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“A master key for a bolt,” Fenner said quietly.

“A nice little electro magnet and some lamp cord,

75 MASTER KEY
by Charles S. Wolfe

Simple, wasn't it. Hook right into

the lamp socket and shoot the bolts about at will."

FOLLOWED Fenner through the door
of Davidson’s office. We found the
worthy Chief of Police seated behind his
desk, from which vantage point he
- grected us with an unusually cheerful
“good morning.”

He seemed in rare good humor, and I noted the
quizzical uplifting of Fen-

“None of the bunch you so glibly named, Joe,”
chuckled Davidson, “in fact,-we have nothing. Every-
thing is going nicely. I don’t need you at all. But
I've got a bird in my private office there who needs
you badly. I'll say he does. Oh, boy! Wait till you
hear his story!”

“Sounds interesting,” admitted Fenner. “What

is it? Usually obedient

ner's eyebrows as he ad-
vanced to the desk and
leaned lazily against it.
“We received your mes-
sage, Chief,” drawled Fen-
ner, “and we came right
down. What have we now
—murder, mayhem, lar-
ceny or abduction 7
Davidson laughed out-

story,

of it all.

T HE cleverness of this story like the cleverness of

a great many things lies largely n ils simplicity.
The shooting of bolts whether for opening or closing
a door involves an impenetrable mystery wntil it is eluci-
dated by so simple a solution that we must wonder it
did not occur to everybody on the first reading of the
Read the story and see what the Master Key
wwas, and see how surprised youw will be at the simplicity
You will even find a Mr. Watson in this
story—not the one of Sherlock Holmes fame however.

daughter eloped with the
family - chauffeur—some-
thing of that sort?”
Davidson rose. “Come
on into the office and let
him tell you the story him-
self,” he said over his
shoulder, as he led the
way; and with curiosity
aroused we followed after.
him into the next room.

right. Involuntarily I

started. Tt was the first

time that I had heard a laugh out of the usually taci-
turn chief. In fact, I firmly believed that the very
farthest he would ever get in that direction would
be a broad grin. And I realized that something un-
usually humorous must have come up to betray the
police head into open mirth.

67

, Seated at the table was
a well dressed young man whose face bore no trace
of the mirth that seemed to have gotten the best
of Davidson, As we entered, he glanced up quickly,
and T imagined I saw the shadow of disappoint-
ment cross his features as Davidson introduced
Fenner.



68 AMAZING STORIES

“Meet Mr. Fenner and his friend,” said David-
son. “Joe, this is Mr. Watson, son of John Watson,
who has the ice plant. Fenner here, Mr. Watson, is
the man [ think you want. Tell him your story.
You'll excuse me, for I'm rather busy this morning.”

Davidson left us, and as we seated ourselves
across the table from Watson, I began studying him
covertly, for he was a well-known figure around our
town. Son of one of the wealthiest of our citizens,
he was prominent in all the big social activities of
the “upper set,” and a member of all the exclusive
clubs. His name was constantly appearing in the
public prints, and I made the most of this oppor-
tunity to get a line on the man.

He spoke in low, cultured tones, not looking di-
rectly at us, and toying with a paper knife in a
nervous fashion as he talked. .

“I find myself in a most embarrassing situation,
Mr. Fenner,” he said, “and Davidson tells me that
he is unable to give me any assistance, because the
matter cannot be considered as legitimately in his
line. I suppose he’s right. Also, I admit that I
am showing poor sportsmanship in asking aid in
this business, but you will understand that it is
not the money involved that leads me to unfair play.
I am in a fair way to become the laughing stock
of the city, and at all costs this must be prevented.”

“And what is the difficulty, Mr. Watson?” Fenner
asked politely, as the clubman paused.

“It 1s a silly bet that I was foolish enough to
make at the Lynx Club with young Fair yesterday
afternoon. We were discussing some of the popular
books of the day, and finally worked around to a
detective story which is having quite a run. Maybe
you've read the thing—chap is murdered in a room
to which there is no apparent ingress possible with-
out detection—that sort of stuff. I remarked that
all this kind of business was drivel—that in every-
day life such things could not, and did not, take
place. Young Fair, with all the romanticism of
youth, defended the writer and his clan. Said that
things occur in reality that outdo the marvelous
happenings of fiction. - The dispute grew rather
hotter than either of us liked, and—well, we ended
in a bet.

“Fair offered to bet me five thousand dollars that
he personally could demonstrate to a selected com-
mittee that the mysterious entrance or exit from
a room as described in this book was quite possible.
I accepted the wager. - '

“The committee was selected, and the conditions
agreed on. e was to enter a room from which no
unaided exit could apparently be made. He was
to be allowed the entire night in which to effect
his escape. If he succeeded, I agreed to find him
within 48 hours, and to explain how he got away
or forfeit the wager.

“The arrangements were made, and he entered
the chosen room at eight last evening. This morn-
ing we forced an entrance to that room. He has
disappeared !”

Fenner made no effort to conceal his grin. “Put
one over, eh? Any idea how he managed it?”

“Not the slightest,” confessed Watson, dejectedly.
“Apparently it is impossible. Yet he is gone. My
forty-eight hours are slipping away rapidly, and it
seems as if I am slated to lose. I don’t regard the
money at all, you will understand. T would give the
little devil that much if he asked for it. It is the

»

idea of having the young jackanapod hoodwink me
in this fashion that makes me determined to find
him if I can. Yet I havent any idea where to
begin. Now I am making you this offer. Solve this
riddle for me, and the money I win you may have.
Of course, I rely on you to keep secret the fact
that you aided me.”

“That's a pretty stiff condition,” objected Fen-
ner, “for how I am to get a look at the scene of
this mysterious disappearance without someone not-
ing my presence there, and how I am to trace the
movements of Fair without following any trail he
may have left without seeing it, is more than I can
imagine.”

“That you can easily do,” returned Watson. “The
selected room was in the Commercial House. This
morning we forced the door, doing some little dam-
age. I told the proprietor that I would send work-
men around to make the necessary repairs. You
may represent yourselves as locksmiths without
arousing any suspicion.”

“Right,” Fenner agreed, cheerfully, “and now,
Mr. Watson, give me a concise account of Fair’s last
movements.”

“We finally chose a room on the twelfth floor.
Fair accepted this room without comment, and it
suited me. It opens into a long corridor, which
leads to the elevator. /It is much like the other
rooms on that floor. The reason that it appealed
to me was that it was situated quite a distance from
the fire-escape. In fact, it is inconceivable that Fair
passed out through the windows of the rooms.”

“Granting that he had nerve to venture out over
the abyss, couldn’t he reach the roof ?” queried Fen-
ner, quietly.

Watson shook his head in negation. “Three stor-
ies above, is the out-jutting cornice; you know. Prac-
tically no hand or foothold on the surface of the
wall. I don’t imagine a cat could make it. T think
we can eliminate the windows. The hotel proprietor
assures me that there are no secret passages, spaces
between the walls or anything of that sort in the
building. T take his word for it. Now as to the
doors. There are two. The one leading into the
room from the corridor by which Fair entered, and
one within the room in the left wall, leading into an
adjoining room, which also has a door opening into
the corridor.

“Both these doors have ordinary locks, not dead
latches. For this reason, I suppose, they have also
bolts. There is a bolt on the inside of the door
which opens on the corridor, and a bolt on the door
within the room. There is a bolt on the other side
of that door, by the way, within the adjoining room.
I looked this morning. And for the occasion, we
put a bolt on the outside of the corridor door.

“When Fair entered the room we shot this out-
side bolt. He shot the one on the inside. That's why
we had to force our way in this morning. That bolt
on the inside was still in place. So also were both
bolts on the other door. And there you are.”™

Fenner arose. “Your description of the condi-
tions is good, Mr. Watson,” he said, “and now Bill
and I will become locksmiths and go down and see if
we can do anything for you. If I am able to help
you out, I'll call Davidson on the 'phone.”

“Do that,” agreed Watson, “and remember, the
money is all yours if you can successfully unravel
this mystery.”
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Fenner nodded, and we passed out, leaving Wat-
son seated at the table. As we passed through the
outer office, Davidson favored us with a wink and
a grimace to which Fenner replied by forming with
his hands a very creditable imitation of the long
ears of a mule. :

We made our way to Fenner’s house, attired our-
selves in working clothes, took a few tools, and
caught a downtown car. As we rode, I ventured to
question Fenner, hoping that he might have a pos-
sible solution to the riddle. He proved non-com-
mittal.

“Wait, Bill,” he said, “until we have had a first-
hand look at the scene of this fourth-dimensional
chap’s activities. Let us form no theories until we
know all that is to be known about the case.”

“Watson's description was quite lucid,” T replied,
“and if things are just as he described them, the
trick seems impossible to me. Fair couldn’t have
flown, you know.”

“No matter how impossible it may seem,” rejoined
Fenner, “you are face to face with the fact that
when they broke into the room this morning Fair
was gone. That, I take it, is proof enough that it is
quite possible. IHere we are.”

On stating our errand to the manager, we had
no trouble in securing admission to the room, and
the departing bell-hop left us alone in the room from
which Fair had contrived to find an exit.

The damage to the door was trivial and Fenner
set about making the few necessary repairs. “You
search carefully, Bill,” he said, as he applied him-
self to the task of replacing the torn off bolt and
its keeper, “and make sure that our young friend is
not here, disguised as a bed or a clothes tree.”

Tgnoring the banter, I did make a thorough ex-
amination of the room, having come to the conclu-
sion on the way down that Fair might just possibly
have remained in the room, avoiding detection by
some clever expedient.

My efforts were fruitless, however, for a search
convinced me that he could not possibly be in hiding
within the room.

Conditions were just as described hy Watson,
There was no disorder or sign of unusual physical
effort to suggest a possible answer to the enigma.
A glance out of the window assured me that Watson
had spoken the truth. Just to fancy a human being
clinging to the surface of that wall at that height
was sickening, and I felt convinced that Fair had
not made the fire-escape. Yet the bolted doors
seemed proof that he had not passed through either
of them, for it is possible to lock a door after you,
but hardly so to shoot a bolt inside of a closed
door. Also the fact that there were holts on the out-
side of each of these doors made it look like a rather
difficult proposition for him to have opened them at
all, let alone having bolted them behind him.

The ceiling, examined from the vantage point of a
chair, was as fruitless of clues as the previously
serutinized floor.

“And now,” said Fenner, after these details had
heen attended to, “we will take a leaf from Wat-
son’s book, and have a look at the adjoining room.”

By means of an ordinary skeleton key we readily
got into this chamber through the corridor door. I

prepared myself for another thorough search, but
Fenner stayed me, “No use, Bill,” he said; “let’s

go.

Mystified, and a little rebellious, I followed him
from the room, and we made our way to the street.

As we walked along, Fenner hummed softly under
his breath.

“It wouldn’t have done any harm to have taken a
look around that room,” I grumbled, “on the off
chance. While he’s not likely there, we might have
made sure.”

“Nor would it have done us any good. Ah!
there’s a telephone booth. Wait here until T get
Davidson and kiss that five thousand good-bye.”

“Are you giving it up?” I demanded, amazed and
hurt. “Let’s go back and have another try.”

“Not on your life,” said Fenner, grimly. “Lead
us not into temptation. If I go back there I may he
tempted to collect that money.”

“You'll never collect it this way,” I demurred.

“My boy, I don’t want to collect it,” retorted Fen-
ner. “I don’t need money that badly. Watson’s a
short sport, or he would have seen this thing through
himself, and not asked to buy the brains which he
apparently lacks. Fair, on the other hand, has proved
himself the possessor of some real gray matter. Get
me? I'm going to be something of a good sport
myself and not give him away.”

I laughed, shortly. “Give him away,” I echoed.
“I hardly think you will!”

Fenner stopped short in his tracks, nettled. “Say,

1] o € 3 - ?
you ass,” he said, sharply, “you don’t think I'm
stumped, do you? Let me tell you something, fel-
low. I know where that lad is at this very moment.”
X “You do? I yelled. ‘““Then where in blazes is
e?,l :

“In that room that.I wouldn’t let you search, my
boy,” rejoined Fenner, complacently, gratified by
my startled expression. “That’s why T literally
dragged you out. I didn’t want you to flush the poor
lad and spoil it for him. He was in that big closet,
sticking out his forty-eight hours.”

“He was?’ I demanded, in amazement.
did he get through that holted door?”

“Fasiest thing in the world.” chuckled Fenner.
“A cinch. He had the MASTER KEY.”

“How

“A master key for a bolt?” T demanded incred--

ulously.

“A master key for a bolt,” TFenner said quietly.
“A nice little electro-magnet and some lamp cord.
Simple, wasn't it. Hook right into the lamp socket
and shoot the bolts about at will. He figured, and
rightly enough, that the fact that all those bolts
were found safely in their keepers would ward off all
suspicion that he merely stepped into the adjoining
room. He was right when he told Watson that
things happen in every day life that are stranger
than fiction. Maybe that worthy will believe him
now.”

“Good night!” T murmured, dazedly. “I never

thought of that method—never suspected the trick.”

“T did,” replied Fenner; “and just the moment
that I saw those bolts were of steel and not
brass, I knew that T was right. Gee! Couldn’t we
have rigged up some station with those five thou-
sand iron men!”

THE END
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