DETECTIVE BOOK MAGAZINEK’S
$2.00 BOOKLENGTH NOVEL

THE TRIPLE CRONS

by JOE BARRY

Copyright, 1946, by Joe Barry

JE came to in a hospital, recovering from a bullet-crease. He
learned he was Rush Henry, a private dick—and a fast man with
a gun, a buck or a gal. It was all a little hard to believe. But, when
he walked out into the street and the guns began to bang and the
fists went smack and the knives flickered, he saw it didn’t make any
difference what he thought. He was up to his neck in a bucket of
blood and, if he wanted to go on being anybody, his only chance
was to make like Rush Henry, a private dick—but fast!
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BLACKMAIL

By BETTY CUMMINGS

Morg Epherson figured he could make the old judge’s secret
shame pay off. He forgot his own, much deadlier secret!

the street to his house with a singular

sense of well-being. It was a warm
summer evening, a nice night, and he had
just eaten a good meal in a restaurant.
But it was the reason for eating out that
pleased him. He had gone to a restaurant
because his daughter Jenny was off with a
girl friend, someone she had known years
ago, for supper and a movie; and that
meant she was coming alive again. She
was having fun.

The Judge stopped at the mailbox out-
side the house. He was a tall man, gray-
haired, with a wide mouth and rimless
glasses, behind which he squinted a little.
His eyes were not good, but he was right
about the mail box. There was something
inside it—a sealed, unstamped letter that
someone must have put in the box. The
envelope was typewritten and addressed
to him.

He went on into the house, tearing the
envelope open. Then he read the typed
slip of paper by the hall light; and more
slowly, the lines of his face growing
tense, he read it again.

Dear Judge,

This is very important. I advise you
to do what I say. Meet wme tonight around
eight, near the hut by the quarry.

That was all. The letter was unsigned.
Tom stared at it, with a cold, empty feel-
ing going all through him. He glanced
automatically at his watch, and saw that it
was twenty of eight. The stone quarry
was beyond the outskirts of the town, a
good half hour walk, and he knew he had
to go there; he could not ignore this letter.
Tt might have something to do with Jenny.
That was all he could think of. It was
something about Jenny’s past, from some-
one who knew had happened.

He stuffed the letter into his pocket,
turned, and went out of the house again.
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JUDGE RICHARDS WALKED UP

HERE were silver-edged clouds and

a high-riding moon in the summer
sky. It seemed cooler up here, on the
grassy slope above the quarry, and quieter.
The only sound was the vast, rhythmic
background-song of the crickets, and an
occasional swish of breeze through the
trees.

The little hut showed black against the
moonlit sky near the edge of the quarry,
but there was no one in sight. The Judge
was not surprised. Whoever had written
the letter probably wanted to be sure he
had come alone.

He stood near the hut, and after a
moment or two he heard footsteps. He
turned and saw a man emerging from a
clump of trees into the moonlight. The
man walked toward him over the grass,
black-haired, black-moustached, perhaps
forty years old, or a little younger; a slim
man, with a thin, alert face. As he came
closer, it seemed to Tom that he was dimly
familiar, but very dimly, as though maybe
he only looked like someone else that Tom
had known.

“Judge Richards?”’ he asked politely.

The old man nodded, and said ab-
ruptly, “You the fellow wrote me "that
letter?”’

“Yes, I wanted to speak to you alone.
This seemed like a good place.”

They stood facing each other. There
seemed to be no place to sit down. His
legs felt a little unsteady, and it had been
a fairly long walk for him, with tiring,
anxious thoughts rushing through his mind.

He was worried, almost frightened but he
kept his voice firm. “What did you mean
by that letter ?”

The man shrugged deprecatingly, his
dark eyes averted, the thin, moustached
face expressionless. “Of course you know
all about—your daughter’s mistake,” he
said.
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“Yes,” the judge said. Everything in
him seemed to tighten up, taut, and he
felt suddenly sick. This was what lhe had
expected, but his mind shrank from what
might be coming next. He couldn’t bear
to have Jenny hurt anymore. He had
hoped they would never have to talk about
it again, or even think about it.

Nearly three years ago, at nineteen,
Jenny had gone alone to Nevada for a
couple of months of independence and
sight-seeing. She had gotten a job there,
and written home to her father ecstatically
about all the fun she was having.

She had stayed on and on, still writing
cheerfully; and then suddenly she had to
write the truth, and it was the first the
Judge knew of it. When she first went to
Nevada, she had met a man who talked
her into trying some gambling. She left
out most of the details, but apparently
she had managed to loose much more
money than she possessed ; and frightened,
ashamed to ask help from Tom, she had
stolen the money from her employer. In
her confused panic, that had seemed the
only thing to do.

When she wrote her father about it, she
already had been arrested, tried, and sen-
tenced. She begged him to do nothing, to
keep out of the whole thing. “I couldn’t
stand it,” she wrote, “if they found out
that I'm your daughter. It would ruin
you back home. Dad, and I'll be all right.
Please don't come or try to help me.”

So old Tom Richards, feeling helpless
and stricken as he never had felt before in
his life, waited at home and told the town
how happy Jenny was in Nevada.

Now, after two years, she was back
again; brown-haired Jenny, thinner and
paler and terribly nervous. She been home
for only a2 month. But she was getting
better, happier. Tonight she was out with
a girl friend at the movies. Tom Richards
couldn’t stand the thought of any more
happening to her, any further guilt and
shame piling up on her.

“Yes, I know all about it,” he repeated.
He looked at the shorter man who stood in
front of him; and again it seemed to him
that the man was vaguely familiar.

“Well, then she probably told you about

me. I knew her when she first came to
Nevada. We tried our luck, Jenny lost—"

“Yes.” Tom cut him short, with dis-
taste. This was the one who had intro-
duced his daughter to gambling, and
started her off on three years of hell. He
went on curtly, “Let’s get down to the
present. You wrote e that letter, and
I'm here. What do you want?”

The man hesitated, and then said coolly,
“Apart from yourself, I'm the only one
who knows all about Jenny. Who she is,
and what she did. In spite of all the people
who might be interested, I'm the only one
who knows.”

Fury rose in Tom. “That must make
you very happy,” he said evenly.

The man’s face twisted in a faint smile.
“Oh, it does. In this town, I could be
considered quite a fascinating conversation-

alist—if I started talking about it.”



98 DETECTIVE BOOK MAGAZINE

OM’S blue eyes blazed behind the

rimless glasses, and his whole body
was trembling. “You want me to pay you
to keep quiet.”

“I think that would be a good idea,
don’t you? Jenny’s a nervous girl. High-
strung. If she found this towd against her,
your career cracked up because of what
she did—" he shrugged. “It would be bad
for her.”

Tom’s nerves crawled with fear and
apprehension. He burst out against his
will, “If you'll only leave Jenny alone, not
go to her— I don’t want her ever to know
about this, She can't know anything about
it.”

“There’s no reason to tell Jenny,” the
man said calmly, “if you and I work things
out.”

Tom sighed, shaking, almost unable to
think coherently. His nervousness gave
him a sense of unreality, so that he hardly
could believe what he was doing. He
looked down past the edge of the moon-
drenched quarry that was only a few
yards away, and the deep, rock-jagged
place looked silvery and unreal to him,
as though it were a huge floating thing in
a basin of space. The dark grass seemed
to melt away beneath his feet.

“Judge,” the man said, drawing his
attention back and using a falsely jovial
voice, “You and I can get together on
this with no trouble at all. Of course, I
may have more to say about it than you
will.”

Suddenly the man laughed, as though
he had everything figured out and was
pleased with himself. At the sound of the
laugh, Tom stared at him with complete
concentration, caught in a swift current
of memory. The laugh was strikingly
distinctive, a peculiarly hoarse, yet re-
sonant sound, incongruous to the man’s
smooth speaking voice; it was a laugh
that Tom had heard before under strange
circumstances. ?

All at once, he remembered. He remem-
berd himself back in the city, as a young
prosecuting attorney, arguing one of his
first big cases. The defendant was a
young man named Morg Epherson, a
slim, black-haired boy of about twenty,
who already had committed more crimes

than most people even know about. Epher-
son had killed a man finally, and Tom's
work in the case had sent him up for
life.

The Judge stood blindly by the quarry,
remembering. He remembered the pre-

siding judge on that case reading the

sentence; and then, a clear echo in his
mind, he heard Epherson’s laugh, an oddly
shocking sound in the solemn courtroom.
It was a laugh that said, “You can't hold
me!” and two years later the murderer
had escaped and vanished without trace.

Tom turned his eyes dazedly on the man
before him. He saw the addition of twenty
years and a moustache but he whispered,
with growing certainty, “Epherson . . .
Morg Epherson.”

There was a single, suspenseful mo-
ment, taut between them, as the two men
stared at each other. Then Epherson’s
face changed, first to dawning realization
of who this lined, grey-haired judge had
been so many years ago; then to a white
terror that shone in the moonlight like a
tangible thing.

Epherson began to move, and at that
instant Tom knew what he had done. He
had let this man, this killer, realize his
terrible danger, a danger that was a
thousand times worse than a girl's ex-
posure in her home town; a desperate
peril, feared for eighteen years, and now
suddenly facing him.

Epherson knew that Judge Richards had
more on the blackmailer than the black-
mailer had on him; and he seemed to un-
derstand that, no matter how 1t hurt
Jenny, the Judge would not allow an es-
caped lifer to go free if he could help it.

With a sharp stab of panic, Tom saw
these things in the man’s terrified face,
and in the quick way he moved forward.
Then Epherson had flung himself on the
old man and they were struggling, with
Tom stumbling backward.

Epherson’s fists were jabbing at his
face, and for a moment Tom’s face was
turned, sideways against a blow. In that
moment, with a sense of unbelieving
horror, Tom saw the edge of the quarry,
much nearer than it had been before, only
a few feet away. Struggling, he was being
pushed sideways and backwards toward it,
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and the jagged rocks swam down there in
a wash of moonlight, nightmarish, deathly.

All the strength in Tom’s body gathered
in a spasm of horror. He was closer to
the knife edge of space, terrifyingly close;
he could see straight over and below, and
the rocks gleamed, and the moon shone
down, and he was struggling, struggling—

He looked around wildly, and saw the
dark branch of a tree, as Epherson’s fists
smashed at him. The tree was farther
from the edge . . . and Tom grabbed at it,
caught it, felt the leaf and bark firm in his
hand. He wrenched away from Epherson,
holding desperately onto the branch, pull-
ing himself away from the rocks and onto
the frm grass. He was free of
Epherson. . .

BUT, as he glanced back over his
shoulder, a new horror held him.

Epherson was there on the very edge,
off balance, tottering—and then with
frightful suddenness, he dropped off into
space and was gone.

A long scream came up from the rocks.
Then it was very quiet.

Judge Richards stood still, swaying
hypnotized by the dreadful mental image
of Epherson’s broken body on the rocks.
Finally he walked forward, and looked
down into the moonlight, and then turned
away again. He felt sick and desolate,
incapable of any positive action. He went
and leaned against the trunk of the tree,
his mind aching and fogged.

After a few minutes the thought of the
letter came to him, dimly as something
that had happened a long time ago. He
took it from his pocket, slowly, and burned
it, scattering the soft crumbled ashes. He
began to realize that nothing now could
ever connect him with this night, this
scene.

Judge Tom Richards was very tired,
and he had a long, long way to walk home.
He turned and started down the grassy
slope, trying to think, but his thoughts
still came numbly. It was as if everything
had been decided by a judgement greater
than his.




