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Аннотация
She was a ball of fire, always wanting to roll on to something new � after burning her men behind her. Even Fire Marshal Pedley hated to tell her, at the end of the hottest trail this side of Hades: �Now you�re cooking, killer!�
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Chapter One

The warden said, �I don�t think you need worry about Wilter, Marshal. Our psychiatrist thinks he�s cured.�
�You don�t cure firebugs.� Ben Pedley, chief fire marshal, ran his knuckles along the purplish welt of scar tissue which laced across his bony jaw. �You seldom cure pyros. Never a commercial torch like Wilter. No compulsive mania with him. Just the same old stuff that lands most of the boys up here in your little, stone school-house. Lure of the fast buck.�
�Oh, I agree.� The warden crackled a confidential report. �What I meant, our records indicate Ted Wilter�s learned that lesson � and a trade, in the bargain. At the time of his sentence, he�d been a drifter.�
�A bum,� Pedley corrected brusquely. �He�d tried everything from panhandling to prestidigitation before he found what he thought was a soft snap, touching off retail stores whose owners wanted to sell their stocks to the insurance companies.�
The warden nodded patiently. �Quite right. But now,� he consulted the buff card marked Parole Approved, �after four years and eight months, he�s turned out to be a pretty fair pipe-fitter. He�s been taking care of all the plumbing fixtures in the C block for some time.�
�Sounds great.� There was no enthusiasm in the fire marshal�s long, weather-leathered horseface. �Question is, how long�ll he be content to fix clogged pipes after he�s had time on the outside to think about the quick coin he used to grab off for those bonfires? But I�m not here to protest his release. I came up to give him a word of warning before he�s turned loose.�
The warden spread his palms. �We don�t like to give a man the feeling he�s going to be hounded.�
�I�m not planning to hound him,� Pedley said bleakly. �I wish I could. I don�t have enough deputies to watch all the glowworms who get out on parole so they can try out the gimmicks they�ve thought up, or dreamed up, here in the pen. If I did, he�d be the first one I�d sic a tail on; two old women died in that last job we got him for, and one of the boys at Engine Thirty-four went to the hospital for a month.�
�Assuming he�s had a change of heart,� the warden laid the release card aside, �you�ll��
�Give him the benefit of the doubt?� Pedley cut in. �I�ll do better than that. If he�s on the up and up, I�ll go to hell to help him get a job. We have a lot of contact with plumbing contractors in the department. But if he�s got it in the back of his mind to get back in the bonfire business, I�ll go to hell to stop him.�
�Yes. Naturally. Your job. I hope you�ll find he has no such intention.� The warden shook hands. �Let me know what you think, after you�ve talked to him.�
�Chances are,� the marshal was brusque, �it�ll be the same�s I think now. You do scare some of your graduates so they keep clean after they get out, in order not to have to come back. A few of �em really get religion, turn out as all-righters, none better. I�ve one working with me, so I know. But, for what it�s worth, my opinion is Ted Wilter won�t qualify under either of those classifications.�
�I understand your feeling so about him. I talked to him myself an hour ago. Difficult to get under his skin. He�s � hard, cold.�
�Unless he�s changed considerable,� Pedley said dryly, �he�s a slimy so-and-so. I hope I�m wrong, but I�m not willing to gamble on it. Where do I find him?�
�In the interview room. Just to the right of the guard-room time-clock, Marshal.�

Ted Wilter sat on the battered oaken table, fingering the crease in one trouser leg of his P.I. blues. He was paler than when Pedley had last seen him in General Sessions Court, but even the clumsy cut of the prison-issue serge couldn�t hide the slim elegance of his tall figure. His face was a trifle leaner but still darkly handsome; the eyes held the same old watchful arrogance. His voice was bored.
�Whaddya know! The plain-clothes fire-laddie.�
�Hi,� Pedley said stonily. �You look kind of naked without your mustache. You�ll feel better when you�ve grown it back.�
�I�ll prob�ly grow a beard so some of you plaineys won�t be able to tag around after me so easy.� Wilter showed his prison dental work without smiling. �You come all the way up here to rib me about the way I look, Pedley?�
�Came up to offer you a lift � unless you have a car stashed away outside somewhere,� Pedley said.
�I don�t have any car, and you know it. I�ve got a ticket to Grand Central, and, if you think I�m in such a rush to get there I can�t wait for the train, you�re way off your beat.� Supercilious eyebrows arched in the familiar sneering expression. �I got nobody waitin� for me.�
�Doranne�s not going to meet you?� Pedley dead-panned it.
�Oh, she�ll meet me, all right�� Wilter half closed his eyes � �when I�m ready to see her.�
�That�s what I wanted to see you about,� the marshal went on, woodenly. �If you�re all set to check out, I�ll run you over to the station.�
�Why not?� Wilter shrugged. �You ran me in here. Might�s well run me out.�
Pedley waited while the formality of the final pass-out was concluded. As Wilter tossed his suitcase in the back of the red sedan he said, �You bring me a message from that tramp?�
�No.� The marshal drove through the great stone gates, swung up the hill toward the station. �I haven�t seen her, or heard from her. Don�t even know where she is.�
�Neither do I.�
�That�s okay, then,� Pedley said shortly. �Just let it ride that way.�
�Look, mister.� Wilter�s voice was gentle. �I�m on the outside now. Long�s I behave myself, I don�t have to take any guff from you or anyone else. If I want to see Doranne, I�ll see her.�
Pedley slurred the red car around on the gravel of the station parking area. �Long�s you keep clean, you�re entitled to say what you want, Wilter. But not to do what you want. Under the terms of your parole, you�re to stay away from former associates. Remember?�
�Nothing in that application about my girl, is there!�
�No. This is between the two of us. Nobody else knows you threatened to kill me, and her, too, if we sent you up.� Pedley opened the door. �I don�t think you really meant it. I don�t hold it against your But I haven�t forgotten it. So... watch your footwork, fella. Lay off her.�
Wilter got out, took his suitcase. �Thanks for the buggy ride. Sorry I can�t spare any cash for the fare, but I�ll give you a free tip, so long�s there�s no one in on this but the two of us. I haven�t forgotten, either, mister, and I never say anything I don�t mean all the way!�

The doors to the big apartment house in the east eighties were of that tempered plate glass which firemen find harder to break through than sheet steel; the lobby was chaste in stainless steel and gray tile; the magnificently uniformed elevator man bent a polite ear to Pedley�s, �Mrs. Fehlman?�
No hesitation to his reply:
�Sixth, sir. Six F.�
The chimes which sounded inside 6F, when the marshal pressed the black button, played Hail, Hail, The Gang�s All Here. Doranne, he thought, had come up in the world, and more than six flights, since the days she�d been the Peerless Peeler of Slansky�s Girlesque.
A chic trick in black and white, a starchy frill of abbreviated apron and a figure-fitting maid�s dress, opened the door. Who was it, please? She would see if Mrs. Fehlman was able to receive Mister Pedley. Mrs. Fehlman rarely received visitors before noon.
He stepped into a sunken living-room, with an ankle-deep rug underfoot and low-slung furniture artfully scattered about. He admired the racing prints, golfing cups inscribed with the name of George T. Fehlman, the aquarium brilliant with flashing tropical fish.
Doranne didn�t keep him waiting long.
�Marshal!�
�You�re looking better than ever,� � he let her see he admired the well-filled tweedy suit, the wind-blown russet hairdo � �which is saying something.�
�How did you find me?� She motioned the maid to go away.
�Yours isn�t the kind of light it�s easy to hide under a bushel, Doranne. All I had to do was ask Actor�s Equity where I could locate the best-looking stripper in the business. When I told them she was a redhead, or had been, used to work for Slansky back in Forty-seven, and had a figure that made General Sherman get down off his iron horse at the Plaza one night, they agreed I must mean Lily Lacazette. Nice tag, too.�
She gave him a tense little smile. �I only use it for professional purposes. I... I�m Mrs. Fehlman, I mean, really I am.�
�Sure.� He knew her when she�d been Mrs. Theodore Wilter, too, but probably that hadn�t been �really.� �Does your husband know about Ted?�
�Oh, no! No!� She pressed one hand to her side. �He doesn�t... he... well, he just mustn�t!�
�That�s all right.� Pedley made a soothing gesture. �He won�t learn anything from me. But Ted�s out. I thought you ought to know.�
�Have you � did you see him?�
�Yair. He hasn�t changed much. I don�t think he learned anything. I doubt if he�s forgotten anything.�

She stared. �I knew he never would. Do you think he�ll�?�
�No telling with a cobra like that.� He watched her move toward the decanter on the crystal coffee table. �I�ll have the precinct put a man on watch here, if you�re afraid.�
�I�m scared, all right.� She lifted the cut glass stopper. �But that wouldn�t help. Will you have one for auld lang syne? It�s brandy.�
�A shortie, to wish you luck in your new setup.�
�Luck won�t help. If Ted�s made up his mind to do anything ugly � nothing�ll stop him.� She brought glasses and ice from the credenza which turned out to be a portable bar. �You know it�s funny; he never could stick to anything worthwhile. A new job, one month and he�d give it up. But if it was something evil � why, nothing could make him give it up.�
�He�s twenty-nine now, but he�s never gotten over being a punk. Somebody sold him the idea you didn�t need brains to hold down an honest job, but that only the real wise-os could get away with being crooked.�
�Yes. That�s Ted, exactly. I � it seems hideous, now, to admit I was so absolutely mad about him.� She lifted her glass to touch his. �Maybe that�s a confession that there�s something wrong with me.�
He grinned. �I�d like to meet the man who�d say so. No. You�re tops in my book. You had the guts to play it right when you were in a tough spot. I hope you never get backed into a corner like that again.�
The chimes played Hail, Hail.
The maid whisked short skirts to the door. The man who breezed in was large, blonde, and winter-tanned.
�Georgie!� Doranne flew to him. His arms caught her in a grizzly embrace, lifted her off the floor, while wary eyes went to Pedley�s face.
Set down again, Doranne drew her husband to the marshal. �My very, very good friend, Georgie! Isn�t he somep�n, Marshal! I know you�ll really like each other!�
Pedley found a ready explanation. �Knew your wife backstage, Mister Fehlman, when I was on the Bureau of Fire Prevention. Thought maybe I could get her to do a benefit for the Fireman�s Benevolent.�
Doranne beamed her gratitude.
George expanded with pride and enthusiasm. �Guess you were the fella they told me about at the box-office this morning.�
Pedley said offhandedly, �What was that?�
George slid an arm around Doranne�s slender waist. �I guess they meant you, all right. You wanted to leave some message in Lily�s dressing room. They should�ve taken it and put it in there where she�d get it, instead of telling you to come back when the stage door was unlocked at one. But you know those front-of-the-house cheese-brains; you give �em a rule, they got to throw their weight around at just th� wrong time.�
Pedley avoided Doranne�s eyes. �No harm done. Worked out okay. Glad to see the swell place you and Lily have, anyway. I�d have missed that, if I hadn�t come on up here.�
But after the invitations to return had been warmly extended and vaguely accepted and he was on his way downtown in the red sedan, he wondered what show Doranne might be in.

Chapter Two
The Panic Locks

Sleet rattled against the windows of the Municipal Building all the next afternoon, glazing the sill behind Pedley�s swivel chair in the chief�s office, silvering the trees in City Hall Park far below. In the Plaza, cars crawled with ant-like slowness over the treacherous pavement, toward the bridge.
There were worse things, he mused, than being on his old job at the rear tiller on Hook and Ladder 14 on a skiddy day like this. One of them was sweating it out until zero hour, sometime between eight-thirty when the Belfonte opened its doors, and eleven, when they rang down the final curtain on Bedtime Story.
He studied the ticket which had been delivered by Western Union messenger half an hour ago � G-18. In the middle of the tenth row. Just about the toughest seat in the theatre to get out of in a hurry, if he had to.
It wouldn�t have been Doranne, though somebody expected him to draw that conclusion; Lily Lacazett�s Love Bird Twoette was featured on the Belfonte door-boards as �The Hottest Number in Town.� But she�d have known a fire marshal wouldn�t need any ducat to get inside the theatre, S.R.O. sign or not.
The phone. His office assistant, Barney Malloy: �It�s comin� in kind of piecemeal, skipper, but maybe you put �em together, they add up.�
�Oke. Pitch.�
�Well, first, Ed picks him up when he gets off the train yesty ay-em. Wilter subways up to Seventy-second an� Broadway, ties on a few in a crumb-bum bar across the square an� lugs his bag to a broken-down roomin� house called the Rameses on Seventy-fourth near Amsterdam.�
�He knows the district. Used to live right around the corner. And��
�About noon he goes over to the precinct, checks in with his parole officer, says he has a job lined up. With Eureka Plumbing, Ventilating, and Heating Service, Forty-seventh, near Ninth.�
�He�s just the type to be monkeying around with heating devices. So��
�Ed tails him to an Army-Navy where he lays out for one of those ground-crew coveralls and a couple work shirts. Then over to Eureka. Ed loses him there. Wilter must of gone out the shipping room onto one of the trucks.� Of all the dumb deputies, Pedley thought. �What in hell�d Ed expect the guy to do? Come out tooting a trombone to draw attention to himself?�
�He does somep�n pretty near as screwy, Ed says. After he loses Wilter at Eureka, he goes back up to the Rameses, picks him up there around half-pas� six. Wilter grabs a hack, then for one solid hour he cabs around like crazy, goin� strickly nowhere. In and out. Across town. Back again. Only place he stops is that all-night drugstore on Fiftieth; he�s only in there a couple minutes so Ed don�t know what he bought.�
�Where�d he drop th� taxi?�
�Forty-second an� Broadway. Around seven-thirty. He�s down in that Times Square station so fast Ed can�t find a place to park so he loses th� cluck again. Don�t pick him up until midnight, then he puts Wilter to bed.�
�The guy would�ve had time to bonfire half the midtown section by then.� Pedley swore disgustedly.
�That�s about it. Wilter goes to work this morning, been in th� shop all day. Ed went in to get an estimate on air-conditioning his Madison Avenoo mansion, an� he met another cluck who works there. Ex-con. Charley Lerquick. Just come down from doin� three to five, breakin� an� enterin�. Prob�ly he helped Wilter latch onta th� job.�
�Yair. Barney, find out if they do much theatre work. Ventilating ducts, stuff like that.�
�It�s after six. An� I think they close at five.�
�Then get hold of the man on beat. He�ll know where to rout out the boss.
�And, Barney. Tell Ed if he misses Wilter tonight, I�ll send him back to doing housework on the brass at Engine Sixty.� Pedley hung up, went down, climbed in the red sedan.

He drove uptown without using the Mars light or touching the siren. A block and a half from the Belfonte he parked by a fire plug, went into the structure housing the big red wagons.
In the captain�s office he picked up blueprints of the Belfonte, which he studied, and caustic comment from the lieutenant � which troubled him.
�The damn building should have been condemned three years ago, but they keep getting postponements from the Municipal Courts, Marshal. They�ve fireproofed the carpets and put in spun-glass drapes, but the place would go up like a carload of matches if it ever got half a start. Wood in those dressing rooms is soaked with grease. Plaster�s cracking off the laths. Enough old paint ground into the backstage floor from those canvas sets to cover a ten story building.�
�Yair.� Pedley noted with some satisfaction that the property was owned by one of the giant realty combines; they wouldn�t have any interest in collecting insurance; they made their money renting, not rebuilding. �It�ll probably be just as big a hazard three years from now, too. I�m just checking around.�
The lieutenant knew better, but he didn�t say so.
Pedley walked to the theatre, used his badge at the stage door. For half an hour he checked extinguishers, sand pails, exit lights, panic bolts on the huge steel escape doors. All in order.
He was inspecting the house alarm in the lobby when a hearty voice hailed him. �Hey! Marshal!� The big man called to him through the gilt grillwork of the box-office.
Pedley said, �Hello, George. You the manager here?�
�Heck no.� Fehlman looked surprised. �I�m the treasurer. Lily and I own one-eighth the company. I just sit in here while the ticket man goes to supper, that�s all. You want to catch the show tonight?�
�Thought I might. Hear Lily�s sensational.�
�Best act on Broadway. Not even a close second. Up to last night, anyhow.� The treasurer frowned.
�What was with last night?�
�I couldn�t believe it. She laid the biggest egg this side the Natural History Museum. Must�ve felt rocky. I don�t know what hit her all of a sudden. She was okay when you were up at the apartment, but afterward we went skating at the Arena. She may have caught a touch of flu, didn�t realize it.�
�That�ll knock anyone for a loop.� Pedley nodded. �But if I was in this business I�d rather catch cold, than hot.�
Feldman didn�t get it.
�You�ve a fused-up fire trap here, mister. Every time you jampack this place with standees, you�re paddling around in a pool of T.N.T.�
�But we never admit more than the legal��
�I�m not fixing to count heads,� Pedley cut him short. �But if I were you, I�d make the rounds of the exits every night to see there weren�t any obstructions.�
Feldman was disturbed. �You have a fireman here, on duty, every night.�
�That�s the trouble. He�s here every night. He gets used to things. He�s probably a good man. But if everything looks all right, he�ll assume it is. I wouldn�t do that if I were you.�
�You expecting trouble here?�
Pedley said, �That�s my business, brother.�

It was ten past eight when Pedley knocked on the starred door.
Doranne called, �Come in.�
She stood in front of a tiered mirror in wisps of flesh-pink lingerie. A stout woman, with hair whiter than the frilly cap atop it, held out a pair of gauzy pajama pants for Doranne to step into.
Pedley said, �I�ll come back.�
�You can stay,� Doranne assured him. �Plenty of times I don�t even wear this much on-stage. If the close-up doesn�t destroy all the illusion, it�s all right with me.�
�No wonder the bald-headed boys go for those down front seats.� He dropped into the wicker chair. �You seen Wilter?�
�Yes.� She turned for the dresser to unhook the brassiere. �I haven�t spoken to him. But he was out front last night � tenth row, center. I noticed him on my first entrance. It practically paralyzed me with fright. George says I gave a miserable performance, but I just couldn�t seem to get organized after that.�
�Wilter come around backstage after the show?�
�No. No message, either. I don�t know what I was expecting, a bomb in a box of flowers, or what. Maybe he figures his being out there once in a while � my remembering his threats � will be enough to send me into a nervous collapse. It might be, too. I�m as unstrung as last Christmas�s toy ukulele. I�ll probably louse up the show again, tonight.�
�Why don�t you go away for a vacation?� He watched her in the mirror; it seemed indecent to stare at her, a yard away.
�I told George I wanted to; we were talking about it only half an hour ago. He thinks it�ll smash the road trip they�re booking; my understudy�s a wonderful kid and a lot better dancer than I ever was on my best night � but�� she ran the fingertips of her right hand along her thigh caressingly � �well, she just doesn�t excite people, somehow.�
�Yair. That�s what they pay for,� Pedley said.
�So I�m in the middle. I can�t tell him why I want to run out on the show, unless I spill the whole keg of nails. If I have to stay on, and Ted keeps coming and giving me that cold, icy stare, I�ll crack up for sure. What can I do?�

Pedley could understand why George Fehlman was reluctant to let her spend many evenings away from him. �You might try for a court order to restrain him from annoying you. But that would mean you�d have to go on record about his threatening you.�
�I don�t want to do anything to hurt Ted,� she cried. �You can�t imagine how many bad times it�s given me to remember that he might not have spent all those years in prison if it hadn�t been for me.�
�You didn�t send him there,� the marshal said. �All you did was help us lock him up a little more quickly than we�d been able to without your testimony. And keep yourself from getting indicted as an accomplice � which you�d have been if you�d backed up that phony alibi of his.�
�I know. I keep telling myself that. But you can�t expect Ted to feel like that. I don�t honestly blame him for being sore; what gets me, if he�s going to do something, I wish he�d do it and get it over with, before I pop my top.�
The call boy came along the narrow corridor, rapping on each door. �Five minutes � five minutes.�
The door burst open.
Doranne whirled angrily. �What�s the idea?� Then she exclaimed, �Georgie!�
The blond man ignored her. �Marshal! See you a sec?� He was tense, keyed up.
�Hate to give up this reserved seat,� Pedley excused himself to Doranne, �Might not get it back after intermission.� He followed Fehlman to the cramped hallway.
�Want to show you something.� The treasurer took Pedley�s arm. �After you threw a scare into me, hour or so ago, I took a tour around the theatre.� He urged haste. �It�s on the west aisle � and the curtain�ll go up in a minute.�
The orchestra swept into the strains of the hit tune, Story at Bedtime. The house lights dimmed. The hive-like buzz which rose from the audience began to quiet.
�Here!� Fehlman led the marshal to one of the big, steel escape doors. �See this?�
Around the push-bar which opened the panic-lock was a double loop of galvanized wire, preventing the bar from being shoved inward. Wired so no amount of frenzied pressure on the door could force it open.
Pedley said, �This the only one?� The wire hadn�t been there when he�d made his examination; he was sure about that.
�They were all the same way.� Fehlman wiped sweat off his forehead. �I got some pliers from the electrician and twisted the others off, but I wanted you to see this one.� He produced the pliers.
The marshal used them.
A wave of clapping surged across the footlights as the curtain went up on a row of nightgowned chorines doing a kind of combination conga-hula.
Pedley got the wire free. He strode up the carpeted slope of the side aisle to the curtained partition behind the last row of seats. �Nobody could�ve done a job like that after the customers began to come in, Fehlman.�
�I know it,� the treasurer admitted. �But before that the house was dark, anyone could have come in from backstage. The cast, stagehands, dressers, costume people, visitors � anyone of a hundred people.�
�Any wire like this around the theatre?�
�House carpenter says it�s the kind of stuff they use to hang ventilating ducts. There�ve been some men working down cellar replacing some that�d rusted out. But why would anyone do a thing like that! Unless��
�Yair.� Pedley moved down the aisle to gaze up at the electricians� booth high above the second balcony. In the funneling cones from the spotlights, dust quivered in the hot air like heat waves above desert sand. Accumulated heat of the crow�d might raise the temperature enough to cause that distortion, still...
He moved quietly along the steps leading backstage.
In the wings, a brick-faced uniformed man, with a maltese cross on the visor of his cap, lounged against a property trunk, eyeing with pretended boredom the scanty-panties doing a shuffle-off to brassy music.
�Dickson,� Pedley kept his voice low.
�Something, Marshal?�
�Let�s give �em a quick feel.�

Chapter Three
Fire! Help! Fire!

They ran their hands along the side walls, patted the flimsy partition which separated the dressing rooms from the property man�s cubicle and the costume mistress�s rack-room. Damply warm, but no suggestive heat.
Above them, the thudding cadence of the soft shoe number paced the hit song:
A sto-ree at bedtime
And you are the one I�m
Telling it to...
Only to you...


Dickson muttered, �They pour on that steam, night like this, Marshal, so th� house�ll be good �n warm when th� show starts. Y� can�t have a socko smash like this, with people sittin� on their mitts.�
�Feel the floor along that side wall,� Pedley said.
�Yes, sir. Them cuties get goose-pimples any time they get th� temperature below seventy.�
�You been around while that outfit was working on the vents?� Pedley climbed a bench to stroke the ceiling plaster in the prop room.
�No, sir. Management won�t let �em work on matinee pee-ems. Hammer on those pipes down cellar, voom! You can hear it all over th� house like a bass drum.�
�Yair.� What Pedley could hear was the silent alarm of those wired escape-doors; they made a noise like fear-crazed panic. �You keep givin� em the pat. I�m going up, phone in a Stand By.�
�Jeeze.� Dickson�s eyes bulged. �You got a tipoff they�s a pyro in th� house, Marshal?�
�You keep your eyes open. And not on those babes. I�ll be back, few minutes.�
The chorus was doing precision steps to Lily Lacazette�s introduction to the Twoette when he came out into the side aisle. A rainbow of negligees swirled around long-stemmed lovelies while Doranne and Val Kreston, her leading man, crooned to a spotlighted cage of ivory-white love birds:
Two is enough
When you want to do your stuff.


When he came back from the phone booth, he watched her a minute. She gets �em excited, all right, he thought. Half the guys in the audience looked as if they�d like to climb up on the stage and put the slug on that hunk of he-man who was nuzzling Doranne�s throat in the final clinch. And the dames seemed to get a belt out of her sexiness, too.
The encore was the payoff to the Twoette. When she came back to let the white parakeets out of their cage to take the bows with her, the birds went to work on the bows that held her dress, her slip, her underthings. The music quickened, mounted. The lights dimmed until the strip tease was focused in one huge amber spotlight.
Doranne pretended to fight off the pecking birds and fled to the wings in feigned embarrassment. The applause thundered. She had to beg-off after the ninth bow.
Val Kreston came on for a burlesque of the strip, the love birds stopping at loosening his bow tie. The chorus returned in Bikinis for the sun-bath number.
Pedley scanned the center bank of seats; no one resembling Wilter. He went to the balconies. No sign of the firebug there, either.
He stopped at the box-office. George wasn�t around.
�Maybe he�s backstage,� the ticket-seller suggested. �He got the house count about five minutes�� He stopped, his mouth open.

The scream was muffled, but it could be heard indistinctly over the fast tempo of the beach number.
�Fire! Help! Help! F-i-r-e!� It was Doranne�s voice, somewhere backstage.
Pedley said, �Phone Fire Department Emergency! Jump!�
The man jumped.
Pedley grabbed the nearest usher. �Yank these lobby doors open. Fast! Now!�
�Y... yessir.�
The marshal beckoned another usher. �Get the people in those rear seats up and out. Pronto. Don�t let �em mill around at th� coat check. Hop to it!�
There was no need for a cry of fire, now. The smoke oozed out from the right wings like a misshapen cauliflower. The orchestra leader kept his men playing at top pitch but looked around nervously at the stampede in the aisles. Val Kreston stood front and center with both hands raised in a placating gesture.
�Take it easy, take it easy � everybody! This is a fireproof theatre! That�s just a lot of smoke back there! They�ll have it out in a minute! Nobody�s going to get hurt! Don�t rush! Don�t push! Take your time folks.�
Good boy, Pedley cheered him, wordlessly. You don�t know whether it�s just a lot of smoke or a barbecue coming up, but you�re playing it right. He went down the side aisle, shoving open the escape doors as he went. Cold air blasted in from the alley.
The pandemonium was backstage. The smoke was thick, nauseous. The dense fog was pierced only by hoarse shouts, frantic cries.
The fumes lightened at the stairs leading down; the light was sullen orange.
Pedley felt his way toward it. He bumped into someone who seized his arm. �Other way! Exits over here.�
�Leggo.� Pedley broke the man�s grip. He plunged down the stairs, through a screen of heat that made his eyeballs ache.
The fire was there, in the costume storeroom. Coils of bilious yellow-green smoke crept along the corridor, writhing like a swollen python.
Pedley kicked open Doranne�s dressing room door. A livid sheet of flame puffed along the corridor, head high.
He dropped to his knees, crawled into the dressing room, fell flat across a pair of prone legs.

The angry clangor of gongs rose above the tumult as he slung the big man across his shoulder. It was George; the soft fabric of the treasurer�s expensive suit told the marshal that before his fingers, groping for the pulse, touched the man�s throat.
George groaned heavily as the marshal backed out into the corridor. Ten feet to his right the ancient woodwork blazed fiercely, with a continuous snapping like the cracking of twigs underfoot. Sparks fountained over him, stung the back of his neck savagely. He crawled toward the stairs.
Booted figures appeared through the murk. He shifted the deadweight on his shoulder, stood up, put out a hand to shove the heavy nozzle aside.
The nozzleman grunted through his smoke-mask. The hoseman behind him called hoarsely. �Any more down here?�
Pedley coughed out: �Might be� Look out� It�s worked into � the ceiling.� He slapped at a spark on his eyelid. He labored up the narrow stairs, his eyes streaming, and felt his way by keeping close to the canvas serpent out to the alley door.
A ladderman lifted George off the marshal�s shoulder, lugged the treasurer through the milling confusion of helmeted men, laid him on the sidewalk near the big pumper.
George moaned, opened his eyes. �Did she get out?� he croaked.
Pedley looked down at the smoke-smudged face, the singed blond hair. �Don�t know. If she hasn�t�� He called to a man in the white helmet of a battalion chief, �Need an L-pipe down there, Matty. It�s in the floor; those vent ducts�ll shoot it all over the building.�
The chief roared an order; men clumped hastily to the nearest hose truck. The chief walked carefully on the glare ice forming from coupling spray. �This one of those things, Ben?�
�Yair.� The marshal caught sight of Doranne huddling in a man�s overcoat by the hook-and-ladder, half a dozen other scared and shivering girls around her. Beside her, Val Kreston, in shirt-sleeves, stared up at the roof of the theatre. �Smelled like naptha. Started in the wardrobe.� Pedley searched the crowd for anyone who looked like Ted Wilter. Wilter had used cleaning naptha on the last store job.
The chief rumbled, �...get my hands on that�� as he sloshed into the alley.

Pedley went to the hose truck, found an emergency hand lamp. He opened the mask locker, found an extra, and splashed back to the stage door.
The chief halted him. �No good, Ben. I�m calling �em out. It�s through to the sills. Minute they let go, the wall�ll sag.�
Pedley pushed past. �Only be a minute.�
Smoke and steam erupted from the stairwell as from the crater of a volcano, but there were no flames. The hosemen were backing up, dragging the canvas boa constrictor with them. He edged by.
The nozzleman swore. �You don� want to go down there, Marshal!�
�You�re damn right.� But he went down, carefully, testing each tread before he stepped on it.
The low rumble of the two-inch streams, the hiss of cold water on hot metal, and a curious grinding sound filled the cramped corridor with an oppressive undertone. The mortar working in the brick walls, he thought. That was all he needed, a couple thousand tons of masonry to come crashing down through that charred ceiling.
He made it to the starred dressing room where he�d found George.
The air was clearer now, but plaster crumbled down from the ceiling like hailstones. The grinding had become a vibration which made the hairs on the back of his neck stiffen.
He found what he�d been looking for, just inside the door, where he�d tripped over George. A small Stillson wrench, a pipe-fitter�s tool. The handle had been painted a vivid green.
It took him less time to get back up the stairs. There was an odd sensation of daylight, backstage. The roof was burning, dropping fragments down past the platform where stagehands for half a century had handled the fly lines for scenery. The groaning was like steady, faraway thunder.
The alley was empty as he emerged into clean, cold air. A great shout went up from the crowd in the street. He splashed through a bombardment of cornice fragments, brick chips, mortar splinters, and plunged across the sidewalk as the wall came crumbling down.
A man from the Trib caught his arm.
�Boy, was that the luckiest moment of your life, Marshal!�
�Yair.� Pedley gazed at the eruption of steam, flames, smoke, and dust which pyred up out of the gutted theatre.
�Say, they say this was a firebug�s work.�
�Was.�
�You any idea?�
Pedley rubbed a spark blister. �Nothing official. But � there�ll be an alarm out for an ex-con by the name of Theodore Wilter in ten minutes. Just don�t quote me, buster.�
�How you spell that? Double-you, eye, ell, tee, ee, are?�
�Anyway you spell it, it�s cruddy, in my book.� Pedley looked for Doranne.
Neither she nor George was to be seen.

Chapter Four
Guilty!

The chimes sounded off with The Gang�s All Here. Doranne answered the door herself. The French maid must be on a day basis, Pedley thought. He said, �How�s George?�
�Lying down. I made him lie down.� Doranne looked drawn; there were lines of strain around her eyes; her voice sounded listless. �He says he feels all right. But after that bang on the head and everything, he might have something wrong with him and not know. I sent for our doctor. He ought to be here any minute.�
�Sense.� Pedley nodded. �Likely has a dose of smoke narcosis; doesn�t affect you for a few hours, then whammo! You�re drowning to death inside, with your lungs full of liquid. I wouldn�t know about the concussion; how�d he get knocked out like that?�
�The smoke blinded him. He ran smack into the door, looking for me. At least, that�s all he remembers.�
He held out the wrench. �I better show him this.�
She squinted, peering at the Stillson. �What is it? Where�d it come from?�
�Plumber�s tool. It was on the floor beside your husband when I picked him up.�
�You!� Her eyes lit up. �I thought it was a fireman. I mean one of the regular firemen. Oh! You saved his life. He�d have been suffocated down in that awful hole!�
�He might have been buried under a brick landslide.�
�You�ll never know how grateful�� Doranne�s eyes misted. She turned, with her hand on the knob of the bedroom door. �That thing! Does it mean somebody tried to kill him?!�
�Doubt if anyone�d use it for putting on makeup,� he said drily.
�Ted,� she breathed. �I... I told George about him.�
�Good deal. You�d have had to, sooner or later, anyway.�
�Have you caught him?�
�Not yet.�
A spasm twisted the placid features for an instant. �It must sound terrible to say so, but � I�m glad it�s over. If it is.�
�I know what y� mean.�
�You don�t, though. Nobody could.� Doranne shuddered. �You won�t upset George too much? He�s had it rough. This�ll just about finish the show for the season, and there�ll be all sorts of lawsuits!�
�I can�t guarantee to make him feel better.�
�I suppose not. No.� She went in, ahead of him.
George lay in one of a pair of twin Holly-woods, pillows banked behind him, the purple, striped pajamas the only spot of color against the whiteness of candlewick spread, sheets and pillowslip.
Doranne clutched Pedley�s arm. �George! He dragged you up out of that awful basement!�
The treasurer scowled. �You did, Marshal?�
�Happened to get down there first, that�s all. One of the boys�d have brought you out if I hadn�t.� Pedley could see no sign of a scalp wound or bruise.
George�s scowl faded, was replaced by a growing grin. �Only trouble is, I�ll never be able to get even with you, for a thing like that, pal.� He held out his hand. �But I sure won�t forget it.�
Pedley put the wrench on the outstretched palm. �You see the party who tapped you with this?�

Fehlman gawked at the Stillson, looked up at the marshal, transferred his glance back to the green-handled tool. �I didn�t see a soul. I didn�t know, till I came to, up on the street, that Val Kreston had gone down and helped her upstairs.�
�The fire was set.� Pedley made no move to take the wrench back. �Somebody spilled two quarts of naptha on the rayon and satins on the wardrobe racks, touched a match to �em. Someone who dropped this wrench on the dressing room floor.�
Doranne cried, �How�d he ever get down there!�
Pedley took the twisted bit of galvanized wire out of his overcoat pocket. �Anyone who could get around the Belfonte without being noticed while the panic-bolts were being gimmicked with this stuff, wouldn�t have had much trouble.�
Hail, Hail, began the chimes.
�The doctor,� Doranne hurried out, closed the door behind her.
The marshal hefted the wire thoughtfully. �This turns out to be a murder case, not just a matter of arson, George.�
The treasurer huddled down against the pillows. �Did anyone get��
�One of the stagehands couldn�t get down from the flys in time. Some of that brickwork broke the back of a ladderman when they were soaking down.� Pedley rubbed the scar welt on his jaw. �If the doc says you�re all right to ride downtown, I�ll have to ask you and Lily to come along and make some depositions.�
George hesitated. �Sure... sure. Anything to help.�
�Your wife told you about Ted Wilter.�
�Yes.� George looked sick. �I hope you get a statement out of him!�
�Don�t fret yourself into a sweat about that,� Pedley opened the door. �We will.�
He closed the door, stepped to the living-room.
A muzzle jabbed him in the short ribs. �Stick your thumbs in your ears, fire laddie!� It was Ted Wilter, wild-eyed and pale-lipped, the automatic in one hand, a morning paper folded in the other.
Pedley clasped his hands over the top of his head.
Doranne whispered, �I didn�t know who it was! He came in before I realized!� She stood, rigid, backed against the mantel by the fireplace.
Wilter�s voice shook. �You realized enough to spill to th� stinkin� papers!� He hurled the early edition on the divan.
Black type blazoned�
Torch Sought
As Belfonte Burns
Killing Two
�Gave �em my name, the whole story,� the ex-con trembled with rage. �What chance�ve I got now! I�m as good as strapped in the chair already! And I haven�t been within a mile of the theatre since four o�clock!�
She whimpered, �Ted � put that gun down!�
�Hah! So ol� horse-puss here�ll railroad me up river again! When I haven�t done one thing except shell out five bucks to see you.�
George coughed gently. He stood straddle-legged by the open door of the bedroom. The gun in his hand might have been a duplicate of the one Wilter held.
�You might,� he coughed, �as well take your medicine,� George said.
�Think y� got me cornered, don�t ya?� Wilter�s shoulders hunched forward like a boxer�s. �Think you�ll pin it all on me, don�t ya?� His eyes opened very wide. �Th� dog has a bad name so you can blame him for any��
George�s gun spoke flatly.
Wilter�s shoulders straightened with a jerk. His pistol exploded so closely after the other it sounded, in that quiet apartment, like an echo.
Pedley went for the treasurer as Wilter crumpled, wrested George�s gun away. �You seem to have plenty of stuff left,� Pedley shoved him toward the divan, �I guess we won�t send you back to bed just yet.�
Doranne held her hands over her eyes, sobbing.

Wilter groaned. �You really gave it to me. But I�d soon get it this way as get fried for somethin� I didn�t do.�
Pedley knelt beside him. �You�re leaking a lot. But that hole in your shoulder shouldn�t keep you in the hospital for four years. Lie still. There�ll be a doc here before long. He�ll fix you up so you won�t bleed to death.�
�I never set the fire,� Wilter said tightly.
�I know you didn�t,� the marshal stood up. �The bug who did took a lot of pains to plant it on you, though. Wire from that duct job Eureka was doing at the theatre. A stillson one of you left lying around; all the tools you lug around in your truck�s painted green, aren�t they?�
�Yeah. But if you knew?� Wilter grimaced with pain.
�One of my deputies was on your tail all evening. I had a report from him ten minutes before I came up here. He says you were in a Seventy-ninth street beer joint at nine-twenty, when the alarm went in.�
�Cripes! If anybody�d ever told me I�d be glad I knew you!� Wilter closed his eyes.
Pedley stared down at him morosely. �Told the warden I�d go to hell to help you, if you meant to play it straight. Damn near did, too. If it hadn�t been for that ticket��
George asked, �What ticket?�
�Ducat for Bedtime Story tonight. Middle of the tenth row. Idea was, I�d find out Wilter�d been in that seat last night, figure he�d sent it to me.�
Doranne took her hands away from her eyes. �Anyone would know a fireman doesn�t need a ticket to get into a theatre.�
�Not anyone,� Pedley was curt. �You would. That�s why you sent it to me.�
Doranne�s face paled.
Wilter groaned.
George came off the divan in a fury. �Damn you, don�t you dare��
�Put it back where you took it from,� the marshal said wearily.
George sat down.
�You don�t have to play straight man for her any longer,� Pedley went on. �If you haven�t already doped out you were to be the patsy while Wilter was nabbed as the goat, chances are you won�t believe it now. But she clunked you with that wrench after touching off the wardrobe stuff.�
Doranne whimpered, �What are you saying?�
He ignored her. �She knew you�d come pelting down to the dressing room the minute you learned she was in danger, George. She waited for you and socked you cold. If I hadn�t gone down there, you�d be a shovelful of cinders by now.�

The treasurer�s face was a contortion. �No!� he muttered. �I don�t believe it. Not one word of it. Why would she? Why should she? She knows I�d do anything in the world��
�Yair, she knows, all right.� Pedley blew smoke past the muzzle of George�s gun. �One trouble with her. Too easy for her to get a man, too simple to hold one. She didn�t want that. She wanted the kick of getting a new one. I�d say this Val Kreston, at a guess.�
Doranne lifted her head high. �George! Are you going to let him stand there and tell these hideous lies!�
�Yair, he is,� Pedley answered. �He�s able to figure that you�d have his piece of Bedtime Story if he hadn�t been dragged out of that dressing room. He may even be able to reason out that you were one of the people who could�ve gotten around the theatre before the show began, to wire up those escape doors.�
Doranne cried, �George! He�s trying to crucify me!�
Pedley laughed disagreeably. �You qualify as an expert on that, arranging to roast a thousand people alive. You said something about exciting people. You�d have had enough to last you a dozen lifetimes if George hadn�t noticed those panic-bolts were mucked up.�
George blubbered like a baby.
Doranne ran to him. �He�s trying to throw a scare into you, that�s all, darling.�
�Ask me, there�s no more room for scare in George.� Pedley took her arm. �Besides, right about now he�s realizing you didn�t have any business down in your dressing room when the fire broke out, anyhow. You didn�t have to change costumes during the act, or your dresser�d have been down there waiting for you. You didn�t want something you�d left down there, or you�d have sent George for it. He doesn�t have to have it spelled out.�
Wilter said between his teeth: �That business about always liking to get men lathered up, you got her right on that, fire-laddie. She�s a ball of fire, all right, but she always wants to be rolling along to something new.�
The chimes Hail-Hail-ed.
Pedley said, �George. Go let the Doc in, will you? I have to hang onto the hot number!�
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