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Step-Daughter to Greed

By
Peter Reginald

They caught sight
of that hideous,
deathly face.

HE girl sitti beside Detec-
There was fear and terror E I e

) e tive Monty Wills leaned for-
written on the childlike ward and spoke to the driver

face of the beautiful girl. of the yellow taxi, Brakes shrilled as

the cab came to a sudden halt. With
|
q But she forced her slim, b nervous, black-gloved fingers she paid

trembling legs to carry the fare.
her down into the tomb of Monty shuddered when he saw
the dead—to search for where they had stopped. The dark,

sinister-looking wall of Greenmount
Cemetery showed on the other side
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an inheritance in hell.
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of the street. Pines, moaning in the
night wind, rose above it like omi-
nous, brooding shadows of the dead.

He got out ahead of the girl and
took her slim arm. But she freed her-
self as the taxi rolled away, Her face
was pale and set and her eyes had
that strange look of fear that he had
noticed when he first saw her, back
in the office of the Gilder Detective
Agency.

Monty Wills sensed, from the mo-
ment she had met him, that the girl
instinctively liked him. And he had
fallen for her pretty hard himself.
But business was business.

She turned and started across the
street and he kept close at her side.
Then suddenly she stopped and her
small, lithe body stiffened. He saw
that she was listening, bending her
head sidewise. And at the same in-
stant he, too, heard the noise that had
attracted her, It was the throaty rum-
ble of a powerful auto motor,

The next moment the girl stifled a
terrified cry. A car with dimmed
headlights had swung careeningly
around the corner. It was long and
low and was traveling at terrific
speed.

Monty clutched the girl’s arm and
pulled her out of the way just in time;
for the car, a black limousine, seemed
bent on running them both down, Its
whining balloon tires flashed across
the asphalt where their feet had been
a second before. Monty drew in his
breath with a hiss,

It might have been the darkness of
the night and the close proximity of
the graveyard—Dbut the car had given
him a strange impression. Its low-
slung black body seemed almost like
a coffin on wheels—a coffin answering
some inexorable call to return to the
City of the Dead now that midnight
had struck., Then the girl’s tense fin-
gers closed over his arm.

Wills felt her small figure sway
close against him in the darkness, felt
the softness of her thigh stiffen and
tremble.

“Look!” she whispered hoarsely.
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Monty stared wide-eyed. A face
had appeared in the car’s rear win-
dow. It was visible for an instant as
the slanting rays of a distant arc light
fell on it. It was a horrible face,
pudgy and inhuman,

The two staring eyes seemed to
Monty as fixed as the wide-open ones
of a corpse. He couldn’t tell whether
it was the face of a man or a woman;
but it fitted in with his ghastly im-
pression of that coffinlike vehicle, It
was a8 though he were staring through
the window of a casket at the features
of the dead.

A chill passed along his back. He
looked after the car with morbid fas-
cination. He saw the horrible face
fading from sight amid the night
shadows. He saw the car come to a
stop by one of the cemetery gates
down the avenue. An indistinct form
moved from the car to the gate. Then
came the eerie squeak of metal on
metal, after which the black car rolled
forward again and was lost from
sight.

“They’ve gone in,” breathed the
girl., “We must hurry.”

He hadn’t any idea what she meant.
Who had gone in? And what did she
plan to do? Gilder had told him not
to ask her questions. She had given
references and had paid her fee in
advance. He was to take orders from
her and give her protection if she
needed it.

She had given her name to the head
of the private detective agency as
Miss L. Stoner.

Monty glanced sidewise at her
cameo-clear features, trying to fath-
om the mystery that lay behind them.
In some way he knew that inhuman
face they had seen staring at them
from the car window was connected
with her mission. In some way it lay
behind the fear that made dark shad-
ows in her eyes.

And he himself felt shaken by the
sight of that car and at the gruesome
place to which she had brought him,

With quick, furtive steps she
crossed the street now and he fol-



lowed her, his wonder growing. Was
she going to enter the graveyard?

In spite of the tense mystery of the
situation, Monty Wills could not help
but wonder at the braveness of such
a very small girl as, in the dim light,
he observed the tantalizing roundness
of femininity in waist and thigh as
she moved with quick, small paces.

She turned and walked parallel
with the cemetery wall for two hun-
dred feet, keeping close to it and al-
most hugging the rough stones as
though some inner terror made her
cling to anything that might give pro-
tection. Once she took his arm, and
he felt a sudden warm thrill. But she
dropped it immediately afterwards
and resumed the barrier of mystery
and aloofness that she had held to
from the first. Then she paused and
he saw her eyes move upward,

“We’ll cross here,” she said. “You'll
have to help me. Hurry!”

He understood then that she planned
to go over the wall.

It wasn’t more than eight feet high.
She was light, and as he lifted her
he tingled a little at the shapeliness
of her small, firm body. She drew
herself up with his aid, and in a mo-
ment she had dropped out of sight.
But he heard her calling huskily.

“Follow me!"™*

E jumped, caught the top of the
wall, and pulled himself up.
Then he dropped down beside her. It
was so dark among the evergreens
that the night seemed to press in
upon them as though it had a sub-
stance of its own. But when they had
picked their way twenty feet ahead
between rough-barked trunks, they
emerged into ghostly moonlight,

To guide her over the uncertain
footing, Wills grasped her small arm.
She seemed to thankfully gather cour-
age from his touch, for she quickly
walked closer to him. Encouraged, the
private detective shifted his arm to
encircle her waist, fearing that she
would resent the embrace. But she
lifted her miniature, cameolike face
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for a moment to give him a short,
thankful look. Then her face tight-
ened with resolution, and Wills knew
that he’d have to wait until the busi-
ness "at hand was finished before
he could know better this childlike
woman-girl for whom he had an in-
stinctive desire to love.

They picked their way forward,
and all around them now gravestones
rose from the earth, looking like white
and gray wraiths, still and ghastly in
the watery moonlight. A sense of
foreboding that he could not repress
filled Monty Wills.

They found a little gravel path
winding between the graves, and
the girl’s slender, high-heeled shoes
crunched along it.

Monty wanted to speak to her and
ask her what ghoulish mission she had
brought him on in this nighf-shrouded
cemetery; but he had given his word
to Gilder that he would not ask ques-
tions. She was a client and he was
a detective whose professional serv-
ices had been hired. And it was al-
most as though she had forgotten his
presence. She seemed to have with-
drawn into her own dark thoughts,

The path began to rise, and Monty
saw that they were approaching the
higher portion of the cemetery. Big
family plots were marked off ahead
of them, and here and there the som-
ber white fronts of mausoleums rose,
misty in the moonlight.

The girl walked faster. She looked
S0 pale now, so impassive and marble-
white that Monty shuddered over the
thought that she, too, seemed a little
corpselike. But when . she moved
ahead of him where the path nar-
rowed and he saw the lithe, free-
swinging grace of her hips, this im-
pression faded. She was a living,
breathing, desirable bit of femininity,
and only the strange mystery that sur-
rounded her made her seem aloof.

She suddenly touchéd his arm and
spoke in a low voice. i

“Wait here for me—but if you see
any one coming let me know. I'll be
at the head of the path.”
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She turned then and moved off. He
had the illusion that she had suddenly
vanished away into thin air, her black
clothes blended with the darkness so
perfectly and reflected no ray of
moonlight,

He stood still, hands thrust in pock-
ets, gazing up the narrow path. Once
he saw a white gravestone blotted out
as the girl passed in front of it.

Then, four minutes later, he heard
a faint, ghostly noise—the sound of
metal hinges opening complainingly.
It came from the big mausoleum at
the head of the path. The sound was
repeated and was followed by a dim
glow of light somewhere inside, The
girl had entered that lonely, night-
darkened crypt.

Monty Wills was tense, anxious,
wondering how this little chit of a
girl could have the courage to reso-
lutely continue her mysterious objec-
tive, whatever it was. He visualized
the brave set of her small chin, the
determined swing of the almost child-
like lines of her body, which her brief
dress only partly shielded; and he felt
that he should not leave her alone, al-
though she had ordered it,

Minutes passed as Monty waited.
A far-off clock boomed once, making
a whispering echo that seemed to pass
overhead like a fleeing wraith. The
moaning of the wind in the pines
along the wall came intermittently.

Then suddenly he was aware of an-
other noise, It was the faint crunch-
ing of stealthy feet on gravel. He
turned and a warning prickle passed
along his scalp.

The noise stopped, but for a mo-
ment he saw something dark pass
across the granite face of a monu-
ment at the foot of the hill,

He remembered the girl’s parting
instructions, Turning quickly he
walked up the slope in the direction
she had gone, He picked his way along
the grass at the edge of the path until
the mausoleum rose before him stark
and white as the bleached bone of
some giant, He went close to the door
and looked in,



HE girl had one of the crypts

open, There was a piece of metal
in her hand, and he saw to his hor-
ror that she was at work on the end
of a big coffin.

He called her name huskily, and she
gave a start, then turned a white
scared face toward him.

“What is it?” The words fell from
bloodless lips.

He pushed the door wider and en-
tered, filled with a sense of depres-
sion as the chill dampness of the
chamber penetrated his clothes.

“Some one’s coming up the hill, I
heard steps on the path.”

“Oh!” The girl’s exclamation was
a gasp of fear, She laid her metal tool
on the top of the coffin and picked up
the flashlight, Then she started to-
ward the door. But she stopped sud-
denly close beside him and he could
feel the trembling of her small body.

“Look!” Her voice was choked
with terror.

He turned and almost cried out
himself,

The flashlight in the girl’s hand was
still on. For an instant he caught
sight of that pudgy, hideous death-
mask of a face again, framed in the
half-open doorway—the same face
that had stared at them from the rear
window of the coffinlike car. For a
moment the eyes moved and he saw
that it was human after all, and not
the face of a corpse. But living, it
seemed somehow a more terrible men-
ace.

It disappeared from sight as he
looked ; but two other indistinct faces
took its place, and he saw gleaming,
threatening eyes.

He snatched the flashlight from the
girl’s hand and snapped it out. They
were in total darkness now in the old
mausoleum. But at least they could
not be seen themselves, and the moon-
light outside made the doorway an
oblong patch of light.

_The private dick gathered the small
girl close to him, felt her shuddering
against him. Her small hands were
clutching at his clothing, pulling her-
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self closer to him in her fear. In the
darkness they stood, waiting for what
was to come. And even though Wills
sensed that their lives were in danger,
he could not help but enjoy the de-
licious thrill of the girl’s warm, trust-
ing closeness.

Again something showed, It was a
horrible, brutal - looking head this
time. The head of a man plainly
silhouetted against the outside glow.

Monty whipped from his pocket the
automatic which he had a permit to
carry.

“Who’s there? What do you want?”’
he called.

But nothing answered him except
the eerie echoes of his own voice in
this chamber of death. The girl had
drawn close to him now as though for
protection.

“They’ve come,” she whispered.
“It’s Myra and those others.”

He did not understand what she
meant. But the next moment the door
of the mausoleum began opening
wider as though spirit hands were
upon it,

Monty jumped forward to stop it.
Then it seemed that the night leaped
in upon him bodily. He had an in-
distinct impression of flying, tackling
forms and of a shrill, harpylike voice
urging them on.

His finger instinctively pressed the
trigger of the automatic and the shot
echoed and reverberated in the con-
fined space. But he sensed that he
hadn’t hit anything. There had not
even been time to direct the muzzle of
the gun,

It was knocked from his hand the
next moment and he found himself
striking out with bare fists. Some-
where back in his brain primitive
anger flared like a crimson banner,

His attackers seemed as strong and
brutal as gorillas. They came at him
in the darkness, indistinct and awful
like destructive monsters. But he
lashed out with strong-knuckled fists
and had the fighting thrill of feeling
them strike against yielding flesh.



ND all the while in his ears
sounded that rasping harridan
voice. Who was it? What mystery lay
behind this sudden attack and the
girl’s strange actions? His mind was
as puzzled as his fists that struck
out blindly in the darkness. But he
kept on fighting furiously and felt his
knuckles make contact again. There
was a thud against the wall and
the sound of a man swearing in
pain.

Monty flashed on the light that he
had taken from the girl.

A gorillalike man ‘was now cowering
against the wall of the mausoleum,
one hand pressed to his convulsed
belly. Another was writhing on the
stone floor of the vault, felled by the
blow Monty had given him. Close to
the door was that bulbous, contorted
face he had seen before,

It was, he saw now, the face of a
middle-aged woman—a woman whose
features had been made hideous by
the etched lines of hate and greed.
The mouth was pendulous and fish-
like; the eyes bloodshot and ecruel;
the skin blotechy with dissipation.

Then Monty sensed rather than
saw movement against the wall be-
hind him. He turned just in time., A
second more and it would have been
too late. For the man whose midriff
he had struck recovered sufficiently
to thrust a hand beneath his dirty
clothes, The hand came out with
stubby fingers holding a long, gleam-
ing blade, and an arm shot forward
with a deft, purposeful motion,

Monty leaped aside as that glitter-
ing blade came through the air like
a streak of livid lightning. He felt the
death whistle of it as it passed close
to his neck.

Then he heard a gurgling, fearful
shriek behind him. He saw the knife-
thrower’s jaw drop.

The knife meant for him had found
its mark in the breast of the hideous
woman. She was swaying on her feet;
her eyes bulging, her fishlike mouth
working from side to side; and as he
watched, she pitched forward on her
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face and lay still with the knife driven
up to its very hilt. She had been slain
accidentally by one of her own brutal
allies,

Monty took advantage of these few
tense seconds to reclaim his automatic
from the floor. He swung its muzzle
toward the man who had thrown the
knife,

“You see what you've done,” he
said harshly. “Make another move
and I'll fire.”

The man stayed still now, cowed by
the threat in Monty Wills’ voice and
by the sight of that unwavering gun.
Monty flung a question at the girl, He
felt he had a right to now.

“What’s it all about?”’ he said.

The girl was staring at the dead
woman with fascinated eyes. Then
words came to her pale lips.

“It’s terrible, but she deserved it.
She would have stood by and seen us
both murdered if there had been no
other way. She was like that always
—full of greed and brutality. Those
men and she came after the jewels.”

“Jewels ?”

“Yes—the one thing that father
was able to save for me. I've a right
to them, He wanted me to have them.”

“Where are they?”

From the corner of his eye he saw
her go over to the big casket and start
work on it again. In a few moments
she had the hollow handle off. Then
she drew from it a small tissue-paper
package. She came to him, opened it,
and he saw a glittering heap of unszet
jewels, But still he did not under-
stand.

Seeing this, she took a crumpled
letter from her handbag and held it
out.

He gave her the flashlight and,
holding the gun in one hand, read the
letter.

My Dearest Daughter:

Myra, as you know, has taken everything
away from me—even things that 1 wanted
you to have. And now, when I am helpless
and dying she has had me adjudged insane.
1 can’t even make a will.

But she doesn't know where the family
jewels are. She doesn’t know that I pulled



them out of their settings and hid them in
the coffin I bought ahead of time. I let her
think I was insane in the purchase of that.

They are in the handle, dear—the one
marked with lines. After I am dead and
put away in the family vault I want you
to come and get them. But look out for
Myra. She may grow suspicious and spy
on you, and when her greed is aroused she

is like a devil. Your loying father,

Monty pointed to the woman on the
floor.

“Who is she?”

“My step-mother,” the girl said.
“Do you understand now?”

“Yes,” he said huskily. He took the
flashlight from her slim hand. *“Go out-
side,” he said. “I'm going to lock all
of them in the vault and send the
police here. It’'s the only way. But
don’t worry, Miss Stoner. You've a
legal right to the jewels now that your
step-mother is dead.”

They backed out, and Monty swung
the big door of the mausoleum shut
and locked it. It had become a prison
house for two human vultures and a
woman who deserved to die.

The girl leaned against him for a
moment, and Monty Wills did what
was for him a strange thing. He
slipped his arm around her slender
waist there in the moonlight and
kissed her once gently on the lips. He
admired her pluck in putting this
thing through in spite of her terror—
and anyway he felt he had a kiss com-
ing to him after the mad fight he’d
staged. The sudden pressure of her
fingers on his arm showed that she
felt the same way.

Suddenly she pressed tightly
against Mills, clasped her small arms
around his waist and gave way to
sobbing emotion.

“Oh, I've been through so much,
and—and you won’t mind if I show
that I care a—a lot for you? You—
you won’t think wrong of me—be-
cause we've only just met?”

Monty Wills had two answers: kiss
her soft, childlike lips long and ten-
derly; tell her that he was sure he
wanted her with him always,

Wills chose the first answer.
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