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THE END



"

WHEN James Willoughby, millionaire philanthropist,
realized that the dark, lightless car was deliberately crowding him
into the curb, he acted with desperate decision. Snapping off his
own lights, he threw open the door on the opposite side from the
onrushing stranger, and leaped out, without stopping his own car.
He landed sprawling on all fours, shredding the knees of his
trousers and tearing the skin on his hands. An instant later his
auto crashed cataclysmically into the curb, and the crunch of
crumpled fenders and the tinkle of breaking glass mingled with the
deafening reverberation of a sawed-off shotgun as the occupants of
the mysterious car, not yet realizing that their intended victim
had deserted his automobile, blasted the machine he had just
left.

Before the echoes died away, Willoughby was up and running
through the darkness with an energy remarkable for his years. He
knew that his ruse was already discovered, but it takes longer to
swing a big car around than for a desperately frightened man to
burst through a hedge, and a flitting figure in the darkness is a
poor target. So James Willoughby lived where others had died, and
presently came on foot and in disheveled condition to his home,
which adjoined the park beside which the murderous attempt had been
made. The police, hastening to his call, found him in a condition
of mingled fear and bewilderment. He had seen none of his
attackers; he could give no reason for the attack. All that he
seemed to know was that death had struck at him from the dark,
suddenly, terribly and mysteriously.
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It was only reasonable to suppose that death would strike again
at its chosen victim, and that was why Brock Rollins, detective,
kept a rendezvous the next evening with one Joey Glick, a
nondescript character of the underworld who served his purpose in
the tangled scheme of things.

Rollins bulked big in the dingy back-room appointed for the
meeting. His massive shoulders and thick body dwarfed his height.
His cold blue eyes contrasted with the thick black hair that
crowned his low broad forehead, and his civilized garments could
not conceal the almost savage muscularity of his hard frame.

Opposite him Joey Glick, never an impressive figure, looked even
more insignificant than usual. And Joey's skin was a pasty grey,
and Joey's fingers shook as he fumbled with a bit of paper on which
was drawn a peculiar design.

"Somebody planted it on me," he chattered. "Right after I phoned
you. In the jamb on the uptown train. Me, Joey Glick! They plant it
on me and I don't even know it. Only one man in this burg handles
dips that slick—even if I didn't know already.

"Look! It's the death-blossom! The symbol of the Sons of Erlik!
They're after me! They've been shadowing me—tapping wires.
They know I know too much—"

"Come to the point, will you?" grunted Rollins "You said you had
a tip about the gorillas who tried to put the finger on Jim
Willoughby. Quit shaking and spill it. And tell me, cold
turkey—who was it?"

"The man behind it is Yarghouz Barolass."

Rollins grunted in some surprise.

"I didn't know murder was his racket."

"Wait!" Joey babbled, so scared he was scarcely coherent. His
brain was addled, his speech disjointed. "He's head of the American
branch of the Sons of Erlik—I know he is—"

"Chinese?"

"He's a Mongol. His racket is blackmailing nutty old dames who
fall for his black magic. You know that. But this is bigger.
Listen, you know about Richard Lynch?"

"Sure; got smashed up in an auto wreck by a hit-and-run speed
maniac a week ago. Lay unidentified in a morgue all night before
they discovered who he was. Some crazy loon tried to steal the
corpse off the slab. What's that got to do with Willoughby?"

"It wasn't an accident." Joey was fumbling for a cigarette.
"They meant to get him—Yarghouz's mob. It was them after the
body that night—"

"Have you been hitting the pipe?" demanded Rollins harshly.

"No, damn it!" shrilled Joey. "I tell you, Yarghouz was after
Richard Lynch's corpse, just like he's sending his mob after Job
Hopkins' body tomorrow night—"

"What?" Rollins came erect, glaring incredulously.

"Don't rush me," begged Joey, striking a match. "Gimme time.
That death- blossom has got me jumping sideways. I'm
jittery—"

"I'll say you are," grunted Rollins. "You've been babbling a lot
of stuff that don't mean anything, except it's Yarghouz Barolass
who had Lynch bumped off, and now is after Willoughby. Why? That's
what I want to know. Straighten it out and give me the
low-down."

"Alright," promised Joey, sucking avidly at his cigarette.
"Lemme have a drag. I been so upset I haven't even smoked since I
reached into my pocket for a fag and found that damned
death-flower. This is straight goods. I know why they want the
bodies of Richard Lynch, Job Hopkins and James
Willoughby—"

With appalling suddenness his hands shot to his throat, crushing
the smoldering cigarette in his fingers. His eyes distended, his
face purpled. Without a word he swayed upright, reeled and crashed
to the floor. With a curse Rollins sprang up, bent over him, ran
skilled hands over his body.

"Dead as Judas Iscariot," swore the detective. "What an infernal
break! I knew his heart would get him some day, if he kept hitting
the pipe—"

He halted suddenly. On the floor where it had fallen beside the
dead man lay the bit of ornamented paper Joey had called the
blossom of death, and beside it lay a crumpled package of
cigarettes.

"When did he change his brand?" muttered Rollins. "He never
smoked any kind but a special Egyptian make before; never saw him
use this brand." He lifted the package, drew out a cigarette and
broke it into his hand, smelling the contents gingerly. There was a
faint but definite odor which was not part of the smell of the
cheap tobacco.

"The fellow who slipped that death-blossom into his pocket could
have shifted fags on him just as easy," muttered the detective.
"They must have known he was coming here to talk to me. But the
question is, how much do they know now? They can't know how much or
how little he told me. They evidently didn't figure on him reaching
me at all—thought he'd take a draw before he got here.
Ordinarily he would have; but this time he was too scared even to
remember to smoke. He needed dope, not tobacco, to steady his
nerve."

Going to the door, he called softly. A stocky bald-headed man
answered his call, wiping his hands on a dirty apron. At the sight
of the crumpled body he recoiled, paling.

"Heart attack, Spike," grunted Rollins. "See that he gets what's
needed." And the big dick thrust a handful of crumpled bills into
Spike's fingers as he strode forth. A hard man, Rollins, but one
mindful of his debts to the dead as well as the living.

A few minutes later he was crouched over a telephone.

"This you, Hoolihan?"

A voice booming back over the wires assured him that the chief
of police was indeed at the other end.

"What killed Job Hopkins?" he asked abruptly.

"Why, heart attack, I understand." There was some surprise in
the chief's voice. "Passed out suddenly, day before yesterday,
while smoking his after-dinner cigar, according to the papers.
Why?"

"Who's guarding Willoughby?" demanded Rollins without
answering.

"Laveaux, Hanson, McFarlane and Harper. But I don't
see—"

"Not enough," snapped Rollins. "Beat it over there yourself with
three or four more men."

"Say, listen here, Rollins!" came back the irate bellow. "Are
you telling me how to run my business?"

"Right now I am." Rollins' cold hard grin was almost tangible in
his voice. "This happens to be in my particular domain. We're not
fighting white men; it's a gang of River Street yellow-bellies
who've put Willoughby on the spot. I won't say any more right now.
There's been too damned much wire-tapping in this burg. But you
beat it over to Willoughby's as fast as you can get there. Don't
let him out of your sight. Don't let him smoke, eat or drink
anything till I get there. I'll be right on over."

"Okay," came the answer over the wires. "You've been working the
River Street quarter long enough to know what you're doing."

Rollins snapped the receiver back on its hook and strode out
into the misty dimness of River Street, with its furtive hurrying
forms—stooped alien figures which would have fitted less
incongruously into the scheme of Canton, Bombay or Stamboul.

The big dick walked with a stride even springier than usual, a
more aggressive lurch of his massive shoulders. That betokened
unusual wariness, a tension of nerves. He knew that he was a marked
man, since his talk with Joey Glick. He did not try to fool
himself; it was certain that the spies of the man he was fighting
knew that Joey had reached him before he died. The fact that they
could not know just how much the fellow had told before he died,
would make them all the more dangerous. He did not underestimate
his own position. He knew that if there was one man in the city
capable of dealing with Yarghouz Barolass, it was himself, with his
experience gained from years of puzzling through the devious and
often grisly mysteries of River Street, with its swarms of brown
and yellow inhabitants.

"Taxi?" A cab drew purring up beside the curb, anticipating his
summoning gesture. The driver did not lean out into the light of
the street. His cap seemed to be drawn low, not unnaturally so,
but, standing on the sidewalk, it was impossible for the detective
to tell whether or not he was a white man.

"Sure," grunted Rollins, swinging open the door and climbing in.
"540 Park Place, and step on it."

The taxi roared through the crawling traffic, down shadowy River
Street, wheeled off onto 35th Avenue, crossed over, and sped down a
narrow side street.

"Taking a short cut?" asked the detective.

"Yes, sir." The driver did not look back. His voice ended in a
sudden hissing intake of breath. There was no partition between the
front and back seats. Rollins was leaning forward, his gun jammed
between the shoulders of the driver.

"Take the next right-hand turn and drive to the address I gave
you," he said softly. "Think I can't tell the back of a yellow neck
by the street lamp? You drive, but you drive careful. If you try to
wreck us, I'll fill you full of lead before you can twist that
wheel. No monkey business now; you wouldn't be the first man I've
plugged in the course of duty."

The driver twisted his head about to stare briefly into the grim
face of his captor; his wide thin mouth gaped, his coppery features
were ashy. Not for nothing had Rollins established his reputation
as a man-hunter among the sinister denizens of the Oriental
quarter.

"Joey was right," muttered Rollins between his teeth. "I don't
know your name, but I've seen you hanging around Yarghouz
Barolass's joint when he had it over on Levant Street. You won't
take me for a ride, not tonight. I know that trick, old
copper-face. You'd have a flat, or run out of gas at some
convenient spot. Any excuse for you to get out of the car and out
of range while a hatchet-man hidden somewhere mows me down with a
sawed-off. You better hope none of your friends see us and try
anything, because this gat has a hair-trigger, and it's cocked. I
couldn't die quick enough not to pull the trigger."

The rest of that grim ride was made in silence, until the
reaches of South Park rose to view—darkened, except for a
fringe of lights around the boundaries, because of municipal
economy which sought to reduce the light bill.

"Swing into the park," ordered Rollins, as they drove along the
street which passed the park, and, further on, James Willoughby's
house. "Cut off your lights, and drive as I tell you. You can feel
your way between the trees."

The darkened car glided into a dense grove and came to a halt.
Rollins fumbled in his pockets with his left hand and drew out a
small flashlight, and a pair of handcuffs. In climbing out, he was
forced to remove his muzzle from close contact with his prisoner's
back, but the gun menaced the Mongol in the small ring of light
emanating from the flash.

"Climb out," ordered the detective. "That's right—slow and
easy. You're going to have to stay here awhile. I didn't want to
take you to the station right now, for several reasons. One of them
is I didn't want your pals to know I turned the tables on you. I'm
hoping they'll still be patiently waiting for you to bring me into
range of their sawed-offs—ha, would you?"

The Mongol, with a desperate wrench, struck the flashlight from
the detective's hand, plunging them into darkness.

Rollins' clutching fingers locked like a vise on his adversary's
coat sleeve, and at the same instant he instinctively threw out his
.45 before his belly, to parry the stroke he knew would instantly
come. A knife clashed venomously against the blue steel cylinder,
and Rollins hooked his foot about an ankle and jerked powerfully.
The fighters went down together, and the knife sliced the
detective's coat as they fell. Then his blindingly driven gun
barrel crunched glancingly against a shaven skull, and the
straining form went limp.

Panting and swearing beneath his breath, Rollins retrieved the
flashlight and cuffs, and set to work securing his prisoner. The
Mongol was completely out; it was no light matter to stop a
full-arm swing from Brock Rollins. Had the blow landed solidly it
would have caved in the skull like an egg-shell.

Handcuffed, gagged with strips torn from his coat, and his feet
bound with the same material, the Mongol was placed in the car, and
Rollins turned and strode through the shadows of the park, toward
the eastern hedge beyond which lay James Willoughby's estate. He
hoped that this affair would give him some slight advantage in this
blind battle. While the Mongols waited for him to ride into the
trap they had undoubtedly laid for him somewhere in the city,
perhaps he could do a little scouting unmolested.

James Willoughby's estate adjoined South Park on the east. Only
a high hedge separated the park from his grounds. The big
three-storied house—disproportionately huge for a
bachelor—towered among carefully trimmed trees and shrubbery,
amidst a level, shaven lawn. There were lights in the two lower
floors, none in the third. Rollins knew that Willoughby's study was
a big room on the second floor, on the west
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