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The San Rameo Cross was an
artifact of enormous religious significance … and a not-so-small
fortune in cold, hard cash. When he decided to investigate the
murder of a fellow private eye, Larry Kent found himself caught up
in a web of intrigue as greedy men and women vied to own the
near-priceless relic. First to come forward was Emanuel Constatine,
a fussy little man who hated violence and yet was prepared to kill
to get what he wanted. Then there was Alice Gordon, a seductive
woman for certain, but also one of many secrets. The same could be
said for the scheming, sable-haired Marina Koch. But most deadly of
them all was the skeletal Hendrick Fluger, a man described as the devil
himself, and whose name was only ever spoken in terrified
whispers!
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Chapter 1 ... Virginia ...

 


Her name, she said, was Virginia
Benton. She had her blonde hair fixed in the upswept style. She
wore a cool-looking blue shantung suit and a Robin Hood hat with a
big feather stuck in it. She was slim except in the bust
department, where she was more than sufficiently endowed. Her legs
were long and nicely formed. She had big violet eyes, a small nose,
a wide, full mouth.

And she was scared.

She sat herself down in the
client’s
chair near my desk and went to work on a handkerchief, pulling it
this way and that between her hands. I asked her what was wrong and
she told me:

“My
ex-boss has followed me here to New York. I ... I’m afraid of him,
Mr. Kent!”

“Why?”
I asked.

“He
... well, he simply refuses to take ‘no’ for an answer. I’ve told
him over and over again that I’m not interested in him, but
apparently he doesn’t believe me.”

“You
say he’s your ex-boss?”

“I
worked for him for about a year—in Sheffield, North Carolina. About
a week ago, I quit my job and came here to New York by train. My
mistake was telling Charles about my plans. Charles Wilson. He’s a
real estate man. I was his secretary.”

“Why
are you afraid of him?”

“If
you knew Charles, you wouldn’t have to ask that
question.”

“But I
don’t know him.”

Virginia looked down at the
handkerchief she was pulling apart. “He’s the most violent man I’ve ever
known.” She looked at me. “People who don’t really know Charles
find this hard to believe. He can be so gentle, so charming ...
until he wants something that’s withheld from him.”

“What
does he do then?”

“Anything and everything. If he can’t get what he wants with
his charm, be tries to buy it.”

“It in
this case being you?”

She looked away.
“Yes.”

“Has
he tried to buy you?”

She wet her lips, nodded.

“What
comes next?” I asked.

“Charles phoned me at my hotel this morning. The Globe
Hotel. I told him to leave me alone. He just laughed, said I must
be joking. Then I lost my temper and really told him off
…”

“And?”

“He
said—” Her voice cracked and she had to start again. “He said he’d
kill me before he’d let any other man have me!”

“A lot
of men talk like that.”

“But
he means it, Mr. Kent!”

“How
can you be sure of that?”

“I
told you, I know him. I was his private secretary.”

“Did
you have an affair with him?”

She drew herself up straight in
the chair. “Definitely not!”

“How
much money do you have, Miss Benton?”

“About
three hundred dollars.”

“Do
you know what I charge?”

“No.”

“A
hundred a day plus expenses.”

“Oh
...” She seemed to shrink a little, then she squared her shoulders
and said, “I’ll have a job soon. I’ll pay you something out of my
salary each week.”

I shook my head.

“All
right,” she said. “I have some jewelry. I can raise a thousand or
so. Will that buy a week of your time?”

“What
would I be expected to do?”

“Protect me from Charles Wilson.”

I smiled. “You’re a bad shopper, Miss
Benton. You’re in the wrong store Why pay me a thousand dollars to
act as your bodyguard when the cops do that kind of thing for
absolutely nothing?”

She took a deep breath.
“You don’t
understand.”

“I’m
trying to.”

“I
can’t go to the police.”

“Why
not?”

“For
one thing, the scandal. You see, Charles Wilson is married to my
sister.”

That stopped me. I took out my
cigarettes, offered the pack to Virginia, stuck a Camel between my
lips when she shook her head, lit up.

“Wilson is your brother-in-law,” I said finally,
stupidly.

“Yes.
But Diane—she’s my sister—doesn’t know about—”

“Hold
it,” I said. “Stop right there. I’d rather not hear the rest of it,
if you don’t mind. You see, Miss Benton, I don’t take this kind of
case.”

“But I
was told—”

“People say all sorts of things about me. Now, if you’ll
take my advice—”

“I did not—” She got to her feet.
“—come here for advice, Mr. Kent.”

“I’m
going to give it to you, anyhow. Go to the police.”

She stuck out her chin and
sniffed like there was a bad odor in my office and she was just getting it.
“Thank you so much.”

“I’m
sorry I can’t help you, Miss Benton.”

“Perhaps it’s just as well. Goodbye.”

I started to move toward the
door, but she beat me there and let herself out. As I walked back
to my desk I saw that she’d left a square of folded yellow paper on the
chair. I picked it up, unfolded it, saw it was a page from the
Yellow Pages of the New York City phone directory. Under
Private
Investigations two names were checked, mine and Art Landers. I heard movement near the door,
folded the page, saw Virginia Benton’s silhouette against the
frosted glass panel, dropped the page on the chair just as she
opened the door.

“I
left something,” she said.

“Oh?”

She saw the page on the chair,
went over and got it. This time I didn’t make an attempt to see her to the
door. It seemed to me that the sway of her hips was a trifle
exaggerated, like she was showing me what I was missing by not
accepting her as a client.

I sat down. It appeared that
Art Landers was her second choice. Well, they deserved each other.
Virginia Benton—if that was her name, which I doubted—was a liar. I didn’t
believe any of her story about an ex-boss who wouldn’t take “no”
for an answer and was married to her sister. As for Art Landers,
the private detective business wouldn’t exactly hang out black
crepe paper if he decided to become an insurance salesman, or
something more in line with his talents, a con man or maybe a
carnival spruiker. To put it mildly, the decent operators in my
profession didn’t approve of Art Landers, who gave our public image
an ugly black eye.

I got a bottle of Haig &
Haig out of my desk and poured two fingers into a glass, drank it.
Then I finished tape-recording some reports that my after-hours
secretary would transfer to paper later on. Soon I forgot about
Virginia Benton, despite the pleasant picture she had presented,
sitting there in my client’s chair with her legs crossed, not to mention the
fluid play of her hips as she exited. But I certainly remembered
her the next morning, shortly after I picked up the copy of the
Daily News that lay beside the quart of milk outside my
apartment.

Art Landers was dead.


Chapter 2 ... rat hunt ...


According to the News, a
tabloid that delights in spelling things out for its
readers—especially if the details are gory—a gun had been pushed
to within a foot of Art Landers’ face before the trigger was
pressed. Judging from the condition of Landers’ face, the murder
gun was a .45.

Witnesses who heard the shot
pinpointed the time at a little before ten p.m.
Landers’
body was found just around the corner of Second Avenue, on
Seventy-Fourth Street. There are usually quite a few people in that
area at that time of night, but at about eight p.m. a steady,
soaking rain had started to fall, keeping people off the
streets.

I looked in the phone book. The
Globe Hotel was only two blocks from Second and
Seventy-Fourth, And Virginia Benton had told me she was staying at
the Globe.

I showered, shaved, dressed,
had two cups of instant coffee and a corn muffin, went down to the garage and
got out my Corvette. It was still raining, a heavy, monotonous
drizzle. When it’s raining in New York City, I get around by bus,
subway or my car; finding an empty cab is like winning a prize in a
lottery.

First I drove to the corner of
Second and Seventy-Fourth. A cop had drawn an outline of Landers’ body on the
sidewalk with chalk. The rain had all but obliterated the chalk. I
don’t know why cops still do this sort of thing; the pictures taken
by the police photogs show them every possible angle for future
study. Maybe they get out the chalk to impress the natives. I drove
up to Seventy-Sixth, parked the Corvette, lit a cigarette. It was
eight minutes after nine. At seventeen minutes after, a woman in a
raincoat, with an umbrella obscuring her face, entered the Globe.
Her legs belonged to Virginia Benton. I got out of the car and ran
into the hotel. Virginia was nowhere in sight.

There was a narrow lobby with four or
five ancient leather chairs on a tatty imitation Persian carpet. A
man sat deep in one of the chairs, hidden behind a newspaper. As I
walked to the desk, the newspaper reader lowered the sheets to turn
a page and I saw a round, pink-cheeked face, a brown toupee that
sat on his head like a sleeping muskrat. Blue eyes studied me for a
second or so, then the newspaper went up.

The man behind the desk was thin,
small, middle-aged and insignificant. He had sparse brown hair, wet
eyes, a red nose. He sneezed as I approached, wrapped a dirty
handkerchief around his nose and blew.

“Good
morning,” I said. He mumbled something in return. “The woman who
just entered the hotel,” I said.

He merely looked at me, his wet
eyes blinking. “Virginia Benton,” I said.

A faint smile swam in his
eyes.

“All
right,” I said, “what is her name?”

“I
don’t—” He stopped his tongue when he saw the five-dollar bill in
my hand. “Well, now ... A woman, you say?”

“Just
a minute ago.” I dropped the five dollar bill on the counter,
showed him my private detective license. “I want to have a few
words with her.”

His quick left hand made the
money disappear while his right flipped back a page in the
register. “Third name down.”

The third name was
Miss Alice
Gordon, of …
Well, her home address didn’t matter; it was probably as phony as
the name she had given me and the one she had scrawled in the hotel
register.

The clerk said,
“I’ll get Miss
Gordon on the phone and—” Another five dollar bill braked his
tongue. His hand flicked out and the five was gone. “Room
two-o-three. One flight up.”

I went up the stairs, stopped and
turned around. The guy in the leather chair gave his newspaper a
shake. I had the feeling his eyes had been on my back as I climbed
the stairs.

I went along the landing, found 203,
rapped. Nothing. I knocked again.

“Who
is it?” asked Virginia’s—Alice’s?—voice.

“Larry
Kent.”

There was a moment of silence,
then a night chain slid free, a spring lock clicked and the door
opened. The room was dim. I don’t like walking into murky
rooms.

“Let’s
have some light,” I said.

A switch clicked and a ceiling light
came on. I pushed the door open all the way. There was a bed, a
dressing-table, two chairs, a telephone on a flimsy table. I pushed
the door shut.

She wore a green dress. Pinned
to it was a large blue opal set in antique gold. The opal was worth
close to a thousand. And there was a diamond ring she
hadn’t worn
on her visit to my office. The square-cut diamond would be worth
about another thousand.

“I
didn’t expect to see you again,” she said. “How did you find
me?”

“You
know how. You dropped the name of this hotel. I guess you figured
I’d change my mind about representing you after thinking things
over.”

She shook her head.
“No, Mr.
Kent.”

“Call
me Larry. But that leaves me with a problem. What do I call
you?”

“Alice.”

“Is
that closer to your real name than Virginia?”

“It is
my real name. And I don’t remember mentioning that I was living in
this hotel.”

“Come,
come, Alice. A smart girl like you doesn’t say anything without
good reason.”

She shrugged.
“Believe what you
want to believe.” She sat down. “I’m too tired to care one way or
the other.”

“Did
you kill Art?”

She started to rise, settled
back. She had complete command of her face. “No,” she said. “I did not kill
him.”

“Thanks for that much, anyhow.”

Something close to a smile
pulled at her lips. “You had a look at that page from the phone directory,
didn’t you?”

“Yes.
Who killed him, Alice?”

She looked directly into my
eyes. “I
didn’t know he was dead until I read about it in the morning
paper.”

“Where
did you get the paper?”

“I
bought one to read with my breakfast. There’s a cafe just around
the corner. Next to it is a store that sells newsp—”

“Yes.
All right. Now tell me what happened after you left my
office.”

“I
went to the office of Art Landers.”

“Who
recommended him?”

“No
one.”

“Then
why’d you have his name checked?”

“His
office is close to yours.”

“Who
recommended me?”

“I
read about you before coming to New York. I wasn’t sure that you’d
accept me as a client, so I checked the name of the private
investigator whose office was closest to yours. If Mr. Landers had
refused me, I’d have gone to another private detective.”

I lit a cigarette, nodded for her to
go on. She had no handkerchief in her hands, so this time she
pulled at her fingers.

“I
... I
told Mr. Landers about Charles Wilson. I expected him to tell me to
go to the police, as you had—”

“—Not
Charlie boy. How much of a retainer did he get you for?”

“Two
hundred dollars.”

“I
guess he figured he might run across some good blackmail material
later on.” I waved a hand. “Please forgive me for
interrupting.”

She frowned “You seem to regard all this as
a big joke.”

“On
somebody, Alice, on somebody. It wasn’t funny to Art Landers,
though.”

“Charles Wilson killed him.”

“How
can you be sure of that? You said you didn’t know he was dead until
you read about it in the newspaper.”

“Who
else could it have been?”

“That,
honey, is the kind of question you’re best qualified to
answer.”

Her eyes met mine, held.
“I’m going to tell
you what happened. It will be the truth.”

“That’ll be nice.”

“When
I returned here to the hotel after seeing Mr. Landers last night,
he followed in his car. I had given him a description of Charles
Wilson. Mr. Landers parked his car just up the street from the
hotel entrance. He told me he’d watch everyone who entered the
hotel.”

“And
if he saw Wilson?”

“Mr.
Landers said he’d keep Wilson from bothering me.”

“How?”

“I
left that up to him.”

“How
big a man is Wilson?”

“About
your size.”

I laughed. “Honey, any guy out of the
midget category was too much man for Art Landers to
handle.”

She lifted her chin.
“He looked man
enough to me.”

“Oh,
he looked it. Art Landers fooled a lot of people. I’m not supposed
to speak ill of the dead, but in his case I’m happy to make an
exception. Art Landers was yellow. And that’s not all. He was a
blackmailer. If you have something to hide, you’re lucky somebody
shot him dead for you.”

“It
was
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