reporter for
support.


“Lynn,” Al said, “This is Miss Norma Daniels; I found her locked
in one of the closets in the main hallway.”


“I was engaged to help Professor Alter with his research;
taking notes and straightening things,” the girl said
in a soft southern drawl. “I came back to meet him and get things organized for the
move to Washington. That’s when those horrible men-“She sobbed against Al’s
shoulder and he patted her on the back.


“We have to move quickly to catch
them,” Lash said. He moved past Al and the woman and headed straight to the
government car.


“You can’t leave me here,” the woman protested. “What if
those men come back; or there are others?”


“She’s right, Sir,” Gibson said. “One of us should stay with her to see that she is safe and search the house.
They can call Mister Bennet to send more men out.”


“I’m not staying behind,” Al said. “I can’t miss the story
of the decade!”


Lynn Lash ignored all their comments and removed his
investigation suitcase from the trunk of the sedan.
“Everyone in,” he said as he mounted a small searchlight on the side of the
passenger window. “We don’t have time to stay here and I think the young lady
should come with us.”


He climbed into the passenger seat and motioned for the Fed to drive. Al was not disappointed to be in the
back seat with the blonde girl.


“How can we follow them,” Gibson asked as he started the
car. “They have too much of a head start on us.”


“They would if I hadn’t put a tracing chemical on their car,” the criminologist said. “It drops a few grains of a
special mixture every few yards.”


“But how can we see something on the road at this hour?”
the girl asked from the safety of Al’s arms. “It’s so dark.”


“That will work for us,” Lash said. He donned large goggles and pointed at the cable that ran from his
suitcase to the spotlight on the door panel. “This is an ultraviolet light and
it makes certain substances fluoresce under its rays. My goggles will allow me
to see them unaided but this light should make them
visible to you.”


The Federal agent drove to where the intruders’ car had
been. Lash switched on the spotlight. There was no visible light from the
device but instantly a few glowing green spots appeared in the road.


“I can see them!” Agent Gibson exclaimed
as if he had won a prize. “And there are some more up there!”


“I’ll flash the light ahead as you drive,” Lash said.


“I’ll go as fast as I can, Mister Lash,” Gibson said. “Just
shine it as far ahead as you can.”


It was an easy trail at first with Richmond Terrace running parallel to the ocean and the spots of glowing
green clearly visible on the little traveled roadway.


“Seems like they are heading for the Goethals near the
Arthur Kill Rail Bridge,” Al called from the back seat.


He was right and in minutes the
trail led them over the unusual bridge with its high center span and into New Jersey. The
roads became more heavily traveled and it was then that Lash flipped a switch
on the side of the goggles.


“Why the goggles?” Al asked.


“They are experimental,” the
criminologist said. “The lenses amplify the faint light and will make it easier
to see the glow when we get to more traveled areas.”


“You really think of everything, Mister Lash,” the girl
said.


“I try to, Miss,” the criminologist said. “I try to.”


The pursuit continued for almost an hour, the full moon
rising to illuminate the roads when streetlights grew few and far between. The
spots of green became harder to see and were almost invisible to the naked eye
when the trail moved off onto more rural roads.


During most of the trip the girl and Al spoke sparingly,
with the reporter asking a few questions that got the full tale of her
adventure.


After a time the roads became rural in the extreme, dirt
tracks that showed rough usage and made locating the
green spots almost impossible. At last the trail ran out.


“What now, Mister Lash?” Gibson said. He stopped the car at
the side of the road leaving the motor running.


“The last visible sign of any of the tracer was half a mile
back,” Lash said as he pushed up his goggles.
“Whatever is left is being soaked into the ground. “


“There have been no turn offs so now it is anyone’s guess,”
Al offered.


“Then it’s a good vote for that farmhouse up ahead,” Lash
said. “The one with the silo next to it.”


“Shall we just drive up?” The
Federal agent asked.


“No,” Lash said, “I think stealth is the order of the
night.” He slipped out of the sedan and drew his pistols. “If we are lucky
Arron is in there and his safety has to be of paramount importance.”


“What about me?” the girl asked.
“I’m afraid to stay here alone.”


“I think you had better, Miss,” the criminologist said.
“You should be in no danger but it might be better to hide up in those bushes,
away from the car.”


The three men exited the car and drew their guns while the woman straightened her skirt.


“Mister Cord,” she said. “Won’t you stay with me?”


“It’s Al, doll,” the reporter said. “And as much as I would
like to stay with you, I agree with Lynn, we will need all hands on deck for
this.”


The pretty girl pouted but
nodded. “Can I have a gun at least?” she asked. “Just in case.”


Al looked at his own pistol, not sure what to do. The
Secret Service man came to the rescue.


“A gun is a dangerous thing, Ma’am,” Gibson said.


“I used to target shoot with my daddy,” the southern belle said. “I’ll only hit what I shoot at.”


The government man hesitated, looking unsure at Lash who
remained stoic. Gibson, almost reluctantly, said, “You’ll be safe here, I promise.”


The belle said, “Thank you, anyway, Sir.”


“We’ll be back as soon as we
can,” Al promised the pretty girl.


“Let’s go,” Lash whispered, “and keep your heads down;
these men are proven killers.”


“Wouldn’t it be better if we called Mister Bennet for back
up?” Gibson asked as the three men crept closer to the farmhouse.


“Yes,” Lynn said. “But it would
take us perhaps an hour to find a phone out here and many more before help
could reach us. Better to at least be sure and assess the level of danger to
Arron.”


The three moved forward.


“I’ve never been in a gunfight before tonight,” Gibson admitted sheepishly as they reached the black
car the intruders had driven. “Is it normal to be terrified of it happening
again?”


Al smiled. “I wouldn’t want to go into a gunfight with
anyone who wasn’t afraid.”


“We all know we are closing in on
a vicious and well-equipped gang, “Lash said with a grim smile. “I’m always
terrified in situations like this; but one soldiers on, eh?”


“Thanks,” the agent said and returned the criminologist’s
smile.


The three then proceeded in silence, each lost in their own thoughts.


 


 


Chapter Four


The Devil in the Sky


 


The car they had pursued was not the only one parked near
the farmhouse. There were three other cars and a panel truck where the three
pursuers could see them.


“There may be more cars around back,” Al observed.


“There are sure to be a lot of guys in there,” Gibson said,
his voice flat as he fought to keep his emotions in check.


“We still have to get a look inside and see if Arron is
really here,” Lash insisted. “Then we can send Al and the young lady back to call for help.”


“Why me?” Al asked. It was clear that as much as he liked
the girl’s company he didn’t like the idea of losing out on a big story. “Why
not just send her?”


“Gibson is a government man, so he has to stay,” Lash said.
“And besides, Al,” he whispered so Gibson could not
hear, “I know you’ll get the word out no matter what.”


The thought that the criminologist had such confidence in
him sobered the newsman. “Okay, Lynn.” He said, “let’s have a look inside and
see what is what.”


The three moved slowly and
carefully toward the house, making sure to stay out of sight from the windows.
There was movement inside. Several figures were active and talking, though in
hushed tones so only occasional words or phrases were clear.


“How much longer, Boss?” A gruff
voice from inside the farmhouse called to an unseen leader. “We’ve loaded
almost everything in the Prometheus. Everyone is ready to go.”


The response was muffled and the first speaker was suddenly
apologetic. “How was we supposed to know G-men were
gonna show up before we were done? But we got everything you sent us for.”


The reply went unheard because at that moment the sounds of
gunshots rang out from the tree line where they had left Norma Daniels.


“Oh Jehosephat!” Al was up and running back toward the car and the girl almost before the echo of the
three gunshots had died.


“Let’s go,” Lash called to the confused Federal man. “We’re
no good here now.” He took off running with long, loose-limbed strides and the
younger Gibson was hard pressed to keep up. Behind
them the sound of the gang pouring out of the farmhouse was like the beginning
of a war. There were curses and the sound of guns being cocked and bullets
flying as they spotted the running figures in the bright moonlight.


The stocky Al Cord flew like a
champion runner and made it back to their car barely out of breath. The girl
ran to him moments after.


“Oh Al,” she said in a breathy voice. “These two men came
out of nowhere and I screamed. They shot at me but I hid; you scared them off.”


“Where are they?” The reporter
whirled with his eyes on the woods.


Lynn Lash ran up to the pair and grabbed the reporter. “We
have to get out of here and now,” he said. “Get in the car.” He bodily picked up the petite
Norma Daniels and put her in the back seat. Gibson
had already started the engine.


Lash jumped on the running board as the car picked up
speed, dirt flying as the back wheels bit into the loose earth. Gunshots echoed
all around them with cries of “Get em!” only to be stopped by the same gruff
voice Lash had heard in the farmhouse. “You four keep
them moving, we’ll get to the ship; we’ll stop them from there.”


Gibson floored it and the sedan raced away under fire. The
night was so bright from the full moon that the headlights were hardly
necessary, which was good. The rough road was rutted
and bumpy, and at the speed they were moving the car was hard to control.


“We can try to outrun them, Mister Lash,” Gibson yelled as
he bent over the wheel in concentration. “But you better get inside, it’s gonna
get really bumpy.”


“Just drive, Gibson,” Lash said.


“It’s Walter, Mister Lash.”


“Then it’s Lynn, Walter, and step on it, I’ll hang on.”


The sound of cars in pursuit filled the air, along with
gunshots. Two cars were roaring down the road after Lash and his companions.


Lash, bent arm wrapped around the doorframe of the car,
fired back at the pursuers. Al leaned out the driver’s side and pumped lead at
the pursuers as well, trying to help Lash stop the pursuit.


“Think you can lose them, Gibson?” Al called.


“I don’t know,” the Fed said.
“This thing isn’t built for speed and I’m no Barney Oldfield but I’ll give it
the college try. Hang on!” The Fed suited action to word and the engine roared
again, lurching forward with an extra burst of speed.


The car rattled along making Lash
and Al’s accuracy in shooting capricious, but fortunately the road was such
that those in the chase cars had the same problem. Bullets whizzed by like a
swarm of hornets, diving into the chasse like a hailstorm.


The whole scene was illuminated
in stark detail by the gibbous moon, making it appear like afternoon on the
road ahead. It also made the shadows all the blacker so any divots in the road
were hard to see.


The three cars raced down the bumpy road, with the Federal
agent swerving their car from side to side to avoid
the pursuers shooting out his tires.


“We’ll hit the main road in a bit,” Gibson called out. “I
think I can lose them on a straightaway.” His voice hovered between excitement
and terror, but his hands were steady on the wheel.
The two cars in pursuit were falling behind now, over a dozen car lengths
behind.


“You’re doing fine, Walter,” Lash called back. Just keep it up.”


Just as he spoke, the moon’s light disappeared and the
whole road was cast in pitch darkness as if a black
cloud had passed over it. Almost at once the occupants of the fleeing car began
to feel their skin itch.


The itch became insistent and then agonizing. Gibson
started to lose control of the car. Norma Daniels screamed.


Lash almost lost his hold on the car when the burning sensation under his skin became so intense
that even he screamed in pain.


“I can’t see!” The Federal agent yelled. He hit the brakes
hard, and the car began to fishtail. He squeezed his eyes shut yet fought the
wheel to keep control of the heavy sedan.


Lash was thrown off of the careening car as it skidded
broadside on the road, then crashed over on its side.


The burning stopped almost immediately as the moonlight
returned but those in the car didn’t see it. When the car came to a stop Gibson was thrown through the windshield, Al Cord was flung out
the open window to slam into a ditch. Norma Daniels screamed as she huddled on
the floor of the back seat.


Lynn Lash hit the ground with a hard roll and was dazed. He
saw his friend Al fly out of the car just before the
two cars that had been chasing them screeched to a halt and disgorged their
occupants.


“Get the car,” one of them said.


“The driver looks dead,” another called. “Head’s like
hamburger.”


“Look who we have here,” the leader of the group, a rough looking redhead said. “Lynn Lash! The boss will
be happy.”


“Well he won’t be happy with this mess,” Norma Daniels said
as she emerged from the car and tried to straighten her dress. Her southern
accent was gone now and her speech had a distinctly
Eastern European tone to it. “You idiots almost killed me!” She looked over at
the fading Lash and laughed coldly.


“If I hadn’t fired some shots to warn you, Lash would have
ruined the whole thing.” She then walked over to Lash, smiled sweetly and kicked him hard enough in the head to knock him out.


 


 


Chapter Five


Snatched from the Gods


 


The first thing that Lynn Lash was aware of when he
returned to consciousness was the sound of an engine thumping dully in the
distance. The next was that he was bound hand and
foot and stuck in a small featureless room. His jaw hurt, his ears rang, and he
was sore all over, but otherwise all was in working order.


“I have to stop these fiends, before they kill anyone
else,” he thought. He recalled his last vision of Al and Agent Gibson, anger growing within him. He clenched his jaw and set
about escaping.


The bonds were little problem for the lithe and lanky Lash.
He used a lock pick concealed in his lapel to undo the cuffs and the simple
ropes on his ankles he slipped off with no
difficulty.


Then he took stock of the room. It was barely taller than
the criminologist and not much wider than his shoulders. The walls were wood
and canvas with a frame of aluminum.


“That confirms it,” he said aloud. “I’m on a dirigible.”


“Very clever,” Norma Daniels said. She stood outside a hatch and
smiled. Beside her were two men with automatic weapons trained on Lash. “I
should have kicked you harder.”


Lash smiled grimly. “You did just fine; you should punt for
Notre Dame.”


“You Americans and your sense of
humor,” she sneered. “I will never understand it. I told our leader that we
should have killed you, but he has reasons for wanting to talk to you. Come.”
She motioned the criminologist out of the room, careful to step back so as not
to block the line of fire of the two guards. Lash
noted that the men’s guns were unique weapons, which, from their construction,
he deduced were chemically driven and most likely fired ammunition that would
not penetrate the thin walls.


“If I am right,” he thought, “it
is possible my bullet resistant undergarments might protect me.” The girl stayed well behind the
three men as they made their way along a narrow passageway. The throb of the
engines was clearer now and the slight vibrations of the whole walkway were constant.


“You were at Arron’s to clear out his papers, not organize
them,” Lash said. “But what I don’t understand is why you stayed behind when
your confederates escaped.”


“Those idiots panicked,” she said with disgust. “I wanted
to stay and finish you and your friends off. They ran
but my gun jammed, so I hid in the closet, concealed the gun and had no
difficulty duping that fool of a newspaperman.”


“And it allowed you to learn what we knew or didn’t,” Lash
said. “A cold blooded and cool decision.”


“Keep your friends close and your
enemies closer,” she said with pride.


“What happened to my friends?” Lash asked.


The girl gave a derisive laugh. “We left them at the crash,
they are irrelevant.”


Lash wanted to snap back at her but knew he had to bide his
time. “And I am relevant?”


“I do not think so,” she said as they reached a hatch to a
larger space. “But he does.” She gestured ahead to the control room where there
were a number of consoles staffed by men in unfamiliar uniforms. It was the
heart of a large airship with wide windows looking
out over what was obviously the New Jersey countryside.


Standing at a wide window of the gondola room was a tall
figure with his back to Lash. He was wearing a long leather uniform coat and
military cap.
Holding up a
hand, he waved Lash into the room without turning
around. “Come in, Lash, we have much to discuss.”


It was a familiar voice and it confirmed Lash’s worst fear.


‘Hello, Arron,” the criminologist said as he stepped onto
the bridge of the flying ship. “I had hoped against
hope I had guessed wrong.”


The silver haired Professor Arron Alters turned from the
wide window to look at the lanky criminologist. “You are a hard man to
surprise, Lash. You see, Fraulein Daniels, I told you his brain was too valuable to ignore.”


“His brain is too dangerous to be allowed free reign,” the
woman said with an edge to her tone. It was very clear that she was ready to
rectify the ‘mistake’ of Lynn’s survival any time.


“How could you do this, Arron?” Lash asked. “You are a
brilliant, moral man.”


“Moral?” The silver haired scientist said. “Don’t talk to
me about morals! Science has no morals. It only searches and learns.”


“But people do have morals, Arron; your Hannah was the most
moral woman I knew. If you truly loved her you’d honor her memory by-.”


“Don’t you dare invoke her name,” the scientist spat. “Her
morals did not help her when the disease struck her. Do you know when the pain
became extreme she chose to take her own life? Yes, she committed suicide
instead of trusting me to find a cure for her, I was
powerless.” He raised a clenched fist and shook it at the panorama of New York
that was becoming visible in the dawning light behind him. “I will never be
that powerless again. The Prometheus Effect was one of the results of my research to find a way to kill the tumor that was killing
Hannah, but those fools Hulse and Johnson kept delaying me with their stupid
opinions and stopping my funding from the government.”


“You can’t cause misery for the rest of the world just
because you failed.”


“But I didn’t fail,” Alters insisted. “I perfected my work
last year. I found a radio frequency that can excite tissue. Used in direct
concentration it could kill tumors or in broad spectrum it created a faux fire,
if you will, within the body.”


“But not to the point of damage,”
Lash said. “Which you knew when you had the ferry attacked. And obviously your
bandaged man had some protection against the direct rays to allow him to
‘kidnap’ you. But why risk all those lives? You could just have slipped away.”


“No!” Alters raged. “The Secret Service agents have never
left my side for weeks and I had to be free today. We have been working on this
day for a year.”


“We?” the criminologist asked. “You mean the lovely
southern belle here and her country?”


“How could you-“


“Don’t be a fool, Alters,” the girl said. “He is guessing.”


“Really?” Lash said. “Faint as it is your accent is quite
specific, Fraulein Daniels; and the technology to
build this dirigible is only at this level in one European country.”


“They came to me,” Alters
offered. “They gave me all the financing and equipment I needed at the farm-
which those fools in Washington thought was my ‘weekend’ getaway. And they
built the Prometheus-which we hid in the silo in plain sight stored vertically-
because the size of the power source and equipment
make it impossible to transport the device by land. The machinery of my device
is integral to the airship; that high pitched whine are the dynamos powering up
to deliver our statement to the world.”


“And you hide it in an artificial
cloud you generated to keep your ship secret.”


“Yes,” the girl now said proudly. “Another invention of the
Fatherland’s scientists.”


“But why, Arron?” Lash asked again. “You were always
devoted to changing the world for the better.”


“And I still am,” Alters said. “I
was too late for Hannah but I will not be for many others.”


“Then give it to the world, Arron,” Lash said. “There are
other Hannahs to save.”


“No,” Alters screamed. “There will never be another Hannah.
Those narrow minded fools in Washington are the ones
that could have saved her. They are the ones to blame for what comes. Once we
have taken control of the world, we will make it available to all those who are
under our care.”


“You actually think this woman’s people care about your agenda?” Lash said. “They have their own- to get back
at the Allies for the armistice.”


“And why shouldn’t we get justice for what has been done to
us?” The blonde hissed. “When the world kneels before us, however, we can
afford to be magnanimous to the lesser people.” She
smiled. “The conquered people.”


Beyond the scientist the whole of New York was now lit by
the golden light of the morning with the spires of the concrete canyons
gleaming. It was a cloudless sky seen through the haze of vapor that surrounded the airship Prometheus.


The streets were coming to life with the teeming thousands,
one of the Staten Island ferries already crossing the harbor. The waterfront
was alive with a flotilla of ships including one that Lynn Lash recognized.


“That’s the President’s yacht!”
He said. “That’s why you were so obsessed with the timing of your ‘escape’ from
government control.”


“When the professor has used his Prometheus ray on your
president the country will know there is no defense,” the blonde boasted. “We will have a fleet of craft equipped with smaller versions
of the device and no nation in the world will be able to stand against us.”


“Now you understand,” Alters said. “Now you know, Lash.”
The silver haired man’s features softened. “Lash… you have intellect; you can see that this is the only way. Science will
rule. It will be a better world. Join me and we can bring mankind into a golden
age!”


Lash stared at the scientist for a long moment, then
started to laugh so hard he was almost doubled over.


This infuriated Alters and he
screamed, “Stop that!” He stepped forward to strike at the criminologist. In doing
so he crossed in front of one of the gunmen that had bracketed Lash. Lynn reacted with the speed of
thought and seized the scientist in a strangling
jujutsu hold that placed Alters between him and the gunmen.


“Shoot him!” Alters yelled.


“No, you idiots,” the girl ordered. “You’ll hit the
professor.”


It seemed a standoff until suddenly there was an explosion
somewhere above them in the dirigible and the sound
of gunfire echoed through the gondola.


The ship was under attack!


 


 


Chapter Six


Airquake!


 


The great airship rocked as the men at the controls fought
to keep the ship steady.


“What is happening?” Alters yelled.


“We are under attack,” Fraulein Daniels screamed. “Those American fools have somehow discovered
where we are!”


“Not so foolish Americans,” Lash permitted himself to
boast. “I suspected there was something strange with a cloud that moved against
the prevailing wind and I told Agent Bennet as much.”


“How could you know?” Alters gasped as he was half dragged,
half carried toward the door of the rocking control room.


“I didn’t, Arron,” he said. “But I suspected. I knew that
whatever had been done to those people on the ferry was a weapon that would require some sort of delivery system; a ship or
submarine… an aircraft. I’m sure Bennet came to the same conclusion.
He is not a very foolish American at all.”


The gunfire outside the ship continued and increased in
intensity with answering salvos from the dirigible
gun ports. In the control room, the blonde frantically issued orders
to her men at the controls. “Dispense with the cloud apparatus and turn all
power to the Prometheus cannon!”


Lash made the doorway of the control room now, still
conscious of the two gunmen aiming their special
rifles at him and so keeping Alters between them and himself.


The hatchway was too narrow to pass without twisting and
ducking. Lash propelled Alters forward into the gunmen. He slammed the hatch
closed and jammed the lock though he knew it would
not hold long.


The criminologist then took off at a run down the narrow
hallway guided by the whining sound of the dynamos powering up, knowing he had
only minutes to destroy or disable them.


Outside the rat-tat-tat of gunfire was constant now with return blasts from the armament on the Prometheus. From the sound of that return
fire Lash concluded they were using not just conventional weapons but the
electrical discharge devices.


At a ladder that went up into the bowels of the craft, Lash encountered a crewmember racing downward on his
way to some station. Lash made quick work of the startled man and removed his
tool belt and headed up the ladder.


The interior of the flying ship was not dissimilar to many
Lash had been in though he could see at a glance it
was an exceptional one; the struts were reinforced and made of the most
sophisticated materials.


“This is state of the art,” Lash thought. “And if it is the
flagship of a fleet we have nothing that can match them; not with the Prometheus weapon.” With that grim thought he left the ladder
and moved off onto a narrow catwalk that ran through the center of the ship. Behind him he could
hear the gunmen from the control room pursuing him, hampered by the narrowness
of the companionway.


Lash could barely pass his shoulders through the cramped
corridor but moved swiftly toward the dynamos. The vibrations in the floor and
through the walls were clear and constant. So were the sounds of the aerial
assault occurring just outside the canvas walls of
the flying warship.


Lash gave only a brief thought to how he might escape the
craft after he had sabotaged the device. He would still be trapped among a
group of blood thirsty killers looking for his head if he succeeded.


The criminologist reached the
door to the machinery room and barely paused, ducking through the hatch and
closing the door behind him. He grabbed an emergency axe off the wall and used
it to create an improvised bar across the portal.


One of the four crewmen working in the cavernous space saw Lash, cried a warning to the others and charged
him. The criminologist had no time to
be delicate. As the burly worker lunged at him Lash sidestepped and snapped out
two quick and accurate punches that felled the crewman.


Lash met the next two men with
flying fists. Despite the tight quarters on the platform, he managed to
stay clear of their blows long enough to take both men down with powerful
punches that belied his lanky build.


The last worker in the machine room saw how Lash had
finished his fellows and took off into another
compartment. Lash was alone now in the canvas cathedral of the engine room. The
gasbags were visible up above in the gloom of the ship’s interior, as were the
spider web of catwalks and struts.


“No time for sightseeing,” Lash
said aloud. “I’ll have guests any minute.” Indeed the gunmen from the control
room were pounding on the door.


The criminologist turned his full attention to the massive
dynamos before him. The complex machinery linked to the aluminum dynamos was a
rabbit warren of tubes and wires the size of a small
truck.


His course of action was easy; he tore off a section of
railing from one of the walkways and prepared to set about smashing every tube
he could reach. But he knew it would not be enough. The charging of the Prometheus cannon could be stopped but a mass
effort by the crew might be able to reinstall the tubes. He had to make sure
there could be no quick fix.


To that end he took several of the railing sections and
dropped them between several leads of the dynamo. He jumped back quickly as the
power from the massive battery arced through them and fused them to the
machine.


The frustrated crew stopped beating on the door and took to
using an axe against it. Lash knew he had mere moments before he would be under direct fire. He smashed any tube he could
reach in the smoking machine and ran for a vertical ladder just as the gunmen
crashed through the door.


“There he is!” One screamed and sent a fusillade of low
caliber machine gunfire his way.


“Stop, you idiot!” Fraulein Daniels screamed. “He is up near
the gas bags! Get to the cannon.”


Lash climbed as quickly as he could, following the path of
the fourth crewman, and came to a catwalk barely a foot wide and hemmed in with
support wires. It moved off through the large helium
gasbag back toward the stern of the ship.


Now the criminologist made use of the tool belt, taking a
wrench to the support struts of the walkway itself. This would destabilize the
whole internal structure of the craft. Outside the sound of the battle was louder and more violent.


Lash ran along the catwalk stopping frequently to loosen
struts. He was careful not to disconnect
them completely because the wires, under such tension, would separate from the
walkway with the force of a bullwhip and could cut a
man in half.


The pursuers were quick on Lash’s heels and he was not able
to work on more than a half dozen wires before he was compelled to race up a
secondary ladder.


Lash found himself moving toward the tail section of the Prometheus with several
side walkways moving off to small ‘blisters’ to the side of the craft where
gunners were engaged in battle. He took off toward the gunner’s bubble on the left. The
gunner was taken completely by surprise when the lanky Lash showed up, knocked
him out with a single punch and moved him away from
the gun.


The heavy caliber machinegun in the gun turret was on a
swivel and the criminologist wasted no time in using the tool belt again to
unhook the gun from its base. He swung it around, set it on the hatchway and faced it into the ship, yelling at the charging
crewmen who were racing at him along the catwalk.


“Surrender now or-“ It was too late. The lead man opened fire, leaving Lash no
choice. He blasted a hailstorm of lead into the interior of the ship, cutting down the crewmen and slashing great gashes in the
gasbags.


The helium gas erupted out of the ruptured bags and the
entire ship lurched violently. The lurch tore all the struts that Lash had
loosened and the strain, in turn, caused others to tear loose. The Prometheus was mortally wounded and keeled over to the right with a
hideous shudder.


In the gun turret Lash set the smoking machine gun down and
backed away from it.


“Not much else to do,” he thought, “except to ride this
whale to the ground.”


He thought it with no fear or
apprehension, just an adventurer’s acceptance of the inevitable. He had fought
for good long enough and beat the odds so many times that he had lived with the
possibility of ‘losing the big one’ eventually.


He glanced out the window of the
turret to see the panorama of the New York waterfront below. There were a dozen
biplanes soaring around the ship, their twin Vickers guns stitching tracer fire
through the air.


The Prometheus lurched again, shuddering like a great beast, and started to spiral downward.


“I guess my number is finally up!” He said aloud as he
grabbed a support beam to keep from falling. “It was bound to happen.”
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Lash’s hand brushed against something soft when he grabbed
the beam. He looked over and realized what it was.


“A parachute!” He yelled as he snatched it up.


Out the window New York Harbor was rapidly approaching. The
criminologist had no time to waste. He turned the machine gun around again and
fired it into the side of the airship, concentrating
on slashing a wide hole.


Lash knew he was too low for the chute to function as it
was intended, so he opened it before donning it. He took out the guide chute
that was intended to draw the full parachute out and held it in his hand.


Then Lash smashed his way through the gap in the airship’s
skin and was out and away from the Prometheus.


The rush of air that hit him was like being struck by a
football lineman. It pulled the criminologist up and away from the spiraling
airship and allowed him to toss the guide chute out
from him. The snap of the full chute opening was so violent that Lash blacked
out for a moment.


When he came to he witnessed the final moments of the
dirigible Prometheus as it spiraled into the harbor.
There were great rents in the fabric of its outer
skin and flames trailing upward from it. The biplanes continued to swarm around
it, following the massive craft down like sharks chasing a whale.


One of the planes looped back toward Lash and for a moment
he thought they were going to machinegun him out of
the air. Instead the plane circled him and stayed above him till he hit the
water, marking the spot.


The criminologist slipped out of his harness and tread
water until a Coast Guard boat picked him up. He was handcuffed and brought ashore despite identifying himself.


It was not, in fact, until several hours later when the
chaos of the rescue operation had settled down and some two dozen survivors had
been gathered from the wrecked ship that Rex Bennet surveyed the prisoners and released Lash.


“I can understand their caution,” Lynn Lash said as he
sipped some warm tea. “These were not people to take lightly; we were lucky on
this one.” He hung his head and shook it. “At least some of us were; your man
Gibson and Al Cord weren’t so lucky.”


“I wouldn’t say that, you long tall bag of bones!” Al Cord
said. The reporter, his arm in a cast and looking exhausted, limped across the
room to accept a hearty embrace by Lash.


“But how?” Lash asked. “They said-“


“And you believed those loonies?”
Cord said. “The truth is, Gibson was a bloody mess and I was out for the count
partly under a bush after the crash so they didn’t think we were worth
finishing off. When I came to I was able to hike back to their own farm
headquarters after they all left on the airship. I
called Mister Bennet and warned him about the ship. Aerial spotters took care
of the rest. I took one of their cars and drove to a hospital where Gibson is
now.”


Lynn Lash was beside himself with joy but quickly sobered.
“Arron?” He asked Bennet.


“We found his body and that of the girl as well,” the
Federal man said. “I’m afraid these monsters killed them both.”


“About those monsters, Mister Bennet,” Lash said. “I have a
little tale to tell you and it might help if you were sitting down when I do.”


 


END
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