
        
            
                
            
        

    Table of Contents
A NOTE FROM THE PUBLISHER
THE MEGAPACK SERIES
COPYRIGHT INFO
BLOOD FOR THE VAMPIRE DEAD, by Robert Leslie Bellem
MISTRESS OF SNARLING DEATH, by Paul Chadwick
FIANCES FOR THE DEVIL’S DAUGHTER, by Russell Gray
THE SHRIEKING POOL, by G. T. Fleming-Roberts
DEATH MATES FOR THE LUST-LOST, by Hugh J. Gallagher
THE DOGS OF PURGATORY, by Hugh Pendexter
WHEN MANHATTAN SANK, by George S. Brooks
BRIDE OF THE APE, by Harold Ward
BLOOD-BAIT FOR HUNGRY MERMAIDS, by John Wallace
SHIP OF THE GOLDEN GHOUL, by Lazar Levi
BLACK POOL FOR HELL MAIDENS, by Hal K. Wells
DEATH FLIGHT, by Robert Wallace
THE SCALPEL OF DOOM, by Ray Cummings
SATAN DRIVES THE BUS, by Wyatt Blassingame
SERVANT OF THE BEAST, by L. Patrick Greene
THE DEAD BOOK, by Howard Hersey
WHEN SUPER-APES PLOT, by Anthony Wilder
THE YELLOW CURSE, by Lars Anderson
THE BRAIN OF MANY BODIES, by E. A. Grosser
TONG TORTURE, by Emile C. Tepperman
THE RAY OF MADNESS, by Captain S. P. Meek
THE TERRIBLE TENTACLES OF L-472, by Sewell Peaslee Wright
THE APE-MEN OF XLOTLI, by David R. Sparks
THE FLOATING ISLAND OF MADNESS, by Jason Kirby
THE CORPSE ON THE GRATING, by Hugh B. Cave







A NOTE FROM THE PUBLISHER
Over the last year, our “Megapack” series of ebook anthologies has proved to be one of our most popular endeavors. (Maybe it helps that we sometimes offer them as premiums to our mailing list!) One question we keep getting asked is, “Who’s the editor?”
The Megapacks (except where specifically credited) are a group effort. Everyone at Wildside works on them. This includes John Betancourt, Carla Coupe, Steve Coupe, Bonner Menking, Colin Azariah-Kribbs, A.E. Warren, Sam Cooper, and many of Wildside’s authors…who often suggest stories to include (and not just their own!).
* * * *
For The Pulp Fiction Megapack, we selected stories with great pulp titles. (Where else are you going to find titles like “Blood for the Vampire Dead,” “Mistress of Snarling Death,” or “When Super-Apes Plot”?) Of course, these stories were all written in a different time, with different standards of what was acceptable. They are decidedly not politically correct by modern standards. Please go into them aware of this fact, and if you are offended by racism, stereotypes, bad writing, sadism, or anything else prevalent in cheap literature of the early 20th century...well, this may not be the best book for you. But if you can sit back and enjoy these stories for what they are—simple titlations from another era—you may find some surprising treats.
A NOTE FOR KINDLE READERS
The Kindle versions of our Megapacks employ active tables of contents for easy navigation…please look for one before writing reviews on Amazon that complain about the lack! (They are sometimes at the ends of ebooks, depending on your reader.)
RECOMMEND A FAVORITE STORY?
Do you know a great forgotten story, or have a favorite author whom you believe is perfect for the Megapack series? We’d love your suggestions! You can post them on our message board at http://movies.ning.com/forum (there is an area for Wildside Press comments).
Note:
we only consider stories that have already been professionally published. This is not a market for new works.
TYPOS
Unfortunately, as hard as we try, a few typos do slip through. We update our ebooks periodically, so make sure you have the current version (or download a fresh copy if it’s been sitting in your ebook reader for months.) It may have already been updated.
If you spot a new typo, please let us know. We’ll fix it for everyone (and email a revised copy to you when it’s updated, in either epub or Kindle format). You can email the publisher at wildsidepress@yahoo.com or use the message boards above.
—John Betancourt
Publisher, Wildside Press LLC
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BLOOD FOR THE VAMPIRE DEAD, by Robert Leslie Bellem
Over the wind’s midnight howling and the demoniac swirl of the mountain rainstorm came the frantic cry of a man harassed by some hideous mental torment. “Doc Croft! For God’s sake open up afore hit’s too late!”
Tim Croft, recently assigned by the state health authorities to take charge of this tiny charity hospital in the deep Ozarks, came abruptly awake as he heard the agonized call punctuated by an insistent hammering on the front door of his cabin, which was located to one side of the hospital proper. He slid his feet into worn slippers, made a light, crossed the cabin’s single room and opened the rough, hard-hewn door.
A spindrift of rain flurried at him, and with it came the man who had called out so despairingly. He was Jeb Starko from up in Haunted Hollow, a mile beyond the ridge—an area bedeviled, according to local superstition, by ghosts and similar evil creatures of the night. Soaked to the skin, his unshaven face pasty with fear, Starko stumbled over the threshold. “You got to stop ’em, doc!” he mouthed. “They’re a-comin’ to git my Eula!”
“Coming to get your wife? But she’s—” Tim Croft choked back the gloomy news he had for the mountaineer. “Who’s coming, and why?” he demanded.
“The Ludwells from down in the flats, damn ’em! They’re a-sayin’ as how Eula is a witch-vampire like the hants that roam the ridge, an’ they’re aimin’ to kill her. They’ll do for you an’ your nurses, too, if you ain’t careful!”
Croft’s nostrils pinched in as he drew a deep breath. The Ludwells were members of a clan which, from the very outset, had fiercely resented his coming to the region as only the deeply superstitious can resent progress. More than once they had muttered dark threats against him because of his efforts to educate the natives away from their old beliefs in herbs and charms and devil-magic philtres. If it were really true that they were now on their way to the hospital, then trouble was definitely brewing.
There was an old revolver in the top drawer of Tim Croft’s desk. He got it and thrust it into the pocket of his bathrobe. Then he pivoted as he heard scurrying footfalls behind him. His day nurse, Brenda Lemoyne, came pelting into the room, clad in a slicker over her nightgown. Daintily blonde and alluringly pretty, she panted: “Tim, darling, what’s wrong? I heard a commotion—”
His arm went possessively about her slender waist. Some day Brenda would be his wife, when he had achieved a promotion to some more important post; and because his love for her was so great, he frowned uneasily at her presence in his quarters now. “You should have stayed in your cabin with Edith Paxon,” he said gravely, referring to the nurse who shared duty with Brenda.
“But—but Edith isn’t there. I looked for her before I came over here, but I couldn’t find her. Tim—tell me what the trouble is!”
“The Ludwells are on their way here.”
“The Ludwells? Oh, Tim, I—I’m frightened!”
“I’ll handle them,” he said evenly.
She shivered as she clung to him. “Maybe you won’t be able to. You know how they hate us, Tim. And that Lige Ludwell is…dangerous. Only today, down in the village, somebody told me Lige turned his own daughter out into the storm after whipping her with a leather strap—because she’d fallen in love with a boy Lige disliked. A man capable of doing a thing like that is capable of doing…uglier things.”
Croft summoned a smile. “Maybe they won’t come here, after all.”
Even as he spoke the words, the trembling Jeb Starko pointed through the open doorway toward the road. “Don’t fool yourself, doc. Here they be now!”
Tim Croft peered into the storm and saw a group of grim-visaged men slogging forward through the ankle-deep mud. Three carried lanterns, while the remaining pair bore a limp burden that sagged gruesomely between them. It was the inert form of a young girl, stripped stark naked and horribly pallid in the lantern glow.
Some inner sixth sense told Croft that the unclad girl was dead, and apprehension seized him when he recognized her as Lige Ludwell’s daughter and saw the marks of a whiplash on her nude flesh. Lige was the acknowledged leader of the Ludwell clan, the bearded and sullen herb-dispenser responsible for most of the bad feeling against the hospital. But what had caused his girl’s death, and why should he bring her body here?
The five surly mountaineers halted outside the door, and glowering Lige Ludwell stepped forward a truculent pace. “We-uns got business with you, doc,” he announced savagely.
“What kind of business?”
“We-uns want the witch-vampire.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Yes, you do. Hit’s Eula Starko we-uns air after. She vampired my datter, here. She kilt her an’ drank up her blood.” He gestured toward the pallid corpse held by his clansmen.
Croft’s eyes narrowed. “There’s no such thing as a witch-vampire. That’s nonsense.”
“No hit ain’t, Doc Croft. You’re a-harborin’ Eula Starko here in your horspital an’ you know she’s a blood-drinkin’ vampire. She hexed my datter up to the holler tonight an’ kilt her. Now we-uns air aimin’ to take her away from you an’ drive a hick’ry stake through her heart, by God!”
Jeb Starko clutched at Croft’s arm. “Don’t let ’em git my Eula!” he choked. “She hain’t no witch-vampire. She—she’s jest sick.”
“No, Jeb. I won’t let them take her. But she isn’t sick. It’s worse than that.” Tim Croft turned to the Ludwells. “I can prove you’re wrong when you accuse Eula Starko of killing your girl tonight. You see, Eula died at four o’clock this afternoon.”
A wild cry surged from Jeb Starko’s thin throat. “My Eula—dead? God, why didn’t you tell me?”
“Hold it, Jeb. We did everything we possibly could for her. I told you at the start that she was suffering from nephrosis. That’s an extremely rare disease, and very few cases ever pull through. You knew the treatment we were giving her. I’m sorry, old fellow. It wasn’t anybody’s fault. It was just Eula’s time to go, I guess.” Starko shambled out into the rain, dazed, his bony shoulders shaking, his sobs rising above the wail of the wind. Meanwhile, Lige Ludwell came pushing into the cabin, bearded jaw jutting pugnaciously. “You say the witch-vampire’s dead. We-uns don’t believe you. We-uns want to see her corpse.”
“I’m not compelled to show it to you, but I’m willing to let you look at her, just to prove my point,” Croft answered steadily. “First, though, I’ll examine your daughter. I want to know what caused her death.”
They brought the Ludwell girl into the room and placed her naked body on the floor. And then Brenda Lemoyne gasped: “Tim—look!” She pointed a trembling forefinger.
He felt his scalp tightening. Marring the too-white flesh of the dead girl’s throat, full over the jugular vein, were four deep incisions that looked as if they might have been made by the teeth of some sharp-fanged beast!
“Good God!” Tim Croft whispered as he went to his knees for a closer inspection of the wounds. Then he looked at the clansmen who clustered around him. “How did this happen? Tell me about it!”
Lige Ludwell snarled: “Reckon mebbe you’ll be a-changin’ your mind about witch-vampires now. Anybody can tell what kind of thing made them tooth-marks.”
“Will you forget the witch-vampires and answer my question? I want to know how this happened.”
“How do we know? We-uns jest found her a-hangin’ to a tree limb in the holler by Haunted Creek. A-hangin’ upside down, by God, an’ still warm to the touch. An’ she’d been bled white, jest the way you see her now. But there warn’t no blood on the airth underneath her.”
Croft blurted out the first words that popped into his mind. “Of course there wouldn’t be any blood. The rain washed it away, naturally. All the same, this is murder. Somebody killed the girl and then tried to make it look like the work of a vampire in order to alibi himself.” His mouth compressed, “I heard you whipped her and kicked her out of your house today because she was having a love affair. Maybe—”
Ludwell let out a bellow of rage. “Air you accusin’ me of killin’ my own datter? We-uns will git even with you for that, Doc Croft! Mark my words, you an’ your nurses will wish you’d never set foot in these here mountains afore I git through with you!” He balled his fists and looked ready to spring, his eyes glowing like those of some feral animal.
Croft drew his revolver, cocked it. “Keep your distance, Ludwell. I didn’t make any accusations. I merely stated a fact. As for your threats—well, you’re already trying to start trouble. By blaming the murder of your daughter on Eula Starko, you’re hoping to stir up a lot of ill will toward the hospital because we harbored her, as you call it. Well, I can put a stop to that. I’ve already told you that Eula died at four o’clock this afternoon. You say you found your girl later tonight—still warm. Dead people don’t commit murders.”
“Witch-vampires kin. Because they don’t die. Not really.”
“That’s crazy talk!” Croft snapped. He was growing tired of this superstitious palaver, this sinister harping on witches and vampires. Another ten or fifteen minutes of it and he’d be getting jittery himself. He stood upright. “Eula’s body is still in the hospital building where I left her when she died. I couldn’t make any arrangements for removing her corpse on account of the storm. Now come with me, all of you. I’ll prove what I’m saying.”
Muttering, the Ludwells permitted themselves to be herded out into the rain. Brenda Lemoyne kept very close to Tim Croft, while Jeb Starko trailed along behind. They crossed the clearing to the hospital building, a low, one-story structure of hewn logs, just large enough to accommodate four beds, a surgery and a dispensary. Croft opened the front door, waved the others in, and made a light.
Brenda Lemoyne’s hand flew to her mouth. “Tim!” she gasped. Her frightened gaze went to the mussed bed where Jeb Starko’s lovely young wife had reposed in death’s stillness. “Her body—it’s gone, Tim! Gone!”
It was true. The bed was empty. Cold sweat formed on Tim Croft’s palms, and he stifled the startled oath that leaped to his lips as he stared about the room. For a dead woman to vanish, to disappear into thin air of her own volition, was obviously impossible. Yet, apparently, that was what had happened.
“Eula! My Eula!” Jeb Starko strangled. He wheeled to face the scowling Ludwell clan. “You-all took her, damn your souls to hell! One of you came here an’ stole her away while the rest was a-talkin’ to Doc Croft! You—you—”
He would have leaped to attack the five burly clansmen, but Tim Croft grabbed him, pinioned him and fought him to calmness. And then Lige Ludwell, prowling toward the far end of the room, emitted a sudden roaring yell of triumph. “Come an’ look at this!” he shouted. “I reckon you’ll believe me now when I say Eula Starko is a witch-vampire!”
Everyone raced to the door through which Lige pointed, with the doctor in the lead. At the threshold, Croft froze in horror. “God in heaven!” he whispered as he stared into the surgery; and then he tried to shield the gruesome sight from Brenda Lemoyne.
In the little white-walled room, the missing night-nurse, Edith Paxon, hung suspended upside down and naked from an overhead rafter, her curvesome body swaying gently, like a pendulum, and her flesh a horrible fish-belly white. Exactly like the wounds on the throat of Lige Ludwell’s daughter, there were a series of sharp incisions over Edith Paxon’s jugular, and ruby rivulets ran down from the punctures to drip slowly on the floor. But the flow of blood had almost ceased; and that was a strange thing, because in spite of the obvious fact that the nurse’s veins had been completely drained, there was practically no blood on the floor beneath her head. Just a few spattered drops, and that was all!
Brenda Lemoyne trembled against Tim Croft. “Darling…can it be true? Did Eula Starko come back from death to drink Edith’s blood… ?”
“No!” he rasped. “It’s not so! It can’t be!” He grabbed for a stethoscope, jammed it against the slain nurse’s heart and could find no trace of pulse-beat. “She’s dead,” he announced grimly. “And I’m going down to report this to the sheriff! Come on, Brenda. We’re getting out of here. Don’t you Ludwells touch anything,” he warned.
“You needn’t worry,” Lige Ludwell retorted. “We-uns air a-goin’ out to hunt the witch-vampire afore she does any more killin’. Follow me, boys.”
Jeb Starko tried to block them. “I won’t let you do anything to Eula!” he cried. “Maybe she is what you-all say. But she’s my wife, an’ I hain’t a-goin’ to let you—” Lige struck him, knocked him staggering. “Shet up, you,” he growled ominously. Then he glared at Tim Croft and Brenda. “As for you two…well, your time’s a-comin’. If you-all hadn’t harbored the witch-vampire, none of this woulda happened.” He and his clan trooped out and vanished in the storm. Jeb Starko slunk after them like a whipped cur.
Croft took Brenda’s arm. “I hope the car will run,” he said slowly. “Something tells me we haven’t seen the last of this business tonight.” He led her toward the lean-to garage where he kept his rattletrap roadster.
She crouched close to him in the car, as if seeking the protection of his hard body. “Tim…I’m frightened. Do you think there could be such a thing as—what the Ludwells claim?”
“No. Of course not.” Secretly he wasn’t so sure. All his knowledge, all his scientific and medical training, rebelled against the belief that a dead woman could have arisen from her bed to kill two young girls and drink their blood. And yet—how else could it have happened? Who else could have been responsible? And where had Eula Starko’s corpse gone?
“Tim!” Brenda faltered. “After we go to the village and report these th-things to the sheriff, let’s not come back here tonight. Please!”
“All right,” he patted her cheek. “We won’t come back until daylight, my dear.” He stepped on the starter, and the motor responded with a heartening clatter. He headed for the muddy, deep-rutted road; saw no trace of the Ludwells. It was as if the night had opened up and swallowed them.
He drove in silence—until suddenly he felt the front wheels bogging down in an unexpected morass of red gumbo. “Damn!” he muttered as he gunned the engine. The little roadster slewed sidewise, settled deeper. And there it stuck.
“Guess I’ll have to deflate the rear tires for traction,” he said sourly. He scrambled out, his feet sinking into the mire. He leaned over a back wheel, feeling for the valve—
Something leaped at him from the surrounding darkness, and a bludgeoning blow took him over the skull. Blinding lights cascaded through his brain, and he felt himself falling. As if from some other world, he heard Brenda shrilly screaming. He tried to right himself, to go to her aid. But smothering blackness swooped down on him, enfolded him. He toppled into the mud and lay there, unconscious.
* * * *
How long it was before he regained his senses, he had no way of knowing. But when at last he staggered drunkenly to his feet, he was quite alone. Brenda Lemoyne wasn’t in the roadster. There was no trace of her anywhere. “Brenda!” he shouted thickly. “Brenda!”
She didn’t answer. He heard only the soughing of the wind, the hissing pelt of raindrops in the scrub oak. Sickened fear assailed him, then; fear, not for himself but for the girl he loved. He remembered the dark, sinister threats uttered by Lige Ludwell, and he recalled how Lige’s daughter had died; how Edith Paxon had died. Maybe Brenda was even now hanging suspended head-downward somewhere, her life-blood being drained from her veins, either by vengeful clansmen or by something worse…such as an undead vampire-corpse…
Until tonight, he would have scoffed at such an eldritch, hellish fancy. But in view of what had already happened, a cold slime of horror slid into his marrow when he considered the possibility that the Ludwells had been right in accusing Eula Starko of vampirism. And while his reason rejected such an idea as fantastically impossible, his instinct compelled him to find out for himself; to learn the truth, one way or another. He started running through the storm.
The ridge lay to his left, and a tortuous footpath traversed it, precariously leading to the Starko cabin in Haunted Hollow. Up this treacherous path he stumbled, while branches flayed his face and snagged at his bathrobe and pajamas. Panting, winded, he presently gained the summit and started down, his feet slipping in the oozy muck. Then, dead ahead, he saw a light and realized that he had gained his destination. The Starko shack was before him.
Silently he stole toward it; reached the uncurtained window. He peered in—and felt the short hairs prickling at the nape of his neck. “My God!” he breathed.
Eula Starko, whom he had last seen lying in death back at the hospital, sat upright in a chair before a plain deal table. There were bowls before her; bowls containing thick red fluid that couldn’t be anything else but blood. She was staring at the window, her eyes glassy and expressionless—and crimson streaks drooled from her mouth, down her chin, onto her breast.
Then, from somewhere up on the mountainside, there came a thin, wailing scream—a woman’s scream, terror-spawned and hideous, as if ripped from the throat of a girl whose reason topples close to the brink of horrified insanity!
“Brenda!” Tim Croft choked. He turned and hurled himself back along the path, seeking the source of that keening sound.
As he ran, he heard it again; it seemed closer, this time. To his right he noticed a faint flicker of yellow light that seemed to glow from the mountain itself. He knew there were no cabins perched in that direction; the terrain was too steep, too inaccessible, for human habitation. Yet the light was real, and the scream was repeated again. “Tim—Tim—Help me—!” It died out abruptly, as if muffled by throttling fingers.
Tim Croft scrambled off the trail and started clawing his way toward the light, grasping at boulders and scrub oak to keep himself from falling into the hollow. Once a rock went out from under his foot, almost pitching him headlong to the creek-bed that brawled and seethed far below him. But he regained his footing and pressed onward with a madman’s singleness of purpose; and at long last he came to the seeping light.
HE saw, then, that it emanated from the mouth of a cave that burrowed worm-like into the mountain’s dank bowels. Within the cave, lanterns gleamed and men muttered quietly to drown the sobbing moans of their feminine prisoner. Tim Croft crouched low as he crept toward the sounds. Then a frantic fury gripped him, and his nails dug blood from his palms. “Brenda—!” he shouted.
She hung suspended by her ankles from an iron spike driven into the cave’s left wall. Her clothing had been torn from her lilting body, leaving her charms exposed to the eyes of four Ludwells who hunkered down behind boulders beyond her. But at least there were no fang-marks on her sweet throat, and she seemed unharmed. Writhing and twisting, she was trying to raise herself in order to reach her fettered ankles. She saw Croft coming. “Tim—oh, thank God!” she moaned.
But he didn’t reach her. As he sprang, the quartette of clansmen tackled him and threw him heavily to the floor of the cavern. He fought them like a maniac, striking out with fists and elbows and feet; but in the end, they subdued him, tied his wrists and ankles with rope and dragged him back behind their barricade of boulders. “Be quiet, unless you want us to kill ye right here an’ now.”
“You fools! Let go me! What’s the meaning of this?”
“We-uns air a-trappin’ the witch-vampire, an’ we’re a-usin’ your gal as bait for the trap, that’s what.”
“Where’s Lige? He’s the one I’ve got to find! I—”
“Lige is out a-scoutin’ around. Now will ye shet up, or must we-uns crack your skull with a rock?”
“God! You men don’t know what you’re doing! If you persist in this thing, Miss Lemoyne’s blood may be on your hands! You’ve got to cut her down, I tell you! A trap isn’t necessary. I know the answer to—”
They hit him, then. A fist caromed off his jaw, dazed him into silence. Dimly, over the buzzing in his ears, he heard one of them say: “Reckon mebbe we’d better put out them lights. I’ve heerd tell witch-vampires like the dark better.” There came the shuffle of footsteps, and one by one the lanterns were extinguished. Blackness as solid as anthracite settled upon the cave, and a silence broken only by Brenda Lemoyne’s muffled moans.
A sharp fragment of rock dug into Tim Croft’s ribs, painfully, like the pressure of a blunt knife. He twisted aside, and a plan leaped into his brain. He pressed his bound wrists against the edge of the rock and began sawing the rope back and forth. He knew, now, that it had been the Ludwells who felled him back on the road; who had kidnapped Brenda and brought her here. And he realized Lige Ludwell’s schemes; knew what the consequences would be unless something could be done at once.…
A frayed strand parted, and then another. He worked with increased vigor, unmindful of the pain that coursed through him when he scraped his flesh against the jagged bit of rock. And then, finally, his fetters gave way. His hands were free. Silently in the darkness he leaned forward to attack the knots at his ankles. He plucked at them until the tips of his fingers were white-hot agony and his nails peeled back from the quick. It was just as he was untying the last loop of rope that he heard someone entering the cave.
He gathered himself; prepared to leap. A match flared. Lige Ludwell was the newcomer. He was approaching the suspended girl, studying her, leaning toward her pulsating throat and holding the match close to her flesh. Terror slithered into her widened eyes. She screamed out her panic.
Tim Croft catapulted himself at Ludwell’s broad, bowed back. And as he struck, Ludwell’s match went out. The burly mountaineer squirmed around, tried to lock his thick fingers about Croft’s gullet. Croft sensed the attempt, eluded it and smashed both knotted fists home to the bearded man’s mouth. Lige Ludwell moaned and went limp, with Croft panting over him. Over behind the boulders, the other four clansmen were scrambling out to help their leader. One of them swore as he searched for a lantern.
“Quiet, you fools!” Tim Croft whispered harshly through the blackness. “Your trap is about to work. That’s why I hit Lige; to keep him from giving us away. Down, all of you—unless you want to scare off your witch-vampire!”
There was a slithering sound at the mouth of the cave, and suddenly a hellish crimson effulgence glowed there like devil’s fire. Through the dim ruby light a shape scuttled forward, and something clattered metallically. Brenda shrieked again. “Tim—it’s got me—it’s at my throat—”
He surged toward her, and his hard arms closed about a jerkily-writhing form. “You’re all through killing girls for their blood, Jeb Starko!” he said as he bore the scrawny mountaineer to the cavern floor and pinned him there. “Make another light, you Ludwells. Starko’s red lantern gives me the creeps!”
The clansmen came out of hiding, struck matches. Kerosene wicks flickered as flame was applied to them. Lige Ludwell swayed to his feet, staring stupidly. “You—you mean to say it was Jeb Starko that done all the killin’?”
Tim Croft nodded. “Hold him while I cut Miss Lemoyne down.” They obeyed willingly, and Croft slashed at Brenda’s bonds with a borrowed blade. He stood her upright, peeled off his bathrobe, wrapped it around her and held her in his embrace. “It’s all over, darling,” he whispered. “There’ll be no more talk of vampirism in Haunted Hollow.”
Pinioned and helpless, Jeb Starko sobbed: “There never was no witch-vampires, damn ye all! You got no right to say—”
Croft cast a pitying glance at the prisoner. “You’re right, Jeb. There weren’t any witch-vampires; there was only you, and your ignorance of medical methods. I had told you that your wife was suffering from nephrosis, a disease where the blood rejects proteins and refuses to transmit water to the kidneys. The only way to treat it is by transfusion—putting borrowed blood into the patient’s veins.
“You knew we were keeping Eula alive by giving her new blood, refrigerated and shipped here from the county hospital blood bank. In spite of that, she kept getting worse. You conceived the idea that the reason she wasn’t improving was because we weren’t giving her enough fresh blood. You decided to do something about it.
“You caught Lige Ludwell’s daughter in the woods, killed her, drained her veins into a tin bucket. You didn’t know anything about transfusion methods; you thought the fluid was fed to your wife by mouth. You were going to bring the Ludwell girl’s blood to the hospital for Eula—until you learned that the Ludwells had discovered the murder and jumped to a wrong conclusion.
“That scared you. You knew the Ludwells thought Eula was a vampire. So you came to the hospital to warn me. Then I told you your wife had died. You went almost crazy with grief. While I was palavering with the Ludwells in my cabin, you sneaked around to the hospital building and stole Eula’s corpse, carried it into the woods and hid it. Maybe my night-nurse, Edith Paxon, was wandering around and caught you; I don’t know. But I do know you killed her, took her into the surgery and drained her blood into a container.”
“I—I wanted to bring Eula back to life,” the man choked.
“Yes. I realized that when I saw her corpse in your cabin, with bowls of blood on the table and blood streaming down out of her mouth. You’d been trying to force it down her poor dead throat, hadn’t you?”
“She…she wouldn’t drink. I tried to make her, but she…she jest wouldn’t. Then I thought it was because the blood was cold, mebbe. So I went out to try an’ git some that was warmer… ”
Croft nodded. “Yes. And you heard Miss Lemoyne screaming up here in this cave. So you came to investigate, carrying a red lantern you must have stolen from some road project.” He sighed as he turned to the Ludwells. “You men can understand the rest of it, I guess. And—well, I won’t hold it against you for knocking me out and kidnapping my sweetheart. You were on the wrong track, but your trap worked.”
“Reckon mebbe we-uns been wrong about you, too, doc,” Lige Ludwell said. “Me an’ the boys air willin’ to be right friendly-like with you from now on, if hit suits you.”
Croft stuck out his hand. And then Jeb Starko, with a sudden burst of strength, broke away from his clansmen captors. “I’m a-goin’ back to Eula!” he cried as he raced for the mouth of the cavern. But just as he reached the brink, he lost his footing. Screaming, he plunged downward; there came a crashing thud as his body impacted against the valley floor, far below. Then silence, save for the requiem of the rain and the wind’s sighing dirge.…
* * * *
They buried Jeb Starko and his wife in a single grave, the next day. Returning from the simple funeral, Tim Croft held Brenda Lemoyne very close to him. “Love’s a queer thing, isn’t it, my sweet?” he whispered.
“It’s a very wonderful thing,” she answered, and held up her lips for his kiss.



MISTRESS OF SNARLING DEATH, by Paul Chadwick
Stephen Demerest stopped when he saw the figure coming toward him across the desolate, rain-drenched fields. It was his first glimpse of a human being since his car had mired in the thick mud of the country road.
He was on foot now, lost in a dreary region of deserted farms and rocky fields, from which all fertility seemed to have been pressed by the weight of ages. Even the spring rain had brought no life back to the barren, eroded earth.
He waited beside the rough path he’d followed. The figure was only a dimly moving shape in the dusk, at first. Then, it materialized into a human form enveloped in some sort of dark cloak, with a stiff, wide-brimmed hat standing out queerly from the head, reminding him of a fantastic figure out of the mists of antique Spanish legend. But this was New England he was in, not ancient Spain, and the approaching figure was incongruous.
Then Stephen Demerest started. For the lowering sunset clouds broke apart a little. A sulphurous glow came through them, touching the wet landscape with a weird, sickly saffron light. And he saw that the person coming toward him was a woman.
She moved with stately grace. There was something so odd about her presence in this lonely spot, something so arresting in her costume, that Demerest stared in growing wonder.
She got closer. He saw that she was youthful, hardly more than a girl. A girl with pale, impassive features, beautifully molded, and great dark eyes that were strangely fixed upon him.
He stood speechless, breathless. She was directly opposite before he pulled himself out of his trance sufficiently to speak. “Can you tell me,” he said, “if I’m anywhere near the Benjamin Halliday house?”
Her eyes remained fixed upon him, but she didn’t answer. Demerest hurriedly explained: “My car got stuck in the mud. I had to leave it. I thought I was taking a short-cut across country to the Halliday house, but apparently I’m lost.”
Still she was silent, her oval, cameo-clear face unchanging in its expression, her dark, unfathomable eyes staring at him as though he were something less than human.
Demerest, wet, cold, weary and annoyed, stepped quickly toward her—and at once stopped with a stifled gasp. For a sound reached him that he hadn’t heard before—the soft, rustling patter of many feet. He saw suddenly that the girl wasn’t alone.
Behind her, their shaggy bodies almost invisible against the dark ground, six great black dogs padded two abreast in somber escort. Their huge muzzles hung close to the earth. They rolled their eyes upward, until a dozen points of sinister, greenish fire glared at Demerest. He stood transfixed, spellbound, feeling his spine crawl with horror.
Yet they were only dogs after all, he reasoned, and this girl constituted his one hope of finding his way out of the wilderness before night came.
He took another step toward her. The dogs, as though obeying a quick, unspoken command, broke their strange formation and suddenly ringed him, the giant leaders slinking around to his back, the others stationing themselves one on each side and two in front. They stood stiff-legged, fangs bared, the fur on their necks lifting up in savage hackles.
Demerest felt a moment of instinctive, cringing dread. He wasn’t a coward. But his good sense told him that he stood in the presence of violent death. In a concerted attack these dogs would rip out his throat, literally tear him to pieces.
The girl stopped, too. Tall, imperious, and lovely in spite of her grotesque garb, she regarded him searchingly for many seconds, her great, dark eyes lingering on his face. Then her lips moved. She made a clucking sound to the dogs.
They fell out of their ring formation as quickly as they had assumed it, and slunk behind her again, following with silent obedience as she moved away.
Demerest stood weak and trembling, a light sweat beading his forehead, as the weird cavalcade passed on. The dogs appeared to vanish almost at once, their great shapes blending with the darkness of the ground.
For a full minute he watched the girl move off, and got a suggestion of the lithe loveliness of her figure beneath her cloak, the exquisite grace of her carriage. He stared until her imperious shoulders blurred and disappeared in the gathering dusk.
Then, resolutely, he turned and followed. She had refused to speak to him. Her dogs had menaced his life. She’d treated him as something to be ignored or scorned. But there must, he reasoned, be some human habitation in the direction she had taken.
* * * *
Darkness came. The sulphurous glow faded from the west, extinguished by the dying day, and blotted out by the low-seeping rain clouds that were gathering again. A wind whimpered across the soggy fields like a tortured spirit. Demerest strayed from the path several times.
He bumped into jagged rocks, scratched himself on ground-clinging bushes. At the end of half an hour it was pitch-black. His small flashlight, with its battery nearly exhausted and its bulb already weakly red, shed hardly enough illumination for him to see a yard ahead. Finally he caught sight of a wan glimmer in the darkness.
He moved toward it, seeing in imagination the shapes of the great black dogs creeping close. The glimmer became an old-fashioned porch lantern swinging above the door of a massive stone house.
Demerest stooped and groped for a stick. If the black beasts served as watch dogs for this mansion, they might attack him.
He got closer, stared at the imposing front of the building, and realized that this must be the Halliday place. A sudden sense of the strangeness of his mission came to him. It was deeper, more eerie than when he’d received the letter in his pocket, every word of which he remembered clearly. It read:
Dear Stephen:
You probably have forgotten me, but your dear father and I were very close friends. And now, because I’m in desperate trouble, I’m turning to you, his son.
I’ve heard that you’re engaged in radio work. Please come to my country home at once. Pretend you’re nothing more than a radio repair man whom I’ve summoned. Don’t admit that you know me. Be formal when we meet, unless we get a chance to talk alone. Guard every action, every word. Be ready to help me when the signal is given. There’s no one else on the outside I’d dare turn to.
I’ve made many mistakes. I’ve been a wicked, selfish old fool. But, for the sake of one I love more than life itself, I ask you to help me. The enclosed check for five hundred dollars will defray expenses.
Thinking back, Stephen Demerest shook his head. He had no inkling of the letter’s meaning. He remembered Benjamin Halliday only dimly, recalling, however, that he had once been his father’s friend. Only a few meager bits of information had come to him about Halliday. The man had grown wealthy in Europe. He had married brilliantly but unhappily. His wife had run off with another man, leaving him with an infant daughter. Then no further reports of Halliday had reached Demerest until, two years ago, he’d seen a brief notice in the paper of Halliday’s arrival in America.
What the man’s trouble now was, why he had buried himself in the wildest part of New England, Demerest could not imagine.
But the size of the house before him indicated wealth. He believed it was Halliday’s place. He approached the door, lifted the old-fashioned knocker and heard the hollow thud of it echo far inside the house.
Footsteps approached. The door was opened and Demerest froze into startled wonder. It was as though the mouth of some fantastic sub-chamber of hell had opened. Never had he seen such a revoltingly ugly man as the one who stood in the threshold.
A single, glaring eye gazed out of a scarred, pockmarked face. The man’s nose had been eaten away by accident or disease. His mouth was twisted into a misshapen hole that showed two broken teeth. The place where his other eye should have been was a gaping, horrible cavity in his cadaverous face.
Demerest made an effort to keep his voice steady. “Is this Mr. Halliday’s house?” he asked.
For almost a minute the single eye of the man before him searched his face, probed like a bright gimlet, trying, it seemed, to read his thoughts. Then the ugly head bobbed. The man stood waiting.
“I’m a radio specialist,” went on Demerest. “Mr. Halliday asked me to come to do some repairing. My car, with all my tools in it, got mired in the mud. I’ll have to get it in the morning. I wonder if I can stay here for the night?”
Again the noseless face bobbed. The man could understand, but seemed incapable of speech. It came to Demerest with another pang of horror that he was not only disfigured but also mute.
The hideous servant stood aside and motioned for Demerest to enter. Demerest did so and found himself in a richly decorated hall. He started to look about him, then jumped as a voice suddenly spoke at his side. “This way if you please!”
He had seen no one else come in, but when he looked around, there was another man almost as ugly as the first—a gnome-like figure with immensely broad shoulders and arms that nearly reached the floor. His simian, brutal face appeared hardly human, yet it was he who had spoken. He added gruffly: “You can’t see Mr. Halliday now. The doctor’s with him. Wait in here.”
The gnome-man ushered Demerest into a big drawing-room, then turned and left him. Demerest nervously drew a cigarette from his coat and lit it. But he’d barely taken a puff when a shuffling step sounded.
He whirled, went close to the door. An old man carrying a physician’s black satchel came slowly down the stairs. He, too, was hideously ugly, chinless, with a great projecting nose like the beak of some bird, and a pompadour of stiff white hair, giving him the look of an evil, crested parrot. He nodded at the servant, turned red-rimmed eyes on Demerest.
Demerest shuddered. Every human being he had seen in this fantastic place had been ugly as Satan.
The gnome-man saw the doctor to the door, then came back and planted himself in front of Demerest. “You may now go up and see Mr. Halliday,” he said, harshly. “I understand he’s expecting you.”
Demerest didn’t answer. He moved up the stairs, heard the gnome-man’s step close behind him. The servant was dogging his footsteps like an evil shadow.
“Right here!” The servant held open a door and followed Demerest into a room where there was a huge, old-fashioned canopied bed.
Demerest’s eyes swung to the figure on it, then to the two others who stood beside it.
The man in the bed was obviously Halliday. That wrinkled, crafty face, prematurely aged, stirred vague memories in Demerest’s mind. The other two, a youngish, fair-haired couple, were the first civilized-looking people he’d seen in the house. The woman had fair skin, a shapely body and washed-out but still attractive blue eyes. The man bore a striking resemblance to her. Both seemed well-bred, quiet.
Halliday turned feverish eyes on his visitor. Demerest could sense the hideous, gnome-like servant standing close behind him; and Halliday’s expression seemed to plead craftily for Demerest to be discreet.
“You’ve come about the radio,” said Halliday in a thin, flat voice. “I’m glad. It hasn’t been acting right. I’m an old man, bedridden, helpless. The radio, which keeps me in touch with the outside world, is one of my few pleasures.”
“I won’t be able to fix it until tomorrow,” Demerest said. “My car, with all my tubes and testing equipment, is stuck in the road a mile from here. If you’ll let me spend the night, I’ll start on the radio tomorrow.”
“I expected you to spend the night,” said Halliday. “We’re far from things here—isolated, as you see.” He waved his thin hand toward the man and the woman. “My good friends, Eric and Nana Larsen! They and my daughter, Gail, are taking turns nursing me.”
Demerest looked into the faded blue eyes of the man and the woman, and knew that these two must be brother and sister.
The woman favored him with a smile that made her look younger and glamorously appealing, in a foreign sort of way. “Please to meet you,” she said, with a slight, becoming accent. Then her eyes fell on the hideous gnome standing behind Demerest. The smile left her face and she shuddered. An air of tenseness settled over the room.
Halliday’s features, now that the first effort of greeting was over, had become wan and corpselike, their only expression one of inscrutable, deep-seated terror. He said, listlessly: “Dinner will soon be ready. I’m sorry I can’t join you; but I shall not be alone. Either Eric or Nana will stay with me.” The invitation to dinner seemed also dismissal. The hideous servant, standing so close behind Demerest that he could feel the man’s breath on his neck, said: “Come, Mr. Demerest. I’ll find you a room.”
Demerest had only a small grip with him. He followed the squat-bodied servant down a long hall. The man thrust open a door, lighted an oil lamp and favored Demerest with a curious leer. He said: “Here’s where you’ll sleep.”
There was another canopied bed in the room—like the one Halliday had. The house was obviously ancient, all the furnishings dating back to Colonial times. The servant withdrew, then abruptly thrust his ugly face back around the door. “Dinner will be ready in ten minutes,” he growled.
Demerest unpacked his things, went out into the hall, and saw Nana Larsen descending the staircase. She had changed her gown, as though for his especial benefit. Her low-cut dress revealed the shapeliness and alluring whiteness of her shoulders.
But a moment later the pale beauty of Nana Larsen was eclipsed by the lush, dark loveliness of the girl who entered the hall below, through another door.
Demerest started, stared, felt his heart contract. For he was again looking at the classic, inscrutable features of the mystery girl, whose great dogs had menaced his life.
Nana Larsen smiled. “Miss Halliday, this is Mr. Demerest, your father’s radio man.”
The mystery girl’s dark eyes searched Demerest’s face. She nodded briefly, acknowledging the introduction. There was something both haughty and tragic in her bearing. She preceded them into the dining room, and Demerest noticed that she was dressed almost as strangely as before. Her gown was individual and exquisitely becoming, but old-fashioned, Victorian in its cut, as though the girl were costumed for some part in a play.
A third repulsive and gnome-like servant, seeming to be a brother of the one who had given Demerest his orders, was in the dining room. Gail Halliday seated herself with all the hauteur of a princess. Nana Larsen smiling slid into her chair. Demerest took a place facing the two women.
He had a strange feeling of unreality. No one spoke. The candles on the table shed a light that barely penetrated to the corners of the big Colonial room. The presence of the monster-like servants cast a damper on the meal. Demerest could feel their eyes boring into him, watching his every move.
Each time one of them went near Nana Larsen, to present a dish, she cringed away, as though the white, bare skin of her arms and shoulders shrank from any possible contact with their simian hands.
* * * *
Gail Halliday kept her eyes steadfastly on her plate. Demerest found himself watching her with ever-increasing fascination. He’d never seen a girl like her, never beheld such a mixture of strange beauty and chill aloofness. Once, when she raised her dark eyes and glanced at him, he had a sense of hidden, unaroused depths, tragic and exciting. He was attracted by her and afraid of her, at one and the same time. Nana Larsen made conversation finally by asking him about his trip from the city, slurring soft words in her peculiarly accented voice.
The meal ended at last. Gail Halliday slipped away as mysteriously, as silently, as she had come. Nana Larsen went upstairs and Eric Larsen came down. But he did not attempt to talk to Demerest, and Demerest went to his room, after one cigarette.
There seemed nothing else to do. Halliday hadn’t called him, and he found himself wondering if the old man’s strange letter had not been the product of delirium.
As he went along the hall to his chamber, he caught sight of the most hideous of the servants, the one with the single burning eye and noseless face, watching him. The ugly mute stared, as though in secret, diabolical speculation.
Demerest paced his room nervously, smoking cigarette after cigarette. The whimpering wind rose outside to a tortured moan. Spurts of rain rapped against his window with a sound like bony knuckles. Demerest drew the shade, gazed out.
He started when he looked across to another wing of the house, where there were lighted shades, across which a figure moved—the tall, lithe, glorious figure of Gail Halliday. She was also pacing, appearing and reappearing against the shades.
Then Demerest heard the throaty howling of dogs, a strange, clamorous, oddly menacing chorus, out in the darkness of the night. Somewhere on the other side of the court, in the girl’s wing of the house, the great black beasts were imprisoned, stirred apparently by the noise of the storm, and by a macabre, vaguely-felt restlessness that filled the air. Demerest suddenly had a sense that unknown, devilish forces were all about; that some storm other than the wind and the rain was gathering, creeping closer and closer, threatening them all.
The girl finally stopped pacing. She disappeared from a window, then came back. For a moment he saw her figure eerily silhouetted without the strange gown on it; saw the chaste, proud lines of her body. Then her light went out.
Demerest lay down on his bed without undressing. Steadily, above the wind and rain, he heard the mournful howling of the dogs. He dozed into fitful slumber, their animal voices ringing in his ears like some weird devil’s chorus.
A scream awakened him, brought him bolt upright in bed, then sent him lunging off it, straight toward the door. For there was terror, anger in the shrill cry, and it was in the hall outside.
Demerest flung the door open, leaped into the corridor. In the glow of a hanging lamp near the stairway he saw two struggling figures. One was the hideous, apelike gnome-man who had spoken to him. The other was Nana Larsen.
She tried to break away as Demerest stood gaping. Her face was convulsed in terror and loathing. The servant clutched her with arms that writhed like constricting pythons. He lifted her bodily, tried to carry her toward the stairs.
With a cry Demerest leaped forward. But he stopped almost at once, as though steel cables were looped about his wrists. He stooped and whirled, gasping, with the clutch of muscular fingers around his arms. He looked back, saw that the other gnome-man had sneaked up behind him.
The inhuman-appearing monster was incredibly strong, so strong that, with the surprise hold he had taken, Demerest was helpless. He cursed, kicked back, but the gnome-man twisted his arms until they ached, blocking all movement.
Nana Larsen shrieked, trying desperately to get free. Demerest saw her frantic movements tear her gown, saw the gleam of bare flesh, white as alabaster. The gnome-man’s fingers twined closer around her. He clutched her desperately, jaws clenched, eyes glaring, panting with his efforts.
Then the tall form of Eric Larsen bounded into the hall. His eyes were blazing. He had a gun in his hand. With a nerve that Demerest admired, he took aim, waited a brief instant till his sister’s squirmings left a portion of the servant’s chest uncovered. Then he fired, twice.
With a hideous howl, the ugly servant dropped the woman. He took three steps backward, clutched at his chest, toppled down the stairs, with death glazing his eyeballs. The man holding Demerest whimpered and broke away. He was quick as he darted along the hall, but Eric Larsen was quicker. He slapped a bullet after the retreating figure.
Demerest heard the spat of it against flesh, saw the gnome-man’s arm jerk, heard his moan of pain. Then the man was gone through a door. And Demerest turned and strode toward the fallen woman.
She was just picking herself up, her clothes half-torn from her. But in her agitation she didn’t seem to notice them. Her brother, Eric, was panting with fury, face tense and white. The sound of the shots had aroused the dogs still more. Their barking rose to a frenzied pitch, blended with the moaning of the wind. Nana shivered, pressed her arms across her body. Eric tensely said: “Stay here. Miss Halliday is in danger. I’ve got to see.”
Demerest started to follow, but Nana clutched him. “No, stay with me! I’ve got to go back to Mr. Halliday. He is in danger, too, but—” She suddenly turned, ran down the stairs to where the fallen gnome-man lay in a tumbled heap. Demerest saw her stoop and retrieve a small automatic, which the man had evidently taken from her. She came running up the stairs, her torn clothes flapping wide.
Eric Larsen had gone, and Nana motioned Demerest to follow her into Halliday’s room. Halliday was sitting up in bed, wild-eyed, staring. His face whitened at sight of Demerest and Nana. He said in a strangled whisper: “What—what has happened?”
Nana went to him, laid her hand on his forehead, and pushed him gently but firmly back. “Nothing, my friend. Please calm yourself. One of your servants attacked me, and Eric had to shoot him. The man was mad. But there is nothing to fear. Eric has gone to see that Gail isn’t harmed.”
An unearthly howling came from the dogs, rising in a crescendo louder than at anytime before. Halliday pushed himself up, bright feverish spots burning in his gaunt cheeks, eyes like living coals. “No, no!” he cried. “Something must be done. Demerest, go to Gail. Help her!”
Demerest turned toward the door, but a sudden icy voice checked him. “Fool—stay quiet! Another step, and I’ll kill you.”
He whirled. Nana Larsen was clutching the automatic, had pointed it straight at his heart. Her pale blue eyes were glittering and deadly, chill as ice. Her voluptuous body was as rigid as a figure carved from snow. He saw her finger tighten on the trigger as she read defiance in his eyes, saw murder on her face.
He did the one thing possible, leaped sidewise and dropped flat. He heard the report of the gun, felt the fanning flame of the bullet above his head. He caught hold of a light chair and flung it at her. As she leaped aside screaming, he rushed her in the brief instant that her gun was deflected.
She swung wildly, crashed two more shots his way. But she missed him. He closed with her, thrusting her wrist downward and aside in a grip of iron.
She fought like a trapped panther. She kicked him, scratched him. When he wrestled the gun from her fingers, made her drop it, she bent suddenly and sank her white teeth into his arm.
He cried out, hugged her in a restricting grip that made her hardly able to move. She hissed like a cat, came up out of her bursting dress, her body gleaming, and tried to scratch out his eyes. Demerest, in the straining emergency of the moment, did something he’d never done before, something ungallant but necessary. He crashed a fist to the point of her chin, dropping her, senseless, to the floor.
He turned away, picked up her gun, and ran to the door, with Halliday shouting for him to hurry. He didn’t know what weird conspiracy he had to face. He only knew that Gail Halliday was in some sort of danger. He seemed to feel her dark, unfathomable eyes upon him, no longer arrogant, but helpless and appealing.
He ran through the corridor down a flight of stairs, around another hall into that other wing of the mansion. He heard a sound of battle, saw Eric Larsen struggling with the second gnome-like figure. The servant had evidently jumped him, taken him by surprise. With his one good arm, he was trying to hold Larsen, clutching both wrists, to prevent him from again using his weapon. Larsen was snarling, cursing, and the dogs in a nearby room were howling frightfully, leaping against a closed door, scratching and whining with desperate claws.
* * * *
Demerest ran straight toward the fighting figures. He raised the gun he had taken from Nana Larsen. Then Eric Larsen saw him. With a superhuman wrench, he broke away from the servant. He whirled, his gun aimed straight at Demerest.
Demerest pumped the trigger of the small automatic. He felt a brief, sickening sensation inside when no shot sounded. The gun’s magazine was empty.
He saw the quick flash of Larsen’s pistol, felt a hot, stinging pain at the top of his head. He sank to his knees, as though a burning iron had been laid across his scalp. He sank inertly, saw Larsen turn and fire straight into the gnome-man’s face. The ugly creature went down spouting blood.
Larsen turned and disappeared through a door. Demerest could still see. His eyes were half-open. His mind was even capable of registering impressions. But the stunning force of the bullet that had laid his scalp open, almost seared his brain, made movement impossible. He could only lie and stare through half-closed lids.
Dimly he heard a scream, then silence—except for the fearful racket of the dogs. A moment later, Larsen came through the door. He was carrying Gail Halliday. There was a bruise on the girl’s white forehead. She was in her nightdress, with her white legs trailing. Larsen, without a single glance at Demerest, bore her along the hall and out into the night.
Demerest tried to rise. He fought within himself, as a man fights a horrible, paralyzing force; fought while his brain burned in agony, and hot blood trickled down his face. But he couldn’t rise. And he saw a shadow, as in a nightmare, creep along the hall when Larsen had gone.
It was the horrible, noseless servant with the single eye. The eye was glaring now, burning with the fierce light of a devil’s torch. The man was shaking. His lips were moving, writhing across his broken teeth, though no sound came from them.
He moved straight toward the door, from behind which the howling of the dogs sounded. He sprang a bolt, drew the door outward. He went down writhing under a mad rush of flying black bodies.
Like the moving ribbon of some satanic cyclorama, Demerest saw the snarling, wicked heads of the great black dogs. He saw their green eyes, their slavering lips, their bared and glistening fangs. He saw them come straight toward him in a surging flood of fury. They loomed as large as mammoths, their fangs were curving scimitars that seemed, to his dazed brain, to sweep the whole hallway. He already thought he felt them, rending, tearing at his throat, thought he felt his own hot blood choking him.
But instead the dogs passed over him, unheedingly trampled him with their flying paws, went by so near him that he could feel their fetid breaths on his face. They passed on along the hall, turned in a column and plunged through the open doorway out into the night.
Demerest lay weakly, sheer terror bringing his numb brain slowly back. He watched as the one-eyed, monstrous servant got to his feet. He saw a hideous, sinister expression on the man’s scarred face. The servant disappeared for a brief moment, returned, and came toward Demerest with something in his fingers.
Demerest cringed with returning consciousness, gasped and shrank back in horror as the one-eyed servant pressed a cold substance against his face. Then reason asserted itself. Demerest relaxed for an instant, trembling.
The one-eyed man was pressing a wet cloth to his skin, trying to revive him. Demerest helped, battling the cloudy pain in his head. The servant got two more cloths, then dragged Demerest to his feet. He plucked at Demerest’s coat sleeve, made strange, inarticulate whimpers in his scarred throat, pointed out the door through which the dogs had gone.
Demerest understood that he was to follow them. The servant drew an old-fashioned lantern from a closet. He shuffled ahead of Demerest, still beckoning fiercely.
As he neared the doorway, Demerest heard a sound he was never to forget, a sound of mortal, bloodcurdling horror coming out of the darkness—a scream torn from a human throat. Above it, he heard the snarling of the dogs like that of a pack of ravening wolves.
The one-eyed servant hurried forward. Demerest, weak and trembling, followed. The cold rain on his face helped to revive him, washed the blood from the crease along his scalp. The sound of the horrible battle ahead lent speed to his feet.
Then under the glow of the lantern, he saw what was happening; saw a bloodstained body leap upward, like a huge white fish, above a sea of tossing black muzzles. The sea of savage animal forms was speared with green points of light, like stars blazing above water.
Larsen, stripped from the waist up, his flesh torn already into awful ribbons, was striking right and left with his gun butt. But the fierce dogs pulled him down. His crimson-stained back disappeared under a tidal wave of furry bodies. He didn’t appear again, and the sound of gurgling, bubbling worryings that followed sickened Demerest.
The servant waved his skinny arms, again making meaningless noises. The dogs snarled and broke away a little. Demerest caught sight of the still, shapeless thing that had a moment before been Larsen. Faint and sickened, he turned toward the slumped form on the ground a little way off.
The dogs, jaws dripping, instantly sprang away from their dead quarry. Demerest thought for an instant they were going to fly at him. But they ringed the form of Gail Halliday and snarled their menace at him until the clucking of the noseless servant made them draw off.
Then Demerest and the servant bent over Gail Halliday. She lay unconscious but feebly stirring, the thin, rain-soaked nightdress plastered to the lovely lines of her body, beautiful, Demerest thought, as some reclining, fabled goddess. The servant plucked Demerest’s arm, made motions for him to pick the girl up and carry her.
Demerest did so, feeling a strange, thrilling sense of protective tenderness as her warm body lay against his chest. Her face was upturned. Her black, silky hair lay in damp, sweet ringlets on her glorious shoulders.
As the servant led the way, Demerest bore her toward the house, leaving that grisly thing out in the dark. The dogs fell into step behind him, escorting him now, as though in carrying their strange mistress he had become their master.
Demerest thrilled with an exultant feeling of power as he heard their padding feet.
As he entered the house, and the light fell on Gail Halliday’s face, he stopped in wonder.
The pain in his head seemed to turn to a quivering song; the beat of tumultuous music. She was beautiful, so beautiful, that he bent irresistibly, as one in a dream, and pressed his lips against her warm, damp ones. It was a tender kiss, respectful in its lightness, an impulse born of the whirling giddiness in his head, and the great strain he’d been under.
But as he kissed her, Gail Halliday’s eyes opened. The lids fluttered like moth wings for a moment, uncovering the dark, glorious depths that lay beneath. She lay still in his arms for a breathless second, looking up, while a slow, strange smile softened her face. Childlike, trusting, her arms tightened about his neck for the barest instant. Then color flooded her pale cheeks. She slipped from his grasp, said huskily: “We must go to my father. He may have been hurt. Those terrible people!”
She turned and ran down the hall, her damp hair swinging against her neck. Demerest and the servant followed, around the wing of the house, up a stairway, into Halliday’s room.
Halliday was sitting up in bed, face twitching, hoarsely calling out. Nana Larsen still lay crumpled.
Halliday sank back gasping and held out his shaking arms to his daughter. She fled to them, said soft, reassuring things to comfort him. Then suddenly remembering her thin nightdress, she shrank shyly away into a corner.
Demerest stared at Halliday, and the sick man, finding his voice, spoke to his daughter. “Please go outside a minute, Gail. There are some things I want to tell our friend, Demerest—things he will want to know.”
When the girl had gone, Halliday grasped Demerest’s hand in his. “You have been kind,” he said, “so kind to come here. You have saved us.”
Demerest shook his head. He pointed to the noseless servant. “Thank him. He saved things, just now, by turning the dogs on Larsen. Larsen shot the two others. He is dead, now, himself.”
“If you hadn’t come,” said Halliday, “my servants would never have had the courage to act. Your arrival was the signal.”
“The signal for what?”
“To make an attempt to free ourselves from the bondage of the Larsens.” Halliday bent forward, his voice trembling. “You must have guessed that they had some hold over me. I know I am dying; I can talk freely, now. There are many things I’ve done that I shouldn’t, but I didn’t deserve such persecution. The Larsens were criminals, wicked people trying to steal my money—and Eric Larsen wanted Gail.”
“I don’t think I quite understand,” said Demerest.
“No, no, you wouldn’t. But this will help to explain it. I killed the man who ran off with my wife—shot him in a fair fight after he had caused her death by his brutal treatment. I am not a murderer, really—but the law is sometimes cruel. It seemed best to leave Europe, quickly. I thought nobody knew, but the Larsens learned what I had done somehow. They followed me here to blackmail me, bleed me. They threatened to expose me as a criminal, unless I turned over everything I had. They knew I was old, dying, and when I was stubborn, Eric Larsen saw a way of accomplishing his ends through Gail. He might have succeeded—if you hadn’t come. He would have taken her away—I don’t know where.”
Halliday lay back breathing laboredly for a moment. Demerest could see the tortured pounding of his heart, and knew that the man’s days were numbered.
Halliday went on slowly, huskily:
“In many ways, as I said in my letter, I’ve been a wicked, selfish fool. But after my wife, Grace, left me, after I’d brought up Gail from babyhood, nursed her, watched over her, I made up my mind that no man should ever take her from me. She had reached lovely young womanhood when I brought her here. I tried my best to see that no attractive man should ever meet her. I hired the most hideous servants I could find. I saw to it that even our family doctor was old and ugly. I went further, and encouraged a scorn of men in Gail herself, told her never to speak to any stranger, gave her clothes that were unconventional, queer. Even the dogs were my doing. She’s held in such terror by the few neighbors we have, that no man would go near her.
“But it was wrong, wicked. What has happened in the last few weeks has made me see it. She might, even in her loneliness, have been beguiled by that monster, Larsen. It was wrong, and I want to ask a favor of you, Demerest. I want to pay you handsomely to see, after I’m dead, that Gail leads a more normal life: that she meets some good young men and finds love and marriage, if that is her wish. Will you do that for me, in memory of the friendship that I bore your father?”
Demerest started to speak, then turned his head. Gail Halliday had stolen back into the room. She stood just inside the doorway, tall, white, lovely as a vision, her dark eyes fixed upon him, a strange, knowing smile softening her lips.
Demerest turned toward her father and bowed his head. “I think I can promise to take good care of Gail,” he said. “Something tells me she and I are always going to understand each other, and be—dear friends.”



FIANCES FOR THE DEVIL’S DAUGHTER, by Russell Gray
CHAPTER ONE
THE GOLDEN TEMPTRESS
It was the usual sort of literary party at which half the guests were uninvited. By midnight you didn’t know whether the man drinking with you was a famous English author come to America to make war speeches or a crasher who wanted to rub shoulders with the famous. It didn’t matter because by that time everybody was pretty drunk and nobody paid any attention to those who drifted in and out of the apartment—until that woman suddenly appeared.
She was the kind who drew your eyes and held them and made you forget that there were other attractive women in the room. She wore a mink cape which dropped open in front so that you couldn’t miss her high-bared breasts which pushed against the low bodice of a slinky gown. The gown was golden and so was her skin, and the way the material molded her body it wasn’t easy to tell precisely what was skin and what gown.
She undulated over to the table where the drinks were served, and at once men closed in around her, pouring for her.
Helen, my wife, and I, Roland Cuyler, the Author, and his wife Clara were standing near a window in an attempt to get a breath of air. We had ceased our conversation when the woman had entered. All of us looked at her.
“Who’s she?” Helen asked.
Roland Cuyler licked his lips and swallowed hard and said: “Never saw her before.”
He was a bad liar. He’d become jittery as soon as he had been aware of her presence; looking at her a few minutes ago, some of the liquid had spilled from his cocktail glass. I wondered why he didn’t tell the truth, then dismissed it from my mind. As his literary agent, it was my business to sell his novels, not to delve into his personal life.
Our little group at the window broke up. Helen moved away to talk to Portia Teele, whose love novels sold by the hundreds of thousands, and I found myself alone. But only for a moment. I turned and there was the woman in gold. A cocktail glass was raised to her lips, and above its rim I saw gray eyes, flecked with gold, calmly appraising me.
“You’re Lester Marlin, the literary agent, aren’t you?” she said. “I’m Tala Mag.”
Curious name. And curious woman. She could have been called very beautiful if you liked them that way—exotic, with eyes slightly slanted and extremely long and narrow brows and high cheekbones, and a body so vibrant that each motion was a sensuous invitation. Not my type, however. I preferred the pure fresh young beauty of Helen.
Tala Mag dropped the glass from her lips and suddenly I realized that she was so close to me that her pointed breasts almost touched my chest. Over her left shoulder I saw Portia Teele and Helen staring at us. Helen smiled. She knew that a literary agent of my reputation, who, by accepting to handle a writer’s manuscript, practically assured its sale, was always being annoyed by women authors who tried to use their bodies as substitutes for lack of literary talent. This Tala Mag was probably one of those.
Tala Mag glanced over my shoulder and coldly studied Helen. Then she turned back to me and intimately tucked a hand through my arm and leaned against me so that I felt the soft yielding of a breast.
“Your wife appears jealous,” she whispered.
Somebody must have told her who Helen was, and it was because my wife watched that she was trying to make me. What the hell was her game?
“Of course she’s not,” I told her. “Why should she be? She knows that no other woman could mean anything to me.”
Her gold-flecked eyes looked up at me challengingly. “She is rather attractive.”
I let her have it right where I knew it would hurt. “By far the most attractive woman in this room,” I said.
I had expected her not to like the indirect insult, but I hadn’t thought that such utter rage would flood her face. With a thin cry of fury she dropped my arm and stepped away from me. I smiled as I watched the indignant sway of her hips as she moved across the room. Helen was smiling also. We understood each other, my wife and I. That was why we were so incomparably happy together.
* * * *
A couple of minutes later Helen and I left the party. As we walked down the two flights of stairs to the street, Helen observed with that rippling laugh of hers: “Poor darling, having so many women after you. How do you bear up under it?”
“Easily, sweet. I think of you and then they appear like hags before my eyes. This Tala Mag—that’s her name—was so obviously wanton that she was funny.”
And both of us laughed quietly, intimately, as if only we could understand the grand joke we shared.
Then suddenly our laughter died in our throats. We had turned the landing and there, with her back against the wall, stood Tala Mag. It was impossible for her not to have overheard us.
She said nothing but her expression told us plenty. I think that if she had had a weapon in her hand she would have killed us both on the spot. She drew her cape tighter about her. We passed quickly.
In the street Helen shuddered. “Did you see the way she looked at us?”
“Forget it, darling,” I said. “There’s nothing she can do about it.”
By the time we had reached home, we had dismissed her from our minds.
The following morning there was a gold-tinted envelope in my mail, sent special delivery. It contained two notes. One, from Portia Teele, read:
Dear Les:
I’ve never before asked you to do me a personal favor. Tala Mag told me what occurred last night and feels that it was a misunderstanding on both your parts. She had no opportunity to tell you that she is a writer and would desire your assistance. I have read her manuscripts; she has a great deal of talent. Please see her for my sake.
PORTIA.
The second note was heavily scented. It contained but a single line:
Dear Mr. Marlin:
Please come to my apartment at four this afternoon.
TALA MAG.
I was in something of a spot. I couldn’t afford to antagonize Portia Teele who was my best client, and I didn’t want to have anything to do with this Tala Mag. And why insist that I come to her apartment? The proper procedure was for her to come to my office.
By the afternoon I had made up my mind to go, solely, I assured myself, because Portia Teele had asked me to. Yet in back of my mind was a vagrant desire to see this exotic Tala Mag again. Anyway, what had I to be afraid of? I’d never had much trouble putting a demanding woman in her place.
I arrived there twenty after four, deliberately, to show her that I wasn’t in the least anxious. She lived thirty stories above Park Avenue in a penthouse. Well, one thing was certain: she certainly wasn’t an impoverished struggling writer.
The biggest man I had ever seen admitted me. Not the tallest, although he must have been a least six-six, and not fat either, but simply built in a huge, powerful mold. He was, in addition, ugly as sin, with hardly anything in the way of a brow or a chin. I’m of average size and build, but he made me feel like a pigmy as he stepped aside to let me by.
* * * *
Tala Mag came forward to receive me in the foyer, and she was wearing a spider-web blue negligee and a pair of blue mules and not another thing. A pleasing combination—blue against the rich gold of her skin, and there was plenty of skin showing, and the rest of it, voluptuously curved, shimmered under the negligee.
So! She was taking up where she had left off yesterday. As I followed her into the library, I determined to get out as soon as I could.
She said nothing about last night and made no attempt to come near me. She took a sheaf of typewritten pages from the desk and nodded toward a comfortable leather chair. I sat down and started to read. She retreated to the other end of the room and mixed highballs. She handed one to me and then offered me a cigarette. As she applied a match to my cigarette, she leaned over and her negligee fell away from her throat and there was no covering over her breasts. They were golden and rose-tipped and dangling with the bending of her torso. I dropped my eyes quickly to the manuscript.
A sensation of mingled horror and revulsion crept over me as I read. How can I describe the story she had written? It wasn’t quite pornographic and yet it was more than that. There was not a sentence or a paragraph which standing alone, could be called obscene, yet the effect of the whole was incredibly vile. It concerned unholy lust and unspeakable orgies and hideous tortures, but it was chiefly the point of view that shocked my hard-boiled soul. She reveled in evilness, extolled it, until virtue was to be despised and vileness all that made living tolerable.
I went to the desk and tossed the papers down and turned to her. She was looking at me expectantly, with mouth half-open.
“You like it?”
I shrugged. “Put it this way: no publisher would touch it.”
“But if you, with your reputation, took it to a publisher?”
“That won’t help either,” I said. “Sorry.” I started to go.
She came to meet me, and somehow her negligee had fallen open and was trailing behind her. No doubt that she was startlingly attractive, but the only effect of her nudity on me was one of anger.
She caught my arm as I tried to pass her. “Mr. Marlin—Lester—you know that you are devilishly handsome.”
I said tightly: “You’re wasting your time.” And I jerked my arm roughly away from her.
She ran around me so that she was in front of me again and threw her arms about my neck. I admit that as I tried to pull her off, pulses pounded in my veins. The memory of Helen blurred with the furious agitation of her torso and thighs against me. But not sufficiently to make me succumb to her. Violently I tore her arms away from about my neck and, with an exclamation of rage, threw her to the floor.
She sat up, glaring up at me, her bared breasts rising and falling. When I was a step from the door, she called out: “Emil!” And a split-second later her servant’s enormous body filled the doorway.
I was too angry to be afraid. I said in a voice that quivered: “Let me pass.”
He stood there as solidly as a rock. And as if she were telling a dog to fetch something, she ordered: “Get him, Emil.”
I stepped backward as he came at me with his great arms apart. Realizing that my only chance was an attack, I threw myself forward, plunging my right fist into his midriff. My knuckles felt as if they had struck corrugated iron.
And then his arms were around me, and I knew that I was through. I thrashed in his grip, but I might as well have tried to struggle in a steel vise. Slowly his arms tightened, constricting my ribs, my lungs. Breath choked up in me. The motion of my kicking legs grew feebler, then stopped altogether as, my face pressed against his massive sweaty chest, I sank into unconsciousness.
CHAPTER II
THE ROOM OF TORMENT
When I opened my eyes, I found that iron chains, dangling from the ceiling, were fastened about each of my wrists. My feet just about touched the floor, so that I had to stand erect. My clothes had been taken from me; they lay neatly piled on a chair nearby.
For dazed moments I thought that this must be a nightmare; that Tala Mag’s huge servant must be a figment of my imagination; that perhaps even Tala Mag was only a dream of dark desire. And then I saw that I was still in the library where I had read her curiously vile manuscript. Furniture had been pushed from the center of the floor where I hung from the chains.
This was ridiculous, of course—to have something like this happen in a modern apartment house in the heart of the city. I took a deep breath and called for help at the top of my lungs.
Behind me somebody laughed. Twisting my head over my shoulder, I saw Tala Mag, still clad in that diaphanous blue negligee, coming toward me.
“It may interest you to know that this room is soundproof,” she said.
My voice broke off. I was staring with bulging eyes at the murderous whip she held in her hand. Part of its black length wriggled like a live snake on the floor behind her.
“What are you going to do?” I demanded harshly.
“Teach you respect for Tala Mag,” she said. “And break your stubborn spirit until you grovel at my feet.”
I cursed her then, hoarsely, steadily, and I tore hopelessly at the chains, while she stood off a little way and watched me with a half-smile on her red lips and hellish lights dancing in her gray-and-gold eyes. Then she stepped toward me and ran a hand over my chest, letting her fingers drag so that the nails pierced and ripped skin.
“You are a handsome man, Lester Marlin,” she said. “There is much that we can do together, you and I—startling ecstasies which we may attain. Forget that prosaic woman who is your wife. Say the word and I will have Emil remove the chains from you, and then you and I—”
The rest of her words were cut off by her agonized grunt as I brought my knee up into her stomach. She fell away from me and her face became a hideous mask. She straightened up and stepped around me and I tensed for the bite of the lash. When it came, curling around my back and cutting through skin and into flesh, it felt like a band of living fire encircling me. A cry of pain rose to my lips, but I choked it back, determined not to give her the satisfaction of hearing me scream.
I swung around from my wrists and kicked out at her again. But she was prepared now and jumped out of the way, and again the cruel lash snapped against my body.
I went through a queer frantic dance as I tried to get at her with my feet, but she was nimble and always just out of reach, moving slowly around me, her arm swinging back and forth as the agonizing leather thong kept curling about me. And so I ceased all effort to kick her because my gyrations added to her diabolical enjoyment and I hung there from the chains as the whip formed a mantle of anguish about me.
“Scream!” she panted.
But I would not give her that added pleasure. Blood trickled down from where my teeth sank into my lower lip.
“Scream!” And the whip cracked.
Her negligee fell open in front. Sweat glistened on her golden skin, trickled down between her heaving breasts, soaked through the material. Encumbered by the negligee, she savagely ripped it off and, naked, continued to apply the lash.
I must have hated her more than any man hated anybody to have the strength not to give voice to the agony which was trying to force screams past my lips.
Suddenly the lashing stopped. Through a mist of pain I saw her standing before me, her flesh twitching and quivering with terrific emotional exertion. But the fury had gone out of her face and her eyes were suddenly soft.
She dropped the whip and came at me, throwing her arms about me and mashing herself against my anguish-torn body.
“You are the man for me,” she whispered. “You have the proud, stubborn spirit. Love me and I will bathe your wounds and make you whole again and teach you such passion as you never dreamed existed.”
It would have been simple then to submit, to possess this exotic creature and have done with unendurable anguish. But I knew that I could not. It had gone beyond mere physical faithfulness to Helen. It was a relentless struggle between good and evil; for my immortal soul, if you care to put it that way. If I gave in to her, I would always thereafter consider myself less than a man. Better to die of torture than to let her triumph over me.
Through swollen, bloody lips I said: “Go to hell!”
“You stubborn fool! Do you prefer to be cut to pieces?”
I tried to jab my knee into her again, but she was too close to me and I was too weak. She clung to me, digging her teeth into the side of my neck, and the whole weight of her body pulled down on my strained arm muscles. Then she slid away from me and picked up the whip.
“I won’t kill you,” she said in a voice that shook with fury. “Not yet. I would not accept you now if you came crawling to me. Before I am through with you, I shall make you suffer infinitely more than any whip can make you suffer.”
And again I felt the hellish sting of the whip. She danced around me, applying the lash wherever the skin was still whole; and as through a shimmering veil of torment I saw her magnificent breasts bobbing and sweat form a sheen over her golden skin. After a while the mist grew thicker until I could no longer see her or the room or anything at all. But I could feel. Every quivering nerve throbbed under the whip which had become a white-hot rod of flame.
And yet I kept my voice locked within my throat. It was no longer physical effort which kept me from shrieking, for I had none of that left. It must have been something rooted deep in my subconscious which deprived her of her final triumph.
And then I sank into a world in which nothing existed but pain.…
Dawn was painting the city sky a dull gray above the East River when I awoke. I was propped up against a warehouse on South Street. Several men, going early to work, passed without so much as glancing at me, thinking, no doubt, that I was a drunken bum. I was again fully dressed. She had spared my face with her lash, and save for dried blood on my chin I looked more or less presentable.
When I tried to rise, bands of agony held me. I clenched my teeth and clawed myself erect along the side of the building. Each step was anguish. Finally I made my way to the curb and hung onto a lamppost until a taxi cab passed. I hailed it and flopped into the back seat and muttered my address on Washington Square.
* * * *
When I reached my home, I told the taxi driver that I was sick and tipped him generously and he helped me up to my apartment. After considerable ringing, Helen came to the door in her sleeping pajamas. She took one look at my greenish, pain-twisted face and screamed and ran to me.
“Darling, what happened to you? I went to bed early, thinking that you were out late on business, and not until the bell rang just now did I realize that you hadn’t come home. Darling, you’re sick!”
She led me into the bedroom where I dropped down on the bed. I did not tell her the truth; I had resolved not to tell anybody, especially not the police. This was strictly between Tala Mag and myself. And if any of this came out, the newspapers and the gossip columnists would have a field-day.
I said that I had been walking along a dark street last night when I had been waylaid by a couple of men whose faces I had not been able to see, and they had beaten me. I didn’t know why, I said; perhaps I had inadvertently injured somebody and this was his or her revenge.
Gently Helen removed my clothes. And when she saw what the whip had done to my flesh, she cried out and went into a semi-hysterical fit of weeping. But she maintained enough self-control to call a doctor and bathe my wounds until he arrived.
For a week I lay in bed. I made Helen and the doctor promise to tell nobody, saying that I did not want the newspapers to get the story. And under Helen’s tender care, I was soon as good as new save for certain parts where the lash had struck too many times and where I would forever have ridges on my skin.
When I had recovered, I obtained a permit to purchase a pistol, and then I went to pay a visit to Tala Mag. The pistol was for the huge servant Emil; Tala Mag I could handle with my bare hands.
From the building superintendent I learned that she had moved the day after my beating. She had left no forwarding address; he had no idea where she might have gone. I looked up Portia Teele, but she was out of town. Not even Sam Spaulding, her publisher, knew where Portia Teele could be found.
So there was nothing for me to do but bide my time. I was convinced that I had not seen the last of her. She had told me, in the fury of her hatred at my refusal to submit, that she had a worse fate in store for me than the whipping. Well, this time I would be prepared for her.
CHAPTER III
INVITATION TO DEATH
One morning I received a letter from Roland Cuyler, the author:
Dear Les:
A friend of mine, who has gone on a journey, has been good enough to allow me the use of his charming upstate place until he returns. I’ve been staying here with Clara and working my head off. I’ve completed my novel, and rather than send it down to you, how about you and Helen driving up here to spend a weekend or longer with us?
It’s an ideal place—swimming and tennis, and only a three hour drive from the city. Don’t bother to reply. I’m assuming that you and Helen will arrive some time Saturday.
It sounded good. The city was in the grip of one of those heat waves which made New York unbearable. When I told Helen about it, she was enthusiastic.
So that Saturday afternoon we started out in my car. After three hours we found ourselves in a rather wild and isolated valley. Following the directions which Cuyler had enclosed, we turned off to a dirt road which ran through a deep woods and was only wide enough for one car. Seven miles of bumping over ruts brought us there.
Frankly, the place surprised us. We had expected a fairly sumptuous cottage at the most, but this looked like a vast estate in the heart of the woods. A seven-foot fieldstone fence enclosed it entirely.
I drove up to the twin massive solid iron doors and got out of the car. There was a telephone on the wall. I lifted the receiver and spoke into the mouthpiece.
“Your name, please?” a man’s voice asked.
I told him, then returned to the car. The two doors swung open.
“Pretty swanky,” Helen commented as I drove through. The doors closed behind us. And thirty feet ahead of us, to our astonishment, was another stone wall, this one at least four feet higher than the first and rimmed for a couple of feet more with barbed-wire. A second pair of doors swung open at our approach.
Helen frowned uneasily. “This place looks like a fortress.”
“Millionaires go in for this sort of thing,” I said. “Probably there are armed guards about the place also. The rich are always afraid of kidnappings and intrusions on their privacy. The Cuylers certainly fell into something soft.”
The second pair of doors also shut behind us. As we drove along the gravel road toward the large stone house, I noticed that the grounds had been allowed to run pretty much to seed. The lawns which must once have been velvet smooth, were overgrown and the flower gardens were a chaos. We passed a tennis court which evidently hadn’t been cared for in years and then a swimming pool which was absolutely dry.
Queer. Was this what Cuyler had raved about? And where was everybody? No sign of guards or servants. Both doors had been opened by unseen electrical control.
Helen shifted closer to me. “This place gives me the creeps, Les.”
“They’re probably all in the house,” I said. “Ah, look, there are a number of parked cars, and there’s somebody on the side terrace.”
I stopped the car behind four or five others and Helen and I got out and walked to the stone terrace. Frank Bord, the publisher, and his exquisite little wife, Lillian, were lounging on easy chairs and sipping drinks.
Bord waved a hand toward us. “Hi, folks. So it’s going to be a party after all. The Rooneys are somewhere inside. Haven’t seen hide or hair of anybody else save a moody servant named Si who brought us drinks.”
“Where are the Cuylers?” I asked.
“Search me. All we could get out of the servant was that they’d be down eventually. Hell of a way to receive guests. Look for Si and you can get some drinks.”
Helen and I passed into the house. We found ourselves in an enormous drawing room. Sitting on a couch at the farther side were Victor Rooney, the Broadway producer, and Jane, his wife, a charming redhead.
As we entered, Jane was saying: “I don’t like it. There’s an atmosphere about this place which—well, makes me uncomfortable. There seems to be only one servant in this huge place and the Cuylers don’t seem to be about and we haven’t even been shown to our rooms.”
Victor Rooney saw us and stood up. “Greetings, folks. Looks like a gathering of the clan. Guess Roland wants us all in on the reading of his new book.” He raised his voice. “Hey, Si! Drinks for four.”
Several minutes later a squat man with shoulders the width of a barn door came in with a tray on which were four cocktail glasses. If the servant had mixed the drinks himself, he could have made a fortune as a bartender. It was the smoothest liquor I had ever tasted and had a curiously exotic flavor.
By the time we had finished the drinks, we heard another car pull up. The four of us went out to the terrace and joined the Bords. The latest arrivals were Rob and Inez Spaulding. He was also a producer, a friendly rival to Frank Bord. His wife had been a former showgirl—a statuesque blonde who made up in figure what she lacked in brains.
We called for eight more cocktails from Si and stood about drinking and raking the Cuylers over the coals for not having come down to receive us.
“Damn them, I’m going up to find them,” Bord announced.
“Let’s all go,” Inez Spaulding put in.
We started into the house. And as we entered the drawing room, we saw Roland and Clara Cuyler coming toward us.
“It’s about time you two paid some attention to us,” Victor Rooney growled.
Suddenly we all stopped dead, staring at Roland and Clara Cuyler. Something had happened to them—to their faces which seemed to have become lined and flabby with age within a couple of weeks; to their bodies which drooped in attitudes of utter hopelessness. And they stopped also and moved close together, each holding to the other as if in that way they found the courage necessary to face us.
“I couldn’t help it,” Roland Cuyler muttered across the room to us in a weak voice. “She made me write those letters to you and invite you to this hell. I held out as long as I could, but she—”
“Whom are you talking about?” I demanded, feeling my heart turn to stone.
“Haven’t you guessed?” a voice said softly. Yes, I had guessed at Cuyler’s first words; and now, turning my head toward another door at the side of the room, I saw that my worst fears were justified.
Tala Mag stood just inside of the doorway, a self-satisfied smile playing on her red lips. Her gold-flecked eyes glowed with an exalted sense of victory. She moved toward us a few steps, and her body was a glorious blue-and-gold flame. She was clad in a blue evening gown which was spun of incredibly delicate silk so that it covered her without hiding her voluptuously curved flesh.
I felt the pressure of Helen’s hand tightening on my arm. We all stared at Tala Mag with a kind of dreadful fascination, and I realized, somehow, that all the other men in the room had met her, and had had some sort of unpleasant experience with her.
Tala Mag laughed. “I have told each of you men that you shall see me again. I am not one to be spurned or insulted. You, Frank Bord, would not publish my manuscript and called me vile names. You, Bob Spaulding, read my manuscript and returned it with a nasty note and then absolutely refused to see me. Victor Rooney, you would not produce a play of mine and, when I offered myself to you, took me and then spurned me. Lester Marlin, you I hate with all the depth of my being. Indeed, I hate and despise all of you and your pretty, vapid wives.”
I had resolved that the next time I saw her I would beat her within an inch of her life. But I found a great weakness stealing over me which kept me rooted to the spot. Not a physical weakness so much as something insidious inside of me which robbed me of the power of action. It was fear for what this creature of hell might do to Helen, and at the same time it was something else. Through my mind flickered the thought that the cocktails I had drunk might have been drugged. That must have been it, in part, because like myself none of the others uttered a word or made a movement. We stood bunched like statues.
Tala Mag was speaking again. “Tell them, Roland Cuyler, how completely they are in my power.”
Cuyler shuddered. “You cannot escape. There are two walls, neither of which can be surmounted. And then those terrible servants. Believe me, I didn’t want to lure you here. But she would have found another way and—and they whipped Clara.” Clara Cuyler moaned and swayed against her husband. She was wearing a sleeveless dress, and sunlight, streaming through a window, glinted on a bare white shoulder, and I saw an ugly welt, like a ragged finger, mar her flesh and disappear under the dress.
The sight of that whip mark brought vividly home to me the torment I myself had suffered and what mercy Helen and I and the others could expect from Tala Mag; and I snapped out of my trance and hurled myself at her. My hands were on her at the moment when she cried out. My fingers closed about her throat. I felt her body thrash against me; I saw her gray eyes almost pop from their sockets as I bore her down to the floor. And all about me voices screamed in fear and horror, but I ignored them, conscious only that I could save Helen from hell only by ridding the world of this creature.
Suddenly my fingers were torn away from Tala Mag’s throat, and I was plucked off her as if I were a child in a strong man’s grip. I was lifted high in the air and tossed down to the hard floor. Stunned, I lay there, trying to clear the fog from my brain.
The screams went on. Painfully I sat up and looked about at a nightmare scene.
Emil, Tala Mag’s huge servant, had torn me away from his mistress, and there were three other men in the room, as big as Emil or nearly as strong. One was Si, the squat servant who had brought us the drinks, and his massive shoulders gave him the power of Emil. And there were two others, hulking brutes, against whom our average human strength was puny.
* * * *
Three of the servants were each holding Bord and Spaulding and Rooney, while the fourth had a whip in his hand with which he kept our four wives in a screaming huddle in a corner of the room. Tala Mag had risen to her feet and was holding her throat where my fingers had bruised her and her body trembled with excitement. Roland Cuyler offered no resistance; he stood holding his wife to his chest, both their spirits utterly broken.
I bounded to my feet and hurled myself at Si, who was holding Bob Spaulding. My fist drove into his face. The blow hadn’t the slightest effect. He dropped Spaulding, whom he had knocked unconscious, and turned to me. He crushed me in a bear’s hug, pinning my arms to my side, and he lifted my thrashing body and carried me into another room. There he shoved me against a wall and held me with one hand in spite of my most violent struggles, while with his free hand he fumbled with something. I heard the rattling of chains, felt gyves snap about my wrists. He left me there more helpless in the chains than ever I had been in his tremendous grip.
I noticed then that I was in a bare stone room. On either side of me other chains were imbedded in the wall. One by one the other men were brought in and their wrists were fastened to chains, Even Roland Cuyler who had no resistance left in him.
When we were all chained, our wives were driven in by the servant who had the whip. I cried out when I saw the murderous tip bite into Helen’s back as she stumbled; futilely I tore at the chains. Then the five women cowered moaning against the wall on the opposite side of us, not making a motion for fear of the whip.
“Les!” Helen wailed. “Oh, God, Lester!”
And terror tore from the throat of each woman the name of her husband, and none of us men could do anything to help them.
Tala Mag entered the room. Triumphantly she ran her eyes over all of us and laughed. In my despair I saw a fragmentary hope to save Helen and the others.
“Tala!” I cried. “You wanted me once. Let them go and I will be your slave.”
Her lips curled. “You are too late by several weeks, Lester Marlin. I could have loved you more than any man was ever loved. Now I hate you.” She turned to one of the servants. “Wick, bring in Portia Teele.”
There was an interval of suspense, during which the wailing of the women continued and the groan of the men. And then Portia Teele, the writer of sentimental love stories, was led into the room by the servant called Wick.
She was a plump woman, past the bloom of youth. She stopped in her tracks when she saw us and a moan passed her lips. Wick closed a big hand over the back of her neck and thrust her forward so that she came stumbling to the center of the room.
Tala Mag stood there waiting for her. Portia fell on her knees before her and clawed at her dress.
“Tala, for God’s sake, haven’t I always been your friend?”
“Friend!” Tala Mag sneered. “Yes, you helped me with my literary style, but would you publish my masterpiece under your name?”
“I couldn’t, Tala. My reputation.”
“Let the fact that your reputation remains unblemished console you now,” Tala Mag chortled. “Clops, attend to her.”
The fourth servant lifted Portia. Wick stretched a hand toward the ceiling and pulled down two chains on pulleys, like those to which I had been fastened in Tala Mag’s library. Portia shrieked wildly as she struggled in that powerful grip. Wick secured her wrists to the chains and pulled a rope over the pulleys, lifting Portia’s writhing body from the floor. And she hung there, her face frightful with terror, her eyes pools of impending madness.
“Tala!” she shrilled. “In the name of heaven! I’ll do anything you ask.”
Tala Mag shrugged her bare shoulders. “The time for mercy is past. Besides, my dear Portia, I require somebody to be made an example of for my other guests, and you have been selected.”
I knew then that her statement that she hated us because we had not helped her advance her literary career was a lie. She hadn’t cared about that at all. Her manuscript, at least where I was concerned, had been simply an excuse to thrust herself at me. Her literary pretensions had been simply an act to inculcate in herself hatred for us. Because she wanted to hate and find expression for hatred. Something subhuman and diabolical in her demanded that it be sated by the torment of others.
She stepped to where Portia Teele hung. “You are about to experience sensations which are denied to most of us. For long, long minutes you are going to live as fully as any person has ever lived, with every nerve quivering and throbbing, every atom of your being fully alive.”
And with her own hands she ripped the clothing from Portia Teele. Then she stooped and pulled off Portia’s shoes and stockings, and Portia hung naked from the chains, sobbing and shrieking and writhing.
“All right, Clops,” Tala Mag said.
All heads turned to the door through which the giant Clops was coming. Before him he wheeled a brazier in which irons glowed white-hot in burning coals.
CHAPTER IV
THE DEVIL’S DAUGHTER
It is said that there is no pain as great as the pain inflicted by fire. Seeing how Portia Teele suffered, I can believe that. The whipping I had received from Tala Mag was nothing compared to what the servant Clops did to Portia with those hot irons.
We all turned our eyes away, of course, and our wives sank to the floor and buried their faces in their arms, but we couldn’t shut out her inhuman screams. Some of us had to look now and then, as if invisible wires drew our gazes.
After a while one of her large breasts melted away under the iron as if it had been ice. There was no blood, for the heat cauterized as it burned. Clops shifted the iron to a fresh spot; momentarily it sizzled as it touched the clammy perspiration covering agonized flesh. Then the stench of burning flesh grew heavier.
And Tala Mag watched intently with bosom heaving and nerves twitching under her high cheekbones, her stare missing no detail of the torture.
Minutes or hours may have passed before the screams stopped. Horror drags time out to its utmost. But I do know that night had fallen when Clops wheeled the brazier to a corner of the room.
The thing dangling from the chains was no longer a woman. Its skin had been replaced by a mantle of smoldering scar tissue. The head hung forward with long hair cascading over fattened chest where breasts had been. Nausea churned in all of us.
I glanced across at Helen and saw that she had mercifully fainted. So had two of the other women, but they were not permitted that method of escape. One of the servants threw water on them, reviving them.
What now? What new hellishness would the degenerate mind of that she-fiend conceive? Would she serve Helen and the other women the same way as she had Portia Teele? God!
There was a sudden silence as Tala Mag started to speak. Even the women ceased moaning, for it was plain that she was to announce the fate of the rest of us. She stood next to that dangling horror, and she was tall and beautiful in that blue. evening gown that revealed more of her golden-skinned body than no clothes at all would have.
“You have seen how this foolish woman suffered,” she said. “You realize that at a word from me each of the other five women will share her experience and worse.” A cry went up from our wives. Tala Mag lifted a hand and continued: “But I am magnanimous. I shall spare you on one condition—that you follow to the letter every command I utter. If you refuse—” She waved significantly to the dangling corpse.
We all held our breaths, knowing that whatever she would propose would be more fiendish than what had been done to Portia Teele, yet daring to hope that somehow what passed for her heart had been softened.
“Clara Cuyler, come to the center of the room,” Tala Mag ordered.
As if in a dream, Clara rose and moved away from the group of women. Her face was ugly with fear.
“Remove your clothing.”
“No!” Clara screeched. “Please!”
“You will follow my order without protest.” Clara glanced at the hideous corpse and began frantically to undress. Clara had been selected first because she had been longest under the domination of Tala Mag and feared her most. Her husband sobbed like a child. When she was utterly nude, she was allowed to return to the other women. I saw now the cruel whip marks which crisscrossed her white skin.
“Helen Marlin,” Tala Mag called. “Come here and strip.”
I ground my teeth with helplessness. One by one she would make each woman undress before her four servants and four other strangers while the woman’s husband was forced to look on. And that would be only the beginning.
* * * *
The modesty in Helen’s nature dominated the fear which must have gibbered within her. She stood up, straight and proud and defiant, but did not come forward.
“I refuse,” my wife declared firmly.
Tala laughed with glee. “The same stubborn streak as your husband, I see. Well, it will be all the more fun breaking you. You realize that you will be stripped anyway—not only of your clothing but of your skin as well.… Clops, the brazier. Emil, put her in the chains.”
Helen chewed on her knuckles as she saw Clops start wheeling the brazier from its corner and Emil advancing toward her. A whimper trickled from her throat, rising higher and higher. As for me, I was shouting something, but I cannot remember what it was. Perhaps I was cursing Tala Mag; perhaps urging Helen to give in rather than suffer the inevitable torment of fire.
When Emil actually had his hands on her and was dragging her forward, Helen cracked. The memory of what Portia Teele had endured was still too vivid in her mind to make resistance possible.
“I’ll do it!” she cried. “Please tell him to let me go.”
God, if I could have strangled Tala Mag then and there for the smug smile on her lips as she told Emil to release my wife! The giant stepped away and Helen was left alone on the floor with all eyes in the room on her.
Slowly, as if her hands were obeying a will divorced from her own, Helen pulled down the zipper in the side of her dress and drew the dress over her head. It fluttered to the floor. Momentarily she hesitated as she stood clad only in strips of silk about hips and breasts; then her hands went behind her back to the snaps of her brassiere. She removed it and it followed her dress to the floor and, her entire body suffused with pink, she cupped her palms over her splendid bared breasts.
“Continue,” Tala Mag said.
Helen tugged at the elastic of her step-ins, changed her mind and kicked off her shoes instead. Bending over, she rolled down her stockings and straightened up again, her arms once more coming up to cover her breasts. Choking whimpers of shame came from her lips.
The four mighty servants of Tala Mag had carnal eyes fixed on my wife and their ugly features were slack with degenerate lust. And even the husbands of the four other women became suddenly quiet as they stared avidly at her.
“I said strip completely,” Tala Mag rasped. And so Helen had to remove the last wisp of silk from her hips, and that too joined the rest of her garments. Completely naked she stood there, while four sub-human creatures and four other men feasted their eyes on her loveliness which had never before been exposed to any man’s gaze but mine. She was truly magnificent as she stood there, with pride returning to her; and she faced Tala Mag defiantly, knowing that however beautiful Tala Mag might be, it faded before the beauty of her own body. And Tala Mag knew that also and venom twisted her face.
“You may return,” Tala Mag ordered savagely. “Next, Lillian Bord.”
One by one the three remaining women came to the center of the room and, thoroughly cowered, removed their clothing. When they were all naked, Tala Mag looked the crouching women over coldly and said:
“Before the night is over, one of you five will endure the same fate as Portia Teele. Which one that will be depends on your husbands.”
* * * *
The women were wailing again, their eyes drawn against their wills to where the thing that had been Portia Teele still hung from the chains. Which one was it to be? She had said that it depended on us men. Would she make us draw lots? No, her diabolical brain would think of something infinitely more horrible.
Tala Mag turned to us. “We shall have a hunt,” she said with that completely dissolute smile of hers. “It will be great fun, I promise you. You men will be the hunters, your wives the hunted. The women will be let loose in the grounds, and then you men will be given guns. Not real guns, of course, shooting lead bullets; they will contain tiny pellets which will dissolve when striking the naked skin, leaving a blue mark. The game will last for two hours. At the end of that time you will all be rounded up and the blue marks on the bodies of the women will be counted, and she who has been hit the most times will be handed over to Clops for the caress of his hot irons.”
We gaped at her, finding it hard to understand that even this woman could have conceived of anything so diabolical.
“It will be a fascinating game,” she went on. “Those of you who win, and there will be only one loser, will be permitted to depart unharmed.”
“We won’t do it!” Victor Rooney shouted. “You can’t make us!”
Tala Mag shrugged. “That is entirely up to you. You are all completely in my power, yet I am making a magnanimous gesture by promising freedom to all five of you men and four of the women. If all of you prefer to die unpleasantly instead, very well. But I think that you will all play the game with no further protest.”
What could we do? It was all our lives or the life of only one. We had no choice.
“As in all games, there are rules in this one,” Tala Mag said. “You women, you hunted, will use all your skill, all your ingenuity, out there in the grounds to avoid being shot by the hunters. Not for a moment will you forget the terrible price you will have to pay if you are shot more times than the others. And you men, you will do your best to shoot and hit any woman but your wife, because the more times the others are hit, the greater chance your own wife will have of bearing the fewest marks on her skin. There will be but one bullet in your pistol; when you have shot that, you will return to the terrace where I will hand you another. We must play fair, gentlemen; if I gave you a supply of bullets in advance, you might be unsporting enough to hold a woman and fire repeatedly at her. You must realize that it will be futile to attempt to escape over the walls. One more rule: you may not attempt to protect your own wife from the others. My servants will be everywhere with flashlights, and there will be severe penalties for unsportsmanship.”
Almost it was funny, her talk of sportsmanship. It was when she had finished speaking that the full diabolical cunning of the “game” became clear. Each of us men would have to do our best to condemn one of the other women to appalling torture in order to save his own wife.
“We are ready,” Tala Mag announced. “You women hide yourselves well before we release the men. You know what is at stake.”
They did not move. They crouched there against the wall in a frozen mass of naked flesh. One of the servants went to them with a whip, and then, shrieking, they leaped to their feet and scampered across the room.
* * * *
We were released from our chains and led out to the terrace. We moved with slow, shambling steps, with our eyes fixed on the floor, not one of us looking at the others whose wives each of us would hunt like wild beasts in order to save the woman we loved. And although we were no longer in chains, we made no attempt at resistance, because we knew that our strength was that of babies as compared to that of the monstrous servants. We needed our energy—for the hunt.
A full moon hung above the estate, so that we could see the waterless pool and the overgrown lawn and the hedges and the trees and sections of the wall topped with barbed-wire. On a table on the terrace lay five toy-like pistols. One was handed to each of us. It was like a child’s BB gun, with a small hole on top of the barrel where the pellets were inserted. Tala Mag seated herself at the table. At her right hand was a cardboard box filled with tiny blue pellets, the size of a BB shot. She gave one to each of us and we loaded our pistols and were ready.
Across the track of the moon a white figure ran. Moonbeams flashed on blonde hair and Bob Spaulding cried out, calling frantically to his wife to hide herself. She threw a glance at us over her shoulder, then stumbled among some trees. There was silence out there now and no sight of any of the five women.
“Go,” Tala Mag said.
And we five hunters of naked women set out.
CHAPTER V
HUNT OF THE DAMNED
I am certain that the drinks we had several hours before must have been drugged. However much our minds had been affected by the sight of Portia Teele’s horrible fate and fear of the giant servants and the frenzied urgency to keep our wives from frightful torment, all of that would not have been sufficient to make of us the relentless savage hunters which we became. Yes, it must have been drugs which stripped of us the last veneer of civilization. Without mercy we hunted the wives of our friends, the little pellets in our guns crueler in the end than leaden bullets would have been.
We set out when Tala Mag gave the command. It struck me that most of the women would have run around to the other side of the house. And as soon as I turned the corner, I glimpsed moonbeams dancing on a white arm. The rest of the body was hidden behind a rose bush.
Swiftly I ran up to the bush. When I had almost reached it, the woman behind the bush uttered a terrified cry and leaped to her feet. I saw the blond hair of Inez Spaulding. She put out her hands as if to ward off the pellet. Deliberately I shot at the smooth expanse of her abdomen.
She screamed shrilly then and fell to the ground, writhing and clawing at the blue spot which had appeared on her white skin. God, the pellets consisted of acid which burned the skin! Even those four women who would, in the end, be spared the torture of the white-hot irons, would still suffer untold agony from numerous acid burns.
Feet pounded behind me. Victor Rooney came up, gawked for a moment at Inez Spaulding, then bent close to her and shot a pellet against her thigh. Her screams rose higher. In spite of her pain, she bounded up and stumbled off.
I had said we were not quite human. We raced back to the terrace to get more pellets to inflict more pain on other men’s wives. As I inserted a pellet Tala Mag handed me into my pistol, I heard a shriek from the swimming pool. Whirling, I saw that a naked woman had fallen or jumped over the side and she was crouching there on the dry bottom, trapped, while Spaulding and Cuyler were taking aim at her.
The woman was Helen.
Shrilly I cursed those two men, although a minute before I had shot at Spaulding’s wife as he was now shooting at mine. They both shot and Helen’s body leaped erect, spun, and then she was trying to clamber over the side, her voice hoarse with pain. Rooney had reloaded his pistol and was racing toward where she was trying to climb out. Thinking only that Helen must not be hit again, I threw myself at his feet, and we went down together.
The next moment fire burned across my back. One of the servants stood over me, lashing me with a whip.
He let up at last and I lay there in a welter of anguish. Helen was no longer in the dry swimming pool. None of the men and women were in sight, but from other parts of the grounds I could hear screams.
“I mentioned sportsmanship,” Tala Mag’s voice came from behind me. “I trust you have learned your lesson.”
I managed to push myself up to my feet. Bord and Cuyler were coming around the side of the house. They snatched pellets from Tala Mag and dashed off again. I had to go on, to inflict pain on other women so that Helen could be saved.
I became crafty—a hunter. Instead of rushing about wildly, I chose what appeared to be the best hiding places and went to them. In a copse of birch trees I came across Jane Rooney and let her have it. I ran back to reload and returned to the hunt. I got Clara Cuyler and then Inez Spaulding. I had Lillian Bord trapped against a corner of the wall when her husband appeared suddenly and threw himself at me.
As we struggled there in the moonlight, a sharp beam of light spread over us and one of the servants pulled us apart. Now it was Frank Bord who received a lashing. Lillian had fled. I rose and went in search of a fresh victim.
Time lost all meaning. Two hours the hunt was to last, and five minutes or an hour might have passed. The night air was shattered by the occasional shrieks of the women; and now and then across my vision would flash a naked running woman, or a clothed man in pursuit or returning to the terrace to reload, or a huge servant with whip in one hand and flashlight in the other to impose “sportsmanship” on us.
Running across what had been a lawn, I almost stumbled over a white body which lay pressed flat, hidden in the tall grass. The woman leaped to her feet with breasts bobbing crazily and flesh quivering as she realized that she could not escape and waited with shrinking body for the searing pain of the acid pellet.
I lifted my pistol. Then for the first time I saw her face and my arm dropped to my side.
“Helen!”
She stumbled to me and my arms closed about the sweet, abused body of my wife.
“Helen, perhaps we can get out of here or hide before it’s all over. Let’s try to get into the house. They’ll never think of looking there for us.”
We ran across the lawn. We had almost reached the rear of the house when the form of Roland Cuyler came running toward us.
“Let him shoot you,” I whispered. “We mustn’t become separated again, and if I try to stop him they’ll tear us apart.”
She nodded and waited for him, setting her teeth. I swung a short distance away from her. In spite of the blue marks which pitted her skin, she looked breathtakingly lovely as she stood there in the moonlight. Cuyler came up to her, and glanced at me, then went close to her so that he would not miss. His lips were pressed tightly together and his eyes glinted with the joy of the hunter who had cornered his quarry. He was no longer quite human, and neither were the rest of us.
He shot a pellet at her sleek hip and raced off. Helen winced, but did not cry out. Then we were holding each other’s hands again and continuing toward the house.
The sight of the windows shattered my scheme. They were all barred. Doubtless the front door was locked. There had to be another way. I had counted the blue acid marks on her and there seemed to be eight or ten. And the hunt was still young.
“Perhaps the wall,” I said desperately. “I might be able to lift you to the top. The barbed-wire will tear you, but it will be no worse than the pellets and what might follow. Somehow you might manage to get over the second wall.”
We ran across to the wall. For a while we were in the open and she was seen by Rooney, so we had to stop while she submitted to being shot again. I went through a hell of helplessness watching. Then we were at the wall.
I had hoped that there might be a tree close enough, but Tala Mag had taken care of that.
Sticking my pistol in my belt, I pressed against the wall while Helen climbed up to my shoulders. She could just about reach the top of the wall with her fingers. I grasped her ankles and, exerting every ounce of strength, lifted her slowly. She got her elbows on the wall, was pulling herself up—
A flashlight beam covered us. With a groan of despair I knew that I had failed. The whip curled around my back. I stumbled and Helen lost her hold and we both dropped to the ground. Panting under the pressure of Helen’s soft body, I lay waiting for the whipping.
But what happened then was worse than any whipping would have been. The servant Wick dropped his whip and flashlight and plucked Helen from the ground. Holding her with one hand, he pulled from a pocket a pistol containing a number of the acid pellets, and five times he shot at various parts of Helen’s body.
Her screams of agony formed a maddening din in my brain. This was our punishment for attempting to escape. Not only did the five pellets at once cause her unendurable anguish, but, counting the two other marks she might have avoided if she had not met me, she was seven marks behind the others. God, what a fool I had been! She had had one chance in five of losing.
Now her handicap was terrific.
She writhed there on the ground, clawing at her flesh, and her screams attracted other hunters.
“Run!” I shouted.
With an effort she managed to stumble to her feet and choke off her voice. She cast a frantic glance over her shoulder and plunged in among a nearby copse. Frank Bord and Bob Spaulding raced after her.
Wick picked up his whip and flashlight and strode off. It struck me that I was wasting valuable time, that the only way to make up for those marks on Helen was to redouble my own efforts. And so I became a hunter again.
Several times more I came across Helen, and each time I kept my distance. With despairing heart I saw that her skin was literally pitted with those cruel, damning marks.
And so the nightmare continued. Running to the terrace to reload, shooting the pellet at a naked body, returning to the terrace. And always Tala Mag was behind that table, holding out the pellets one by one, that unholy smug smile fastened to her lips. Sometimes none of her servants was near, and it did not occur to me or to any of the others to strangle her then and there. We were too thoroughly cowed; too thoroughly savages intent only upon the hellish hunt.
Toward the end the five of us were so exhausted that we could scarcely stumble along, and our wives were weaker still, so that they made hardly any effort at flight any more.
Finally, after the passing of an eternity, the two hours were up. When we came to reload, two of the servants were waiting for us. We were taken into the chamber where Portia Teele had been tortured, and we were chained once again. The corpse had been removed.
Next the women were rounded up. They entered the room on legs which could scarcely bear them up, and they flopped on the bare floor and lay there, their bodies twitching with pain.
Then one by one they were dragged to the center of the floor and the blue marks on their skin were counted by Tala Mag while Emil kept a record. We men dared hardly breathe. Looking at Helen, my heart stopped within me. She seemed to have marks more than any of the others.
She was the third to be counted, after Clara Cuyler and Jane Rooney. Yes, she had many more than the others. And then Lillian Bord, and Helen was still the first.
Clops was at the brazier, blowing on the coals to heat the irons.
CHAPTER VI
PASSION IN HELL
Inez Spaulding saved Helen’s life. Because she had two more of the tiny blue acid dots on her skin than Helen, it was she who was suspended by her wrists from the ceiling.
I leaned back against the wall, feeling like a wrung out rag. Bob Spaulding went stark raving mad, and his shrieks as he tore against his chains mingled with those of his wife. Helen sat on the floor with head buried in her arms, shoulders quaking.
The brazier was wheeled from its corner by Clops. Inez watched him with eyes which were no longer those of a human being. Tala Mag placed a hand on Inez’ quivering flesh and whispered words to her which I could not hear, but I knew by the sadistic light in her face that she was taunting the poor girl, telling her in detail which she was soon to endure.
Then Tala Mag stepped back and Clops set to work with the glowing irons.
It was a repetition of what happened to Portia Teele. For a long time Inez’ statuesque body jerked in midair like a marionette and her screams rasped against our eardrums. Then little by little the screams turned to moans and her body grew still save for involuntary spasms which shook it. The acrid smell of burning flesh clogged our nostrils.
It was over at last, and what hung from the chains was a grotesque caricature of Inez Spaulding.
Frank Bord’s voice came weakly: “And now, for God’s sake, let us go, You promised.”
Tala Nag faced him and laughed. “Soon,” she said. “You will have to be patient.”
It was odd that it had occurred to none of us until that moment that Tala Mag could not keep her word to us—even if she had wanted to. The drugs, perhaps, and the mental tension under which we had been, had obscured the fact that our release would send the police of the nation after her and her servants. She did not have to take that risk.
So that hideous degrading hunt had been in vain!
Despair clouded our faces. We were helpless to do anything but wait for whatever fate Tala Mag announced.
Tala Mag gestured to Emil. He released me from the chains. Was I the next to be tortured? It did not matter, greatly. I was beyond caring.
Holding my arm, Emil dragged me up a flight of stairs and into a bedroom. In a dresser mirror I saw myself for the first time since I had entered the estate. My eyes were wild, my face grimy, and my shirt, ripped by whips and bushes, hung in tatters from my shoulders.
A minute later Tala Mag entered. She stood regarding me critically, with a strange excitement in her face and her practically bared breasts panting.
She said: “You are still very handsome, Lester Marlin. You shall be my lover, and after that you and your wife may leave. Emil will be outside the door, so do not attempt violence. And I may add that if you touch me, that if you attempt to harm me in any way while we are alone, your wife will suffer ten times the agony of those two other women.… Emil, you may go.”
E were alone then, that creature of hell and myself. I looked at her provocative, voluptuous body in that blue gown which did not hide it from my gaze. Many a man would have given his soul to possess her, but my hatred of her made her repulsive in my eyes.
I went to her, saying: “You promise we shall be released—after?”
“I promise,” she said, moving into my embrace.
I had to restrain myself to laugh the lie back into her face. I brought my mouth down to her red lips, and she was vibrant against me. For a moment she stepped away from me; the blue gown fluttered to the floor. I swung her nude body up in my arms and bore her to the bed while she moaned words of passion into my ear. I fondled her golden flesh, my hands moving up her body. She lay purring with ecstasy. My angers reached her throat, caressing—then tightened.
She made the mistake of believing that threats of torturing my wife could any longer affect me. Threats can be effective only if there is a choice. Whatever I did or did not do, Helen and I would die. Perhaps we could expect a quicker or more merciful death from her monstrous servants than from her.
She writhed under me and her fingers clawed up at my face. Grimly I held on until her struggles ceased. But I did not quite kill her. A ray of hope flickered across my mind—a plan.
When she was unconscious I ripped a bed sheet into strips and tied her hands and feet and crammed a gag into her mouth.
Silently I moved to the door. There was no lock. Listening against the panel, I could not hear Emil. I ventured to open the door several inches and peered down the hall. No sight of anybody.
A woman cried out hoarsely. Not downstairs in the torture chamber, but in one of the rooms along the hall. And then I knew. Four naked women down there, guarded by four monsters! Without Tala Mag there to hold them back, the result was inevitable. That was why Emil had for once disobeyed her orders.
I shut the door and returned to the bed. As I thought of Helen in the embrace of one of those hideous servants, I went frantic with impatience. But I had to take my time if I wanted to save Helen and the others at all.
In my pocket I found a couple of matchbooks and a package of crumpled cigarettes. I lit a cigarette, then went into the adjoining bathroom and got water and revived Tala Mag. She glared up at me with all the fury of hell.
I sat down on the bed. “Listen,” I said. “Somewhere in this house there must be weapons. Perhaps also an extra key to the chains downstairs. You will tell me where they are.”
Her eyes were contemptuous.
I puffed on the cigaret and then crushed the lighted tip against her abdomen. Her torso arched and fell back on the bed. I lit another cigaret and kept the match alive, letting the tiny flame trail between her heaving breasts. And when that match died, I lit others, and I also kept a cigaret constantly glowing.
I had not thought that I could so calmly torture any woman, no matter how evil she may be; but she had made me into a creature akin to herself, and Helen’s life, and more than her life, was at stake.
The contempt in her face gave way to fear—and pain. She squirmed and thrashed on the bed, but could not escape the steady torment of the matches and cigaret tips. And at last she indicated that she was ready to talk.
I kept one hand about her throat while with the other I removed the gag. Even then she thought to betray me, as I had expected, but my ready fingers choked off her shriek before it could get started.
“Don’t raise your voice,” I said. “Now start talking.”
“The third door to the right down the hall,” she gasped. “There are guns in the desk drawer, and the key.”
I shoved the gag back between her teeth. Noiselessly I let myself out into the hall and stood there. She was lying, of course; her first attempt would be to lead me into a trap. I heard sounds come from down the hall which froze my blood, No doubt the third room on the right was where the monsters had taken the women.
When I returned to the bedroom, Tala Mag’s eyes widened with surprise. She had imagined that by now I would have walked into the monster’s den.
I dropped down on the bed and struck a match. Her head wagged frantically, signaling that this time she would tell the truth. I ignored her; I could not afford to take another risk. I let the flame lick the bare soles of her feet. Her body tied up in a knot and whimpers dribbled through the gag.
Present I said: “If you fool me once again, I will return and set fire to the mattress.”
I pulled out the gag. She had to clear her throat several times before words would come through. “In that dresser—a bunch of keys. One for the chains—another unlocks the room—across the way—a gunroom. It’s the truth. Please, don’t—don’t torture me again.”
“So you can’t take it yourself!” I said, replacing the gag.
The bunch of keys were in the dresser drawer all right. I had to take the chance that they were the right ones. I stood over her and pointed to each key in turn. She nodded when I indicated the one for the chains and the one for the gunroom.
This time she hadn’t dared to lie. No sound came through the door of the room across the hall. The key worked and I found myself in a cozily furnished den. Stuffed animals and fish were on the walls and on a rack were a dozen hunting rifles and shotguns. I selected five rifles, found cartridges to fit, and, burdened with the guns, went downstairs.
All the servants were occupied with the women. In the torture chamber I found the four men still in their chains and the horrible corpse of Inez Spaulding dangling from the ceiling. The men, knowing what was happening to their wives upstairs, seemed more dead than alive.
For a while they refused to believe the testimony of their eyes. But when I at last had them all free and was distributing the rifles, their expressions changed from hopeless to relentless thirst for vengeance.
“God, I want just one shot at them!” Victor Rooney exclaimed, stating what all of us felt. “Hurry!” Frank Bord urged. “Our poor wives up there!”
We had to leave Rob Spaulding behind, because he would be no use to us. He crawled over to the dangling corpse of his wife and jabbered up at it. He was utterly mad.
I led the way to the upstairs room and kicked in the door. The other three crowded behind me, and momentarily we froze with horror.
* * * *
The four huge creatures were on the floor, each with one of our wives. In order to whet their bestial appetites they were toying with them, slobbering over their quivering bodies. And the women were still going through the futile motions of struggling, so that I knew, with a lifting of my heart, that we had not arrived too late.
Emil was with my wife, and it was he who first became aware of our presence. Bellowing, he rose to his feet and charged at me like an enraged bull. I was ready and put a bullet in his massive chest before he was halfway across the room. And still he came on!
We had prepared our strategy while coming up the stairs. I slid away from the doorway and Cuyler took my place. His bullet dropped Emil. Then Rooney was in the doorway, his gun ready.
The servants were unarmed, and as they plunged toward the door one of us was always there to meet him with a bullet. By the time four bullets had been fired, it was again my turn at the door. In the interim I had reloaded my rifle. Two were dead and one wounded. The fourth, Wick, was crouching behind Lillian Bord, using her as a shield.
Our tactic had been calculated to keep our wives out of the line of our bullets. I dropped the wounded servant, then we advanced into the room. Wick screeched as we moved around his living shield. Then he reared up and got his mighty hands on Bord. He would have snapped Bord’s head like a twig if Rooney hadn’t jabbed the bore of his rifle up under Wick’s chin and blasted away. The discharge almost lifted the monster’s head off.
Each of us went hysterical then, snatching up his wife and crushing her to him. Suddenly Frank Bord cried out.
Naked, Tala Mag stood in the doorway. She had managed to free herself. In her hands was a double-barreled shotgun. Her face was contorted with hate.
We had dropped our rifles. Both barrels of that shotgun could do frightful damage in the confines of the room. The final triumph, was, after all, Tala Mag’s.
Her lips curled back over pointed white teeth. Her finger tightened on the trigger.
We did not notice the shape that loomed up behind her. We saw only an arm whip about her neck and yank her backwards. The gun thundered; the discharge tore into the ceiling. And then Tala Mag was on the floor, thrashing in the grip of Bob Spaulding.
He had come up after all, and now he was repaying, to some measure, for the horrible death of his wife. We did not interfere. I doubt if all of us could have torn away the hands of the madman from Tala Mag’s throat.
Her face turned blue. The thrashing of her body ceased. And still Bob Spaulding held on.
In the end we had to pull him away from the dead woman. He struggled with us, raving that he wanted to tear Tala Mag’s body apart, but at last we quieted him and led him downstairs.
Our wives waited out on the terrace while we went for the last time into the torture chamber and took down Inez Spaulding’s body and gathered up the clothing. While the women dressed we found the switches which controlled the ponderous gates. Then silently we got into our cars and drove away in the night from that living hell.



THE SHRIEKING POOL, by G. T. Fleming-Roberts
Staring at the crooked cross of a sign that marked the fork in the road, an unaccountable shudder rippled along Corrin’s spine. It was a very unprepossessing sign, all mottled where old white paint had peeled off. One arm of the cross pointed out that three miles to the east lay Ottville. The other arm; pointing in the opposite direction, carried the words, “To Black Pool.”
When he had asked the old wattle-necked farmer, who ran the roadside filling station, the way to Black Pool, the soul had dropped out of the old man’s eyes. Nor would a ten dollar bill buy the desired information. “Ef you get there, young feller,” he had said, “you get there because the Devil hisself guided you. I ain’t hankerin’ for to have your blood on my hands by tellin’ you how to get there!”
And Larry remembered the incoherent note that Dean Wile, owner of Black Pool Lodge, had sent him:
Black Pool has fallen into ill repute. It is thought to have an insatiable appetite for human flesh. But if you’re willing to gamble on getting a story for your paper, we’d be glad to have you join us for the week-end. Frankly, we need your help. I can’t tell you anything more without giving you the impression that I am a little unbalanced.
And the trip along the Ottville road had been anything but pleasant. A pall of black sky had draped the dying sun; night was born too soon. Pale lightning reveled thunderously around the horizon. Little breezes that wandered above the waste land, stirred the frail, plumose pines, brought exotic, unpleasant perfumes from the moldering swamp that lay hidden in the shadows.
There was a vague, unfamiliar quality in the gathering darkness that no searchlight could dispel.
Then the forks in the Ottville road came in the most unexpected places. The last one had resulted in the bogging of his car. He had proceeded on foot, stumbled across the wreck of a sign that pointed out his destination. But instead of that sense of relief that normally follows the completion of a tiresome journey, Larry Corrin felt an inexplicable dread. Black Pool! An insatiable appetite for human flesh!
To the west, the road mounted slowly to higher and consequently drier ground; the trees became more vigorous, hedging in the road until it was scarcely more than a path. Parting a veritable curtain of vines, Larry came suddenly upon Black Pool. Instantly he recalled how Dean Wile had described it: “A jewel in the hand of a Titan.” He understood now. The five little knolls that surrounded the onyx-like surface of the water were like five stubby fingers. Larry was standing on what he imagined to be the thumb of the giant hand. He could look across the pond at the lights gleaming cheerfully from the lodge.
Floating out over the water came soft music. A woman was singing a haunting, minor melody. Her voice had a strange, fascinating quality, yet its huskiness was not altogether pleasant. Larry listened. There was another sound, that of heavy feet plodding through sticky mud. Tall grasses waved. A splash, and again the night belonged to a woman’s singing.
The black surface of the pool tippled gently in the wake of a punt moving slowly twenty feet from the shore. In the prow stood a long, thin man, poling. In the stern, wrapped in white, was the lovely form of the singing woman—Dean Wile’s young wife, perhaps.
The singing stopped. “You know, Frank,” the woman said, “you may well wonder how I put up with him day after day. I don’t love him. I never could love a man whose mind is completely wrapped up in his work.”
The man in the stern of the punt dropped his pole, crouched in the bottom of the drifting boat, and crawled toward the woman. “Bernice!” The name barely audible from his lips throbbed with passion.
It was the last word he ever spoke. Directly behind the little boat, something marred the black surface. From where Larry stood, it looked like a little watersnake, swimming with head erect. It was rapidly overhauling the craft. Suddenly, the water behind the boat was cleaved by a great, round, reptilian head. A black, three-taloned member fully twelve inches across slashed up through the water, fastened to the edge of the boat, and gave it a sudden lurch.
The man in the boat uttered a strange, terrorful cry and pitched over the side. For a moment, Larry saw his face raised in frantic appeal. Then huge talons struck down in a blow of tremendous power that caught the man full in the face, obliterating his features, turning his face into a gory pulp that uttered shriek after shriek until it was dragged burbling beneath the water.
Larry Corrin shook himself from a paroxysm of horror that had rooted him to the spot. The woman—what had become of her? He raced down the hill, plowed through long grasses and plunged into the water. The woman was swimming toward him, her breath coming in tortured gasps. Larry’s flashlight sought her face. She was very beautiful. His arm went beneath her bare, wet arm, encircled her back. He lifted her bodily and carried her to the shore.
She clung closely to him, murmuring over and over, “Frank…Frank” in her dreamy, caressing voice.
Larry stood the woman somewhat roughly upon her feet. Her wide blue eyes sought his face inquiringly. “You saw it? You saw the monster. You’ll believe?”
Larry scowled. “I—I don’t know what to believe, Mrs. Wile.”
Perhaps she read a second meaning into his words. A frown of displeasure flitted across her face. “You—you’re Larry Corrin?”
He nodded.
“Bernice! Bernice!” A man’s voice was shouting from the other side of the pool. A yellow lantern bobbed along the shore. “Bernice, are you all right?”
“Call out to him. Tell him you’re all right,” Larry commanded.
The girl raised her quivering voice and called back. Then holding to Larry’s arm she ran toward the man with the light.
The man who met them was short, sturdily built, and bearded. He gave the woman’s arm a quick pinch as if to assure himself that she was flesh and blood, then extended his hand to Larry.
“Remember me, Corrin? You’ve arrived a day ahead of schedule, haven’t you?”
* * * *
Larry Corrin clasped Ivan Stern’s hand. He remembered Stern, one of the oldest of Dean Wile’s associates in the Jordan Scientific Institute Larry said, “If I had come tomorrow, I would have been too late then, too.”
“Too?” Ivan echoed. Then his keen, questioning eyes searched the woman’s face. His voice dropped to an apprehensive whisper. “Where’s Frank Mayer?”
Bernice clutched Larry Corrin’s arm. “Tell him,” she implored.
“They were in a boat together, Mayer and—this is Mrs. Wile, I presume?”
Stern nodded. “I heard a shriek coming from the pool. I ran here. And Frank…?”
“Any conjecture you can draw will be as good as mine,” said Larry.
“Then—then the pool sucked him under?” Stem persisted.
“Not the pool. Something else. But we can’t stand here imagining things! Mrs. Wile is wet, and—and nervous.” He remembered the brief scrap of conversation he had heard between Frank Mayer and Bernice Wile. Bernice did not love her husband. Perhaps she had loved Frank Mayer.
He shrugged away the thought and half supporting Bernice Wile hurried along the shore toward the house. Behind them came Ivan Stern growling in his beard. “Why did you go out on that damned pond after all the warnings you’ve had?” Ivan asked.
“Frank wanted to go,” Bernice panted. “He said it was all nonsense, fearing a little body of water because it was black and too treacherous for bathing.”
Stern drew a long, deep breath. “I don’t suppose Dean told you in his letter about Jimmy Droon, one of the members of the group, did he, Corrin?”
The reporter shook his head. “What’s the matter with Jimmy? Nice chap as I remember him.”
“He’s dead. Today is the eighth day!”
Fifteen minutes later, Larry Corrin was seated on the comfortable veranda of Black Pool Lodge. Sitting about him, eagerly waiting for his story of Frank Mayer’s death, were all that remained of perhaps the greatest single group of men devoted to scientific learning. Dean Wile, holding the pale hand of his wife who reclined in a deck chair, leaned forward. His high dome of a head was bald as an egg. His black brows, contrasting with the white of his skin, beetled over piercing, black-bean eyes. “My brother Perry saw the monster,” he said, addressing Larry, “or rather he saw the fore-feet of the thing. That was when Jim Droon said he was going to break the jinx of Black Pool and go for a swim. That was eight days ago. Does that mean anything to you, Larry?”
Corrin reflectively examined the tip of his cigarette. “You mean that if Jim Droon had been drowned, he would have risen to the surface today.”
“Of course he was drowned.” The speaker was Mathew Ince, a fiery haired little man, the only one in the group who was not a scientist. Mathew Ince was the manager of the huge estate that Dr. Jordan had left to the institute bearing his name. A keen business man was Ince, careful and calculating. “I’m inclined to think we’re all a bunch of marbleheads. We got ourselves all worked up because some drunken ass around here said he saw a dragon or something in Black Pool. Nothing would do but what the whole crowd must sneak up here and watch for the damned beast. And have we seen it? Science be damned. Dinosaurs are dead! None of us but Perry have seen it, and we’ve no proof that he wasn’t drunk, too.”
Perry Wile, his brother’s junior by ten years, but already making a name for himself in anthropology, had just entered the room. “You can’t argue around the eight days, Ince. A body rises to the surface of water after that time just as the body of Jim Droon would have risen had it not been for the fact—well, to put it brutally, the fact that he was devoured.”
“Exactly!” exclaimed Ivan Stern. Then he asked fearfully, “But what devoured him?”
“Brontozoum,” Dean Wile muttered.
Corrin turned, scowling at his host. “What?” Mathew Ince chuckled. “Never mind him.
Larry. He’s nuts on the subject of genus Brontozoum. Been that way ever since he reconstructed one of the ancient brutes from a footprint or something for the museum.”
Perry Wile flicked a cigarette stub into an ash tray. “Suppose,” he suggested, “that we let Larry tell us exactly what he saw.”
Corrin nodded his agreement. “The thing had an oval head, reptilian you might say, but if it had a neck, I didn’t see it.”
Ince laughed hoarsely. “There goes your Brontozoum, Dean! I’m going to bed, and I’m not going to let any prehistoric monsters interfere with my sweet dreams.” He stretched from his chair and left the room. Ivan Stem and Bernice Wile followed soon after.
“Frankly, what’s your idea, Corrin?” asked Perry Wile when the others were gone.
Larry Corrin smiled sadly. “My idea is going to be upsetting. I believe that your monster works through the agent of genus homo or whatever you call mankind. You see, there were some hellish, trouble-begging, impractical provisions in the will of the late Dr. Jordan. As I understand it, this group of scientists to which you belong was chosen by Jordan to carry on his work. His estate was to be used as you saw fit as long as any of you were here on earth to use it. Don’t you see a two million dollar murder motive in this monster business? And why the monster at all? Well, the very suggestion of a dinosaur roaming around these parts was enough to bring you all up here together where the work could be carried on without interference—I mean the work of killing you all, one by one!”
There was a moment’s silence. Larry Corrin had another theory also—it involved a very lovely woman who did not love her husband and was not above loving others. Naturally, he could not voice that!
“You know,” he said after a moment, “I keep missing someone. Where is that brilliant bacteriologist, that blond fellow who used to be in your crew? Name was Daniel Palmer.”
Perry and Dean Wile looked at one another, each waiting for the other to speak. Finally, Dean said, “He was always a hothead. He quarreled with the rest of us. Two weeks ago he came up here—”
“Then?” Larry prompted.
“He vanished,” concluded Dean. “Not a trace of him. Perhaps he too was dragged into the pool.”
Larry raised his eyebrows. “Or perhaps…” he muttered. “Two million dollars. It would buy a lot of jelly beans!”
Again the two brothers eyed each other solemnly. Perry got up to leave the room. “Show him the tracks, Dean,” he said with an air of finality.
“Yes,” Dean Wile murmured, “I think you’d better see the tracks.” He got up. “We go outside, Larry.”
“Just a moment,” said Corrin. “I’m going to get my automatic out of my bag. When I meet your monster next, he’ll wish he’d stayed back in his B. C. century!”
On the way to his room, Larry Coffin heard a stealthy movement in the hall. He stopped, peering cautiously around a corner of the wall. At the other end of the hall, standing in front of the closed door of Mathew Ince’s room, was Bernice Wile. She took a key from the pocket of her kimono, put it into the lock, and gave it a twist. Then she walked softly back to her room.
When the hall was empty, Larry entered his own room, procured his automatic and hurried to meet Dean Wile on the front lawn. More than ever he was convinced that monster or no monster, behind the mystery lay human agency and a very human, even sordid motive.
Together, they walked down to the edge of the pool. The water, so recently churned with the death struggles of Frank Mayer, was now glassy smooth.
“Just follow along the edge,” directed Wile. “I think I can remember where I found them yesterday.”
Half way around the pond, they stopped. Wile’s flashlight pointed to the earth. In awe, his eyes followed the beam. In the center of the spot of white light was a footprint—an impression of a gigantic three-toed foot that an eighteen inch circle could not have circumscribed.
“See?” said Wile excitedly. “There’s the whole trail leading right into the water. Notice the mark of the broad tail. Dinosaurs of the genus Brontozoum walk on powerful hind legs using their ponderous tails to help support them. Now, what do you think?”
Larry Corrin stammered, “I—I’m not thinking. I—I won’t let myself think!” His gaze drifted out over the placid pool. What sinister creature lived within its secret depths? He turned, and with head bent, walked thoughtfully back to the house.
* * * *
In his room, fortified with pipe, tobacco and fertile imagination, Larry looked at the mystery from all angles. The surrounding country was not very populous. Even so, he could not understand how a huge prehistoric “thunder-beast” such as Dean and Perry Wile talked about could spring up over night, unless there had been some slip in the Einstein space-time spirals! He laughed mirthlessly—and the laugh died unfinished.
Out of the night, up from the Black Pool came shriek after shriek, harsh, strident, throbbing with agony, to be choked off suddenly leaving an awful after-silence.
Corrin’s pipe dropped unheeded from his mouth. He was on his feet, sweeping up his automatic, then pelting down the hall.
He switched on the living room light in time to see Ivan Stern opening the door. “Stop, Ivan!” he ordered huskily.
Stern turned around, a startled gasp on his lips. Larry’s automatic nosed from his pocket. “Stay right where you are, Ivan. You’re not to let a soul leave this house. Understand? I’m going to get that thing. I’m going to bring it back dead.”
Larry shoved the startled Stern away from the door, leaped through and crossed the lawn in running strides to the canoe mooring. Looking out over the surface of the water, he saw angular ripples flashing on the other side. He knelt, loosened the painter of a small canoe, and shoved off. He paddled madly and not very skillfully toward the origin of the ripples. But when he reached the spot, the ripples were scarcely discernible. He let the canoe drift. Taking the paddle, he leaned precariously over the side, sounding for the bottom. The water mounted about four inches above his wrist before he struck mud. He was about to raise the paddle when the canoe gave a drunken lurch and capsized.
The shock of striking the water head first was eclipsed by the sensation of stark terror experienced when his thrashing arms and legs brought him to the surface. He threw one glance over his shoulder. Not four feet behind him was that sinister little thing that looked like a swimming watersnake. After it, came an oval, dome-like head, the gray-black color of a mud catfish centered with a gleaming, cyclopian eye fully three inches in diameter!
Larry struck out madly. A three-taloned claw broke water and slashed down. Sickening pain throbbed through his entire body as he felt flesh tear from his left leg. But he was swimming fast without thought of direction toward the very center of the pool. He twisted his head in a frantic effort to see the monster again. There was not a sign of the beast save bubbles bursting on the surface of the pool.
Larry kicked down in an effort to tread bottom. Pain in his wounded leg sent sharp stabs to his brain, threatening unconsciousness. His body shot down…down. He realized with sickening suddenness that he was far beyond his depth. The water swirled about him. And it was cold! Circling slowly around him were—were fish? No—no! long, white things, with shredded strands of garments trailing behind them. They were men! Men—bloodless, lifeless corpses circling about him! A triumphal procession of the dead, waiting for others to join them.
Larry struck out with all his strength, tearing himself from the grip of that icy undercurrent. His lungs seemed on the point of bursting. His heart hammered audibly in his ears. Lips, long locked between his teeth, broke open, drinking in a choking, gurgling combination of water and air. He spat strangling water, tried to take calm, even strokes. Twenty feet from the shore…now ten…now eight. His hand clutched an overhanging branch. He dragged himself to the shore, then lay there, completely exhausted, half in half out of the water. He felt very, very sleepy.…
Whether or not he became completely unconscious, he never knew. However, it must have been twenty minutes before his mind regained its normal function. His left leg was numb and almost lifeless. He crawled slowly up the bank, hobbled toward the house.
Ivan Stern saw him coming across the lawn and ran to help him. “Thank God you’re safe, Larry! I thought it had you. Mathew Ince has disappeared! Something broke through the window of his room and must have forced him down to the pool and thrown him to the monster.”
“Are all the others there?” Larry asked.
“All in the living room. Perry has an idea that quicksand at the bottom of the pool might have done for the bodies. He’s planning to bomb the pool and try to raise either bodies or monster.”
“He’s wrong about the quicksand,” declared Larry. “I’ve met the monster face to face. I know what becomes of the bodies! Still”—he added after a moment’s thought—”a bomb isn’t a bad idea.”
* * * *
When Larry struggled into the living room, Bernice Wile sprang from her chair. “Mr.
Corrin, you’re hurt!”
Larry glanced carelessly down at his leg. The cloth of his trousers had been ripped and there was a deep gash in his leg. “Got some bandage?” he inquired.
“Of course,” replied Bernice. “Perry, get the bandage. I’ll have some hot water in a moment.”
Perry Wile handed a queer looking contraption to his brother. “You have a good arm, Dean. Toss this at your dinosaur out there in the pond. I’ll help Bernice get things ready to dress Larry’s wound.” And he left the room hurriedly after Bernice.
Across the room, Dean Wile reflectively examined the homemade bomb. “Wonder if this will raise the bodies to the surface?”
“Try it,” Larry urged.
Dean Wile approached one of the casement windows and flung it wide. He hefted the bomb, took a step back, and pulled the primer pin.
The room was suddenly filled with the roar and smoke of the explosion. Larry’s chair was hurled over backwards as if by an invisible hand.
He rolled over, picked himself up. Ivan Stern was flattened against the wall, right arm extended, jaw sagging, eyes wide with horror.
Larry’s gaze followed that pointing hand, and saw, sprawled on the center of the floor, Dean Wile. His shirt front was blackened by the premature explosion of the bomb. But two feet from him was something else—a stiff, starkly naked body. The abdomen was bloated from internal decomposition. The face was a hideous thing—nostrils and ears plugged with plaster; tongue lolling, dry and white with plaster dust; hair a discolored blond shade.
Larry’s eyes traveled up toward the ceiling. The explosion had caused the plaster to give way, revealing the ghastly secret that had been hidden behind it.
Ivan Stern’s lax lips moved, “That is the body of Dan Palmer who disappeared a week ago!”
Clues flashed across Larry’s brain, linked, forming a chain of events that pointed unmistakably to the killer. He sprang over to Ivan Stern, seized his arm, shook him. “Snap out of that! You’ve got to take care of Dean Wile. See if he’s dead. Do something for him. This time, I’ll nail the monster!”
Larry crossed to the gun rack, picked up a shotgun, and ran through the door. He encircled the house, and came abruptly upon a milk-cellar that had been dug in the side of a little mound. A line of yellow light crept beneath the door. He could hear voices coming from the cellar. Bernice Wile was saying, “It’s all over now. We can go—together!”
As the cellar door swung open, Larry leaped. He drove the gun muzzle into Perry Wile’s ribs. “Got you! That bomb was to be a lot faster than dragging men down in the Black Pool, wasn’t it? That bomb was set to explode prematurely. As it happened, only the priming charge went off, otherwise every member of the Jordan Institute would have been wiped out, and you would have had the entire Jordan estate in your care. And you, Mrs. Dean Wile, were clever enough to lure the men out on Black Pool when the monster lurked below. And you locked Mathew Ince’s door tonight so that there could be no interference when the monster dragged Ince through the window!”
“That’s all a damned lie!” Perry Wile insisted. “You’re crazy!”
Larry turned as he heard footsteps outside the door. Ivan Stern stood there, looking from one to the other. Larry thrust the shotgun into Stern’s hand. “Cover these two. I want to have a look around here”
He walked over to a large wooden chest and threw back the lid. Inside was a long burlap bag stuffed with sand. He lifted it out and threw it on the floor. “That’s the tail of the dinosaur!” Again he thrust his hands into the chest and this time brought out a pair of shoes with a peculiar, three-pointed affair fastened to the soles. “Used for making dinosaur tracks,” he explained. “Perry wore these shoes with the reconstructed feet of the monster on the soles and dragged the weighted sack between his legs. I thought your dinosaur walked a little bow-legged when I saw the tracks! And here is the monster itself!” He pointed to what lay upon the bottom of the chest. A complete diver’s uniform, round metal helmet, rubber suit, weighted shoes, and oxygen tank! A curved pipe was attached to the helmet. It would have looked very much like a watersnake when partly submerged. This, no doubt was some sort of a periscope through which the killer could watch his victims. And beside the suit was an iron grapple with three bloodstained tines—the “monster’s claw!”
Larry turned. Ivan Stern was bending eagerly over the chest. But where was Perry and Bernice?
“Damn it, Stern, you’ve let them go!” Larry jumped through the cellar door. Running down toward the pool was a shadowy form that he recognized as Perry. Larry broke into a run and Stern was close behind, waving the shotgun and shouting.
At the little landing, they came upon Perry. He was trying to get one of the canoes untied, but as Stern and Larry appeared not ten feet from him, he leaped to his feet. Stern raised the gun, shouted a warning. Perhaps he pulled the trigger accidentally. Both barrels of the shotgun roared at once. Perry uttered a cry like an injured animal, staggered and pitched back into the black waters.
Another wail broke out of the night. A white, wraith-like figure came running toward the spot where Perry had vanished. Bernice! Quickly comprehending her intention, Larry leaped for her and fell sprawling, feet caught by a tangle of vine.
Bernice Wile sprang into the water. For a moment her white, upturned face lingered near the surface, gleaming like an ivory cameo modeled after the face of some Grecian fury. Suddenly, an unseen hand seized her, dragging her down… down.… Black waters bubbled above.
“Good God!” Larry breathed. “There’s an undercurrent right there! It drags them down. And that lower current is cold as ice. That’s why the bodies don’t rise to the surface. The cold delays decomposition!” He kicked off his shoes, stepped to the edge of the pool.
Ivan Stern’s hand shot out, seizing Larry by the collar. “Isn’t it better so?” he demanded. “A murder trial is a torturous thing. There has been justice.”
“Perhaps you’re right,” Larry said thoughtfully. “It was a damnable plot. They would both suffer full penalty. Perry Wile knew where the deep and shallow parts of the pool were. He would drag his victims down until the undercurrent caught them—and kept them! He had no fear of police interference because he had half convinced your group of scientists that there was some prehistoric monster in the pool. Yet if the story of the monster was made public and found to be false, the Jordan Institute would be laughed at.”
Ivan nodded. “I see. Then if we decided that human agency was behind all this, Perry was also well prepared to throw suspicion on Dan Palmer. Palmer had to disappear, had to be murdered and his body hidden.
“His body would not be found with the others if the pool was dragged. He had quarreled with the rest of us. Motive enough for a hot-head like Palmer!”
Larry stared down at the waters, now innocently smooth, covering the treacherous undercurrent. “God!” he muttered. “They’re down there together. Dead, but always moving, circling around and around, an endless journey. Never resting. Tortured souls!”
“One thing,” added Ivan. “Dean will never know his brother’s treachery, or his wife’s infidelity. When the bomb knocked him over, his skull was fractured. He can’t live.”
Larry turned back toward the house. “That, too, is justice!”



DEATH MATES FOR THE LUST-LOST, by Hugh J. Gallagher
There was something eerie about the unbroken line of trees along the shore, Miriam Daly decided, something forbidding, something frightening. She tried to shake off the uneasy awakening of apprehension and marked it down to fatigue, but as the cocky little launch wound its way down the murky river the feeling of uneasiness increased in intensity. She began to wish now that she had refused this booking, began to wish she had taken the counsel of more experienced minds.
“I don’t know what kind of a place they’re booking you into,” Eve Gale had drawled when Miriam told her about it, “but I know this, when you’re that far away from civilization and something happens—it won’t do you any good to wave your Equity card in the face of those savages down there.”
“Savages?” Miriam had chided. “Don’t be silly. There are no savages in the part of South America where I’m going.”
Now she wasn’t so sure.
She glanced at the other occupants of the launch, and read the same anxiety in their faces. Opposite her sat a young blonde with petulantly soft lips, and large liquid blue eyes that now seemed clouded with some nameless fear. The greenness of her eye shadow stood out in startling contrast to the pallor of her face, and she nervously rolled and unrolled a little kerchief in her well-kept hands.
Miriam leaned across. “I beg your pardon,” she said, “but I wonder if you’re on your way to the Martinez’?”
A gleam of hope lighted up the girl’s beautiful eyes. “Then you’re going there, too?” she asked in a husky voice. “I’m so glad. All this,” she indicated the tree-adorned shore, “was beginning to get me down.”
Miriam smiled sympathetically. “Yes, I know. Me, too.” She, too, felt strangely reassured by the fact that the girl opposite was also on her way to Martinez’. “What is it, a casino, or a theatre, or what?”
The fear crept back into the blonde’s face. “I—I don’t know. All I know is that I’ve been hitting a bad streak of luck, and then when an agent offered me this, I—I snapped at it.”
An invisible band seemed to tighten about Miriam’s chest. She turned to the other occupants of the launch, who had seemed to listen to the conversation with interest. “Is anybody else here going to the Martinez place?” she asked. Every one of them nodded. “Does anybody know anything about it?”
A mannish, heavy-shouldered brunette at her side grinned, showing even, white teeth. “I’ve been wondering myself what they’d want with an aerialist all the way down here, but,” she shrugged eloquently, “a job’s a job.”
An uneasy silence fell over the group, to be broken by the huge aerialist. “I don’t suppose anybody has noticed it,” she said, “but does it strike you as strange that there’s not a man in the whole group?”
“That’s right,” Miriam admitted, “but maybe the management wants an all girl show. There’s nothing very strange in that, is there?”
“Maybe not,” the aerialist conceded, “if it were for a floor show. I’m an air performer and nobody’s taken the trouble to catch my act. How about the rest of you?”
A hurried census of the passengers revealed that aside from Miriam, whose specialty was a tap-toe dance, the blonde was a blues singer, the drugstore redhead was a magician’s assistant, the nervous-looking thin woman in the severe dress admitted to being a concert pianist while the stout woman was a lecturer on public health.
“Rather a queer floor show our friend Martinez is planning, eh?” the broad-shouldered female smiled, but the coldness of her eyes belied the warmth of the grin.
* * * *
Darkness hid the house proper as the boat snaked its way to the shore, but against the dark sky, Miriam could catch the faint outline of spires and a turret. On all sides was the death-like quiet of an unbroken jungle, and behind her in the water she could hear the angry swirling of some large amphibian as it splashed its way past the boat. “We’re on an island,” the aerialist, who had identified herself as Phyllis, told Miriam. She nodded, something in her throat making speech undesirable.
The little party, huddled together, followed the pilot of the boat up a winding path, through a heavy iron gate to the entrance of what appeared to be an old ivy covered castle. At a knock, the heavy door swung open, revealing a long, dimly lit hall.
The servant who bowed them in announced, “Mr. Martinez will see you directly in the library,” and turned to lead the way.
Martinez was a short squat man, tanned the color of old mahogany. His thick, sensuous lips were only half concealed by an untidy Vandyke that straggled toward his chest. His hair, combed in the semblance of a pompadour, was coarse and wiry, matched only by the fierce bristling of eyebrow that served to hide the pigginess of his eyes. His voice, when he spoke, was harsh and guttural.
“Good evening, ladies,” he greeted them. “I trust you have had a comfortable trip.” His lips parted in an oily smile, revealing the blackened stumps of his teeth. “You shall be shown to your rooms, and tomorrow we will discuss what is to be done.” His tone was one of dismissal.
Phyllis, the aerialist, stepped forward. “I beg your pardon,” she said. “I wonder if you could give us some idea of what we are to do here. We were under the impression that we were to work in a casino or a theatre of some kind—”
“You are entertainers, no?” the bearded man spat out. “Have no fear, you will entertain me.” His eyes swept over the tall, muscular figure of the woman who had addressed him. “Hmm, you are powerful for a woman. Tell me, what is it you do?”
“I am a trapeze artist,” Phyllis said evenly.
The man’s eyes swept over the other entertainers, coming to rest on the stout figure of the lecturer. “You,” he shouted, his pig-like eyes becoming red with anger, “who sent you here?”
The woman started violently. “Why, why, I was booked by—”
He waved her explanation aside. “Never mind, never mind. I’ll hear your act tonight. If it fails to please me you will return by the boat that brought you. Yours, and,” his eyes again combed the group, coming to rest on the pouting-lipped blues singer and the shapely magician’s assistant, “you two stay as well. The rest of you had better get some rest.”
* * * *
A half nude servant led the way up a long, uncarpeted staircase to half a dozen rooms on the next floor. He opened each door with a key and motioned the women inside. A chill finger traced its way up Miriam’s back as she heard the door lock behind her. She ran to the window, but there was a drop of twenty feet into darkness there. She sat on the bed and tried desperately to recover her rapidly ebbing courage.
She had no way of knowing how long she sat there before the tapping on her window brought her to her feet with a start. Stark fear squeezed the breath from her body and made her incapable of motion.
Suddenly a face appeared at the window! A strange face, yet hauntingly familiar. In a flash she recognized it to be that of Phyllis, the trapeze artist, but in some way it was different!
Haltingly, she made her way to the window and threw back the catch. Into the room bounded the half nude figure of a man!
“Surprised?” he grinned. “It’s a long, long story of why I had to pass myself off as a woman, but since they haven’t started yet, I guess you have time to hear it now.”
Miriam nodded weakly and fell into a nearby chair.
“I’m really Phil Castle of the Flying Castles. My kid sister fell from a trapeze about five years ago, and though her body mended readily enough, she lost her nerve and she couldn’t go back into aerial work. Instead, she found she had a flair for singing. She was doing pretty well at it, too, about the time our troupe went abroad on a tour. We were gone for about three years, and when we got back she had disappeared off the face of the earth. I’ve spent the past year tracing her, and the trail led here. I learned this Martinez wanted only women. I applied, and here I am. And here I intend to stay until I learn what kind of deviltry this Martinez is up to.”
The girl smiled a weak smile. “Well, I don’t care why you’re here. It’s a relief just to know you are, and—”
The man clasped his hand over her mouth gently. “Shh, do you hear anything out there?” he indicated the open window. She listened for a moment, then nodded.
“Somebody’s going out,” she whispered. In response to a motioned request, she put out the light, then joined him at the window.
Below, the man who described himself as Martinez was at the head of a small party that was making its way into the jungle. At each side was a semi-nude native, dressed only in loin cloth and bearing a torch. In the rear, six other natives half dragged the three women who had been left behind.
Just as the jungle swallowed the last of the party, the blonde blues singer screamed a loud, despairing cry that died down in a gurgle.
“Where are they taking them?” Miriam asked in a frightened voice.
The man shrugged. “I don’t know, but I’m going to find out,” he said. He opened the window and tested the heavy ivy growth that covered the building. “Strong enough for two,” he said; “want to come?”
“I don’t want to go,” the girl admitted, “but I’m certainly not going to stay here.” She shivered. “Do you think they’re going to kill them?” she asked.
The man’s voice was serious. “I think they’re going to be lucky if they do kill them,” he said. “Well, we’re about ready to start, so you’d better get aboard.” He knelt down and helped her onto his broad back. “If you’re inclined to dizziness, you can close your eyes while we go down.”
She gritted her teeth and shook her head. “I’m all right,” she said.
When they reached the ground, he caught her by the arm. “See that red glare in the sky?” he asked. “That’s probably where they are. Let’s head that way.”
The trip through the jungle toward the red glare was the most difficult thing Miriam had ever done in her life. She fought back the tears as branches whipped at her face and tore at her clothes. Twice she fell, and had to be helped to her feet by her surefooted guide. Suddenly, he stopped her with his hand.
“They’re right ahead now,” he warned. “Think you can hold onto my back while we do some fancy stuff without a net?”
She clenched her fists again and nodded. This time, disregarding her weight on his back, the man scrambled up a nearby tree with the grace of a cat.
Then, cautiously testing the branches as he went, he traveled from tree to tree until he found a comfortable spot in the branches of a large leafy tree that overlooked the meeting place.
Miriam caught her breath at the sight below her. Seated around the huge bonfire was a score of naked, brown little men who watched avidly the argument going on between their chief and the white man from the big house. Finally an agreement seemed to be reached, and Martinez addressed the three white women.
“You were brought out here to entertain me,” he said, an obscene tongue licking at his thick lips. “And I propose to see that you do. Martinez. as you probably have guessed, is not my name, but that doesn’t matter. Years ago, I was internationally famed as a wild game hunter and devoted my life to tracking down the wiliest of beasts.” He paused and mopped at his head with a handkerchief. “That palled,” he explained, “because despite the fiction that animals are shrewd they are no match for the brain of man. There no longer was any thrill in hunting them down, so I cast about to discover some form of game that could give me a run for my money. In you ladies I hope to find that sport.”
With a low moan, the soft eyed blonde slumped to the ground in a faint. Martinez continued to speak. “I have found by experience that the urge to exist is stronger in the female than in the male, and that the female, lacking the strength of the male and his stupid courage, is more likely to use her ingenuity in escaping from me—”
The stout woman lecturer stepped up. “And if we refuse to be hunted like beasts?”
Martinez threw his coarse head back in a loud, roaring laugh. “That, ladies, is your privilege. I had brought you out here to provide an example to the others of what would happen if they refused to play their parts. However,” he indicated the unconscious form of the thick lipped blonde with disdain, “I find you are much more desirable than she. You shall see.” He called the head of the tribe, who brought two of the members of the tribe to carry the blonde to a wide, flat stake in the middle of the clearing near the fire.
The two natives held the girl upright against the post, while Martinez, taking a long bow from the hands of the chief, carefully notched an arrow, took aim and let it fly its singing way, to lodge in the soft flesh of the girl’s shoulder, pinning her to the board. With another arrow, he transfixed her other shoulder in like manner.
From somewhere a drum started beating and the natives were on their feet singing and dancing in mad frenzy. The noise and the pain brought the blonde out of her faint, and she screamed a heartrending plea for help that froze the blood of the two in the tree.
Suddenly the drumbeats died down and the tribe’s medicine man took possession of the girl. With rough tongs, he picked a piece of live coal from the fire, placed it on the girl’s flesh. The girl’s scream for mercy died in her throat with the coming of merciful unconsciousness.
Once again pain brought consciousness back to the blonde. Again the woods rang with a spine chilling scream that turned the stomach of the unseen spectators to ice.
“They’re—they’re barbecuing her,” Miriam said, with stark horror in her voice. “They’re cooking her alive.” She covered her eyes with her hands.
Below the body of the tortured girl was twitching with pain, her eyes glassy with the glare of madness. Again the medicine man approached, this time with a sharp edged knife, and his eyes were fastened on the softness of her white, round throat.…
* * * *
When Miriam awoke, she was in her room, and the man was at her side, washing her face tenderly with water.
“Did they—” she asked weakly.
“Just lie quiet,” the man urged. “You’ll be all right.” He tried to push her head back on the pillow.
She forced her way to a sitting position. “But I’ve got to know. Did they kill the others, too?” she demanded.
The man shook his head. “No, they agreed to play his mad game. He gave them an hour start, picked two of the natives to act as bloodhounds, took a little nap. That’s when we left.”
“Do you think—?” she started to ask, when a noise outside the house interrupted her. They crept to the window and watched. Suddenly they could make out the forms of Martinez and his two guides. Each of the guides carried a little bundle.
The man turned to her. “Do I think they made it? No. Let’s not worry about it until it’s our turn. In the meantime, try to get some sleep. We may need all our strength before very long now.”
She nodded and he was gone out the window in a flash. Sleep eluded her, and when it came, it was filled with nightmares of blood-drinking man-hunters and cannibals. She awoke in a cold sweat to find it morning.
She dressed with shaking fingers, to be interrupted by a knock on her door. “Food ready below,” was the accented announcement. It was punctuated by the insertion of a key into the lock and the squeak of falling tumblers.
Finished her dressing, the girl found her way down the uncarpeted stairway to a large unfurnished room off the hallway, where the rest of the little company was gathered for breakfast.
Phil, the aerialist, was there in his female makeup; the concert pianist was fluttering nervously as she came in. “Where are the rest?” the pianist asked. “This young lady here,” she indicated Phil, “told me they were sent back last night.” She shivered, pulled her jacket about her thin shoulders, and looked about nervously. “I wish I’d been sent back with them. I don’t like all this.”
The conversation was cut short by the entrance of a native waiter with a steaming dish of food. “Where is our esteemed host?” Phil asked him. “I see the place set only for three people. Doesn’t he eat with us?”
The waiter showed sharp, filed teeth in a wolfish grin. “Master no eat now. Him sleep all day, him no sleep all night. Him not hungry now.”
The short meal was a silent one. Neither Phil nor Miriam felt inclined to discuss the night’s discovery in front of the nervous pianist, and the latter seemed too engrossed in her own thoughts to start a conversation.
At the conclusion of the meal, the wispy little woman scurried to her room, leaving Miriam and Phil to make the most of each other’s company. They walked out into the bright sunshine, and found their way down to the pier. The boat was no place in sight.
“What were they carrying last night, Phil?” Miriam asked, her voice tense with emotion. “Was it—”
“I don’t honestly know what it was,” the man admitted, “but I intend to find out. You’d better get to your room, and I’ll—”
“You’ll do nothing of the sort,” the girl interrupted him. “I’m in this with you, and I want to know everything that’s going on. Besides, I may be able to help—”
He smiled and squeezed her arm. “Good gal. I really didn’t think you’d allow yourself to be shanghaied that way,” he admitted. “Just thought that maybe you’d like to take a nap—”
“There’s nothing I’d like less right now than a nap,” the girl admitted with a shudder. “Everything about this place drips horror. I even get the shivers at the thought of going back into that house—even in the daytime. Where are we going, by the way?”
“While you were sleeping last night I did a little bit of snooping. There’s some sort of a room under that main hallway that faces out back toward the woods. They went in there last night, but they were out of the range of the window, and I couldn’t see what they were doing. I want to see that room. Are you game?”
The girl nodded hesitantly. “Y-yes, but what about Martinez?” The very speaking of his name sent chills up her back. “How about the two natives he brought back with him last night?”
“Think nothing of them,” Phil whispered. “They went back to the woods shortly after, and Martinez is probably sleeping off a drunken stupor. The only one in the house is the native who served us breakfast. We can take care of him easily enough.” He took her hand in his. “Not scared, soldier?”
She nodded. “Scared to death. But that’s not going to stop me. Let’s go.” He patted her shoulder, and winked.
* * * *
The iron grip of fear turned her stomach to water the moment she entered the shadow of the house. In the daylight, she could see that it was a rambling old, ivy covered building that had apparently stood on the island for at least a century. Its towers were notched, evidently to give refuge to defenders if the need arose to repel an attack. Inside, horror was a real thing, its chill fingers falling on her heart like some slimy leech. She fought down a wild desire to scream and obediently followed the lead of her companion.
He walked with cat-like sureness, covered the entire length of the hall, then motioned her back against the wall. Peering across his shoulder, she could see the native padding about the dining room clearing away the remnants of breakfast.
Waiting until he had left the room, they followed the wall to a half hidden opening behind some drapery. Beyond was a flight of well worn steps that led down into the musty rooms below. The stairs were well worn and slimy, and Miriam had to stuff her fist into her mouth to keep from exclamation when she stepped on a scurrying rat or some other subterranean animal that had scurried under her feet.
At the foot of the stairway was a passageway that led to a worn old door that was fastened by a stout padlock. The darkness of the corridor was suddenly split by a pocket flashlight that Phil pulled from under his skirt.
“Just our luck,” he muttered. “Doesn’t look as though we could break it open, either.” He bit his lower lip savagely in vexation. “I’ve got to get in there, Miriam, I’ve just got to.”
Her voice almost stuck into her throat. “The native. Maybe he knows where the key is. Maybe you could make him tell?”
The flashlight went out, leaving the passage again in dank darkness. “You’ve got an idea there,” he said. “I’ll go get him. He’ll talk, if he knows anything,” he promised.
She felt him press the flashlight into her hand, then another cold metallic object. It was a gun!
“Just in case I don’t come back,” he said. “Don’t be afraid to use it. There are six shots in it. Be sure you only use five.” He squeezed her shoulder reassuringly, then she heard him feeling his way back toward the stairs.
It seemed like ages that she stood there alone in the damp, cold darkness. It seemed like an obscene wet black blanket had been dropped over her head, and she gasped for breath. Fingers seemed to be groping from the walls, and in her mind’s eye she could see the blistering, cooking flesh of the blonde girl as cry after cry was wrenched from the pain wracked body that had once been a poem in curves, soft breasts and white skin.
Then she heard a sound. At first it seemed like the scurrying of a rat, then it had more substance, like some large creature crawling along the walls, bat-like. She fought down panic, but loneliness and the darkness had left its mark, and she could not long resist. She pressed the lever on the flashlight and a thin beam of yellow light cut through the darkness. A glad cry escaped from her throat.
Phil stood there, blinking in the light, holding by the throat the little native. He lifted him from the floor and shook him like a terrier with a rat.
“Where is it?” he snarled, exposing his even white teeth. “I’ll get it if I have to tear your arms out of their sockets and bash your head in with them.”
* * * *
The dark face of the native became a dull maroon, and his eyes threatened to pop from his head, but he stubbornly shook his head. Suddenly, he lashed out with his feet and caught Phil in the pit of the stomach. The aerialist gasped and relaxed his hold. In a moment, the brown man was on him, his fingers searching out the larger man’s windpipe, while his other hand whipped out a large knife. He bared, his sharp teeth in a snarl.
Terror transfixed the girl. She felt unseen horror strangling her. Subconsciously she knew she must do something, but she lacked the power to command her muscles. Suddenly, almost as though impelled by some outside force, she felt herself lashing out with the gun. The first blow caught the little man across the side of the head, laying the bone bare, while blood gushed out and ran down the side of his face. He had barely time to turn his face when her hand descended again, this time crushing in the top of his head like an eggshell. His hand fell from Phil’s throat and he collapsed into a heap at the girl’s feet.
Nausea gripped her, and her senses started to reel. She leaned against the wall for support; it gave way under her and she fell into what felt like a bottomless abyss. Some large black hand blotted out consciousness, and when she awoke, once again Phil was at her side, bathing her face with water. She sat up with a shuddering sigh.
“Guess I’m not much help always passing out like I do,” she said. “I’m sorry I’m such a sissy.”
“Not much help indeed,” he smiled. “You only saved my life, that’s all.” He brushed her hair out of her face. “Feel better?”
She nodded. “Guess it’s because he’s the first man I ever killed,” she said. “He is dead, isn’t he?”
“Couldn’t be deader,” the man agreed. “For a minute there looked like it was going to be me, and it would have been if it weren’t for you.”
The girl sat up and looked around. “Where are we, and how did we get here? Did you find the key on him?”
“No,” Phil told her. “I don’t exactly know what this room is. After you conked him, you got a little dizzy and leaned against the wall for support and evidently touched some kind of a hidden switch. That door over there opened and here we are. This isn’t the room I saw last night, though, because this has no windows in it and that one had.”
“Maybe there’s another secret door?” the girl suggested.
“That’s what I’m hoping,” the man admitted, his eyes running over the rough-hewn wall of the room. “I figure it must be over on that side, and lead into that chamber that’s padlocked.” He got up and ran his finger over the rough rock. He put his shoulder against the wall and pushed, but nothing happened. At each interval of two feet he continued to push against the wall, and as he came to the corner of the room, he felt the wall give.
His voice was strange when he turned to the girl. “I’ve found it,” he said. “I’m going in. I think you’d better stay here.” He pushed the door open and stared into the black void beyond.
The girl was at his side in an instant. “You’re not going in alone. We’re in this together. Even if I did turn into a Fainting Fanny, I think I’ve been a little help.”
Phil patted her hand. “You’ve been more than a little help,” he said. “That’s not the reason I don’t want you to go in there. I just want to spare you the sight of what I think we’re going to find.”
“I want to go,” the girl said simply.
“All right,” he agreed, “but I hope I’m wrong about what I expect to find—” He took the flashlight and pressed the button. The long finger of light split the black of the chamber beyond, revealing a long, rough-hewn table bearing a lamp. Keeping the lamp focused on that lamp, Phil led the way into the chamber.
He paused a moment before lighting the lamp, then with a deep breath he bathed the chamber in light. Miriam let out a squeal of fright, then buried her head in his shoulder.
Along the wall, mounted like the heads of wild animals in some sportsman’s study were the heads of over a score of women, staring glassy eyed into the room below. Two new plaques had recently been added. From one glared the head of the stout woman lecturer, from the other a head, with the drugstore reddened hair of the magician’s assistant, grinned inanely.
Miriam felt insanity closing in on her in a black cloud and fought it off. She straightened up and kept her eyes from the ghastly display on the wall.
“That’s what they brought back last night,” she said in a low voice. “The beasts, the insane beasts! They murdered those women in cold blood, then mutilated their bodies for this mad display of cruel degeneracy.”
Phil stopped before the head of a once-beautiful brunette. Her long hair hung limply from her bodiless head and fine dark eyes stared sightlessly down at the man staring at her.
“That was my sister,” Phil said quietly. “She was lovely. I’ve come all the way to this fever infested hell-hole to avenge her, and now that I’m certain what her fate was, I’m going to carry out that promise.”
The tears stood in Miriam’s eyes at the vision of a brother standing before the desecrated body of his sister swearing vengeance. The horror of the situation was never more apparent than at that moment.
“Avenge her or join her?” a voice from the doorway asked. Both swung around to see the hated face of their host in the doorway. “So she was your sister, eh? She was a fine specimen. Gave me quite a chase. Through treetops and all. When I finally sent an arrow right through her, she fell to earth like a mortally wounded bird—”
With a roar Phil sprang at his tormentor. The narrow room rang with the sound of a shot as he charged. Miraculously, it only creased his shoulders. He was on the bearded man before he could squeeze the trigger again. A big hand closed over the gun hand and crushed the gun to the floor. Then with a mighty swing he hit the big game hunter flush on the fat lips with his fist. Blood spouted in all directions and he hit the wall with a dull thud and slid to the floor. Phil pulled him to his feet again, and there was the dull crunch of shattered bone as he hit him again.
As Martinez sank to the floor, from another pocket he pulled a second gun. “You shall yet die to join her on my wall,” he said with difficulty, the blood cascading from his badly mutilated mouth. “Or maybe I turn you over to my faithful Wasiri, and we watch while they eat your quivering flesh?” He started to pull himself to his feet. When finally he had gained his feet, he fell heavily back against the wall in exhaustion—and then the miracle happened!
The plaque bearing the head of Phil’s sister fell, and the base of the plaque sheared the hunter’s skull neatly in two.
Phil and Miriam ran to the man’s side, but he had been killed instantly, and the head on the plaque, the lip torn away from the teeth by the jar, seemed to grin at them.
“We’ve got to find where he keeps his ammunition or dynamite to blow this Satan’s headquarters back to the Hell that spawned it,” he said. “You find your way to the pier, and I’ll join you in a little while.”
The sunlight seemed like a clean breath of heaven and Miriam sat limply down to await Phil’s coming.
Suddenly a black spiral of smoke came from the old house, and from deep in the forest came the beat of drums in ever growing volume. Over the deep throated rumble of the drums she heard a new sound, a motorboat. She said a silent prayer, and then she saw it feeling its way around a bend in the stream.
“Hop in,” Phil shouted. “The Indians have seen the smoke and they’ll be here in a little while.”
“How’d you do it?” she panted. “The fire, I mean.”
“Looking for some dynamite, I came upon a hidden dock for the boat and there was plenty of spare gasoline—”
* * * *
Not another word was spoken until we had left the House of Horror far behind. “I thought you were never coming,” Miriam admitted. “I thought we had jumped out of the frying pan into the Indians’ fire.”
“One thing I had to do was to see to it that my sister got a decent burial. I know she’ll rest better now—”
Far behind the sky was black with the smoke of the fast burning house, but ahead, the sun shone and the sky was blue.



THE DOGS OF PURGATORY, by Hugh Pendexter
Dix stared gloomily across the flat, monotonous country and its illimitable expanse of swamp and dreary areas of moss-bearded evergreens. The gray autumnal sky minimized the charm of the riotous coloring of the hard growth on the low hills behind him and prevented his appreciating the beauty of the frost-burned ferns and grasses in the lowlands ahead. He was not circumstanced to enjoy the dying glory of Indian Summer and moodily likened the painted landscape to a gaily bedecked wanton bedraggled by the storm. In fact, it was a most inhospitable country, and he cursed the chance which had led him there. It had seemed a simple matter to make the camp on Caribou Lake, but what with the loss of his compass and the clouds masking the heavens he had gone hopelessly astray three days back. For twelve hours he had been without food.
He recalled odds and ends of campfire gossip about the dismal Purgatory country and fished out his woods map. Sure enough; there were the two lakes, Big and Little Purgatory, connected by a sluggish, winding stream. He had wandered some fifty miles from the Caribou Lake trail.
The discovery was startling. Once the clouds let loose the “line” storm this whole region would be inundated. To retrace his way before securing food was impossible. To advance was a waste of his remaining energy. A drop of rain splashed ominously on the map.
He must build a lean-to to shut out the storm. First, he would light a fire before the rain soaked the dead wood; and he searched his pockets for matches. Ordinarily, for the sake of a climax, one match is found and a tragedy lived while it is being nursed into feeble flame. Dix was denied this conventional thrill. He had no matches.
The thatch of spruce boughs remained to be constructed, and unslinging his small axe he assailed a clump of evergreens and labored fiercely for several minutes. Then the absurdity of it all struck him and he threw down the axe. If a man must die of starvation what odds whether he die wet or merely moist? Without fire or food, with his strength lessening, he had been dreading the rain as a major evil. It suggested a drowning man’s fears lest he wet his feet.
As he crouched on a blanket of moss and stared helplessly on the flat waste his range of vision gradually shortened, for lowering clouds and gathering dusk shut down about him like a collapsing canopy. Queer stories of the Purgatory country drifted through his mind and as they were accentuated by despair he found it easy to imagine strange shapes in the swamp growth. The funereal cedars in the foreground became filled with supernormalities.
“Rot!” he angrily exclaimed, shaking his head to dislodge the unwholesome fancies. “When a chap gets to seeing things—” He chopped the sentence abruptly and leaned forward with mouth agape. His ears had joined in the conspiracy of nerves against reason; he had caught the deep baying of a dog.
Now the Purgatory region was an abomination and no man lived there, consequently there could be no dogs. Thus spoke Reason, and again the long, deep-mouthed cry sounded, this time more distinct and much nearer. He frowned and remembered his guide’s garrulous recital of a spookish experience in this same region.
The guide had sworn by all the woods gods that he had wandered to the edge of the swamp country and at twilight had glimpsed the gorgon shapes of fearful creatures, which moved with the lithe stealth of tigers and cried out like dogs after game. However, there could be no dogs in this deserted place, Reason persisted. Nor could they be wolves, for wolves do not bark. His ears had picked up some woods sound and had distorted it into an illusion.
Even as he clung to this explanation, the hoarse clamor of the canine voices swept nearer and nearer, dinning on his ears like the climax of a nightmare. He was halfway down the side of a low ridge and from this coign of vantage he now saw them just below him, and counted them, seven huge, tawny forms. They were running one behind another and not in a pack, as the wolf runs. Dix rubbed his eyes but the spectacle would not vanish. Next he discovered he was alive with fear and yet had no impulse to fly. Once he thought he heard an alien sound behind him, but the sinister figures circling up the slope held his gaze. The leader spied him; instantly the chorus was changed to a sharp, triumphant key, and they were streaking up the ridge in a long, undulating line which vaguely reminded him of sea serpents.
There were trees nearby and yet he remained motionless, the thought of avoiding their onrush never finding room in his dazed mind. Then the leader was upon him, snarling and mouthing horribly, nuzzling at his throat. There was no hallucinations in the fierce impact of the heavy body, nor in the hurt of the pounding attack of the others. He struck and kicked and cried out wildly. Above the clamor he finally caught a shrill voice and heard the swishing blows of a whip. The brutes minded this none. A man’s voice, shouting commands accompanied by resounding whacks of a club, by degrees quieted the confusion until the furious animals were beaten off and Dix to his surprise found himself alive and suffering only from bruises and scratches.
“If they hadn’t had their muzzles on!” panted the shrill voice.
“They’d have killed him in no time,” proudly completed the man.
Pulling himself to a sitting posture Dix stared in amazement at the couple. The man was almost a dwarf in stature, with a broad face that was nearly covered by a beard. He was eyeing Dix with open disfavor as he waved his stout cudgel to keep the dogs at a distance. The woman—Dix gaped incredulously—was exquisitely out of place in the rough scene. He noted the texture of her brown skin, the sheen of her hair, the noble poise of her small figure and her dainty grace as she kneeled beside him. But as he met her anxious gaze he read sadness and trouble in the small, oval face, a sadness which was deep seated and in nowise hinging on the danger just averted.
“The dogs?” he managed to exclaim as he rubbed his aching chest.
“Keep them back, Cumber,” she cried. “Beat them back. On your life don’t slip their muzzles!”
The last struck him as being rather a ridiculous speech, for who but a murderer would think of freeing those slavering jaws? The man grunted something unintelligible and astounded Dix by displaying a surly unwillingness in herding the brutes before him down the slope.
“Lock them in the hovel till I get to the house,” she called after him. Grumbling and mumbling the man drove the dogs into the underbrush, but it was not till he had vanished that the girl turned to Dix.
“Are you badly hurt?”
“Only bruised and shaken—thanks to the muzzles. But my mind riots most confoundedly. They’re real, eh?”
“Fearfully so,” she shuddered. “They’re a cross between the giant Danes and the bloodhound—ferocious as tigers.”
“But why are they? And why do you have them?” he puzzled.
The transient horror of her gaze was succeeded by somber earnestness as she ignored his query and said, “Turn back to the hills from where you came. Once you’ve covered a few miles you’ll be safe, as the dogs never wander far from the swamps.”
“Turn back?” he blankly repeated. “But I’m famished. I’m all in. I was prepared to meet Death when you came.”
“You were never nearer to it,” she muttered, staring intently at the swamp cedars. “When unmuzzled, one of the dogs would be more than a match for any three men. Of course if you’re unable to travel—”
“I’m not,” he abruptly cut in. “Who owns the dogs? Why are the devils allowed to run loose?”
“They belong to old Cumber, my uncle’s servant,” she explained. “You’ve never heard of them?”
“Only in ghost stories. My name is Bruce Dix. I was camping with friends on Caribou Lake. Tried to cruise back alone from Clear River a few days ago. Lost my compass, lost my way. I’ve not eaten for hours. Began seeing things. Thought the dogs were imagination till they leaped on me.”
She listened gravely and in turn informed, “I’m Florence Dessel. Andrew Dessel, my uncle, has a cabin on the lake. We came here for his health. He has grown worse and will never return home alive.”
“I’m mighty sorry to hear it,” consoled Dix. “Of course, you can’t take in wanderers. I’ll turn back and make it somehow.”
“You mustn’t attempt it till we’ve outfitted you with supplies and a compass. You must stay with us tonight and start back tomorrow.”
He staggered to his feet, found strength in her level gaze, and asked, “Can’t your uncle be moved to some settlement? I will return with my friends and get him.”
“That’s good of you, but he would never stand the trip out,” she sighed.
“But should he die—what about you?” he demanded.
She shook her head despondently. “I don’t know. I should be alone then except for old Cumber—and the dogs. He is deranged, I fear. He’s been in uncle’s service for years and always faithful. He’s changed sadly the last few months, but I suppose I could depend on him to take me to the settlement.”
“Good heavens, Miss Dessel! There must be no guesswork,” he cried. “Don’t you realize winter will soon be here? I shall come back with my friends and guides and make a camp till you can return with us.”
“The snow will be terrible,” she admitted. “But I’ve been so worried about uncle I haven’t had time to think of myself. Of course, Cumber would take me out safely. He’s a good woodsman.”
“If he’s deranged you can’t tell what he’ll do,” he objected. “What makes you think he’s unbalanced?”
“The dogs.” She shivered in saying it. “We had been here some two months when suddenly he disappeared. We took it for granted he had deserted us; then, after an absence of five or six weeks, he returned with them. He imagines we’re in danger from the outside world. He lets the brutes run the woods unmuzzled at night to guard us from the supposed danger. Which reminds me, we must be going.”
“The dogs loose at night reminds you?” he inquired.
“It’s unsafe for anyone but him to be abroad after dark,” she simply explained. “No time for talk now. We’ll finish our plans tonight.”
“Our plans for getting you back to civilization,” he grimly appended.
“It seems cruel to anticipate my uncle’s death while making arrangements for my comfort.”
“It would be hideously wrong to leave your safety to chance,” he warmly insisted. Before he could say more she suddenly clutched his wrist and urged him after her down the slope, her eyes wide with fear as she cried:
“Hurry, hurry. I fear Cumber has loosed the dogs!”
“Knowing you’re out?” he exclaimed.
“He’s forgotten. Remember he is weak-witted. Hark!”
A deep-throated baying sounded through the thickening gloom, the chorus entering its full swing with a tempo that could emanate only from wildlife suddenly set free and rejoicing. “He started to take them to the hovel,” she called over her shoulder as she took the lead in a narrow, winding path. “But he forgot. He’s obeying his one obsession, his nightly habit. They’re running unmuzzled.”
“They’re between us and the house,” he protested, slackening his pace.
“We’ve time if we hurry. Don’t talk,” she sharply commanded.
He doubted it, for they were heading straight for the bellowing clamor. But pride kept him close to her heels. “Unless the house is very near—” he began.
“I’m making for a boat,” she informed, now running swiftly and lightly.
A gray blur of water opened to their view even as she spoke. On their right and drawing nearer with unnerving rapidity rose the hunting cry of the dogs. But already the girl was splashing through the mud and reeds and was pushing off a crudely constructed flat-bottomed boat. “Jump in!” was her staccato command.
He gently lifted her aboard and with a push of the paddle sent the frail craft gliding from the shore. As he dropped in the stern and began sculling, the dogs burst into view, jaws free and exulting. On discovering their quarry had escaped they made fierce whining noises and ran up and down the shore. The leader even jumped into the water and swam a short distance after the boat.
“The cabin is on the knoll to the right,” informed the girl. “The dogs will try to head us off, but we’ll have time enough, as they’ll make a wide detour to pass round a morass.”
“He unmuzzled them knowing it might mean death for us,” raged Dix.
“He’s not responsible,” she reminded, picking up the second paddle. “We’ll soon be indoors and the dogs will lose interest in us. Then to plan your escape back to civilization.”
“Escape?” he muttered. “To be sure. I had forgotten I must use finesse in quitting here.”
“Faster! The dogs are swinging in,” she warned.
Dix made sure the heavy door of the long, low structure was fast behind him before searching the shadows of the room. Then a seed of light budded and blossomed and he beheld her standing by a lamp, her profile that of a child if not for the heavy shadow sorrow had laid upon it.
Outside the dogs were making the night hideous, while the harsh voice of old Cumber occasionally roared some order. As Dix leaned against the door, striving to coordinate his thoughts, the girl threw some pine-knots on the hearth of the huge fireplace and set them to blazing. Warmth and light filled the place, and if not for the dogs and the girl’s melancholy mien Dix would have pronounced the retreat most comfortable. For the cold rain was now beating steadily on the roof and the coziness of the open fire suggested confidences.
“Please step in here to see uncle while I get you something to eat,” she listlessly invited.
He furtively studied her small face as he advanced. It was her slight stature that had induced him to think of her as a mere child.
A glimpse of the misery in her wide eyes bespoke the woman who had suffered not a little.
“Who is it, Florence?” called a weak voice from an adjoining room.
She lighted a candle and passed into the room, announcing, “Mr. Bruce Dix, of the city, lost his way and here for the night, Uncle.”
Dix gazed in pity at the sunken face of the sick man. In the prime he must have presented a fine figure of a man, but now he was woefully emaciated. Only his eyes seemed alive and in the feeble light of the candle they glowed like coals.
The man nodded to Dix and motioned him to approach closer. At the same time the girl glided to the door, saying, “He’ll talk with you while I’m preparing your supper, Uncle.”
She had barely crossed the threshold before the sick man had seized Dix’s hand, scanned him with burning gaze, and then whispered, “You look clean and honest. Thank God for that! Hush! Did Cumber come in?”
“He’s outside,” soothed Dix. “Your servant—”
“Servant!” bitterly interrupted Dessel, his wasted features grimacing. “Master is the better word. The girl and I are his prisoners. It doesn’t matter about me as my time is short. But it’s eating my soul out to think of her being left.”
“Prisoners?” gasped Dix.
“Softly. She doesn’t know the worst. She doesn’t know he believes he must keep us here. He believes evil awaits us if we return to civilization. That’s why he got the dogs, to keep us here—to keep others out.”
“It’s damnable!” gritted Dix.
“He mustn’t find you talking with me,” hurriedly whispered Dessel, half rising. “I didn’t suspect the truth till too late. You must take my niece out to the nearest settlement.”
“She worries about you more than about herself,” said Dix.
“She doesn’t realize the danger,” muttered Dessel. “Cumber will not go out for provisions. Once the snow comes and buries this part of the world—it means starvation!”
“I leave tomorrow to bring help,”
“No, no,” huskily protested Dessel. “I shall not last till you return. Once I’m gone no knowing what insane freak old Cumber will take. You must stay till the end and somehow manage to take her with you. Promise me as you’re a man you’ll stand by her.”
“By all that’s good in the world I promise,” solemnly assured Dix.
“You’ve made it easier for me,” sighed Dessel, closing his eyes. “You must get a good start with the boat while Cumber sleeps. Pass through Little Purgatory. This rain will flood all the swamps south of it. You can go for miles and miles in the boat. It’ll be a hard rub, a good seventy-five miles if you go south. If you strike west to hit the traveled trail between Caribou Lake and Clear River, it means fifty miles and you can’t use the boats except in crossing the lake. I fear Cumber would follow you with the dogs if you took that course.”
“She shall get through safely. If you could hold out for a while—”
“Sh-h-h!” cautioned Dessel, his eyes flying open. “Leave me. Quick!”
Dix glided back to the living-room and had scarcely seated himself before the blaze than the door opened and Cumber entered. He slowly advanced to the fire, his frowning gaze never leaving the newcomer’s pale face. “What do you want here?” was his abrupt query.
“Food, rest. I lost my way,” replied Dix, fearful lest the madman spring upon him.
The deep set eyes leered at him mockingly. “You were pretty near this place before losing your way. You were aiming in this direction.”
Dix patiently explained his experience in wandering from the Caribou trail, but even as he spoke he knew old Cumber’s thoughts were not following the recital. He was wandering among suspicions, dallying with half-formed plans, cunningly arranging plots, all of which were hostile and deadly to the stranger. As Dix concluded, Cumber wheeled and glared at the candle in the sick room. “Who took that in there?” he demanded.
“The young lady.”
He snarled in his thick beard, sprang into the room and blew out the candle. On returning to the living-room he all but closed Dessel’s door. Then his mood lighted up with some fierce joviality which caused him to rub his hairy hands and chuckle deep in his throat. Dix decided it was the baying of the dogs, for their master was cocking his head as though weighing the individual notes and appraising the total effect.
“Brave, brave voices,” he gleefully cried. “And they are hungry.”
“Why do you have them here?” boldly asked Dix.
Cumber stealthily gave him the tail of his eye and readily explained, “To haul the sled in winter. They’ll make a brave team.”
“Great scheme,” endorsed Dix. “And you made the sled?”
To his surprise Cumber motioned him to follow and led the way through the kitchen, where the girl was busy with coffee making. Opening a door to a shed Cumber proudly pointed. Sure enough he had a sled, a long, narrow affair, homemade yet serviceable and built along the lines of the travois sled of the woodsmen. Only unlike the travois, it was boxed in like a sleigh, the back being unusually high.
“One could ride very comfortably in that,” approved Dix, noting how the runners had been shod with iron.
“Aye. And ride far,” muttered Cumber, turning away.
“There is room for but one,” added Dix.
“Only one,” agreed Cumber, snapping his finger joints excitedly. “It will travel smoothly. Nothing at all for my pets to haul. I used the hoops of the kerosene barrel on the runners.”
“You may have your supper now, Mr. Dix,” the girl called out with a touch of nervousness in her voice. “Cumber, your supper is by the stove.”
As Dix entered the kitchen she passed into the living-room with a tray of food and a pot of coffee. He admired her courage in holding the old man to his plane of servant and wondered if she sensed his status, that of master. Cumber bestowed a flaming look upon them, hesitated for a moment, then rushed to the small table and fell to eating like some ferocious, half-starved animal.
* * * *
Dix, faint for need of food, lost no time in assailing the tray. From his place by the fireplace he could observe Cumber snapping and bolting his meat and bread. And as he watched him he likened him to one of the howling brutes outside. The girl passed to her uncle’s room, carrying some steaming drink.
When she returned Dix asked, “Do you never eat?”
“Not now,” she murmured. “By and by, perhaps. He is worse tonight.”
“Miss Dessel, you must be brave. He is a very sick man. He is living on borrowed time. Even were he in town no physician could help him.”
Tears welled to her eyes and her chin quivered although she fought bravely to control her emotion. To divert her thoughts Dix asked, “What is the meaning of the sled?”
“One of his fancies. When in his black moods he rambles much about going far away to a strange country.”
“Apparently he plans to go alone.”
“Possibly. Yet he has skates ready to use besides the sled. He was sharpening them only a few days ago. One could ride in the sled, one could skate—” She paused with a glimmer of horror in her eyes, and whispered, “Why, he must be planning to take me!”
“Good heavens, child,” he whispered. “Haven’t you given any thought to the future?”
“I suppose so. But not much,” was the spiritless reply. “It has worried uncle, though. He just told me to talk with you. You start back tomorrow?”
“I remain here,” he firmly replied. “It would be a crime to desert you. It is your uncle’s wish that I stay.”
There was no doubting the relief and sense of security his words had given her; her face mirrored it and her eyes thanked him warmly. “Now I shall feel safe,” she murmured.
Both were silent till he had finished his meal, when he said, “Listen to the rain.”
The wind was driving it in sheets against the small window. The dogs had fled to the refuge of the hovel. “If this keeps up the whole country will be flooded.” He added, “So much the better for us.”
She knew he was planning to use the boat. It seemed wrong to concert their own safety while no early aid could benefit her uncle; yet reason and common sense assured her it was right. She rose and passed to the window and blinked into the blackness. Her little startled exclamation brought him to her side to peer over her shoulder. A light was mistily bobbing along the shore.
“What is he doing?” she puzzled, as, in a lull of the storm, they heard the sound of blows and the breaking of timbers.
He stepped to the door and opened it a trifle. When he returned to her his face was pinched and haggard. “He’s destroyed the boat,” he informed.
She heard him in stony silence, the hand clutching the simple window curtain straining till the muslin parted in shreds. “We must know the worst,” he hoarsely continued. “Unless we can escape to high ground this flood will maroon us.”
“We’re surrounded by the swamp,” she dully discouraged. “By morning this knoll will be an island. We three in here; Cumber and the dogs outside.”
* * * *
For three days the torrential downpour continued till the pools and the lakes of the Purgatory country were merged in one far stretching sheet of black water. Then overnight the skies cleared, the frost swept down from the north and the people on the knoll awoke in a new world.
It was on the morning of the fourth day of the cold wave that Mr. Dessel dropped into his last sleep.
Once old Cumber understood his master had gone he withdrew with his dogs to the farther side of the knoll and remained until nightfall. This left Dix alone to fashion a coffin and dig a shallow grave in the frozen ground. Dry-eyed and silent the girl watched him line the grave with spruce boughs and heard him repeat the service for the dead. After doing his duty by the deceased he led her through the edge of night to the cabin and sought to comfort her, promising that once back in civilization he would send men to remove the remains. On entering the living-room she seated herself by the fire and for a long time remained silent.
“It’s bitter cold out,” he said, standing by her side and gently patting her shoulder. “And you have been very brave.”
“The ice thickens fast in the lake,” she murmured. Suddenly lifting her head and meeting his pitying gaze she whispered, “Don’t think I fail in appreciation. You have been good to me. What could I have done without you, what—” Unable to continue, she wept for the first time since her uncle’s death.
* * * *
He was wise enough not to interrupt this display of emotion and simply stood by her side, patting her shoulder. Gradually her sobs ceased and she said, “I won’t be weak again.”
“Don’t try to suppress anything, little woman,” he gently soothed.
She clasped his hand, then clutched it fiercely as a sharp report echoed through the darkness outside, smiting their ears through the frosty air like the crack of a whip.
“What was that?” cried Dix, releasing his hand and darting to the window.
“Cumber shooting small game for the dogs,” she explained. “It made my nerves jump.”
“Then he has a weapon?” whispered Dix.
At first the full significance of his tone and query did not register. She stared at him questioningly for a moment; then her face flushed and she lamented, “I should have told you. Yes; he has a rifle. I know what you fear and it was criminal in me not to think to tell you.”
“We’ll fear nothing,” he mumbled, yet gnawing his lips. “If I had known—”
“Forgive me,” she pleaded. “If heedless for myself I should have remembered your danger. Now with uncle gone and him armed—”
“It matters none his having the gun,” he deprecated. “I’ll make a try for it tonight—”
When old Cumber finished feeding his pets and entered the house he was unarmed. Nor could Dix locate the weapon although he searched the shed and peeped into Cumber’s room. The fact that the man was cunning enough to keep the rifle concealed bespoke a sinister purpose. Dix did not dare to wander from the immediate vicinity of the house, for once he strayed aside he knew the dogs would hunt him as fair game. Undoubtedly the rifle was in the hovel, but to search there with the brutes unmuzzled meant a horrible death.
When he returned to the living-room, his ears tingling with the cold, he found old Cumber crouched on the floor and brooding before the leaping flames.
“It’s zero or lower,” Dix announced to the girl who had withdrawn to the shadows in one corner.
Cumber jerked up his head and staring at the two remarked, “The master is gone to a fair country far to the North. The ice holds and tomorrow I must be off to find him.”
The light from the fireplace flared in Dix’s eyes and the glance he exchanged with the girl contained a message. She caught his inspiration and her own gaze warmed and she slowly nodded her head in acquiescence. Bowing over her he whispered, “We will start early and get ahead of him.”
“The dogs will stay in the hovel because of the cold,” she murmured. “I will be ready.”
“Pack up food, matches and a compass. Make a bundle of blankets and put on your warmest clothes. Where are the skates?”
“Hanging in the shed behind the door. I’ll secure the provisions now.”
* * * *
The glowing coals in the fireplace vaguely illumined the room as Dix tiptoed to the door and opened it a crack. The sharp air whipped the blood to his face and filled him with a strange exultation. The half-lights in the east were announcing the morning. The dogs were quiet, doubtlessly crowded together in the hovel for warmth. Old Cumber was in his room, asleep, Dix hoped.
He tapped softly on the girl’s door and immediately she appeared, a mackinaw swathing her small figure. She carried a roll of blankets and a bag of provisions. “We must bring the sled through the house,” he whispered.
Moving as softly as possible they gained the shed and picked up the sled. It was necessary to pass old Cumber’s door, but this, fortunately, was closed. The skates had been already secured. Dix was now in something of a quandary. He did not believe he could drag the sled to the lake without arousing both Cumber and the dogs. The girl guessed the dilemma and insisted she be allowed to help. He was loath to consent. His indecision was interrupted by the sound of a shuffling step in the kitchen. Dropping the provisions and blankets into the sled Dix pushed it through the door, whispering:
“Drag it to the ice. It’s a case of must.”
“And you?” She shivered.
“I’ll be along directly. Go.”
He closed the door on her and turned just as Cumber stole into the room. For a moment his heart jumped and he fancied he was facing a new and grotesque evil—a beast that walked erect like a man. A second glance revealed the cause for such grim imagining. Cumber had pulled a heavy fur cap down to his ears and what with his beard and deep-set eyes he resembled anything savage except a man. He took in the situation at a glance and with a growling cry turned to retreat. With a spring Dix was upon him and had him by his broad shoulders. Outside came the rasping shriek of the iron-shod runners as they grated over the frozen ground, to be quickly answered by the fierce qui vive of the dogs. “You are a devil!” screamed the madman, twisting and seizing Dix around the waist and with terrible strength hurling him across the room.
Again Dix overtook him before he could make the kitchen, and this time managed to avoid the crushing embrace. The sled complained shrilly and the dogs increased their protest. The two men fought blindly, Cumber striving to break clear and release the dogs, Dix grimly determined to stop him. In one of their gyrations they crashed against the table and as Dix fell across it his outstretched hand brushed across the skates. With a mighty effort he drew clear of the groping fingers and struck at random. Cumber fell with a crash. Still grasping the skates Dix sprinted down the slope and arrived just as the girl drew the sled onto the ice.
“Jump in and roll up in the blankets,” he barked, as he rapidly adjusted the skates.
“Cumber?” she choked.
“He won’t bother us,” he panted. “But the dogs may break loose any minute…”
“They’re shut in or they would have been here before now,” she shuddered, staring horrified at the dark bulk of the cabin.
A high-pitched, ululating cry ascended from the top of the knoll in a hideous spiral of warning and a door slammed violently.
“By heavens! He’s able to do mischief,” groaned Dix, fumbling at the last clamp. “He’s gone to the hovel,” moaned the girl.
“Sit tight!” commanded Dix. The next moment the sled was gliding over the ice, the clear musical clang of the skates cutting the crisp air like knives. He took a course paralleling the shore and as he found his stride the uproar on the knoll changed into a purposeful chant, the deep, swinging chorus of the dog-pack hot on the trail, pricked through with the sharp strident cries of the madman.
“They’re coming!” gasped the girl, peering back.
Dix swung farther from the shore and cast a glance behind. Dark shapes were darting along the edge of the ice. Suddenly a spurt of flame punctured the gloom and something whined viciously overhead.
“He’s using the rifle,” muttered the girl.
Dix mended his stride, spurred on by the singing lead. He was now at the tip of a cedar-draped point and as he rounded this and left Cumber’s range of vision he breathed in deep relief. But his meandering course had cost them distance as was emphasized by a crashing in the undergrowth on his left and just ahead. Without pausing to reason he swerved at right angles from the shoreline and darted toward the middle of the lake. As he gave his heel to the ice in making the turn, a sprawling, snarling shape struck the ice by his side and slid along helplessly beside him, the hot glow of the cruel eyes causing the girl to mask her face with the blanket. This loathsome companionship endured only for a moment, however, as with another backward thrust Dix headed the sled down the lake. The rest of the pack were now on the ice, running rapidly.
* * * *
Skating easily and hugging the shore now he knew all the dogs were behind him, Dix allowed the animals to draw within some fifty feet of him, when he turned sharply. The maddened brutes essayed in vain to change their courses as they slid helplessly along. Enraged by their failure and pricked on by the fearful cries of their master, somewhere behind the point, they frantically regained their feet and streaked once more after the fugitives. Dix held straight ahead until they were dangerously near, then repeated his maneuver and sped for the outlet. But now he was within the zone of the rifle as Cumber had gained the point. Several times the bullets clipped the ice on either side of the sled.
Either the instinct of the chase or the commands of their master now worked a change in the brutes’ tactics, for immediately following their last grotesque failure they scrambled ashore and disappeared in the spruce. The girl cried out in relief, but Dix gritted his teeth and put every ounce of energy into his feet. Ahead was the outlet of the lake, and the winding stream connecting it with Little Purgatory seemed very narrow in the gray dawn. He knew the dogs would attempt to head him off once he quit the open expanse of the lake. Already they were racing in a straight line while he was held to the curving course of the river. A wild impulse to trust to luck and enter the overflowed areas was entertained for a moment, but he feared the shadows and the logs and reeds, and held to the stream.
“We’ve left them behind,” rejoiced the girl.
“Sit tight,” he panted. “They may try to head us off.”
The stream curved and twisted and in places doubled back on itself. Between strokes Dix listened for the menace he knew was threading the covert ahead. At last he located the danger, a low rasping growling. His aching back straightened, his sagging arms grew rigid, and before the girl detected the danger he had picked up speed to the sprinting point, and he thanked God he had learned to skate as a youth.
“Open water!” she shrilly warned, pointing to a black streak in the middle of the channel. Too late to swing to the right, he skirted it on the left, plunging into the face of the crouching danger.
Then it was upon him, and with an inarticulate cry in which was blended the shrill scream of the girl, he lunged ahead just as the mass of infuriated beasts leaped out to pull them down. Like a meteor the sled shot ahead. Something grabbed at his steel-shod heel and relinquished it with a howl of pain. And he was clear of them and they were sliding into the black water.
“That’ll hold them for a bit,” he choked, bending low over the back of the sled.
“I’m proud of you,” she cried.
“Nonsense. I was scared blue,” he panted. “Plenty of room ahead. No more ambushes.”
He took it leisurely and over his shoulder watched the dogs struggling to crawl back to the ice. The plunge evidently had lessened their lust, for they whined and shivered as old Cumber trotted up and dragged them from their bath. Dix was halfway across Little Purgatory before the last brute was rescued. Cumber frantically discharged his rifle and raged at his pets. But their ardor was dampened and they would not resume the pursuit. Strangely indifferent to the occasional bullets Dix watched the scene with grim satisfaction. The dogs refused to advance and Cumber’s wild rage had spoiled his marksmanship.
A slow smile of triumph was overspreading Dix’s haggard face when there came a wrench at his right foot and he would have fallen if not for his grasp on the back of the sled. As it was he sagged to his knees. As the girl felt herself whirled about she cried out, “Are you hurt?” And there was a world of agony in her voice.
“Clamp given out,” he explained. “Give me a piece of cord—anything.”
“Better than cord. Here’s a strap,” she rejoiced by replying.
As he knelt to repair the damage he noted with alarm that Cumber had detected his predicament and with renewed zeal was urging the dogs forward. But the brutes were mutinous and moved uneasily in a circle about their master, Infuriated to see his victims within reach and about to escape, the crazed man began belaboring the dogs with the butt of his rifle. They fell back from him, snapping and snarling as the blows fell. With a wild cry Cumber swung his rifle at the leader, holding it by the muzzle. The blow fell heavily, the dog reared with rage and grabbed it between his powerful teeth, there was an explosion and the man went down in a heap.
“He’s shooting at us,” mumbled the girl.
“He’ll not harm us,” comforted Dix, rising to his feet once more and resuming his flight.
“We shall soon be there,” he encouraged, pointing to the smoke of the settlement.
“You’ve been good to me,” she said.
“Who wouldn’t be?” he murmured. “Sometime I shall have something to say to you, sometime when I have the right.”
“The right? You have that now,” she impulsively cried.
“No; not till you’re back home among your kin and friends,” he awkwardly corrected.
Then she understood and a crimson wave swept up from beneath the mackinaw collar and made her eyes appear very moist and tender. “I shall always be glad to see you,” she shyly whispered.



WHEN MANHATTAN SANK, by George S. Brooks
Those who survived the destruction of Manhattan will never forget the morning of September sixteenth. I have an almost equally vivid remembrance of the evening before.
Many persons have since claimed that they sensed impending disaster for varying lengths of time prior to the first shock. Women, alleged to possess psychic power, have said that there seemed to be a great weight hanging above their heads, or that for days they felt they were walking on the edge of a great abyss. Supernatural warnings, too, were conveyed to persons who failed to heed these omens. Figures of deceased relatives, they maintain, appeared to them in their dreams and in waking visions. Others assert that, when they went to bed on the night of the fifteenth, they found difficulty in breathing.
A former night watchman at the Postum Building told me—and he evidently believed it—that about midnight he observed a blazing meteor or comet, dagger-shaped and flame-colored, streaking across the sky.
It is true that almost everybody had thought about an earthquake, because of the statement of the eminent British geologist, Sir Maurice Lockwood. About the first of the month, he had announced that there appeared to be a “fault” in the rock strata under Manhattan and added that this might slip, causing an earthquake like that which destroyed the Japanese cities. His theory, however, was not new: other scientists have held it. It was given wide publicity chiefly because of the energetic labors of a lecture-bureau press agent.
I believe any unbiased observer will agree with me that all the elaborate warnings are mere post-facto invention, although the stories may be credited by the persons who tell them. Never did downtown New York seem more prosperous, more stimulating, more alive than on the late afternoon and evening of September fifteenth. It was a perfect late-summer day, almost too warm for comfort. The evening was luxuriously cool.
Since my brother was ending his annual week’s visit to the city that night, he refused to go to a theater, saying that he preferred to talk. We ate a leisurely dinner, washed down with white wine and Swedish punch, at a little Scandinavian restaurant on upper Broadway. Matt had made sleeper reservations on a train that left the Grand Central at eleven-thirty o’clock. So, when we lighted our after-dinner cigars, we had more than two hours to waste.
We walked across the city to the Kelton Hotel where I lived, at Lexington Avenue near Forty-eighth Street.
“Have a good lunch?” I asked. Bob Wiston had taken Matt to luncheon that day at the Bankers’ Club.
“Oh, yes. Wiston seems like a good fellow.”
“None better,” I agreed. “And how about Miss Hull?” We had had dinner at Mary Hull’s apartment the night before.
“She’s smart.” Matt is not given to wordy praise. “She’s good-looking, too. And she certainly wears clothes.”
As Matt packed his bags, we split a pint of Scotch. Then Matt suggested that we go up on the hotel roof.
In the sun parlor, we found the lights turned discreetly low. Several couples were surreptitiously “necking” in the least conspicuous corners, as they do in all big hotel lounging rooms. I heard Matt sniff contemptuously.
“This is a hell of a place to live,” he growled, as he walked out on the deserted roof. “The damned apartments are so small that people have to go to hotels and theaters to make love. No privacy anywhere.”
“It’s just your upstate farmer inhibitions that make you think it’s indecent.”
“I didn’t say I thought it indecent,” Matt retorted. “I said it was rotten taste.”
I laughed at him. He always had those fits about New York. He would be enjoying himself hugely when he would suddenly remember that he did not approve of the things he was seeing and doing. Whereupon he would burst out with one of his rumbling tirades. Matt is big, blond, broad-shouldered and afraid of nothing except city traffic and rattlesnakes. I think he prefers snakes to taxis, however.
“Take that pigeonhole apartment of Miss Hull’s, for instance,” Matt grumbled with fine scorn, although he knew as well as I did that Mary Hull paid as much rent for those three or four rooms as Matt makes in net income from a large fruit and stock farm. “Where would you hold hands there? There’s no place, if her mother was home. I looked in the kitchenette, but you couldn’t get two persons inside it, even if they were parked close. Any romance in this town has to be as synthetic as the gin, I guess.”
I laughed, handing Matt one of his favorite cigars. I remembered his comment when we got caught in a midnight subway jam. “Who pours the olive oil over us?” he demanded, as we stood sardine-wise, in the choked aisle.
Matt struck a match on the seat of his trousers, a habit which he refuses to discontinue although it ruins his best clothes. “It’s the one masculine gesture left in smoking,” is his explanation. He puffed out an immense cloud of smoke and pointed down the street to the great bulk of another hotel, where hundreds of lighted windows gleamed through the night.
“See?” Matt indicated them. “Mother’s waiting up for her boys.” Without preface or apology, he turned to me. “Going to marry Miss Hull?” he demanded bluntly.
“I’m afraid not,” I returned, wondering how he had guessed that I wished to.
“Why not? If you’re satisfied, go ahead.”
“Thanks for your permission. That’s all I’ve been waiting for.”
Matt allowed a mouthful of smoke to drift away from his lips in half-formed rings.
“Maybe you think that banker fellow’s competition is too strong,” he continued, in a Dorothy Dix tone, giving advice to the meek. “Don’t mind him. I watched them together and she doesn’t care for him.”
“He’s Robert Breek Wiston, with plenty of money, family and brains,” I retorted hotly. “Besides, he’s a darned good fellow in the bargain. He’s a thousand percent better match for any girl than I am.”
“Remember you’re Alexander McNair Tennay, without family, money or brains,” said Matt with fraternal candor. “That’s why she’s apt to pick you. Women love to make martyrs of themselves.”
“Shut up. Besides I don’t think Mary Hull cares to marry anyone.”
“Don’t you believe it. I’ve heard a lot about the ‘new women’ down here, but they don’t come as new as that.”
“Why should she?” I grew quite warm in defending Mary’s right to remain unmarried. “She’s made a name and a place for herself in the import trade. She’s really important, a celebrity.”
Matt threw back his head and laughed.
“New York broadcasting again!” He mimicked my tone perfectly. “Station B-U-N-K. That’s all I hear in this place.” With one sweep of his arm he included the reflection of the Broadway electric lights, the rows of Park Avenue apartment houses, the towering office buildings in the lower Forties, the East River with its miles of docks and a lighted biscuit factory in Long Island City.
“You’re all important, awfully important,” Matt fumed. “I’ve yet to meet a New Yorker who wasn’t. You all admit it. Why, New York papers claim that the metropolitan murders are more murderous and the metropolitan divorces are more scandalous than our poor little affairs in the interior.”
“But, Matt—”
“You and Mary Hull, for instance. You both think you’re important. So you are—to yourselves. It’s just the same with all the rest of these people.”
“Come, Matt! Listen to me. You must admit that everything in the commercial, financial and the artistic world is centered here.”
Matt paid no attention to the interruption, but continued his recital.
“The other American cities are married to the United States, while New York’s the country’s kept woman. She has no legal claim for support, but as kept women always do, she gets more attention than Uncle Sam gives his wives. Sure, New York’s important. So’s the correspondent in a divorce suit. So were the King of France’s girlfriends.”
Matt chuckled, looked at his watch and turned to the door.
“Train time?” I asked.
“Nearly.” Then Matt grinned at his figure of speech. “I admit,” he said, “that I like to romp with your wanton city. She gives me a great vacation between pear and apple picking time. But you should tell Lady Manhattan not to take herself so seriously. If she continues, I’ll put a personal in the Times and warn her that her true character is known.”
We walked to the Grand Central Station. Just before Matt handed his ticket and Pullman reservation to the gateman, he turned and shook hands.
“Had a fine time, Alex,” he smiled. “I like you as a brother, if you are a New Yorker. In fact, you qualify better than some of our worthy Rotarians upstate. As for Miss Hull, don’t worry. She’s reached the point where she’d rather listen to you than talk herself. That’s the test of true love, especially with a New York woman. It doesn’t last long after marriage. Enjoy it while you may. I’ll come to your wedding if I’m asked.”
He started away, then paused and grinned sardonically.
“Some day I’ll make you tell me how and where you found a place to propose to a girl. I’ll bet you have to do it on top of a Fifth Avenue bus.” He waved his hand and passed the gate.
After Matt disappeared, I found myself wondering irresolutely about the station. An illogical but overwhelming desire to see Mary and to speak to her had grown out of his raillery. However, a few minutes before midnight is scarcely a conventional time for calling upon a woman to ask her to marry you.
I happened to remember that Bob Wiston had said he was going to Mary’s apartment that evening to play a few games of double solitaire with Mary’s semi-invalid mother. Double Canfield and Napoleon are Mrs. Hull’s only dissipation. I stepped into the nearest phone booth and called Wiston at the Engineers’ Club.
“Has Mr. Wiston come in yet?” I asked.
“On his way upstairs now, sir. If you’ll wait a minute, I’ll ring his room.”
“Never mind.” I broke the connection and called Mary’s apartment. Evidently Wiston had left there only a few minutes before.
“Yes?” came her voice, low-pitched and intriguing as she is herself.
“Mary, this is Alex. May I see you for a few minutes? I just put my brother on the train and I’d like to see you—well, because—I’d like to see you,” I concluded, lamely.
She whispered her reply into the mouthpiece. “I’m sorry I can’t ask you to come over. Mother’s going to bed and it would disturb her. Why do you want to see me?”
Matt’s comment that there was no fit place in New York in which to propose to a girl flashed into my mind. For a moment I could think of no spot, private or even semi-private, where I might take her. How Matt would have laughed if he could have read my mind as I stood in that telephone booth.
“Well, Mary, I was—you see, I was—” I stammered, like a schoolboy.
“Alex!” Mary’s voice became firm and decisive. “Have you been drinking too much?”
“No,” I roared, the injustice of the accusation stinging. “I have not been drinking enough.” I forgot all my prepared finesse. “I wanted to ask you if you’d consider marrying me.”
Mary Hull did not exactly gasp at the announcement. The sound was more like an excited giggle. I presume my indignation, when she assumed I was too familiar with a bottle, crept into my voice and that I roared at her as I do at the office boy when he forgets to mail a letter.
Mary said nothing for a minute. The telephone operator interrupted:
“Your time is up, please.”
“Don’t cut us off,” I shouted. “I’ll drop another nickel.” I fumbled in my change pocket and failed to find the coin. I finally dropped a quarter.
“You made a mistake in the coin, please,” piped the operator.
“Hell’s bells,” I growled. “Get off that wire.” I could hear Mary laughing.
By that time I was thoroughly angry. I swore at the telephone, the operator, at Matt, at the city, at my own stupidity. Had Matt, whose train must have been up at One Hundred and Twenty-fifth Street, heard me, he would have laughed for a week. At length Mary halted my tirade.
“Alex, dear,” said she, “do you still want to marry me or are you changing your mind?”
“Well, do you think I paid thirty cents for this call for fun?” I retorted. “I put a quarter in this thing expecting to get my money’s worth.”
“In that case, it’s only fair to tell you that I would like to marry you.”
I did not know what to say next. I had a vague idea that one kissed one’s betrothed as soon as possible after such an avowal, but, obviously, that was impossible over the phone.
“Aren’t you going to do something about it?” It was the only thing I could think of to say.
Mary laughed harder than ever.
“Want me to confirm it in writing?” she suggested, adding in her dictation tone: “This will confirm our telephone conversation of last night—”
“I mean go somewhere. I’m serious about this thing.”
“I can’t slip out tonight, dear. It would disturb mother. Call me in the morning.… Yes, about eight. And, Alex, I do love you. Good night.”
Her receiver clicked as she replaced it upon the hook.
I left the Grand Central and walked north on Madison Avenue. I was not precisely elated. At least I was not conscious of any feeling of elation. Instead I was worrying over the most trivial details of our engagement and marriage. I remember that I was greatly concerned lest Mary should keep her professional name after we married, instead of calling herself Mrs. Tennay. It was the only time in my life I was ever disturbed by the activities of the Lucy Stone League. I also worried about buying an engagement ring. I wondered if it were quite all right to take Mary to the jewelry store and let her pick it out and, if I did that, how I could prevent her knowing how much it cost.
These and other ridiculous details occupied my mind while I was walking clear to Ninetieth Street. There I stopped, realized my own folly, and looked at my watch. It was one-twenty-five. I retraced my steps to Eighty-sixth Street and Lexington Avenue and entered the subway station. I caught the first downtown local train, intending to get off at Fifty-first Street.
As it happened, the train was crowded. I walked forward and stood at the front door in the first car. At my right was the motorman’s boxlike control room. To that circumstance I owe my life.
As the train shot through the tube, I negligently watched the red and green signal lights that flashed past as we roared along or stopped with a rattle of doors and a grinding of air brakes at the stations.
We stopped at the Fifty-ninth Street station. More passengers entered the car, rather a jolly crowd of men and girls filled the aisle behind me. The train moved on, gathering speed as it went.
The first shock hit us.
That was, of course, the tremor at six minutes past two o’clock that was recorded upon the seismographs. It shows how little credence one may give to one’s own judgment of time, for I would have sworn it happened a full quarter of an hour earlier.
We were moving at a speed of perhaps twenty or twenty-five miles an hour. Suddenly the car lurched. I was thrown against the door of the motorman’s control room and, at the same instant, the lights went out. Our train left the tracks and, with a tremendous crash of glass, the right side hit the wall of the tube. The motorman fell out of the door and sprawled over me. Some of the passengers screamed shrilly.
I had never before experienced a quake and my first thought was, “There has been a terrific explosion.” For a minute I lay upon the car floor, numbed in mind while my palsied limbs shook with the terror that follows surprise. The sensation was exactly like that which I encountered more than once during the war, when an enemy bombing plane was overhead and when one could hear the swish of a high-explosive projectile before it hit the earth.
But the very blackness of the tube was as terrifying as the train’s derailment with its accompaniment of wails from the injured. I knew now how a miner must feel at the moment when there is a disaster in the workings.
The motorman and much of the wreckage of the door had fallen upon me. He stirred and muttered: “God!” It was not profanity, but a prayer, as he said it. He was pulling himself to his feet when a second shaking of the earth threw him down again, his shoulder digging into my ribs. That was the jar at nine minutes past two o’clock.
“What’s exploded?” I gasped.
“That ain’t no explosion,” he returned. “That’s a quake. I was in one, once before.”
Above our heads sounded a dull thud as the fronts of some buildings rocked and collapsed upon the pavement.
“Good-by, New York.” The motorman found his feet and helped me up. “Come along with me,” he ordered; “we got to get these people outa here, somehow.”
“How?”
Behind us, in the wrecked cars, was bedlam.
He slid the front door open, unhooked the guard chains, and dropped down to the roadbed. “Come along,” he ordered. “We’ll go to the next station an’ get us some oil lanterns. We can’t do nothin’ without a light.”
I hesitated about stepping down into the black pit.
“You needn’t be afraid of the third rail,” he assured me. “The juice is off.”
So I stumbled along behind him, more than once tripping on steel supports and columns that had been shaken from their places. We left the madhouse of the wrecked train behind and found ourselves in a silence as oppressive as a tomb. Once he fell upon a girder and I stumbled over him.
As we regained our feet, I noticed a hissing sound.
“What’s that?” I asked.
In another moment, I knew. I could smell the sweetish, sickish odor of illuminating gas. The motorman sniffed the air.
“Broken gas main,” he said shortly. “We got to hustle if those poor devils have a chance, back there.” He broke into a shuffling run. “Hurry,” he urged.
We stumbled on. I was trying to breathe as little and hurry as fast as possible. Ahead of us something roared, like an approaching express train. I realized it was not, just as I instinctively thought to flatten myself against the wall to let it pass. It was the sound of water; it was a deluge of water, pouring into the tunnel like a huge cascade. His feet hit the water first. I heard him splashing.
“There’s a dip at the station,” he called a final warning. “You’ll have to swim for it.”
In another second I was waist-deep in the flood. It hit me like a wave. A second wave lifted me from my feet and I stretched out my arms to swim with a purely instinctive motion of self-preservation. A third wave engulfed me. I felt myself drawn back into the deadly cave from which I was escaping. I swallowed a mouthful of salt water, strangled, gasped, sank. Then my knee hit a rock. Half walking, half swimming I felt a concrete step and above it, a picket fence.
The subterranean deluge had tossed me, like driftwood, upon the platform of the Fifty-first Street subway station.
I never knew what became of the motorman who saved my life by leading me from that wrecked train. Perhaps, with his better sense of direction, he may have reached the platform and escaped. It is more likely that the wave which lifted me up to safety carried him back into the tube.
I clung to the iron pickets, moving along them until I reached an open exit gate. I waded past the deserted ticket-seller’s booth to the steps and crawled, on my hands and knees, up to the street level. My teeth were chattering from the chill of the water.
From the moment of the first shock, when our train left the track, I had been in the most oppressive darkness I have ever known. It was like the interior of the closest room on the darkest night. It was a kind of blackness that weighs one down beneath it. Compared to the tube, Lexington Avenue was light, although there was no moon, no streetlights and no lighted houses. Only the myriad of clear, peaceful stars gleamed overhead. About me, Lexington Avenue was deserted. Looking northward, toward Harlem, I could see an indistinct mob of fugitives crossing the street. They seemed to be moving toward Park Avenue.
Between the spot where I stood and the Kelton where I lived, three blocks below, the street was half-filled with debris; fronts of buildings had crumbled out, effectually blocking all traffic. Under my feet, in the subway from which I had escaped, I could hear the water hiss and boil. At first I wondered where the flood had come from and then I suddenly remembered the tubes to Brooklyn and Long Island. They must have opened during the quake, allowing the river water to surge into the tunnels.
I realized that I must find Mary and her mother, take them to some place of safety, if, indeed, any such spot existed upon the tortured earth. Other refugees have mentioned the same paralyzing experience: the thought that any calamity so tremendous must have been shared by every inhabitant of the globe.
Before I reached the hotel, another shock made me reel in my tracks. That was the final disturbance, recorded at forty-seven minutes past two o’clock, although it does not now seem possible that I was a half-hour in extricating myself from the subway.
Weakened, giddy, I fell in the street. Building fronts and stone cornices, that had been loosened by the former shocks, crashed to the pavement. Before my very eyes the outer wall of a building rocked and slowly, majestically, crumbled into a heap.
A room on the fourth floor was left exposed. In it a baby-grand piano hung precariously poised upon the very edge of the sagging floor.
As I have said, there was no sound or sign of human life near me. I might almost have been in one of those dead cities, like Pompeii, whose ruined dwellings are peopled only by ghosts.
The open doorway of the hotel was partially blocked by carved stone decorations which had fallen from the façade at the sixteenth floor. One huge block had crashed through the pavement into the subway tunnel, leaving a black, gaping hole in which the water gurgled.
The menace of that hole made me dizzy. I crawled around it upon my hands and knees, afraid that I would be seized by vertigo and tumble in. I dragged myself into the lobby.
Arthur Crown, the hotel accountant, was sitting there, quite at his ease. Except for him, the entrance was deserted. He had a candle for light, stuck upon a telephone table, and he was smoking a cigarette. “Hello, Mr. Tennay,” he called, waving me to a chair as casually as if he had been going to chat about the baseball games or the weather. “Have a smoke.” He looked more closely. “Good heavens, man, what happened to you? You’re half drowned.”
“Subway,” I gasped, steadying myself against the table. “I was in a train that—was wrecked. The gas came in, then the water. I swam. They were all drowned.” The horror of it all was strongly upon me. “They all drowned—a whole train full. All drowned.”
He nodded understandingly.
“Sit down,” he insisted. “We’re safer here than anywhere else. Skyscrapers like this are the only buildings that haven’t been damaged. I tried to tell the guests that,” he added as if it were a cause for personal grievance on his part, “but they wouldn’t stay here. Everybody ran for the open.”
“Where did they go?”
“Search me!” Crown shrugged his shoulders. “Do sit down.”
“No, thanks.” Then I made the silliest speech of which I ever was guilty. “Please get my bill, Mr. Crown. I’m leaving.”
Crown threw back his head and laughed until he was forced to wipe the tears from his eyes. When he was able to speak, he replied:
“You’re not checking out tonight, are you? I hope you’re not displeased with our service.” He doubled up with another burst of laughter.
The sound of his mirth brought me to my senses as nothing else would have done. I grinned sheepishly and looked about the lobby. An elevator was wrecked in the shaft; chandeliers had fallen; all the elaborate furnishings were in confusion, covered with plaster and plaster dust.
“It’s Miss Hull, the girl I’m engaged to,” I explained. “We just became engaged tonight. I must find her.”
“Sure.” Crown pointed to my dripping garments. “Better change your clothes, though. And if you have a gun, take it with you. They’re looting already. Here, take this candle.” He lighted a fresh taper from his own and passed it to me.
“Let’s see,” he added; “your brother checked out, didn’t he?”
For the minute I had forgotten Matt.
“That’s good.” Crown said it heartily. “He must have gotten clear of the city before it happened.”
The steel stairs were not harmed. I climbed to my room on the eleventh floor. Slowly I regained a hold upon myself. I stripped off my wet clothes, dressed in my warmest outing suit. I stuffed my money and a few trinkets in my pockets, loaded my old army automatic pistol and fastened it, in its holster, to my belt.
When I attempted to wash my hands, I discovered there was no water. A long time after then we learned how the dams had burst at the artificial lakes. The flood that followed is an epochal story in itself. There was a little drinking water left in my pitcher. I took a long swallow and filled a pint bottle to carry with me.
“So you’re off?” Crown asked, when I returned to the lobby.
I nodded.
“Help yourself to cigarettes.” He pointed to the disordered corner that had been the cigar case.
I blew out the candle and put the stub in my pocket.
“Good luck to you!” Crown shook hands. “I hope you find her—safe. Remember, if there are any more shocks, the new buildings are the safest.”
“Are you left here all alone?” I asked.
“There may be some people up in their rooms,” he replied, “but I guess they all went out in the panic. It was unbelievable here, then. They wouldn’t listen to reason. Well, as I said, ‘Good luck!’”
I walked confidently around the hole in the pavement, which had unnerved me when I entered. Overhead, the stars were shining peacefully.
CHAPTER II
Lexington Avenue was, as I have said, littered with wreckage. I could see no living creature on it. It seemed as if a whirlwind must have accompanied the earthquake and, like a mammoth vacuum cleaner, swept up the thousands of men, women and children who had lived along the street. Above Fiftieth Street the old stone and brick buildings that had so long been a disgrace to the neighborhood were almost entirely leveled, crumbled by the repeated shocks. Some walls had tumbled into the cellars while others had spilled over, like children’s blocks, upon the pavement.
Mary Hull’s apartment was on the other, the west side of the city. I went toward Park Avenue without the slightest premonition of the difficulties I was to encounter. It seemed a simple matter to walk those eleven blocks that separated my hotel from her apartment house.
Indeed, it was a strange betrothal night; an improbable, incomprehensible and yet a fascinating experience. Less than three hours had passed since Mary promised to marry me and I felt that I had lived through a week of terror.
Minutes and yards are sometimes inadequate standards for measuring time and distance. Like Stanley, one may be able to throw a stone across a chasm and spend a month in reaching the spot where the pebble landed. Or one may crowd into a single evening the adventures of a normal lifetime.
My toe struck something soft and yielding that lay upon the pavement. I bent over and lighted a match for the starlight was insufficient illumination to permit me to discover what this object might be. It was the body of a man, face down upon the asphalt, the first of many bodies that I passed. In the man’s arms was a paper-covered bundle, containing his most treasured possessions, I suppose, which he had been carrying when a bit of stone rolled down from a roof and pinned him beneath it. I shivered and went on.
At first glance I thought the sumptuous apartment houses along Park Avenue had scarcely been harmed. “Bond Boulevard,” my brother Matt always called those multiple palaces. They were standing, having survived the crash in all their brick and stone magnificence. But a closer view showed the havoc that had been wrought. Like Lexington, Park Avenue was deserted. Whole sections of the pavement and sidewalk had dropped into the underground passage that lay beneath the street, the tunnel through which the New York Central trains passed to the Grand Central Station. These yawning holes were gigantic mantraps; for from them came the roar and hiss of surging water, showing that the passage had been flooded as well as the subway tubes.
For a minute, I thought it would be impossible for me to cross. However, I discovered that steel girders and even some sections of pavement remained to bridge the street. Upon my hands and knees, I crawled along a ragged steel beam to the center of the street, where a whole block of reinforced concrete had remained in place. There I stood, resting, while I looked up and down the thoroughfare, hoping to see one other survivor. In fact, I had begun to wonder if Crown, seated in the hotel lobby, and I were not the only residents of New York left alive.
High up, perhaps on the tenth floor of an apartment hotel a block below, a flickering candle had been placed in a window. Beside it a dark figure leaned upon the window sill, peering out at the desolation. I was seized with a fever to speak to someone.
“Hullo, there,” I called. “Hullo, there!”
The figure—it might have been either a man or a woman—withdrew the candle and closed the window, evidently frightened by my hail.
In order to reach the opposite curb, it was necessary for me to crawl along the jagged steel beams, the skeleton of the street. As I neared the west sidewalk, I slipped and, for a breathtaking second, I hung above the black hole of the tunnel. The water below seemed to rise up like a living monster, to seize me. My left hand was cut on a sharp steel point, but I hung on and managed to go forward.
The cross street on which I found myself at the end of this perilous journey was made impassable also by holes in the pavement. But I was able to make my way along, avoiding both the holes and the piles of stone and brick. In an open doorway of a shop, stood a little dog. He quivered with fright, even as he growled to warn me away from the stock he was guarding.
Between two large holes in the pavement, pinned in its place by a small avalanche of rubble from a building front, stood a large limousine. Five men and three women were seated in it, all of them wearing evening dress as if they were driving home from the opera. Two of the men sat in the chauffeur’s and footman’s places, the others were in the rear. All of them were smoking but not speaking. It was obvious that the car could not move. They watched me with intent curiosity as I passed them.
A man, running at top speed, turned the corner of Madison Avenue and almost knocked me down as he bumped into me. He was without hat or coat and wore neither collar nor tie. In his right hand he carried a number of bills which he grasped by the middle, crumpling them up as many crapshooters do in the excitement of a game. He solemnly handed me one of the bank notes.
“I’m a stranger here,” he announced breathlessly. “Can you tell me the best way to get out of the city?”
“Good heavens, man, I don’t know that myself.” I returned his money.
Plainly, he did not comprehend my reply.
“These damn foreigners don’t understand English,” he grumbled. Then, turning, he ran away from me, retracing his steps toward Madison Avenue. I followed him.
I found Madison Avenue still passable, although greatly littered with brick and stone, glass and stucco. No cars were to be seen on it and, in fact, no street in Manhattan was open for automobile traffic. The only machines I saw stood wrecked or abandoned at the curbs.
Madison had become the route of many fugitives, all of them moving southward, toward the lower end of Manhattan. I joined this throng and walked with them until near Forty-second Street we found our passage blocked by a twisted heap of steel and a great monument of stone that had been catapulted down. We turned westward through Forty-third Street toward Fifth Avenue.
One man who walked through that block beside me did not seem content, as the others were, to shuffle along silently with his eyes on the ground.
“Went up to Central Park,” he observed, in a colorless monotone of a voice. “Couldn’t get in. Dunno where to go.”
“You couldn’t get in Central Park?”
“Nope.” His words came as if he had memorized them and was now repeating them in his sleep. “There ain’t no room to stand in Central Park, now.”
“You mean that there are so many people in Central Park that one can’t find a place to stand?”
“Yes. An’ when women faint, people walk on ’em. One girl didn’t, though. There wasn’t room for her to fall down. So she didn’t get walked on.”
Our crowd halted. I climbed up a pile of debris that stood on the site of a building and looked over Fifth Avenue. Then it was possible for me to believe what he had told me about Central Park.
* * * *
No spectacle like that march up Fifth Avenue has ever before been staged for human eyes to witness. As far as I could see the great traffic artery was packed solid with a moving mass of human beings. They filled the street from curb to curb, without a break. Because of fallen material and stones, they could not swarm over the sidewalks.
This was not a mob, in the sense that the word is usually used. Rather it was a muster of all humanity, pouring out of every street, from every house, flat and rookery. It crawled uptown at a sick snail’s pace, never quite halting, never really moving. It seemed to me like a river of cooling lava, almost congealed but forced onward by the infinity of pressure pounds behind it.
It was a tremendous parade of the helpless, and of the hopeless, a mighty accumulation of individuals who had reached that crisis of despair when words are impossible. These tens of thousands had been stricken dumb by their common misfortune.
Downtown New York was emptied into that one street, taking part in the pageant of wretchedness and fear. “Rich man, poor man, beggar man, thief, doctor, lawyer, merchant, chief”—all were there, rubbing elbows as they toiled along.
I did not know how to cross that river of fugitives. It was more terrifying than any physical barrier. The individuals in it looked neither to the right nor left, but plodded on. Before my eyes, almost close enough so that I might have helped him, an old man stumbled. He could not rise. The column moved on, grinding out his life beneath it.
I took a deep breath, as if I were about to dive into ice water.
“Excuse me. Let me through,” I shouted.
No one heeded me. Hemmed in, with men and women so close that their bodies pressed against mine, I was carried along with them.
For a minute I was stupefied. Then I went mad, like an animal caught in a thicket. I felt certain that I would be sucked under by this human ebb tide. I used my fists, my knees, my hands and fists. I fought my way through, inch by inch, always remembering the old man who had fallen and then been unable to rise; recalling how quickly the gap had closed up over him.
Those persons who walked in that nightmare silence made no complaint as I struggled. By the time I had landed on the west curb, they had carried me six or seven blocks toward Central Park with them.
I staggered into a side street which was deserted. On either side the old, brownstone residences had suffered considerably. Outer walls had fallen, leaving rooms exposed like stage settings. In the street was a cloud of plaster dust that burned one’s eyes and partially obscured the starlight. Halfway through the block, as I approached Sixth Avenue, a girl suddenly appeared in an areaway, stepping gingerly over the wreckage that lay on the sidewalk.
“Pardon me,” she said.
I could see that she was young and beautiful. She wore evening dress; her bobbed hair was becomingly disordered, and a great jeweled, silver-snake bracelet was coiled about her upper arm.
I stopped.
“Please tell me your name.” She asked it without the slightest hesitation or embarrassment.
“Alexander Tennay. And I live—I mean I did live at the Kelton.”
“Your occupation, please?” The girl smiled.
“I happen to be New York representative of the South Pacific Transportation & Trading Corporation.”
“Such luck!” announced the girl. She took my hand and led me upstairs toward a room where I could hear voices and laughter.
Although much plaster had fallen in the hall, showering the dark woodwork and wainscoting with a white, volcanic dust, although the great glass chandelier had fallen, breaking the newel post and littering the floor with fine bits of glass, one could sense that the house belonged to and was occupied by people of wealth and good taste. At the top of the stairs, my pretty guide threw open a door and led me into a candle-lighted room.
From the shadows beside a piano, two girls came forward into the circle of light. One, blond like my guide, was evidently her sister. The other, a strikingly dashing brunette, seemed vaguely familiar. Two men also rose to greet me.
“Permit me!” began my guide. “Listen, everybody! May I present Mr. Alex Tennay, of the South Pacific something or other. Anyway it sounds interesting.” She turned to me. “My sister, Alice van der Kel. I’m Julia.” Instantly I remembered their identity. They were the daughters of an old Knickerbocker family whose names and photographs had been spread over pages of Sunday newspapers two years before, when they renounced society to become glorified dancers in a Broadway revue.
“This is Georgianna Lee.” The dark girl nodded. I had seen her only two nights before. She was the prima donna of a popular light opera. I bowed. “Franz Erk, the composer,” Julia continued. We shook hands. She pointed to the remaining man. “Cecil Henry.”
“Having all confessed our right names,” Georgianna said with a little burst of silver laughter, “let’s get down to a little serious-minded drinking.”
“But I—I can’t stop,” I murmured. “Why?” demanded, Julia.
“I’m looking for someone, one of my friends.” For some unknown reason I hesitated to say my fiancée. “They live over on the West Side. I’m on my way there.”
“Bet you a hundred she’s not at home,” said Georgianna, while the others roared with laughter.
Erk took a bottle of champagne from a bucket of ice and water. He poured some of the wine into each of six glasses, then filled them up to the brim with anisette.
“Quicker action,” he explained. “We’ll have to drink the wine first anyway, because our ice won’t keep.”
“Thank goodness,” said Georgianna. “I can get tight without worrying over tomorrow’s matinee.”
Julia and I were sitting on a cushioned window seat.
“I can’t stay here, child,” I protested. “I must go. Damn it, I’ve got to find my friends.”
“Of course you’ll stay. You won’t be able to find anybody. You’ll just make yourself unhappy searching for them,” Julia dismissed the matter.
“After the show tonight,” she continued, “Georgianna and the boys came up here for a drink. We were all talking when”—she shivered slightly—“it happened. My friend, Carl—Carl Watkins, you know—ran out.” It was a minute before she finished her story. “Some of the wall fell. His body’s there, on the steps, under those stones. I ran down after him so—I saw it.”
Her breath came quickly, then she recovered and finished in quite a matter-of-fact tone: “Then I saw you coming and—and you looked so alone, too, so I brought you up. We thought, if we all stayed together, we wouldn’t be so—frightened.” Her voice broke.
“You don’t understand.” I made a final, weak protest. “I must find my friend. You see, it’s the girl I’m engaged to.”
“But you won’t find her. You’ll be lost or crushed in the street. It’s hopeless. Isn’t it better to stay here—among friends than be trampled down out there? Here, at any rate, we can be gay tonight, even if there is no tomorrow.”
Someone struck a chord upon the piano.
“No tomorrow. No tomorrow,” the girl repeated. She must have recognized the composer’s touch upon the keys for she did not look up to see who was playing. “The idea stimulates Franz just as it does me. Listen. He’s improvising.”
I surrendered to her logic. After all, she was right. There would be no tomorrow. It was better to meet the end with gayety here, than to be trampled under the feet of fear-maddened fugitives. How could I hope to find Mary?
The piano rumbled with a peculiar kettle-drum syncopation done upon the bass. Then it picked up a thread of melody, set in strangely harmonious Negroid minors. Twice the composer played it through, to fix it in his memory.
Then he repeated the kettle-drum introduction and sang:
“Angel Gabriel’s a-comin’ to the earth.
Listen to the trumpet of the Lord.
Gabriel’s a-blowin’ now for all
he’s worth,
Trumpetin’ the Gospel an’ the Word.
“Blow, Gabriel—
As th’ world
is mendin’, Gabriel,
As th’ world is endin’, Gabriel,
As the Lord is sendin’, Gabriel,
“Blow, Gabriel—
Your chilluns is collected;
Your summons is expected:
Hark
to the Word of Israel.”
The first time he sang it mockingly, inventing words to fit the irresistible beat of the melody. Then, as the words became fixed in his and our minds, he chanted it again with all the fire and spirit of a camp-meeting convert. It echoed through that house like the call to the judgment seat.
“Play something else,” implored Georgianna, “or leave that piano alone.”
It recalled me to my senses. I rose to my feet. “What’s the matter?” Julia pleaded. “Don’t mind Franz’s music. He has fits like that.”
“Sorry!” I said. “I really must go on.” I said good-by and hurried down the stairs and out into the street. I carefully avoided stepping on the heap of stones and bricks beneath which Julia’s friend, Carl, was buried.
In spite of the fact that Sixth Avenue was littered with the wreckage of the elevated line, many refugees were moving along it, a crowd that had eddied back from the congestion near Central Park. I was caught in this human maelstrom and carried along to Fortieth Street before I could free myself. I found Broadway nearly impassable, with great holes in the pavement above the subways. It was with considerable difficulty that I crossed Broadway and Seventh Avenue.
Outside the entrance of the Herald-Tribune building a man was seated on a stone, fixedly regarding the people who passed and repassed near him. There was something familiar about his posture. I walked closer and recognized the man. He was Tom McKay, with whom I had worked in my own reporter days. He had become a sort of night-wire editor for his paper’s news service.
“Hello, Tom.”
“Why, it’s Alex Tennay.” He shook hands as casually as if we had met in the Newspaper Club. “How’s Alex?”
“What are you doing here?” I demanded.
“I’m thinkin’,” Tom groaned. “Hell! Imagine a story like this breakin’, and here I can’t print it or even put it on the wire. Just my luck! I’d like to file ten thousand words. The whole damn world is waitin’ an’ I’m burnin’ to tell ’em an’ I can’t even get a bulletin out.”
“Come with me, Tom,” I suggested. “We’ll try to get out of the city and we’ll find a wire, somewhere.”
“Naw!” He shook his head emphatically. “Got to stay here. Maybe some of the staff’ll show up. If they do, I’ll set ’em to work. I got one fellow in there now, writin’ the lead.” He jerked his thumb toward the interior of the building. “I’ll try to send the first story out by messenger, if I can find a boy. With a story like this breakin’,” he grumbled, “I ought to have a full staff.”
“I’ll take your story with me, if you like. I’m going to get out of the city.”
Tom’s face lighted.
“Honest? Then wait a minute.” He ran inside, reappearing shortly with some ragged sheets of copy paper. “Here’s a lead an’ about two thousand. Mark it ‘follow’ and file it as soon as you can.”
I stuffed the manuscript into my pocket. Tom slapped my back in hearty good nature.
“Think of it, Alex! What a head you could put on a story like this. A two-line streamer of hundred-forty-six-point type:
MILLIONS DIE IN
MANHATTAN!
You wouldn’t ask for anything nicer than settin’ up a page like that.”
“Millions dead? Your praiseworthy desire for alliteration is getting the best of you, Tom.”
“Sure. There must be.” Tom indignantly defended his own estimate of the casualties. “Why, everybody’s dead that lived below Bleecker Street and the last shock took all those that were left, up to Fourteenth.”
“You don’t mean—”
“Didn’t you know? The lower end of the island’s sunk. It went right down into the drink at the second shock. At the time of the third shock, it crumbled off clear up to Fourteenth. Think what that means. World’s greatest financial district and the most congested tenements in the world, all at the bottom of the harbor. I want to do parallel stories; one dealing with the human loss and one about the financial district. Biggest gold reserve in history is hundreds of feet under water. Huh! They’ll find a new kind of fish in the stock exchange.” His voice rose to a thin, treble whine. “I ask you! Is it right? I can’t send a word of it.”
I could scarcely believe the news. “Are you sure?”
“Of course I am. I’ve talked with people who saw it. The fellow who’s writing this went to look for himself. He nearly got caught. By the way, where were you when it happened?”
I told him how I had been trapped in the subway.
“Then you better add a few hundred words of description to the story,” Tom directed. “Don’t forget. And send it off as soon as you can. Every press on the map is waitin’ for it. Good-by, Alex.”
Before I was out of earshot he called after me. “Don’t forget to put on our copyright line.” I waved my arm to reassure him.
Tom McKay cared little what the news might be. It was his job to collect and distribute it, impersonally as an archangel. A million dead was, to him, a mere matter of type, a hundred-and-forty-six-point streamer, in the same way as an automobile accident meant a short paragraph on an inside page.
With comparatively little more trouble, I reached the luxurious apartment house on West Forty-fifth Street where Mary Hull and her mother lived. I was relieved to see that, relatively speaking, it was undamaged. I slipped in the wrecked doorway and, after lighting several matches, found the staircase. As I climbed to the sixth floor, I wondered if all my efforts had not been futile. Almost everyone had sought safety in the open air. Hours had passed since the shocks.
But Mary Hull was calm, clearheaded and intensely practical. Moreover, she was responsible for the safety of her invalid mother. Except as a last resort, I was sure she would not have exposed the older woman to the excitement and the dangers of the street.
I reached the door of their suite and rapped. There was no sound. My heart sank. After the spectacles I had witnessed upon the streets, I realized how little chance there was that I would ever see them again. I then attempted to force the door, thinking I would leave a note for them, in case they returned.
“Who’s there?” came in a man’s voice which I recognized as Bob Wiston’s. “Alex—Alex Tennay.”
“I knew he’d come. I knew he’d come!” Mary’s tone expressed infinite relief.
The door swung open. The room behind it was as dark as the hall where I was standing. Wiston seized my arm and drew me inside, while Mary quickly closed the door.
“I’ll light a candle. I brought one,” I told them. “We don’t dare,” Mary protested. “It isn’t safe.
There are men about the building who are looting. We’ve heard terrible things and once they tried to come in here.”
I struck a match and lighted the candle stub. Then I flipped back my coat and showed them the butt of my pistol. The lighted candle put everyone more at their ease. Wiston lighted a cigar and the atmosphere seemed less tense.
“When did you come?” I asked Wiston. “Immediately after the second shock. I was at the club and I ran here, intending to get my car and drive them to a place of safety. But as soon as I saw the streets, I realized how little driving we would do.”
“You’ve been sitting here in the dark ever since?”
“We wouldn’t let him go out for a candle,” Mrs. Hull explained. “Those men are about.”
There was no use of distressing the women by telling them that the lower end of Manhattan was under water and that another shock might submerge the very district where we were. I insisted, and Wiston agreed with me, that it would be wise for us to walk north, until we reached the high rock ridge near Riverside Drive, the highest part of the island. Mrs. Hull said she felt strong enough to attempt the walk and that she was sure she would feel happier in the open air.
Although nothing was said about it, I sensed that both Mrs. Hull and Wiston had guessed Mary’s and my understanding. Wiston, poor fellow, shook hands with quite unnecessary fervor and assured me I was “damned lucky,” which I did not think applied solely to my escape from the perils of the flooded subway.
I told Mary and her mother to put on warm clothing and to collect their valuables. While they went in the bedroom to dress, taking the candle stub with them, I told Wiston in low tones what had happened to lower New York.
“It seems to me,” I concluded, “that our best plan is to get up to the higher part, in case there is another shock. Even if we cannot cross the Harlem River at One Hundred and Sixtieth Street, relief will eventually come from that direction.”
He assented.
“Anything’s better than waiting here like this. We would have gone before, but Mary insisted that you might come.” He hesitated, and then added, “It would have been pretty tragic if you hadn’t.”
Just then we heard a voice in the hall, outside the door. Wiston whispered the one word: “Looters.”
“Bring that ax,” a man called. “Here’s that door we couldn’t open.”
“Did Mary lock it when she let you in?” queried Wiston, under his breath.
Evidently she had not, for as I rose, drawing my pistol and slipping off the safety catch, the first man spoke again.
“This door ain’t locked now.”
The door opened, admitting two vague figures, both of them carrying electric torches which they turned full on me.
“Put up them dukes, you,” growled the first. “We’re takin’ up a collection for them that’s rendered homeless by the quake.”
I fired before he finished his sentence. Although I am no crack shot, I was only ten feet away and one cannot miss at that distance. The heavy pistol barked like a cannon in the small room. I heard Mrs. Hull scream.
The man pitched forward, toward me, falling on his face. His electric torch, still burning, rolled across the floor, and under the table. The second man snapped off his light and the room was again plunged in darkness. I bent over to secure the flashlight.
That movement saved my life. The second man fired and the bullet crashed into the wall near the spot where my head had been. I lost my balance and fell heavily upon the body of the man I had shot.
Instantly the man in the doorway, believing he had killed me, turned his torch on Wiston.
“Don’t you get fresh,” he warned Bob, covering him with his pistol.
He made a perfect target for me, as he stood there, his light in his left hand. I rolled half-over, pointed my pistol at him, and pulled the trigger. I was so close that the powder flame burned his coat and vest. He stumbled, coughed and toppled over.
“Alex! Alex!” Mary called from the bedroom.
“Are you hurt?”
“No.”
Then I saw the gleam of a moving bull’s-eye of light in the corridor. Evidently other members of the gang were outside. I rolled over the bodies to the door and fired at the source of the light. Two shots replied. I fired again and heard the sound of men running down the stairs.
“It’s all right, Mary,” I shouted to reassure her. Then I secured the torches that had dropped from the intruders’ hands.
Bob armed himself with one of the looters’ pistols, so that we would both be ready in case the gang returned. We dragged the bodies into the corridor, covering them with the blood-soaked rug from the living room, so that Mary and her mother would be spared the sight.
I scouted ahead for looters, while the others followed me quickly down the stairs.
It had been starlit night when I entered the building and when we emerged day was near. The stars were dimmed by a yellow flood in the east. A half twilight veiled the street. About ruined buildings hung a fog of plaster dust. Somewhere north and east, a great column of smoke was rising upward.
But we found the street filled with water. I did not understand where it had come from but Bob Wiston was shrewder.
“I wonder if there will be another?” he whispered.
“Another what?”
“Another tidal wave.”
For the first time that night I really despaired.
CHAPTER III
Daylight came slowly, as if the sun were reluctant to disclose the havoc and ruin which the night had partially obscured. As we reached the higher ground, where the flood of the tidal wave had not inundated the streets, the district seemed less like a city of the dead. There are no words in the language to describe the homeless, bewildered persons we met.
Our plans were vague enough. We knew that we hoped to reach the upper end of the island. There we thought we might find some way of crossing the Harlem River and reaching the mainland. But the people on the streets, moving about as they were in groups that varied in size from a dozen to a thousand persons, seemed to have no plan and, also, to have lost all sense of direction. By irregular routes they walked round and round the blocks where their homes had been.
As the light increased, we observed more details, noted some of the vagaries of the quake’s action. Some blocks of stores and apartments were absolutely leveled. Nearby would be other sections, apparently built of the same material, which seemed to have escaped serious damage.
Eventually we were forced toward Broadway.
There, in spite of the holes in the pavement, we were able to make more rapid progress, for we were less hindered by the crowds of fugitives.
We passed hundreds of abandoned perambulators and go-carts. Soon after the first shock parents had attempted to wheel their children and then, seized by a sudden terror, they had picked them up and carried them in their arms.
Near Fiftieth Street we found four men hammering with iron sledges upon a safe which they had dragged from the wrecked box office of a motion-picture theater. I held my pistol ready for service, but they paid no attention to us as we passed them.
* * * *
I was impressed by the fact that almost every man we met needed a shave. I do not know why I should have observed it, but it stands out as one of the curious things I noticed. And I also noted that many women had clung to their vanity cases. Girls who were wearing only nightgowns, bathrobes and slippers—there were many such—seemed to have carried paint and powder in their hands as their only baggage.
Near Columbus Circle we noticed a sheet stretched tent-fashion over the sidewalk, between two heaps of stone that had fallen from a building front. As we came close to it, we saw a young woman resting under this frail canopy. She was nursing a small baby and, at the same time, perfectly oblivious to our presence, was lining her eyebrows and lips with black and red pencils that she took from her wrist bag.
On the crest of the hill, near Sixtieth Street, we halted and looked back.
Strangely enough, the skyline of Manhattan had suffered little change, that we could see. Most of the big buildings stood intact, although some of the curtain walls and most of the ornamentation and fresco work had been shaken down. Generally speaking, the steel-frame buildings in which the weight of the side walls, floors and roof is carried by steel posts, had suffered little harm. Older and lower buildings belonging to the type known as “wall-bearing construction” because the walls carry the weight of floors and roof, had almost universally collapsed.
Whenever the condition of the street permitted it, our little party walked four abreast. Bob Wiston and I walked on either side of Mrs. Hull, in order to help her as much as possible. Mary walked on my left. Through it all, she and her mother were perfectly composed. Mary, clear-eyed, her light hair scarcely disordered, her smile ready any time that I glanced at her, was wearing a tweed suit and square-toed walking shoes. In that costume she was chic enough to be bound for some pleasure excursion, instead of being in flight from a doomed city.
Mrs. Hull was marvelous. Although she had been a semi-invalid for years, and had been sheltered from every exertion, every anxiety, every care, she rose magnificently to the crisis. Not once did she complain.
Bob Wiston thought of breakfast. He turned us down a side street and made for a doorway. Over it was a delicatessen sign. Instantly I realized that I was ravenously hungry. We found the doorway half-blocked with loose brick that had tumbled down from the wall above. Bob entered, with some difficulty, and passed out what provisions he could find to me. Others had been there before, it seemed.
The breakfast consisted of a jar of pickled lamb’s tongue, a tin of tea biscuits, a cake of pimento cheese and several bottles of mineral water.
Mrs. Hull laughed at the assortment of food.
“A perfect breakfast. Exactly what I would order for myself.”
The mineral water, with a dash of whisky from Bob’s flask, was a godsend. We had all of us been more conscious of thirst than of hunger and I was saving my pint of drinking water for an emergency later in the day. After we had eaten, we gave the food and water that remained to a foreign woman and her twin sons who had watched us with wolfish eyes.
To escape being involved in the mob near Central Park, we walked west. On a street corner, a uniformed policeman stopped us. His face was badly cut and there was a mass of congealed blood upon his tunic. In one hand he held his nightstick. In the other he carried an empty glass jug. At first, as he approached us, I thought he was insane.
“Know where there’s any milk?” he demanded. “No.”
“Or water?”
I shook my head.
“I got to get milk an’ water,” he explained. “I got about thirty kids in there.” He pointed to the ruined front of a store that had been an automobile salesroom. “I got to feed ’em somehow an’ they’re cryin’ thirsty now.”
Mary solved the problem.
“Did you try the soda fountain in the drugstore?”
Across the street, behind a hole in the pavement that marked the route of the subway, was the caved-in entrance to a neighborhood pharmacy. The policeman stared at it and then grinned.
“We might find somethin’ there at that, miss.”
“Let mother rest for a few minutes,” Mary told us. “We’ll try to find some food.”
Mrs. Hull sat down upon the curb. The policeman and Bob dragged a plank from a wrecked scaffolding and used it to bridge the hole in the pavement. I crossed, making my entrance into the store through the shop window. The others followed.
With a cry of delight, Mary unearthed several quarts of milk, a freezer of chocolate ice cream, a case of bottled water and soft drinks, a gallon of drinking water and added to this supply of rations the store’s stock of malted milk and chocolate. The policeman beamed as he surveyed the food.
“Damn!” he remarked, with infinite satisfaction. “They’ll think I’m goin’ to throw a party for ’em.” He stepped to the window and bellowed: “Tim! C’m here, Tim.”
In answer to the hail, a city fireman appeared, taking the provisions as the policeman passed them out and carrying them across the street to the “nursery.”
“Tim’s my nurse girl,” the policeman confided to us. “I was lucky to find him. Them kids has to have a lot of things done for ’em an’ Tim’s a married man. I ain’t,” he added apologetically, blushing deeply out of respect to Mary. He confessed his bachelorhood as if he thought he had been remiss in his duty.
Meanwhile Mary had rummaged through the stock shaken from the shelves behind the prescription desk and located a first-aid pack. In spite of his protests, “Don’t bother with me, miss,” she made the man sit down while she washed and dressed his wound. She must have tortured him when he applied the iodine, for the flesh had been literally stripped from his cheekbone. He sat there through it all, making no complaint.
“If I ever catch me the bozo who gimme this,” he promised, when she had finished, “that lad’ll think he’s met up with another quake. It was right after them first two shocks. I seen him throw an old feller an’ a woman out of their auto. He pitched ’em out on the street an’ was goin’ to ride off by himself. I grabs him, but he up an’ clocks me with a monkey wrench an’ got away.”
“Where was that, officer?”
“Here on this corner, miss.” The policeman inspected the bandage, admiring it in the fragment of mirror that remained behind the soda fountain. “Say, you ought to been a doctor. Well, the boy must of knocked me out. When I come to, I had a fight with a mob on me hands. Then Tim come along. Since then, him an’ me’s been collectin’ our orphan asylum. We got wops an’ Jews an’ Irish an’ Polacks an’ squareheads. An’ there’s some we ain’t been able to classify.”
Mary quite frankly admired him.
“I think it was a wonderful thing for you and Tim to do.”
“Oh, no, miss.” He looked at her with blue-eyed wonder. “Somebody had to do it an’ we was here. You’d be surprised, though,” he added, “how careless folks was with their kids last night.”
“What about your own relatives and Tim’s wife and children?”
The policeman looked away.
“No use worryin’ about them, except we’ll have a Mass said. They lived way downtown below Greenwich Village an’ they never had no chance to get out. It’s all under water now.”
Bob Wiston took his card from his pocket and scrawled upon it the address of his firm in Chicago. He handed this to the officer.
“You’re too good a man to lose track of,” Bob remarked. “Let me hear from you.”
We all shook hands.
“Good luck, officer.”
“Good luck to you and thanks, miss. I’ll tell them kids that their party is on you.”
As I write, other memories of that morning’s walk flood back upon me. The sun, red as the flames of a great fire in Harlem on our right, blazed down upon us.
The panic of the fugitives somewhat diminished. During the hours of darkness scarcely one person had spoken to another. Now they resumed speech and the wildest rumors flew from group to group with incredible speed.
On one corner, we heard that the entire Atlantic seaboard had been destroyed. Boston, Newport, Philadelphia were said to be razed. On the next corner, a woman was telling how the inland cities had suffered, even more than Manhattan. She said Chicago was swallowed up. Of course, there was absolutely no foundation for these tales. Manhattan had no means of communicating with the outside world since the first shock. Nevertheless, everyone seemed to believe the most improbable things.
Somewhere along our route we found the preacher. About a thousand men and women were gathered around him. He was an oldish, undersized man, wearing threadbare clothes and standing upon a heap of wreckage which had once been a house. His voice, shrill and penetrating, reached us perfectly on the outskirts of the crowd.
“Brothers, ye failed to heed the handwriting on the wall.” He spoke in a singsong chant. “So look about. See this great city destroyed for its wickedness. Yeah! Like Sodom it is cast down to perish. Ye have yet time to repent. We are not yet ripe grain for the sickle of the reaper.”
“Amen. Praise the Lord!” cried a man.
“Have a heed lest ye be pulled up with the tares, lest ye be cut down unrighteous in the flower of thy youth; lest, unwilling and unprepared, ye be summoned before the throne.”
“Amen. Amen,” several repeated.
“Brethren, this is the day of the Lord’s harvest. Are ye ready to be judged?”
“No. I ain’t ready to be judged. I ain’t ready for the reaper.” A huge colored woman, the largest I have ever seen outside of a sideshow tent, called out her answer to the preacher’s question. She made her majestic way through the crowd that parted before her, until she was close to the rubble that served as a pulpit. There she flung herself down. “Hear me, Lord. I ain’t ready, Lord. I ain’t fitten to be reaped.”
“Our sister seeks repentance,” shrilled the preacher. “Who is thereto repent with her?” He extended his arms imploringly. “Is there only one in all Sodom to be saved? Send us a sign, Lord. Send us a sign.”
He looked up to the sky, perhaps self-hypnotized into the belief that he would see a flaming chariot. My gaze followed his and, as it did, my ears caught a sound they had not heard for hours—the purring of a motor.
The roar of the motor grew louder. Then, from behind a banked eastern cloud, a great plane dived into view. A gasp of astonishment, almost of fear, went up from the preacher’s congregation. As the plane came closer, I was thrilled to notice the United States Army markings upon wings and body.
“It’s goin’ to bomb us,” called some man who evidently believed he was back in a war zone.
The plane dipped over Central Park and from it fluttered down thousands of scraps of paper. Again and again the plane turned, climbed, dipped, like a hawk over a grain field. It seemed an age before it circled near us and some of the sheets of paper quivered down in our vicinity. But long before they reached us, the flyer had disappeared, sailing toward Brooklyn.
There was a mad rush for the precious scraps. In spite of Mary and her mother’s protest, I joined the milling thousands who were waiting with outstretched hands to snatch one of the sheets from the air. One fluttered near. I jumped, seized it and fought my way back through the press of excited men to Mary and her mother. The preacher was forgotten. Bob displaced him on the rostrum and read the message aloud to the gathering:
EXECUTIVE PROCLAMATION
To the People of the City
of Greater New York:
The nation joins me in sending you every possible expression of sympathy. The nation promises immediate and tangible aid. The calamity which you have suffered is without parallel in the history of mankind. It has shocked the world.
Relief work is being organized as this is written. To facilitate it, the officer commanding the military in the stricken area will enforce strict martial law.
Because of the unparalleled interruption of transportation, it may not be humanly possible for
relief trains to reach you today. Remain calm.
Remember that every resource of the government, the entire strength of the army and navy, the facilities of many corporations and private individuals are being taxed to supply your needs.
The proclamation, dated at Washington at four o’clock that morning, was signed by the President of the United States. I believe that those handbills, distributed by plane, did more real good than any other single item of the relief work.
The preacher attempted to resume his sermon. His words fell upon deaf ears.
Bob Wiston thought it would be wise for us to return to the apartment and wait there until aid arrived. But I insisted that, because of the shortage of food and water, our best plan was to push forward and meet the relief columns.
About noon we reached One-Hundred-and-Sixty-fifth Street. Looking down from the cliff, where the Polo Grounds had stood, we saw that the usually placid Harlem River that separates Manhattan from the mainland had been on a terrific rampage. The whole valley was strewn with wreckage. The tidal wave had swept between the cliffs, demolishing every structure that the quake had spared. Against the stone piers of ruined bridges, great heaps of driftwood had been piled.
Two miles above, at High Bridge, we could see a few adventurous men crossing from the New York to the Bronx bank, walking with comparative safety upon the wrecked boats, scows, houses, wooden piers and houseboats which the water had piled into a huge, misshapen heap. This was grounded upon the pier stumps and the ruins of the great stone causeway.
“There’s our only chance to get across.” Bob pointed to it.
“If those men can cross there,” replied Mrs. Hull, “I think we can manage, too.”
To understand how this river barrier had come into existence, one must imagine the miles of docks and shipping that stretched from the Brooklyn Heights district and the Battery on either bank of the East River, up past Welfare Island, to the entrance of the Harlem. Along these miles of water front, every scow, boat, yacht, many of the piers and storehouses themselves, had been snatched up by a moving wall of water that had risen like a tide in the lower Bay. Nothing quite like it was ever seen before. It must have been a magnificent spectacle when that huge wave concentrated in the upper reaches of the harbor.
As we approached the barricade on the High Bridge piers, the river had sunk back to its normal level, although a strong current held downstream, running from the Hudson River toward the Bay.
A wrecked ferryboat rested on the mud and rocks of the Manhattan bank. We climbed through it to the upper deck and from there managed to reach the top of the wreckage, fully fifty feet above the water.
“Giants have been playing jackstraws with our belongings,” said Mrs. Hull to Mary.
Beneath our feet, heaped up by forces whose power dwarfs man’s comprehension, were huge harbor lighters. They might have been the knickknacks of a child’s playroom, drifted to one end of a bathtub. Great timbers that had been piles and heavy planks were twisted by the pressure into fantastic shapes. It was something like a logjam, except that the component parts were larger than any logs. A half-dozen wooden freight cars, swept up from some railroad yard, were mere infinitesimal portions of the whole.
It was easy to see why more persons had not used the wreckage as a bridge. Every foot of progress from the west to the east bank meant climbing over barriers, all so slippery that we constantly risked a fall to the riverbed. Mary made her way without assistance. But Bob and I had to lift her mother bodily at times.
So we toiled across, paying no heed to shouts of “Look out there,” that came from a group of men on the bank we had quitted. Once I peered over the edge of the pile and thought I noticed the water beneath us was running more swiftly.
A mangled yacht, quite a fine one, barred our path. It lay on its side but a jagged hole in the hull permitted us to crawl through into the cabin and up the companionway to the deck. There we let ourselves down on a mass of tangled planking and railroad ties. The last barrier was a sort of raft, perhaps a former floating wharf. As we were climbing up it I felt a movement beneath my feet. Startled, I looked upstream.
The tidal wave was returning.
The water had been sent up the Hudson River, between the palisades until it massed below the flats at Albany. Now the whole tremendous flood was sweeping back toward the sea. It was coming down the channel like a torrent that follows a broken dam. It was a great, swelling, racing tide that carried whole houses on its crest.
Even as I looked, a preliminary movement made the wreckage creak and groan. A higher wave was close behind. In another moment we would be swept away.
I took Mrs. Hull in my arms, shouted a desperate “Quick!” to Mary and Bob Wiston and climbed up the slippery timbers that were canted toward us. I missed my footing and fell heavily. Mrs. Hull was not injured. Mary and Bob helped me to my feet. We struggled on.
“Wait! Wait just a minute!” groaned Bob, as if he were pleading with a reasoning force. Tight-lipped and tense, Mary offered no protest or complaint.
Dirty, muddy, foam-specked water boiled up beneath our feet. The planks moved. A great snapping and screeching told of the strain upon the timbers.
The raft or platform was tilted at an angle of almost thirty degrees toward the center of the river. The flood poured over the top of the barricade. We stood helpless and I realized that we were lost.
Suddenly, as we were about to be drawn back into the maelstrom, the water raised under the outer edge. The whole mass of wreckage heaved. Our raft righted and then tilted forward, literally catapulting us across it and landing us, safe, upon the terraced platform of the parkway, above the site of the old High Bridge railroad station.
Just as we reached the secure footing of masonry and rock, the river seemed to mark us as its victims. Mary and Bob were a step in advance. I handed Mrs. Hull to them when the water rose and reached my waist. It would have sucked me downward, had not Mrs. Hull held the lapels of my coat with a tenacity and muscular strength one would not have dreamed was concealed in her thin white hands. For a moment we all tottered on the brink, then they dragged me ashore. As I turned to look back, the crest of the flood passed, carrying with it out to sea every stick of the great jam that had composed our bridge.
Exhausted by the physical and mental strain of those few tortured seconds, we sat down. It was some time before anyone spoke.
“Gosh,” Bob sighed, “that was a close connection.”
We all laughed hysterically.
We finished the whisky in Bob’s flask and then walked slowly up the hill toward the Grand Concourse and the Boston Post Road.
Although the shocks had not been as severe in the Bronx as in Manhattan Island, the miles of apartment houses seemed to have suffered more than the buildings in downtown New York. Engineers say that this was due to improper methods of construction. In the main, however, the scenes were identical with those we had witnessed before. There were the same helpless, surging crowds of fugitives. As we approached a corner Mary seized my arm.
“Look!” She pointed to a message printed in chalk upon a wall of one of the few undamaged buildings. “There’s your name.”
Someone had printed “Alex Tennay” there. Below my name was an arrow pointing out the Boston Post Road and below that the words, “Watch the arrows. About three miles.”
Uncomprehendingly, I stared at the message. I was the only Alex Tennay listed in the New York telephone directory, but I could not imagine who had this interest in communicating with me. A few blocks farther on, we saw the same message again.
We proceeded with no little difficulty through mobs that either stood listlessly in the street or moved to and fro in ceaseless, aimless wanderings. Then we heard traffic whistles. The people opened a road through the center of the street.
There was a long column of infantrymen, four abreast, route marching. The men were dirty, tired, sweating, burdened with full cartridge belts and packs from which protruded their packages of emergency rations. A wild, hoarse cheer went up from the refugees who lined their path. A first lieutenant walked smartly at the head of the column. He kept calling out:
“Rations in the rear, folks. Rations in the rear.” The regiment filed past, their colors cased as if they were moving into a war zone. Following them came an engineers battalion, with its train, their pontoons for bridges hauled by tractors. Next was a smart squadron of cavalry, preceding a complete field hospital. Then came miles of motor trucks, commandeered from corporations and private owners but manned by soldiers. The trucks literally groaned under the weight of supplies.
“You’ll find a tent city and rolling kitchens up about four miles,” called the men.
It seemed that the column would never end. Behind the army units was a navy and marine relief train from the Boston Navy Yard. More soldiers followed them, with supply trains, artillery batteries, although the horses hauled loaded wagons instead of guns. It seemed like a view of troops pouring into a captured city.
When the final detachment had passed, we walked northward again. At frequent intervals we found the “Alex Tennay” message with the arrow pointing. In the late afternoon, I discovered the final guide sign. The name had been printed upon a board nailed to a tree and the arrow pointed down to a handsome closed car that was parked below it.
“There’s my friend,” I remarked.
“I’m afraid he won’t give us a ride,” Bob returned. “There are no wheels on that car.”
It was true. The wheels had been taken off and the car jacked up on piles of bricks.
“Maybe he thought you’d bring wheels with you,” Mary suggested.
I went closer. Two men were sleeping inside the car. My hand was upon the door before I realized the identity of one of them. “Matt,” I shouted. “Matt!”
My brother sat up. The interior of the car was piled high with something that was covered by a blanket. He greeted us casually as if the meeting was the most natural thing in the world.
“Hello, folks!” Matt rubbed his eyes. He expressed no surprise at seeing us there together. With another person this matter-of-fact attitude might have been a pose. With him it was merely a logical conclusion of a natural phenomenon which he would no more question than he would a rainy morning in April.
“I waited around here,” Matt said, “because I thought maybe you’d like to run up to my farm for a few days. That is,” he grinned, “if you can spare the time from your offices.” He shook the man asleep beside him. “Wake up, ‘Skinny.’ Our gang’s here.”
The companion, a youth I had never seen before, jumped down from his bed.
“Skinny hired out to pick apples for me,” Matt nodded at his helper. “I hired him between the second and third shocks, last night. After the train ran off the track at Peekskill.”
“Can’t we get some wheels for your car?” Bob Wiston was plainly puzzled at Matt’s attitude. He was not quite sure that Matt was sane.
“Of course, I have the wheels. I’ve been sleeping on them,” Matt hauled them out from beneath the robes. “I thought if we hid ’em, nobody would try to take this bus away from us. There’s something discouraging in trying to steal a car without wheels. Skinny and I’ll put ’em on while you eat. Then we’ll get rolling.”
We ate soup, beans and hardtack at a cavalry rolling kitchen. Then I found a signal-corps telegraph and, for a small consideration, prevailed upon the sergeant in charge of it to send the news story which McKay had given me.
Matt explained the presence of the car.
“I met Skinny and hired him. Then we decided to come back from Peekskill and find you. The road was full of automobiles then. We were looking for a car when two fellows came along with this. They didn’t look to me as if they owned it, so I stopped ’em and asked to see their license. They jumped out and ran away. So, seeing they’d abandoned it, I thought I’d take care of it for the real owner.”
By daylight, we had driven far out of the quake zone. About lunchtime we reached Mart’s farm.
I slept nearly twenty-four hours. When I finally awoke, bathed, shaved and ate, my brother’s housekeeper informed me that Mrs. Hull was resting comfortably, little the worse for her adventure. Bob Wiston, she said, had gone to Chicago on business. “Where’s Mary?”
“Your brother took her down to the packing house. They are loading a car of fruit and she wanted to see it.”
Mary was there, seated upon a nail keg, watching Matt’s skillful movements as he pressed and headed the barrels of apples which Skinny rolled to a waiting truck. There was nothing in the appearance of any of them to suggest that they had seen a city wrecked, the most complex civilization of the modern world destroyed.
“Why,” I exclaimed, “you’re shipping out fruit.”
“Sure.” Matt’s sardonic expression reminded me of the night before the quake, when he stood upon the hotel roof and told me how unimportant New York really was. “You didn’t expect me to quit work because the New York market is gone, did you? People eat apples in other cities.”
He tightened the chime hoop.
“That’s what I tried to tell you,” he added. “All the importance of New York, all your importance and the importance of your friends, existed in your mind.” Matt drove a nail. “It fooled others besides you. Markets were all shot to the devil yesterday, but they’ve recovered today.”
“Matt says New York reminds him of the lady,” Mary interposed. “‘Few noticed when she died, but, ah, the difference to her.’”
I said nothing. Matt tipped the barrel over for Skinny to roll away.
Matt began to head another barrel.
“It took an earthquake,” he announced, “to show you sophisticated people what we dubs knew. This country is so damned big that one New York more or less makes no difference.”
Down on the railroad track a train whistled for the crossing. Out on the highway, a milk truck rattled past. I picked up the morning paper, which Mary had glanced through. The headline caught my eye.
RELIEF ORGANIZED
 NO PANIC IS FEARED
I did not stop to argue the point with Matt. The evidence was all on his side. I took Mary Hull’s arm and led her back into the cool shadows of the packing house, where tiers of barrels concealed us from observation. I kissed her. It was our betrothal kiss, postponed for two days.
“Matt is wrong about the relative importance of things,” Mary whispered. “This is all that matters. Let’s go back and tell him so.”



BRIDE OF THE APE, by Harold Ward
It was dark—abysmally dark. There was not even a star in the heavens to relieve the fathomless blackness that surrounded us on all sides—a blackness intensified a thousandfold by the fierce wind howling down from the mountains. It bit into the very marrow of our bones chilling the blood in our veins, benumbing us, making every step a torture.
And behind us, its stealthy movements hidden by the ebony curtain of the night, was the thing. For the past hour it had dogged us, spying on our every motion, stopping when we stopped, always keeping just outside our range of vision. Yet we could hear its soft padding; it was always in our rear regardless of what way we turned.
Once it coughed hackingly. I whirled on my heel, my gorge rising, for the sound seemed right at my elbow. My swinging fist touched only empty space. I caught a momentary gleam of its phosphorescent eyes as it leaped back into the darkness. My cigarette lighter was in my pocket; I held it in my benumbed fingers and snapped the flint. The flame was only for a second; then the raging wind extinguished it, but it brought a low, menacing snarl from the thing behind us—a bestial, half-human growl of anger.
It was our wedding journey. Married only the day before, we had started by automobile for the home of Betty’s uncle in the mountains. Either the attendant at the filling station back in the little village through which we had passed had given us the wrong direction or we had misinterpreted what he had said. The coming of nightfall had found us in a narrow, tree-bordered lane apparently far from any human habitation.
Then, to make matters worse, a spring had broken, rendering the car completely useless.
We had not passed a house since turning into the side road five or ten miles back; by the law of averages, there should be one ahead. Averse to leaving Betty while I sought for help, I had allowed her to accompany me.
Since then we had wandered miles, it seemed, without sighting a sign of life. Meanwhile the weather had changed; the wind was howling down through the canyons of the foothills in a perfect hurricane, freezing us to the very bone. We had lost all idea of direction, for even our senses were becoming deadened under the strain; only the fact that the trees and underbrush had been cleared away kept us on the road.
Then, from behind, came the soft pad of feet heralding the approach of the accursed thing that was now following us. The constant menace acted as a tonic to our jaded nerves, quickening our muscles, putting us on the qui vive.
Along the long, bleak trail, I stumbled across a rough club. Picking it up, I brandished it in my hands. The feel of it strengthened me and gave me renewed courage.
Dimly, through the swaying trees, we saw a light. Taking Betty more firmly by the arm, I quickened my footsteps. The narrow lane brought us to a fence. Skirting it, we approached the house from the side.
There was nothing eerie or particularly forbidding about the rambling old structure that loomed like an uncouth spot of blackness in the frame of the starless night a hundred yards away. The light gleamed from a single window on the lower floor, casting a sickly beam through the heavy foliage. Yet a chill of apprehension swept over me that left me colder than the mountain wind. Betty shuddered, too. Involuntarily my arm sought her waist and I drew her closer. Some subtle sixth sense told me to flee; I fought it back, for to remain outside exposed to the constantly increasing cold for the remainder of the night meant but one thing—death. Had it been the howl of a ghoul in the midst of a graveyard, I would have welcomed it on Betty’s account.
It was the fence, I told myself, that was bothering me. Yet I could see but little of it by the light shining through the single window. Fully twenty feet in height, it was made of tightly meshed wire fastened to high posts from the top of which extended cross pieces overhanging the interior and also tightly wired. It reminded me of a prison enclosure I had once seen.
* * * *
Betty’s hold on my arm suddenly tightened. “Listen!” she whispered hysterically.
At the same moment my toe struck something and I sprawled forward on all fours, my hands extended to break my fall. For an instant my fingers touched dead flesh.
I leaped to my feet with an exclamation of horror, groping in my pocket for the cigarette lighter. I snapped the flint. The flame flared up for a second, flickered in the howling wind…died.
Yet in that heart-stopping flash I saw what caused me to reel backward, a shriek of terror on my lips. The naked body of a woman lay before me—a weird, misshapen creature, her form twisted and warped, her lips drawn back over her fangs in a grimace of horrible malignancy. Her throat was torn—ripped as by some wild beast in a frenzy of demoniacal anger. Even her breasts, huge, pendulous—were slashed and smeared with gore.
For a moment horror robbed me of the power to move. I heard Betty’s breath come in a scream—a shriek that was cut off in the middle as a huge shape plunged out of the darkness and seized her in its powerful arms.
Again she gave voice to her terror as the diabolical thing pulled her away from me back into the darkness. I caught a momentary glimpse of a bloated, spiderish body with short, stubby legs and long muscular arms, its enormous shoulders surmounted by a shaggy head, the matted hair of which hung over glittering, bloodshot eyes.
For an instant I was paralyzed with fear—unable to stir hand or foot. It lifted Betty bodily, holding her with one arm against its barrel-like chest; with the other it tore at her clothes. She shrieked wildly. Her voice galvanized me into action and I leaped forward. The accursed thing appeared to have the power to see in the dark, for it struck me a stinging blow on the head that sent me to my knees, my faculties benumbed.
It leaped backward into the pocket of blackness, chuckling harshly. Betty screamed again and again in a frenzy of fear. I gained control of my shattered senses and charged once more. Hampered as it was by Betty’s dragging weight, I caught up with it and crashed the stout hickory club down upon its shaggy head with all my strength. The beast roared with rage and flung its huge bulk forward, my loved one still fighting futilely against its nauseating embrace. I dodged its mad rush and struck again. The stick broke across the monster’s skull. Wild with anger, it hurled Betty aside and leaped at me, its teeth grinding together in a paroxysm of madness. Again I managed to dodge it.
“Run…Betty!” I gasped. “The house…!”
The accursed thing was upon me. I sprang away from it…but too late. Its club-like arm struck me a wild, swinging blow that sent me crashing to the ground a dozen feet away. It was upon me before I could pull myself to my feet. I felt its stubby fingers twisting themselves about my throat. Its face was close to my own, its fetid breath fanning my cheek as it snapped at me with its gnashing fangs. I threw my arm upward in a futile gesture of self-preservation. The movement was a lucky one, for the jagged end of the broken club crashed into the bestial face. The beast’s own weight, rather than my puny strength, drove the sharp point to the bone.
It leaped away from me squealing with pain. Through the darkness I could see it clawing at its face as it strove to pull the weapon from its flesh. I dragged myself to my feet and, turning, raced after Betty. She was already on the tumbledown porch, her tiny fists pounding a frenzied tattoo on the wooden panels of the door.
“Help! Help!” she shouted.
The door was jerked open and a man stared out at us; the rays of the lamp suspended from the ceiling brought out his tall, gaunt figure in bold relief. Despite my excitement, I noted that he was wearing a tattered dressing gown, the front of which was stained as from acid or chemicals.
“What is wanted?” he demanded.
I halted him with a gesture. Leaping inside, I dragged Betty after me and, hastily slamming the door, I plunged home the bolt.
“Attacked by…wild beast!” I managed to ejaculate pantingly. “Drove it off…may be following us…”
He turned and looked at us curiously. His eyes were sunken, his face so emaciated as to give his countenance a skull-like appearance.
“Beast?” he exclaimed. “You say that you were attacked by some sort of animal? What do you mean? There have been stories…”
He led the way into a small study. It was the room, through the window of which we had glimpsed the light, for the shade was partly raised. The walls were lined with built-in bookcases, filled to overflowing. In the center of the room was a large table upon which were piled other books and manuscripts over which he had evidently been working when we made our precipitate entrance.
He motioned us to chairs and turned to us wonderingly.
“I do not understand…?” he mused. “There have been strange tales, as I say. I have discounted them as silly rumors. You are certain…?”
I pointed to Betty’s torn garments—to my coat ripped by the creature’s sharp nails as if by a knife.
“Our appearance bears out my statement,” I snapped. Then, as he seated himself at the desk, I hastily sketched what had happened—the breaking down of the automobile, our long tramp through the chilling cold and darkness, of the thing that had trailed us for hours, the discovery of the dead woman among the underbrush and the sudden attack of the fur-coated monster a moment later.
The old man stared at us questioningly, his glance shifting from one to the other. Taking a huge pipe from the desk, he stuffed it with tobacco and, lighting it, took a short turn about the room.
“It seems fantastic…unbelievable,” he said finally, stopping his restless pacing for a moment. “Yet, as you have said, your appearance bears out your statement. If you will pardon the assertion, I have been wondering if the cold…and your privations…have not…”
He stopped in the middle of the sentence, allowing the remainder to go unsaid.
“But we will not quibble now,” he smiled. “The young woman is almost spent. Let me offer you some refreshment. My name is Bixby—Professor Bixby—a poor scholar come to this old place to work out certain theories. I wanted a place where I might have solitude. I can offer you but little, yet I do not want to appear unhospitable. I—”
Betty screamed.
“The window!” she gasped. “The…thing!”
She leaned forward, her face twitching with excitement, her eyes filled with terror.
Bixby whirled as I leaped to my feet. Pressed against the glass was a flat, hairy face, the thick lips drawn back over fang-like teeth, the matted hair hanging down over a tiny forehead. The creature’s eye—bloodshot, flashing with anger—glared at us malevolently. Bixby gave a sudden exclamation and took a step forward. The diabolical creature leaped backward; we heard the crash of its body as it dashed through the underbrush.
For an instant the old scholar appeared petrified. Then he rushed to the door opening into the hall and clapped his hands together in a sort of signal.
“Jarbo!” he rasped excitedly. “Come…quickly!”
The summons was answered by a huge black—a powerful, broad-shouldered creature with a tiny head and a face almost as evil as the accursed thing that had glared at us through the window. For an instant his glance hovered over us appraisingly, shifted to Betty’s slender form—then turned reluctantly again to the old man. Bixby was addressing him rapidly in some foreign jargon. At the finish of the speech the black nodded and, with another glance at Betty, shuffled out of sight.
“Jarbo is an Algerian and speaks but little English,” our host explained. “He is absolutely fearless. I have told him to go after the creature—he will be armed, of course. Meanwhile I have sent him for refreshment.”
He resumed his restless pacing, stopping again and again to glance at us. A question seemed on the point of his tongue—a question he seemed averse to giving voice to. The big black came back into the room carrying a tray on which was a decanter of wine, some bread and cold meat, thinly sliced.
Bixby apologized.
“We eat sparingly, Jarbo and I,” he said as the black deposited the tray on the table. “When a man reaches my age, he is apt to overstuff himself.”
Again I noted the quick glance of the black man rest on Betty’s slender loveliness. Bixby muttered something to him. He grunted an unintelligible reply and shuffled out. A moment later we heard the front door slam. Bixby scowled, then waved his hand toward the meager fare.
“Help yourselves, my friends,” he said. “I dined hours ago.”
We lost no time in accepting his offer. Despite our weariness, we were very hungry, for we had not eaten since noon and our strength had been sapped by the hardships we had gone through. The wine dissipated the chill that had permeated to our bones, racing through our veins like molten metal, filling us with a delicious warmth that was succeeded by a feeling of lassitude.
In spite of my efforts to control myself, I caught myself yawning and a great desire for sleep swept over me. I glanced at Betty; her curly blond head was pressed against the cushion of the chair and her eyes were closed. From the rise and fall of her breast, I knew that she had given way to the stupor I was fighting against. Bixby was watching us, his saturnine face twisted into a grin of triumph. I tried to speak to him; my tongue clove to the roof of my mouth…
Then consciousness left me.
* * * *
I was in a great pit from which I was struggling to escape. Time after time I almost reached the top; my fingers reached up to pull myself out, but I always slipped back again…down…down…never reaching the bottom. Sometimes I floated on thin air—a gossamer, wraith-like thing of feathery lightness; again I was stone-heavy, sinking like a plummet.
Someone was screaming—shrieking wildly for help. I knew subconsciously that it was Betty calling to me—that I was fruitlessly trying to get to her. I tried to open my eyes. The lids seemed glued down. Again and again I almost succeeded, only to sink back again into that bottomless pit of abysmal blackness from which I was struggling to escape. I was unable to move hand or foot; I wondered in a hazy, impersonal sort of way if I was paralyzed.
Something within my brain suddenly snapped and I was awake, pulling at the bonds which held me. Somewhere in the distance Betty was screaming. This time there was no hallucination—it was real. As consciousness swept over me I realized that I was bound; I was lying in the darkness, trussed like a fowl for the market.
And Betty—my wife of a day—was appealing to me, begging me to come to her assistance.
“Bob! Help me, Bob! Please…please help me!”
The inertia was dragging me down again. I fought it off and struggled to collect my scattered faculties. A tiny buzzer in my brain kept telling me to wake up—to go to her rescue. Yet I was unable to move a muscle. It was an effort to even think. She screamed again as if in pain. I jerked at my thongs with a desperation born of despair. Something gave way and I felt myself dropping.…
* * * *
I brought up with a thud, my head crashing against some solid object that stunned me for a second. The realization swept over me that my bindings were a bit looser. I twisted my body; every movement sent a twinge of pain racing through my muscles, but each jerk added to my freedom. Finally I managed to get one hand free. I reached out exploringly. My groping fingers told me that I had been tied to an ancient iron bedstead, the rope was looped around the head posts. In my struggles I had pulled the rickety affair apart.
It took me but an instant to untwist the thongs with which I had been bound. I dragged myself out of the wreck and stood swaying in the darkness, my head spinning like a gyroscope. A feeling of horrible nausea swept over me and I toppled forward. My outstretched hand brought up against the wooden panels of a door. I slid to my knees, my fingers twisted around the knob. The door opened at the touch; I stumbled, face downward, into a dimly lighted hallway.
For an instant I lay there, too sick and weak to move. Then, as my breath came back to me, I dragged myself to a sitting position.
Betty was shrieking madly.
“Please…oh, please!” she sobbed. “Please…for the love of God, have mercy!…Oh, Bob…come!”
The sound came from a room a short distance down the hall. The terror-stricken voice of my wife pleading for mercy went through me like an electric shock, galvanizing me into action. I shook off the nausea and, pulling myself to my feet, charged like an angry bull.
The door of the room was open, the light streaming out into the hallway. I halted at the threshold, my faculties paralyzed for an instant at the unholy sight which met my horrified eyes.
It was a huge room into which I gazed, made, it appeared, by tearing the partition from between two smaller rooms. Fitted as a laboratory, painted a spotless white, the walls were lined with shelves overflowing with bottles, beakers and test tubes.
In the center was a low divan. Upon it Betty was stretched. She had been nearly divested of her garments. Her slender white arms were drawn above her head. There was scant concealment of any secret of her slim body. Beside her, fastened by a long rope attached to a leather girdle about its middle, was the creature that had attacked us in the darkness. I saw now that it was a monster gorilla.
The rope, attached to a ring in the wall, held it away from her. Its hair-covered, stubby fingers reached out for her—tried to caress her smooth, satiny flesh—tried to fondle her in a diabolical and unholy embrace. It whimpered appealingly, its tiny, bloodshot eyes gloating over her youthful beauty as it strove with all its gigantic strength to stretch the rope which held it from her.
At a table close beside them stood Bixby, a long white smock clothing his emaciated form. He hovered over the delicate apparatus, his long, skinny fingers darting here and there, his cavernous eyes glancing gloatingly at the terrible scene that was being enacted before him.
“In a moment,” he crooned soothingly to the whining monstrosity at the end of the rope. “In a moment, my pet. Then I will wield the knife. Her blood will be in your veins and your rich, red corpuscles will go charging through her slim, white body, mixing with her blood. Then…then she will be yours…”
The accursed thing whimpered understandingly. It turned its shaggy head to him for an instant and whined like a dog.
Bixby selected a slender knife from the glittering array on the table. For an instant he held it aloft, examining its razor-sharpness. Nodding with satisfaction, he took a step forward and bent over the nude form on the divan, his sunken eyes searching for the vein he was about to open.
Betty screamed again. In her agony, she turned her head. Her eyes met mine. In them was a look of pathetic appeal. She sensed my weakness—knew that there was but little I could do to save her. Yet her movement broke the spell that seemed to have been cast over me and I charged forward with an angry bellow. Bixby turned as my hands reached for his scrawny throat The blade dropped from his fingers and he lunged for the revolver that lay in an open drawer beside him.
Betty screamed.
“Bob! Watch out!” she shrieked.
I whirled. But too late. I caught an indistinct glimpse of the huge black as he struck. His great fist crashed against my head and I went down like an ox.
* * * *
I was out only for a second. Yet the single blow paralyzed my nerve centers, making it impossible for me to move. Things happened with kaleidoscopic rapidity. As in a trance, I saw the big black leap forward and claw with feverish rapidity at the bindings which held Betty to the couch. “Jarbo’s…she is Jarbo’s!” he snarled. “No give to ape-man this time.”
Bixby’s saturnine face was flushed with anger. “Leave her alone, damn you!” he roared. “She is the first that he really seemed to care for. Do you think, you fool, that you are going to spoil my great experiment…now?”
He leaped forward, his talon-like fingers grasped around the butt of the gun.
The crazed black pushed him back with a sweep of his huge arm. The old man crashed against the table, upsetting it; the apparatus tumbled over the floor in wild disarray. He dropped to a crouching position, the gun raised, his thin lips drawn back over his teeth in a snarl of anger.
“Leave her alone!” he snapped.
The big black took a step forward, his huge fists doubled.
“Jarbo’s!” he growled.
Bixby fired. The black staggered back as the leaden slug sunk into his vitals. Then he gathered his huge body together and hurled himself forward. His fist crashed against the old man’s jaw, bringing the head back with a sudden jerk. Then his great fingers closed around the scrawny throat. There was a snap of breaking bones.
Raising the form of his victim above his head, the burly black threw the old man across the room. Then, turning, he leaped back to Betty.
The ape-man gave vent to a wild, insane roar. He lunged forward, maddened at the sight of blood and the death of his master. Its terrific lunge broke the rope. Jarbo turned to meet the mad rush. They went down together, the ape and the black, clawing, biting, in a battle to the death. The sinewy fingers of the gorilla sought the other’s throat—found it. I saw the black’s eyes bulge from their sockets under the terrific pressure.
All this, I say, transpired in less time than it takes for me to tell it. Dazed though I was, Betty’s frightened scream brought me to my senses. The revolver had fallen almost beside me. I seized it and, jamming it against the hairy head of the horrific monstrosity, pulled the trigger. The ape-man’s death grip on the black’s throat relaxed. He kicked spasmodically, then rolled over…dead.
There was a crash as the front door was forced open. Then a squad of state policemen charged into the room, guns drawn. With them was the attendant at the oil station.
“One of my men found your abandoned car an hour ago,” the sergeant in command told me as he assisted me to my feet. “When the attendant at the filling station identified it, we lost no time in getting here. There have been several women missing of late and all clews have centered on this locality. We were just outside when we heard the shots…”
I picked up the surgeons’ knife from the floor and cut Betty’s bonds. Then, wrapping a cover about her trembling form, I assisted her to a chair. It took me but a moment to tell the officer what had happened.
“That explains the disappearance of the women—up to a certain point,” he said thoughtfully. “On the other hand, there are a lot of things I don’t understand.”
“The black’s still alive, sergeant,” one of the men who had been prowling through the room, interrupted.
The sergeant bent over the wounded Algerian and called for a first aid kit. As it was brought, he poured a bit of liquor between the thick mutilated lips. Jarbo stirred…opened his eyes.
“Master dead…ape dead,” he gasped, his eyes turning on me. “Pretty soon Jarbo die. You keep woman…”
* * * *
Dying, the big black wheezed out his story to the officers while Betty and I sat in the background shuddering at our narrow escape.
Bixby, a scientist of renown, had been dismissed from his post at one of the great universities because of his fantastic theories and radical experiments.
An anthropologist and biological chemist, Bixby had been obsessed by the idea of fusing blood of powerful lower animals with that of white women—to build up the racial stamina, weakened by the artificialities of modern life.
If there’d been any basis of fact for this obsession, the secret had died with him. But it was known that if the transfusions had proved successful, Bixby had intended selling the discovery to one of Europe’s madmen, so that the blood of the jungle would aid the mothers of a dictator nation to produce more cannon fodder.
Finding the old house in the foothills, he had purchased it and, by means of advertisements in metropolitan newspapers, had attracted several girls to the isolated spot under the guise of housekeepers. Once they were in his power, he had gone ahead with his diabolical schemes. All had died under his experiments save one—a half-witted creature little above the animals herself. It was she the gorilla had killed; then escaped from the enclosure with the body, throwing it in the woods where Betty and I had found it.
Bixby had given up all hope of recapturing the ape when our sudden arrival and its unholy desire for Betty had drawn the creature back to the house, where Bixby had trapped it Our wine had been drugged and Bixby, fired by the thought that we might be trailed, had decided to rush the experiment that very night.
Only the sudden lust for Betty on the part of the black himself had halted the diabolical crime.
* * * *
Several years have passed. Betty and I are very happy. But the horror of what we went through on our wedding night is still implanted in our minds. At night, when the wind howls, I note that my wife draws a bit closer to me, although she says that she is not frightened. Her uncle writes us that people still talk in whispers of the insane scientist who lived in the old mansion in the foothills. Betty and I never discuss our adventure.
We want to forget.



BLOOD-BAIT FOR HUNGRY MERMAIDS, by John Wallace
The afternoon was grey, cheerless, and suffused by a miasma of melancholy. The sea seemed to whisper mournfully of inscrutable mysteries within its depths. My big white cabin cruiser bobbed listlessly upon the Florida inlet, as if even it, an inanimate thing of wood and metal, felt the depressive influences of this day.
I crossed over to starboard, where Jack Wilson was helping the two girls with their fishing tackle. Wilson was an artist who spent six months of each year here in his villa on the East Coast. Moody, dark, saturnine, he had always impressed me as having strange wells of morbidity within his spirit. Today he was unusually morose, and I knew the reason why.
“I suppose we may as well return and look at the stuffed fish in the game room,” I said. “They just aren’t hungry out here today.”
“It is a poor day,” said Pamela. “An odd day.” She shivered slightly, looked up at me. And forced a smile with her beautiful brown eyes. Her hair was golden, her body a gorgeous tan. Men’s hearts could well be excused for pounding wildly in her proximity.
From the corner of my eye I saw Wilson’s eye smolder, saw his hand clench involuntarily, saw him take a deep breath. He was jealous, certainly, and he didn’t want to show it because I never had shown jealousy to him. I actually liked the man in a way, for he was a first rate artist. It wasn’t altogether impersonal generosity on my part which made me invite him on fishing trips and to house parties where Pamela could divide her time between us: it was simply the knowledge that intelligent women dislike jealous men—and that the surest way for a man to lose the woman he loves is to display jealousy.
* * * *
I’D given Pamela every chance to choose Wilson, if she wanted him. And the result was that she gradually came to favor me. I didn’t gloat in this knowledge, nor even show it. I assumed an easy, friendly attitude about the whole thing. But Wilson, being I suspected, tempestuous as well as temperamental, had been less successful in hiding his feelings. He never yet had allowed his jealousy to explode, but he had given those slight indications of it a number of times.
“I wanted to catch a barracuda,” Lucy complained. She was nineteen, blonde and pretty. Pamela’s sister. Unofficially, Wilson was escorting her, but it was plain enough whom his thoughts were on.
I went for’ard and told Hawkins: “Heave to. We’re going in.”
“Aye, sir,” Hawkins said. He was about forty, scar-faced, and surly. He could handle the boat. But sometimes, when he looked right through both girls, I wasn’t sure it was sensible to keep the man around.
Forsythe was reeling in his tackle on the port side. A big, handsome man, greying at the temples. And my new partner in business since the death of my father three weeks past. John Forsythe had been my father’s partner in a large wholesale establishment in Philadelphia. My father had shot himself in his study, in a fit of despondency. His health and mind had been failing for several years. It had been as much a shock to John Forsythe as it had been to me. It’s hard to be business partner and friend to a man for ten years and then have it end that way. I’d invited him to come down to Florida with me for a month. A change of scene is always the best antidote for grief.
The boat headed in for shore and as we passed Mermaid’s Rock, Lucy pointed and said: “Those mermaids are so contrary! They never appear when anybody’s looking—except for a couple of crazy natives! Folk tales are stupid, but interesting, things.”
If I had known the portent of those words!
Mermaid’s Rock was a flat plateau jutting out from a shallow part of the cove, on the south. There was a local superstition that every twenty years or so a group of mermaids returned to the rock to bask in the moonlight. The story was so common around there that we paid no attention to it anymore.
The sun had set when the boat touched shore and the clouds began to split to let a few stars and a fragment of moon through.
I went down into the big cabin, pulled the cork from a nearly full bottle of port, filled some glasses and came up on deck. “To mellow the day’s hard luck, and to better luck next time,” I said, passing the glasses around and sitting down. It was pleasant sitting there in the cool of the evening. We sipped and breathed deep in the semi-dark, relaxed and chatted.
After awhile I arose and started for’ard to find Hawkins and give him instructions for going over the boat. And that was the last thing I remembered for some time.
The deck arose suddenly and slapped me hard in the face.…
When I awoke it was because somebody was pouring cold water in my face and shaking me vigorously. I opened my eyes to see the stars and the moonlight among fleecy clouds which drifted eerily overhead. My head throbbed with a great ache.
“Come with me, Barton, now! The fish! The fish are biting. Beautiful fish! We shall catch them!”
It was Jack Wilson, I saw, who spoke to me. His dark eyes were alight with a fierce, primitive light. He pointed out toward Mermaid’s Rock. He jerked me to my feet, quite beside himself with excitement.
“I’ll come!” I heard myself say. “Fish? Did you say the fish are biting? I love to fish!”
“Then come!” Wilson half dragged me ashore, dragged me a furlong around the cove to where the shoreline dipped down to Mermaid’s Rock. The man’s enthusiasm had a strange contagion. I reeled along beside him, my heart pounding, with a strange feeling that I was walking on air. We went down over the dip toward Mermaid’s Rock.
Bizarre! The scene? Incredible! And yet—very real.
* * * *
Sitting on the rock with stout fishing lines in their hands were Hawkins and a silly-faced hulk of a youth who had huge protruding teeth and a mass of long unruly corn-colored hair. The latter was baiting a great hook on the end of his line with something. As we scrambled up on the rock to join them, this monstrous creature threw his hook far out into the water with a wild atavistic yell.
Swimming around out there were three mermaids, rising and dipping gently in the surf.
Their faces were unmistakably girls’ faces. Their full white breasts were also those of the human female. But their tails—scaly, bluish, finned—were as unmistakably piscatorial.
“I’ve got lines!” Wilson exclaimed. “And bait. This is a chance we have but once in twenty years. They like roast pork for bait. I had a hard time getting this.”
“It was good you could get it,” I heard myself say, and I could feel my heart thumping madly against my ribs with cruel desire. I noted that the hooks floated in the water. There was a big cork on the near side of each.
I hurled my hook out into the water and it landed near a blonde mermaid. She saw it, turned swiftly, smelled the bait and began to nibble.
With a cruel subtle technique I maneuvered the hook and, as the mermaid opened her mouth for a full bite of the pork, I jerked the hook into her mouth. The sharp barbs cut through each cheek. She screamed—whether in pain or masochistic ecstasy I could not determine—and threshed in the water.
Ruthlessly I bore back on the line, hauled it in hand over hand, slowly but surely. She flailed, beat at the hook, cried a weird song of agony as I pulled her in toward the rock. The half-witted youth grabbed for my line to help me and I slapped him roughly, snarled at him.
I drew the mermaid in until her arms touched the rock. I reached down and grasped her blonde wet tresses, dragged her up on the rock. I was not careful how I withdrew the bloody hook from her mouth.
She gasped, her blue eyes filled with a strange hungry light. Suddenly she reached out with her teeth, sunk them into my wrist, while the scaly fishlike lower part of her body threshed to and fro on the rock. I yelled, tried to jerk my wrist away. Then Wilson drew a knife from his belt, stabbed the scaly lower part of her body. She opened her mouth to scream and I jerked my wrist away furiously.
“She shall bite no more!” Wilson exclaimed and jerked a sheaf of little silver wires from his belt, gesturing to me.
“I shall assist you—but how?” I asked.
“You shall place your knee upon her stomach and hold her head prone upon the stone,” a somber voice behind me said. “For that is as Mr. Wilson desires it.”
I turned about and Forsythe stood there, his eyes alight strangely; and there was a gory bruise on one side of his head.
“That’s so,” said Wilson. “I discovered these mermaids and I brought the equipment. Hold her head down.”
I placed my knee against her stomach, held her head down solidly against the rock.
Wilson grasped her full sensual lips, jabbed a large needle through them cruelly, making a series of holes through each lip, about one-sixteenth of an inch apart. The mermaid writhed in pain, made guttural sounds in her throat. Wilson put the little strands of wire through the holes, twisted them tight, sealed her mouth most effectively.
* * * *
I gloated in the feel of her warm white body under my knee as she writhed and struggled ineffectually. Overhead the clouds floated like fantastic ghosts, and the half-moon cutting into the soft whiteness of one of those fleecy clouds was a symbol to make my pulses pound. I well knew that within every man there is a vestigial beast, a merciless lustful monster eager to prey upon the weak innocent softness of femininity. And this mermaid was at least half human; she seemed, indeed, more human than fish, for her body was warm-blooded, pulsing with life and emotion.
The eerie dimness of the night’s light, the ceaseless mysterious murmur of the sea, the strangeness of the endeavor—all these were very real and accepted. It was the most natural thing in the world, this adventure.
“And now the catch must be cleaned and hung up,” Wilson murmured, his dark eyes glittering. “I think I shall stuff this specimen and keep her as an object of art, for she is a thing of beauty.”
He jabbed his long needle into the upper part of one of her full white breasts. The mermaid writhed with tremendous vigor, moaned, flung her arms about my neck and clasped me to her soft body as protection against the onslaught of the needle.
I reveled in the shuddering thrill of her body for a moment, felt jealous possessiveness surging up within me like coals of fire. Her blue eyes opened wide with fear and pain, looked pleadingly into mine.
“This catch is my own!” I snarled at Wilson, turning my head toward him.
“And the idea, the discovery and the preparations are mine!” he said hotly. “I shall have my choice!”
He grabbed my head, jerked me away. I sprawled on the rock panting angrily.
Forsythe strode toward Wilson, as the latter threaded the wire through the mermaid’s breast. Forsythe glanced at the halfwit, who had just hooked a brunette mermaid. “The supply is running low, Master,” Forsythe said to Wilson. “Shall I attempt to drive a further supply within reach of your lines?”
“Yes!” Wilson snapped. “As many as you can!” Forsythe came back to me. “Do not be angry.
Perhaps I may send you some even more beautiful.”
I arose, and Forsythe walked off the rock and around the rim of the cove to where it turned southward out of my sight perhaps a hundred yards away.
I returned to Wilson and the mermaid. I felt strangely subdued, and my head spun with an odd dizziness. I seemed half in one world, half in another, somehow.
“Hold her!” Wilson snapped.
Obeying automatically, I watched as he pierced the top of the mermaid’s other breast and threaded the wire through. He put half a dozen wires through the holes, to give strength, enough to support her weight.
“And now—” Wilson produced a sharp knife, poised the point of it between the mermaid’s bleeding breasts and with sadistic fiendishness he raked the point of the knife slowly downward, cutting through the skin and into the pulsing flesh of her. A rivulet of blood appeared, and she squirmed tortuously, moaned deep in her throat. “The heart of a fish is wonderful when fried,” Wilson murmured.
I stared. Everything was hazy for a moment. And then I observed the halfwit dragging his brunette mermaid up onto the rock at his feet. He reached down for her gleefully. I sprang up, leaped toward him, to grab her away from him.
For suddenly I seemed to have re-achieved some degree of sanity. I stared about me dazedly. The same sea, the same erotic moon above, the same fleecy clouds, the same mermaids and the same men. And yet—my brain. My brain was different! My thoughts were their normal selves again!
The full horror of the scene struck me with a force that sent chills coursing over me, made everything go black before my eyes for an instant. When I regained my vision and started for the halfwit again, I was amazed to see the brunette mermaid bounding up onto the rock, grasping him in her arms, biting him savagely on the throat. The halfwit keeled over backwards, yelling in surprise, his protruding teeth and upstanding straw hair making him look a thing of grotesque terror.
My shocked eyes turned back to Wilson. He was slitting the blonde mermaid’s stomach clear down to her thighs, through the scales.
And—before my astonished eyes the outer scaled skin of the fish half-parted to reveal the soft white skin and stomach of a human female!
The sight seemed only to whet the morbid passions of Wilson. He jerked the knife downward avidly, savagely. The fish skin split to her knees, revealing graceful young thighs…
“Wilson, you swine! What are you doing!” I cried, striding toward him.
He looked up at me, snarled: “She’s mine! Keep away!”
I sprang at him, swung a fist hard. It grazed his jaw and he swung his knife, which barely missed my throat. The effort threw him momentarily off balance and I swung my fist hard again. This time it landed on his jaw, knocked him backwards gasping.
He struck his head on the great brown rock, moaned, rolled his eyes, and stretched out limp. I looked around wildly.
Hawkins, the scar-faced seaman, was angling for the third mermaid, unsuccessful in hooking her as yet. Hearing the scuffle, he turned and looked at me, and when he saw the hateful gleam in my eyes, his face twisted into a lustful leer. “Fine fishin’, ain’t it?”
“No more, it isn’t!” I snapped. “Hawkins, what do you know about this? What happened to us on the boat? How did we get into this incredible mix-up?”
“What boat?” Hawkins asked. He looked at me suspiciously. I saw there was a big swelling on the back of his head. “Leave me alone,” he said. “I’m tryin’ to catch me a mermaid. An’ when I catch ’er I’m goin’ to see if they’re made like women. I always wondered about that—”
“You’ll do nothing of the sort!” I grated. “My God! What is this—a mad nightmare? Have we all gone crazy?”
“You must be, if you think you can stop me from fishin’,” Hawkins said. He pointed suddenly southward: “Look! There comes another’n—a young blonde one!”
I turned and stared where he pointed. Certainly enough, she was young and blonde, beautiful in the moonlight. She swam from around the corner of the cove south of us. The moon was unclouded now and I stared in amazement. Almost beyond chance of mistake, that mermaid was Lucy, Pamela’s sister!
And if Lucy were there, Pamela couldn’t be far away—and what was happening to her?
I gazed around me, the chill within me multiplied a hundredfold. I remembered pitching forward on the boat, I vaguely remembered being awakened by Wilson and coming here and accepting this bizarre scene and the activity as a matter of course. And then my sanity had returned—suddenly, in a dizzy moment of shock. But these others were still out of their minds, plainly enough.
What strange madness was this?
Staring at the halfwit still struggling furiously with the berserk brunette only added to my confusion. Whence came these mermaids—these crazed girls, rather, disguised as mermaids? Had they all been doped, crazed by drugs? Then why, and by whom?
My first thought was of Wilson, jealous, knowing that he was losing Pamela. He had said that the project was his, the equipment his, the idea his.…
Who else?
I strode over to him swiftly, looked at him. Unconscious, his face was still contorted evilly, lustfully. I knelt, searched him rapidly.
In his coat pocket there was a hypodermic, with just a trace of light fluid in it. There was a small printed label on the rubber bulb. I held it close to my eyes.
Scopolamine.
The liquid hypnotism! That was what this strange drug was called by the medical profession, and in my work in the wholesale drug business I knew it well. Scopolamine—perhaps the most amazing drug thus far known to man. It made virtual slaves of people who are heavily injected with it. Caused them to follow commands implicitly, to follow pre-instruction and detailed plans of action and conduct over the full period of its sway—this period varying with the individual and the quantity administered. The drug had the further astounding property of killing all memory of action and thought engaged in while under its influence, if the dose was sufficiently heavy.
Speedily I jerked some of the silver wires from Wilson’s belt, bound him securely hand and foot with it. Then I looked about me for a moment in indecision. Where was Pamela? That was the thought burning hotly through my brain. If that blonde mermaid swimming this way were Lucy, as I was certain it was, then Pamela must be around that bend to the south.
I hesitated no longer. I ran off the big rock onto the shore rim, sprinted southward as rapidly as I might, not knowing what to expect, but following my instincts blindly—to find and to protect the girl I loved, if she were in danger.…
I must have been a weird sight; I, Bob Barton, running wildly in the moonlight along the rim of the sea, running like some mad creature of another world, with the soft pounding of the waves furnishing a musical background—the music of tragedy.
I rounded the bend, stopped abruptly, stared down. And my blood seemed to turn to ice within me.
For my glorious Pamela lay down there on the beach, moaning in a delirium of ecstasy as John Forsythe, an evil glitter in his eyes, stripped the last filmy silken garment from her lovely young body. She moved sensuously on the sands as Forsythe stood above her.
“You shall be the most beautiful mermaid of them all, Pamela,” he was gloating. “I shall see that your lover is the man who catches you, who wires your lovely mouth forever shut, who cuts from you your vital organs. And then he shall die and the police shall come and they shall never understand, for I shall be in the clear. You will love that—no?”
“Yes, yes!” Pamela moaned.
“Lift your gorgeous legs, Pamela,” he said.
In his hand was the scaly mermaid skin, similar to those which clothed the lower halves of the other girls. Pamela obediently lifted her legs and Forsythe slipped the pseudo fish skin over them. There was a tight elastic to hold it above her hips.
The sight paralyzed me for those moments as I stood above them on the rim-rock staring down. The white sands…the eerie moonlight…the amoral detachment of the pounding sea.…
I jumped, a dozen or more feet straight down, and I landed squarely on Forsythe’s broad back We hurtled to the sand together. Flailing, lashing out with fists and feet, releasing hoarse oaths, plowing up the sand.
My advantage lay in the surprise of my attack. Forsythe was a bigger man than I, but it was a sudden shock to him and my fury was that of a madman. Our hands found each other’s throats, we rolled over several times, then I drew back my right fist, hit him savagely on the unprotected jaw twice.
Forsythe shuddered spasmodically, rolled his eyes, and lay still.
I staggered to my feet, disheveled, my clothes in disarray, my hair a tangled black mass full of sand. I turned to look for Pamela, and saw her crawling toward the sea, her full young breasts making marks in the soft sand and the fish fin leaving a deeper, thinner trail.
In a frenzy of fear, I ran after her, grasped her in my arms. “Pamela! It’s Bob! Don’t you know me?”
Her answer to that was to throw her arms around my neck and to bite me savagely. I twisted her face away, carried her struggling and moaning. I tied her wrists behind her with a fragment of her lingerie, tied a wide strip of it tightly around her mouth. I bound Forsythe hand and foot with his shoelaces.
I carried Pamela part way back to Mermaid’s Rock. Then, looking down at the sea, I saw Lucy below, swimming strongly, and no more than a rod away from Hawkin’s cruel hook. I didn’t hesitate. I dropped Pamela and I dived off the shallow rock shoreline, swimming as fast as possible. Lucy turned to look at me, her blue eyes glittering.
“Lucy! come with me!” I reached out and grasped her arm. She clasped the other arm suddenly around my neck, and we both went under.
Lucy was half-drowned when I dragged her up onto the rocks, and there was a great roaring in my ears. I lay her face down between two boulders, worked enough water out of her lungs so that she might breathe freely.
* * * *
My actions were a blur for the next few minutes. I recall going up to the parked automobile, driving up to my villa and phoning the police in the nearest village. I hurried back down to the rock, in time to keep the halfwit from being killed by the berserk brunette mermaid. When Hawkins came at me in a jealous rage for jerking the line from his hands, I tripped him, batted his head against the rock until he was unconscious.
The police came presently, stared in amazement. I helped them load the crazed and the wounded into automobiles. The blonde mermaid, who had been cut by Wilson’s knife, was nearly dead. Eventually she recovered, never knowing what had happened to her.
Nobody except myself and Forsythe remembered, the next morning. I, because I was the last to be injected with the scopolamine by Forsythe—and his supply was nearly gone from the hypo by then, so that I received a much smaller dose.
Chemical tests proved that he alone had not been injected, which was proof enough of his guilt. And the police finally broke him down so that he confessed:
He had murdered my father—making it look like suicide. For several years, Forsythe had been looting the business, and he feared discovery and a prison sentence. My father being in feeble health and mental condition, Forsythe had figured to kill him and falsify the books, so that he could buy my half of the firm for a pittance. But I had shown a business alertness that worried him. He maneuvered me into inviting him down to Florida with me.
The man’s mind was crazed sadistically from fear and consciousness of guilt. Having been down to our villa before, he knew the story of the mermaids.
He doped the port wine with laudanum to knock us all out. While we were out, he injected us with the scopolamine. Hawkins, he had hit over the head, when the seaman found me on deck and was kneeling over me trying to revive me. Only the fact that he injected me last, and lightly, saved us. He planted the hypo on Wilson to throw the guilt on him, talked Wilson, in his hypnotic state, into thinking it really was Wilson’s idea.
The fish costumes to create the mermaids he had bought anonymously at a costumer’s house in New York, and had brought them and the other items with him in the bottom of a trunk.
As for the three original mermaids and the halfwit: Forsythe knew the three girls bathed nightly in the nude on a strip of beach a quarter mile north of the cove. He had made furtive trips in the night to locate them. He had also located the halfwit, peeping lasciviously at the nude girls from behind a nearby fringe of bushes. He had promised the halfwit his choice of the girls if he’d sneak up and jab each girl with a hypo. The halfwit had done this, then Forsythe took the hypo and jabbed the halfwit, forced all four to come back to the boat, where he proceeded to inject his evil commands into submissive brains.
He intended to have his sadistic fun, watching the girls be mutilated. When sated, he would kill us all except the girls, and run for the police, screaming about a murderous orgy—with the guilt all pointing at Wilson. That done, Forsythe’s mad brain figured, he would have no further trouble.…
I alone of the living have any memory of that ghastly night’s horrors. Thank God that Pamela will never suffer. The police and I withheld the facts from her.
To this day Pamela looks at me oddly when I shudder at the sight of a fish, when I refuse to eat the meat of one, when I refuse to permit one in the house.
She cannot understand the reason. Nor why I never again shall desire to go fishing…an activity which is to me the most gruesome sport in all the world.



SHIP OF THE GOLDEN GHOUL, by Lazar Levi
Blood-Drenched twilight crept stealthily over the wind-rippled waters. Bleak islands lifted skeleton ribs to hide the ocean from the bay. Craggy cliffs, darkling at the base and peaked with gore, hemmed in a foaming welter of surf. A narrow channel led through toothed rocks to the doubtful shelter of the cove.
The small boat with its single mast drove furiously through the incarnadined sea. The white sail fluttered like a wounded bird.
The helmsman swung his tiller with a practiced hand. His keen tanned face was strained and anxious; his eyes were all for the tortuous stretch of still water ahead. On either side lay death. He dared not look behind.
But the girl, crouching aft, peered fearfully back at the islands they had just rounded. Her oval face, enshrined in windswept, blue-black hair, was drained of blood, her eyes were wide and staring, her curved red lips parted. The spray roared over the boat, drenched her slacks and close-fitting jersey. The wool clung to her young form, and lifted into prominence the tumultuous heaving of her firm breasts.
“There it is again,” she screamed suddenly. “What?” Bruce Howell flung into the wind.
“The schooner!” Julia Hunt forced through clenched lips.
“You’ve got a bad case of jitters, Julia,” Howell said with an attempt at lightness. “After all, that boat has as much right on the seas and in this bay as we have. Ten to one it’s a yachting party.”
But his face, carefully averted from the girl, belied his words. He swung heavily on the helm to catch the last ounce of wind. The craft heeled, righted itself, and went on with a rush.
“Hurry! Hurry!” Julia moaned. “It’s been chasing us for half an hour. If it catches us! A ghost ship with a dead man for a pilot!”
Bruce set his teeth. He, too, had caught that dread glimpse when the strange schooner seemingly materialized out of thin air to bar their path to the outer sea.
Only skillful handling avoided imminent collision. Howell shouted angrily as the gaunt hull slid noiselessly by, a boat’s length away. The words gurgled in his throat, died suddenly.
For the two-master, every sail set and bellying in the wind, was deserted. Not a man leaned over the rail at his shouted objurgations. Not a man? Had the ship been entirely deserted, Julia would not have screamed and cowered; he lost momentary control of his boat.
For, standing stiffly at the wheel, grasping the spokes with rigid fingers, staring straight ahead with hideous eyeless glare, was a corpse.
The clothes that covered his bony frame were dripping and slimy with mold, as though they had rotted in the depths of Davy Jones’ Locker. Lank, straight hair plastered close against the shapeless face of one who had been drowned a long time. The flesh was ripped away from the gaunt stark arms.
A dead man steering a dead ship!
The sinister ship swerved, swung in a foaming circle as no sailship manned by human hands had ever been able to do, and bore down swiftly on them again.
The dead man at the wheel leered hideously ahead as he missed, this time by inches.
Then began a nightmare chase through narrow rock-filled channels, around one island and behind another, a game with death. Only Howell’s superb seamanship had kept them thus far ahead. It was a gruesome ending to the pleasure sail they had joyfully planned.
Now they were in open water again, the shore ominously in front, barred by foaming reefs, and the schooner driving headlong behind.
On it came, every sail set; black, funereal, sinister, cleaving the water with silken deadliness. The corpse pilot grinned at them with eyeless sockets, his shapeless features bloody in the last darts of the sun.
“It’s gaining on us,” Julia moaned.
Bruce raced for the safety of the channel. The surf caught and lifted them high. It dropped them struggling into a trough.
Julia shrieked. Half a length away, driving down on them with the blackness of doom, was the ghostly schooner. The corpse grinned with shapeless laughter. Bruce saw death approaching with express speed, flung the boat wallowing to one side.
It was too late!
Crash! C-r-r-ash! A ripping, rending sound. Bruce felt a violent blow on his leg, and went down into an angry welter of waters, down until his lungs were bursting with pressure.
With a violent effort he heaved against the sucking whirlpool, shot gasping to the surface.
White caps, snarling and foaming at his first escape, lapped at him. He fought them off, breasted a billow.
“Julia!” he called, pounding anguish in his veins. Where was she? What had happened to her? The welter of foam, the slash of tumbling waters, brought back no encouraging cry. The dark was heavy on surf and rocks. No sign of their boat, no sign of anything. He swam desperately in circles, calling, seeking.
Suddenly there was an answer. High above the roar of the surf it came. Laughter, full-throated, mocking, fled over the waters. Laughter from a woman’s throat, melodious with strange overtones, yet sinister, horrible.
A wave slapped Bruce around, raised him high, facing the ocean. Then it dropped him into wallowing fury. In that instant he had seen.
Far to the northwest, driving for the islands, was the schooner. Its black hull and blacker sails were silhouetted against the last agonies of the expiring sun. Red dripping gore filtered through gossamer canvas, framed the ghost ship in a bloody frame. The corpse pilot was hidden by cabin and masts.
But in the stern, arms outstretched, stood a woman!
The last shafts of frame bathed her curving, voluptuous figure, penetrated the single thin black garment that made little pretense of covering her.
Her face was beautiful and white, the drained white of snow and paper and death’s grim mask. Her long, free hair was yellow with the yellow of molten furnaces, and lit with glinting red. Her rounded arms were bare, and the lines of her body, white, yet glowing behind the filmy covering, made sensuous, provocative allure.
It was from her lips that the siren, mocking laughter came.
A vision—of hell, or of heaven, Bruce did not know which. Dark came with a rush, the stars pricked out, and it was night! The schooner was swallowed up in blackness.
Bruce shook his head to clear his bewildered brain, struck out again, crying: “Julia! Julia!” Despair clutched at him.
A huge wave reared high, swarmed at him. It caught him, struggling, gasping, smashed him over pointed rocks and foaming reefs, further, further, until, crash! thought and feeling went out with a rush. The last thing he heard, or thought he heard, was a voice faintly calling for help.
* * * *
Bruce groaned, and put his hand to his head. It came away sticky; there was a lump on his temple that dripped. The universe seemed to revolve in ceaseless gyrations about him, but gradually it slowed. He looked around.
Frowning cliffs made blacker masses against the night; glimmering white marked the line of beating surf. He was lying on a beach. Anguish tore at him. Julia was dead, drowned. That solitary fact beclouded the vision he had seen, the ghastly vessel with its ghastlier crew.
Faint weeping came to him, drifting through the night. He sprang to his feet, hurts, pains, disregarded. “Julia!” he shouted frantically.
“Bruce!” The sobbing ceased, unbelieving joy in the exclamation. “Where are you?”
He ran stumbling over shifting pebbles to the dim white figure. He caught the girl in his arms. Her supple form, drenched, molded by jersey and slacks, lay limp for a moment, then she gently disengaged herself.
“I thought you were dead!” he said.
“And I was sure I’d never see you again,” she answered. “I was flung into the quiet channel, and it was easy to swim to shore.” She clung to him again. “What was that horrible ship that ran us down, and that dead man at the wheel?”
Howell stroked her dripping hair, laughed uneasily. “I suppose we’ve seen the Flying Dutchman,” he tried to jest, “and we’re the first mortals to get away alive.”
He said nothing of that final vision of the siren woman.
Julia looked around. “Where are we? How shall we get back?”
“I don’t know,” he confessed. “There may not be a village within twenty miles.”
“And our boat?”
“Sunk—without a trace.”
She stood close. “I’m afraid of this place,” she shuddered. “I feel as if we’re being watched.”
“Nonsense!” he said with forced lightness. “There isn’t a living person within miles.” But he, too, had felt the impact of invisible eyes. A strange dread swept over him. Something was terribly wrong with this beach.
Julia let out a startled cry. “Did you hear that?”
Bruce whirled. “What?” he demanded.
“A slithering of pebbles, as if someone were creeping stealthily. Oh, Bruce, I’m so afraid!”
“It’s nothing,” he said, and knew that he lied.
* * * *
For now, unmistakably, came the soft slow grind of stone against stone. Someone was moving out there.
He tensed, cursing the fact that he had no gun. Nothing could be seen. There it was again, that grinding noise—nearer.
Bruce catapulted through the darkness, arms outspread. A flailing left arm contacted solid form, whirled his own body around. He smacked into the ground, right hand swinging.
A startled cry, a savage oath, and he was grappling furiously with a man. A blow thudded in his face. He lashed out with his fist. It crunched solidly into bone. A grunt of pain was the response. A hand broke free, slashed along his side. Fire seared his flesh. The hand held a knife. Bruce clutched blindly, caught the wrist, and twisted. There was a clatter of steel on stone and a curse.
“Okay, brother,” Bruce said coldly. “Who the devil are you?”
A scream blasted the night, a scream of terror. It was Julia’s voice, choked off into horrible silence.
Howell flung his captive from him, sprinted toward the sound. Someone was running ahead, padding with sure feet over the loose terrain.
“Halt, or I’ll shoot!” Bruce shouted. The moon tore the obscuring clouds to shreds, flung its wan light down on the beach. A dim figure, bowed over, humped gigantically in wavering white mist, fled before him. It dropped its hump with a dull thud to the ground, and melted into deep-pooled shadows.
* * * *
Bruce checked his fierce pounding. He could never catch the fugitive now. That shapeless bundle, flung from shoulders to the beach, lying limp, immovable, brought him to a stop. He dropped to his knees, caught a white, wan hand. “Julia, are you hurt?”
The girl opened her eyes, terror-filled. There were bruises on her throat, where fingers had choked off screams; one white shoulder gleamed through a rent in the jersey.
“He—he’s gone?” she whispered.
“Yes.” Bruce nodded.
“He came on me—suddenly. He almost strangled me; his grip was like steel.”
Bruce helped her to her feet. Her slim form shivered, and her naked shoulder pierced the semi-darkness disturbingly.
“You’re all right, now,” he assured her. “But—but what does it all mean?”
“That’s what I’m going to find out,” he said grimly. His mouth was a hard line. He retraced his steps, looking for the man he had knocked out.
The man was gone!
Bruce circled around. There was no trace of the prowler. He had melted into nothingness just as Julia’s assailant had done. Even the knife had disappeared.
The cliffs vaulted them on three sides, beetling, terrifying. The fog was thicker on the sea; only the surge of the breakers could be heard. But something like a blob against the precipice, one hundred yards back from the beach, caught his eye.
“That looks like a house,” he said. “We’re going there, Julia.”
The girl shrank back. “Who could live in a spot like this?” she whispered fearfully. “It might be—”
“It might be anything,” Bruce said with a certain tightness.
Together they stumbled over rocks and sank into wet sands. The mist swirled and played tricks on their eyes. At last, the house loomed solidly before them.
In the wan, fog-distorted light it looked gigantic. A rough-timbered place three stories high, with rambling wings that faded indistinguishably into the cliffside. Heavy wooden shutters barred the windows.
Bruce marched boldly to the blank-eyed door. Julia said in hushed tones, “Don’t go, please. It looks deserted, but I feel eyes watching us from inside.”
His balled fist thudded heavily against solid panels.
“Open up!” he shouted.
“Come away,” Julia cried, tugging at his arm. Bruce slammed against the timbers.
“I know there’s someone inside,” he commanded. “Open up, I say.”
Strange padding noises within, the creaking of bolts. The door swung slowly open. A man stood silhouetted, holding a lantern. His other hand clutched a huge revolver.
He scowled. He was of medium height, but powerfully built, and his dress was the dress of the Maine woods—khaki shirt and khaki pants tucked into heavy boots.
“Stand where you are,” he growled.
“Lower that gun!” Bruce snapped. “There’s a girl with me. Our boat was sunk out in the bay, and we just managed to make the shore.”
The man seemed startled. His gun hand jerked. “You came from the bay side? Then, by God…!”
A peevish voice shrilled from above. “What’s all the palaver about, Jerry?”
Jerry’s face went respectful. “There’s a couple out here, Mister Stapleton, man an’ woman. They claim t’ come from the bay.”
The unseen voice went shriller.
“Don’t let them in, Jerry. Bar the door—quick.” Jerry thrust out his gun hand. But Bruce was too fast He shoved his foot inside the door, backed against the door lintel.
“No, you don’t,” he said calmly. “We’re not murderers. We’ve been cast ashore, I tell you, and Miss Hunt can’t sleep out in the open.”
A new voice spoke from within the house. It was genial, hearty.
“Don’t let your crazy fears get the better of you, Cuthbert,” it boomed. “I’ll bet these folks are normal humans like ourselves.”
Light flooded the interior, illumined the great main room with stone fireplace and luxurious equipment of a millionaire’s hunting lodge. It also etched out the huge curving staircase, and the two men peering down.
They descended together; one with confident thumping stride and the other cautiously.
The big confident man was ruddy of face and cold of eye. He flicked his gaze appreciatively over the girl, rested a second too long on the half-disclosed breast, and boomed humorously:
“Welcome to our humble dwelling. I’m George Kober, owner and stuck with this hunting lodge. I bought it sight unseen from Stapleton here, and would sell it back to him for half the price. But he’s smart; he had the nerve to offer me just a quarter of what I paid him.”
Stapleton flushed angrily. He was small and wiry, with a predatory nose and a shrill voice.
“Damn you, Kober!” he said thickly. “I wouldn’t take it back as a gift now. It was you who came to me with the proposition to buy it. I hadn’t been near the place for two years.”
The big man eyed him curiously. “You knew about that ghost ship? Maybe that’s your game; selling the place to honest folk at fancy prices and then scaring them off so they’ll give it back to you for a song. Better’n the jewelry racket, eh?”
Stapleton laughed shrilly: “Honest, folks! That’s a good one. Retired bootlegger, or maybe not so retired, ha! ha!”
The false geniality fled from Kober’s face. Murder peeped from his unwinking eyes. The men glared at each other.
Jerry shifted his revolver slightly. It held a bead on Kober’s belly.
“We still ain’t heard what brought these here two to Sutter’s Point.”
Kober swiveled, saw the carelessly pointed gun. He took a deep breath. He said quickly: “That’s right, Dunn.”
Bruce, dripping wet, said calmly: “You haven’t given us a chance.” Julia clung to his arm. “I’m Bruce Howell and this is Julia Hunt. We were spending our vacation sailing along the coast. We saw this bay and thought we’d explore. But someone else thought differently. A black schooner with black sails and a dead man for a pilot deliberately ran us down.”
Stapleton let out a groan. Kober’s jaw went slack; he took a step backward.
Dunn’s face was a bitter mask. “The Black Ship!” he breathed. He swerved on the others. “I told you I saw it again, sailing down the islands without a breath o’ wind stirring. Mister,” he said to Bruce, “you’re lucky. Ain’t anyone ever escaped the Black Ship afore.”
Stapleton moaned softly. “I’m going back to Boston.”
Kober snarled: “You sold me a bill of goods, Cuthbert, an’ you’re staying as my guest.”
Bruce stared slowly from man to man. There was strange tension here. Nor had the mystery of the double attack been explained. He had been careful not to mention it. Yet, none of them could have been the man with whom he had fought.
“What about the Black Ship?” he asked.
Jerry’s brows were a straight gash. “Once, mister, this here cove was a fishing village. Mr. Stapleton had this place built five years ago for a huntin’ and fishin’ lodge. I was his caretaker an’ guide. I kinda know these woods pretty well. Then the Black Ship came, last summer. No one on board, only a dead man. It ran down our boats, one by one. Not a man ever got away to say how. An’ each time the dead pilot changed. The body of a fisherman what had been drowned from the last boat. So those what was left quit cold. Ain’t another soul within twenty miles of this place.”
“You remained,” Bruce pointed out.
Jerry’s face twitched. “Not me,” he said emphatically. “I wrote Mr. Stapleton an’ lit out with the rest. Only came back now ’cause he wired me he sold the place, an’ was coming out with the new owner. Wanted me t’ fix things up a bit. But I’m a going.”
Kober fixed him with a cold, fishy eye. “You’re staying, Dunn.”
The woodsman turned on him snarling; relaxed suddenly.
Another man entered the room, a pasty-faced, gaunt individual. His hand rested in his coat pocket, and a suspicious bulge snouted directly at Jerry.
“Okay, Mr. Kober,” said Dunn.
Bruce started. His eyes and the eyes of the newcomer clashed. There was baleful hatred in the other’s glance.
The left side of his face was puffed up, and one eye was rimmed with black and half-closed.
Kober grunted with a satisfied air, “That’s fine.
You can go now, Slim.” Then, for the first time, he caught sight of the man full-faced. “For the love o’ Pete, Slim, what happened to your mug?”
“Fell down stairs,” the man answered unwillingly.
Bruce thought it was time to interrupt. “Miss Hunt is soaked through; so am I. Suppose we get a chance to dry our clothes and get some sleep.”
Kober said: “Sure! Jerry, get these folks comfortable, and I mean comfortable, see?”
Dunn’s face twisted into a mask.
Kober tapped his teeth thoughtfully with a pencil. “And to make sure you don’t get ideas, you or Cuthbert, your old boss, let’s have your gun.”
The guide’s eyes flamed. Without a word he turned his weapon over.
Kober pocketed it, and spoke jovially to Bruce, the while his eye fastened on Julia with a speculative luster. “Good fellow to have around, Slim is. As a matter of fact, he’s to blame for my buying this joint Was up here last year—on private business of his own.”
Slim’s face, puffed as it was, went white.
Bruce was abnormally wakeful on that night. He lay quietly, listening. Julia, exhausted from the terrors of the day, lay asleep in the next room. Their clothes had been dried before a log fire. Some faint precautionary instinct caused him to go fully clad to bed.
Each of the four men who occupied this house had something on his mind, something that boded no good for the other three, nor, for that matter, for their unwilling guests. And Kober’s eye had lurked too long on Julia’s beauty, so had Slim’s slinking side glance.
Slim, without question, was the man who had followed them on the beach. Who, though, was the other, the one who tried to abduct Julia? He determined to stay awake. His last thoughts were of the murderous Corpse Ship and that strange, seductive yellow gold woman. Then fatigue and anxiety claimed him.
He awoke to a woman’s terrified scream, to the scuffling of bodies. He cleared the bed, raced to the door, flung it wide, slammed down the darkened corridor, crashed heavily against the door of Julia’s room. It gave way with a splintering sound.
The moon cast ghastly shadows on the rumpled, unoccupied bed, the papered walls. A great fear pounded in Bruce’s veins. Outside, silhouetted against the dull gleam of the night, was a face, half-turned to peer inside. One instant it was there, grotesque, mustachioed, broad, thick lips bared back from fang-like teeth, then it was gone.
Bruce leaped forward, only to swivel at a repetition of the scream. Julia, white and scantily clad in the dim shadows of the farther corner, crouched with arms upthrust, as if to ward off a horrible vision.
Feet pounded down the corridor, smacked into the room with a jitter of scared tongues. Stapleton, spare body faultless in bright silk pajamas, Jerry in khaki pants and shirt, Kober in a long dressing gown beneath which Bruce, for all his tension, did not fail to notice the peeping trousers. Kober had not yet gone to bed.
“What’s the matter, Julia?” Bruce cried.
She pointed with fear-trembling arm to something that made a dark blob on the floor. Then her eyes went wide, to see the clustered men, her own bareness. With a moan she plunged for the bed, dragged the sheets up around her chin, and sat there, shuddering.
Jerry said: “Good God!” Stapleton leaned against the bedpost as if his knees were giving way. Bruce and Kober reached the sprawled body.
It lay in a splash of silver moonlight, but the widening pool around it was a dark, frightful red. A man stared sightlessly up at them, flat on his back. He was gutted open. From chin to navel the huge slash carved through breast bone and ribs, to reveal a bloody heart that pumped feebly with expiring life and geysered bubbling, gurgling spouts of blood. “Slim!”
Kober, legs astraddle, ruddy face knotted into a ferocious mask, stared down at the horrible remains of his henchman. Then he turned, with a speed surprising in a big man, and an ugly automatic muzzled at Bruce.
“You did this, fellow?” Howell shook his head.
“I heard Miss Hunt scream, and I got here an instant before you did.”
Kober swerved on Julia, half-fainting against the heaped pillows, her wide-open eyes clinging as if fascinated to the dead man.
“Speak your piece, girlie,” he snarled.
“He—he crept into my room while I was asleep,” she faltered. “He—he caught hold of me. I tried to fight him off, but he was too powerful. Then I cried out.”
Kober took in the outlines of her slender figure through the revealing sheet, and licked his lips stealthily. “Slim tried it once too often, eh?” he grimaced.
Julia shuddered. “He had dragged me half out of bed when someone—something caught him by the shoulder and pulled him away. There was a great swish and a thud; then I must have fainted. When I came to, he was lying there, like—like that, and someone was hammering at the door. There was no one else in the room.”
Kober towered over her. “Who did it?”
“I didn’t see.”
“Look here, Kober,” said Bruce, stepping forward. “I saw a face disappearing through the window when I broke in. It wasn’t anyone of us; it was a savage, horribly distorted face.”
“A swell story,” Kober sneered. His gun covered them all, his eyes were watchful. “I don’t give a damn about Slim. He had it coming to him. He tried to doublecross me. But I take care of my own jobs. Don’t think, Stapleton, I’m not wise to you.”
The small spare man shrank back. “What do you mean?” he quavered shrilly.
Kober’s laugh was hard and rasping.
“Just this. Slim dug it out of a jane last time he was up here. A jane with yellow hair and a face like nobody’s business. She fell for him, the flossie did, and she put him wise to Mr. Cuthbert Stapleton, the big Boston jeweler. How he was sneaking diamonds in through this God-forsaken hole without taking the trouble to divvy up with his Uncle Sam.
“That’s why I bought this dump and got you to come up. I checked up on you and your mysterious trips half a dozen times a year—on business south, you told your wife.”
Stapleton fell back. His face was the color of ashes.
“I did go south,” he said desperately. “I—I had another establishment in Richmond. I didn’t come here, I swear. I had nothing to do with that yellow devil. She lied if she said—”
Kober hit him with the gun barrel across the mouth. “I want the jewels. Where are they parked? Slim knew, and held out on me. He’s dead now.”
Stapleton raised a silk clad hand to shield his face.
“It’s all a lie; I never—”
Jerry said brutally: “That yellow-haired girl disappeared right after Stapleton and Slim left the village. She ain’t been seen since. She ratted with them both. I had my suspicions about the boss’s racket. He usta visit the cellar a lot.”
“Okay,” Kober grinned triumphantly. “I’ll give you a cut for that, Dunn. Come on, Stapleton, show me.”
He shoved the wretched man out of the room, turned, said in threatening tones: “None of you move till I get back.” He slammed the door. They heard the key turn in the lock.
Bruce looked at the woodsman with loathing. “You sent Stapleton to his death,” he said coldly.
Julia feverishly dressed herself underneath the sheet.
Jerry smiled queerly: “Stapleton’s safe enough. Kober won’t dare kill ’im until he finds the jewel cache. An’ that’s what I’m gunnin’ for. I’m a Federal Investigator; been after this diamond smuggling fer quite a while.”
“Oh!” Bruce gulped. “Then you’d better give the orders.”
“Right!” Jerry snapped. His gaze flicked to Julia, who, fully dressed now, except for the torn jersey, was standing beside Bruce. “You two stay here, while I trail ’em. Stapleton will tell Kober sooner or later. Then I’ll grab ’em both.”
He took a key out of his pocket, and unlocked the door. His black-browed, weather-beaten face peered back at them. The door shut, there was a faint click, and the sound of retreating footsteps.
Julia clung to Bruce. “He locked us in.”
Bruce frowned. “Wants to keep us out of harm’s way, I suppose,” he said, masking his thoughts. He went to the window, looked out. A wisteria vine clambered up from the soil beneath, flung leafy branches past the casement. It would have been easy for an active man to reach the room and drop back to the ground.
Something moved in the mist-swollen moonlight, something shadowy and sinister. In an instant Bruce was out on the vine, making his way swiftly down. That, he had no doubt, was the killer, dark-skinned, mustachioed.
Julia ran panic-stricken to the window, leaned out.
“Bruce! Bruce!” she cried softly. “Don’t leave me.”
He looked up at her pale, lovely features. “I’ll be right back,” he assured her. “You’re safe enough in the meantime.”
The mist swallowed him up. He dropped lightly to hard earth, ran in the direction he had seen the figure disappear. The trail led around to the extension right wing of the sprawling house, to an open cellar door.
A horrible strangled screeching lanced through the dark, a man’s voice bursting with agony. Then it guttered out. It came from the dank reaches of the cellar.
* * * *
Bruce dived headlong down the stairs, slammed through weltering darkness toward the last echoes of that screech. Other feet clattered in broken step with his.
A stream of radiance split the solid black, bobbed up and down over the cement floor. Bruce slithered warily to a halt.
“Who’s that?” he demanded sharply.
The flash caught him full in the face, blinded him. Then a voice, edged with impatience.
“Hell! I thought I left you upstairs.” It was Jerry Dunn.
Bruce exhaled. “I saw someone skulking outside and climbed out of the window to investigate. Then I heard that screech.”
“So did I,” Dunn said grimly. “Come on; we’d better trace it.” Together they went cautiously over the cement, the beam of the flash showing whitewashed walls, around an angle into the cellar underneath the main house.
There they found the body.
Sprawled on his back, staring sightlessly into the yellow flare, split open from chin to navel, heart and lungs exposed and ebbing away in a welter of bright, bubbly blood, lay—George Kober!
Of Cuthbert Stapleton not a sign. A wall safe, set in the cement-block wall, its door camouflaged to resemble concrete, swung open. Nothing was in it Jerry swore bitterly. “Stapleton had confederates. They did Kober in, an’ then they all lammed with the diamonds. That was their cache.”
He turned suddenly, and went slamming through the cellar, out into the mist-laden night.
Bruce, with the light withdrawn, was left groping.
He hesitated. Should he follow Dunn or get back to Julia? The thought of her loveliness exposed to the hideous prowlers left him sick. He cursed himself for a fool.
Just as he bumped his shins against the upward-leading stairs, he heard the last departing shriek of this crowded night of terror. It sent him crashing recklessly up the rickety steps. Horrible anguish held him in a vise.
Julia had called his name in an ecstasy of despair! Then sudden silence.
“I’m coming!” he shouted and crashed into her room. The moonlight, irradiated by the driving globules of fog, made pearly opalescence on the bed, dissolved the terrible travesty on the floor that had once been a man.
Howell brought up short. Julia was gone. The casement window, wide-open, mocked him with its knowledge of what had happened.
He sprang to it. The fog rolled in from the sea. He shouted despairingly. No answer but the muffled echoes of his own voice. Then, far off, as if from an unfathomable distance, so faint it seemed more like the pounding of blood in his own veins, came laughter—mocking, luscious laughter.
Bruce started and swore at himself. In the blind swelter of events he had forgotten about the Black Ship, and its dead pilot and yellow gold siren. He went rapidly down the vine, padded across the rubbly beach. At the water’s edge he kicked off wet shoes, clothing that was still damp.
The moon was an obscure shadow. The thunder of the breakers came to him, but they were invisible. Nor was there any sign of the Ghost Ship.
Yet he staked everything on his intuition that the solution to this devilish night lay outside the reef. He plunged into the cold water, clad only in shorts, and swam with long powerful strokes; an unarmed man pitting himself against desperate killers, against the lure of a yellow gold unearthly woman.
* * * *
With the last embers of his strength, Bruce caught feebly at the anchor chain. For almost an hour the wild surf had buffeted and pounded at him; jagged rocks of the reef gouged long slashes in his aching sides; whirlpools plucked at him with irresistible fingers. Then, with leaden weights for arms and every stroke a nightmare, he caught sight of the sinister loom of the Black Schooner.
He rested, fighting for breath, allowing strength to flow sluggishly through sodden, weary limbs. The Ghost Ship was silent as a grave.
He swung his cramped body up the chain, hand over hand, until he stood on the gently pitching deck. His legs were weak, and he grabbed at the nearest object for support.
It was cold, clammy, yielding to the touch, nauseating. He snatched his hand away with a shudder of repulsion. There, horrible, fetid, staring crazily at him out of eyeless sockets, was the dead pilot, upright, lashed to the wheel with strong lashings.
Bruce staggered away. The deck was bare, black. Then momentarily the fog lifted, and eerie moonshine flooded the ship. The two masts rose starkly into the sky, the black doomful sails idle on the poles.
Some instinct caused him to tilt his head sharply. A low smothered gasp escaped him.
High up, dangling from the outstretched yardarm, treading nothingness with desperate fantastic steps, was the dark figure of a man. A man with a noose around his neck, and a lolling, gaping head at a broken angle to the stretched-out neck.
One quick terrible glance and then the fog rolled in soft billowing folds to shield the racked eyes from the sight. Bruce groaned. There had been something familiar about that half-seen shape. Was it Jerry Dunn?
He took a tentative step forward, and whirled. His ears had caught the stealthy slither of feet. But it was too late. He felt his neck clutched in a strangling grip. Fog gave way to exploding stars.
* * * *
Bruce Howell moaned and moved uneasily. His head ached and his tongue was a furred animal. He opened his eyes. He blinked unsteadily, wonderingly, closed them again.
Laughter floated to him in his unbelieving daze; luscious, mocking laughter.
“You’re not dreaming, man out of the sea,” said a throaty, overripe voice.
He opened his eyes again, and stared. His shorts had been removed and a dragon robe of flaming red, silken, soft to the skin, enveloped his otherwise nude body. He was fastened to a chair with shackles that held hands and feet.
He was in the cabin of the Ghost Ship, of that he was certain, yet it seemed more like a scene out of the Arabian Nights. Fantastic silken coverings hid the wooden walls, damask couches of rarest workmanship, piled high with soft voluptuous cushions, were scattered in careless profusion, and the gilt figure of a writhing snake-like god sat in a little shrine to one end. The single eye of the god was a flaming, blood red ruby of gigantic size.
Two men stood, straight and stern, on either side of the enshrined god. Swarthy of hue, sullen-browed, broad thick lips curled back from long yellow fangs, mustachioed, wearing black turbans on coarse black hair, inhuman in the cruelty smoldering in their eyes. Each held in sinewy hand a broad-bladed, razor-edged curving weapon. Bruce recognized it with a shudder; the terrible kris of the Malays, that could slash a man open from chin to navel with a single powerful stroke. The weapon that had killed in fiendish fashion Slim and his boss, George Kober.
But it was the woman who claimed his immediate and fascinated attention. She sat on a gorgeous damasked couch, supporting herself with one perfectly molded arm against the cushions.
Her hair, flowing free over half-bared shoulders, was a glittering cascade of spun yellow gold. Her face, white, devoid of any tint, was a lure and a snare. Her blood-red lips parted voluptuously to disclose tiny regular teeth, and the slumberous, smoldering eyes, heavily lashed in black, invited and mocked simultaneously.
But it was her body that made the blood rush faster through his veins. A thin transparent gossamer enshrouded yet did not conceal her voluptuous charms. Whitely glowing, every warm curve a desperate seduction to the glance, thighs rounded and creamy, breasts like ripe melons, smooth legs whose bare toes matched fingers in the dark red of their manicured tints.
She stirred sensuously under his gaze, and little ripples traveled over her tinted flesh. Her Mona Lisa-like smile lingered approvingly on his lithe sinewy figure, the chiseled handsomeness of his face.
“I am glad they did not kill you,” she purred. Her gossamer robe drooped from one bare shoulder. She did not try to replace it.
“Who are you?” he asked hoarsely.
She rose from her couch in a single sinuous movement and came close to him. Her eyes bored unfathomably into his, her breasts heaved with slow seductive movements, the perfume of her amorous body enveloped him, made him dizzy with its fragrance.
“Call me Thyra,” she said slowly, parting her luscious red lips. She swayed toward him. “I like you,” she breathed.
The blood pounded in his eyes at her nearness; for the moment he forgot where he was, everything. Her warmth enfolded him, made him feel…
“You and I—” she murmured throatily, “we’ll leave this little hole, we’ll leave that stupid fool gaping vainly on the beach, and sail to the East.
There, with jewels enough to buy a kingdom, you will be emperor, and I an empress.”
Howell’s head cleared. She had talked too much. He twisted his face away from the sight of her glowing, semi-clad body.
“What have you done with Julia—Miss Hunt?” he demanded harshly.
Thyra moved sharply back. Her dead-white features, a moment before suffused with tempting allure, snarled into venomous fury. Her dark eyes lashed fire, her ripe red lips retracted to show sharp white teeth. Her very hair writhed and glittered like whipping snakes.
“You—unutterable fool,” she screeched. “I offer you myself—wealth beyond your dreams—and you ask for that whey-faced chit, a mere bag of bones, a milk and water whimpering baby. Very well, she is here. Muhammed and Ahmad saw to that. And you shall see what I, Thyra, do to my rivals.”
She clapped her hands. The immobile Malays sprang to life, moved forward. The deadly kris glittered wavily in their hands. She spoke rapidly to them. The tongue was Eastern.
They bowed and left the cabin.
“Don’t you dare harm her,” Bruce cried frantically.
She smiled at him mockingly, her eyes heavy-lidded. She moved undulatingly back to her couch.
* * * *
The two Malays returned, dragging between them the stumbling, half-limp form of Julia Hunt.
Her face was drained to paper whiteness, her eyes were round with terror. They went wider at the sight of Bruce, shackled to the chair. She gave a little gasping cry. Howell strained with every muscle against his bonds, his heart hammering in his bosom.
“If you hurt her; just one little hair of her head, I’ll—I’ll kill you,” he said thickly. “Even if I have to come back from the dead!”
Thyra said contemptuously: “You love that little chit, that bit of ice, enough to pass me by, do you?” Her smoothness changed, her face distorted. She rose like a spitting, snarling cat arching on a backyard fence. “I’ll mar that precious body of hers until you’ll shudder away from it with loathing. Muhammed! Ahmad!” She clapped her hands. “Strip her to the waist!”
Bruce cried desperately: “No! No! Leave Miss Hunt alone. Let her go—safely, unharmed; and I’ll do anything!” His voice lowered. “I’ll go with you—to the East.”
Thyra laughed—and there was only the fury of a woman scorned in that devilish laughter. “Too late!” she mocked. “I do not take leavings, the scum of another woman’s party. But she shall suffer for being more desirable to you than I. Strip her, I say!”
The Malays, bestial faces smirking cruelly, reached simultaneously, ripped downward in a single flowing motion.
The torn jersey gave with a rending sound, came apart in pieces that were flung into a corner. Julia’s firmly molded body emerged, quivering and mantling red in its exposure to alien eyes.
The poor girl turned mute imploring gaze on her bound companion, clapped covering arms over her breasts, and stood, head bowed, waiting, bravely waiting for whatever was in store for her. Not a sound, not a whimper, left her clenched lips.
Thyra laughed insanely. “A bag of bones!” The blood dripped from her lip, where she had bitten through in the violence of her passion. “Run your krises over her shameless skin, slash her up and down and sideways, leaving marks that will heal to hideous scars. But do not kill her. Oh, no! do not kill her. I want her lover to see her hideous, deformed. Then he will realize what he has missed.”
With stealthy licking lips the Malays lifted their sinister wavy weapons. Bruce did not know it was he who yelled imprecations, commands, implorements, oaths, at the yellow gold woman, her Oriental minions. He strained every muscle to the bursting point; a red haze clouded his vision, but the shackles held.
The cruel kris flashed in air, descended. Julia, head still bowed, unmurmuring, awaited the first slicing slashes. Thyra watched, gloating, avid. Bruce locked eyes tight.
Hot words lanced his shrinking flesh, brought his eyes wide again, unbelieving.
“Drop them, you black sons of…”
The wavy-edged swords went down with a thud into the soft-piled rug. The Malays swerved, saw who it was that stood in the doorway, and swarthy skins went sallow with fright. They groveled on the floor, ejaculating streams of foreign syllables.
Thyra froze where she stood, shrank against the couch, stumbling.
“You!” she breathed.
Bruce cried out: “Jerry! Jerry Dunn! I thought you were hanging from the yardarm.”
The Maine woodsman, Federal Investigator, whatever he was, bent bitter black brows in a solid line. He scowled sardonically: “Not I, though no doubt pretty Thyra would have been willing.”
He advanced slowly into the room, eyes all on the voluptuous figure of the yellow-gold woman, gun snouting at the whole room. She fell on the couch, shrieking, bare arm upthrust to avoid a blow.
“Jerry!” she cried. “I didn’t do anything; I swear I…”
“Stop your damned lying mouth,” he said brutally. “I heard enough back in the lodge, and I heard enough outside the cabin before I came in. Your ratting days are over! Can’t keep your filthy paws off any man what comes along, can you? You ratted to Slim, trying to make him. You ratted to this guy, this Bar Harbor dude. You betrayed me with Ahmad and Muhammed—don’t tell me, I know. Yuh figured to get all the diamonds on board and beat it, leavin’ me on the beach to take the rap. But when yuh stole the boat, you didn’t know I had another one hid under the cliff a ways, did yuh? Me, what made a queen out of a village streetwalker!”
Thyra rose from her couch, faced him defiantly. Two red spots shone on her dead-white cheeks. Her eyes had a baleful, half-mad glare.
“Okay, Jerry, you called the turn.” She laughed shrilly. “You’re right; I never had any use for you, a cheapjack backwoodsman, a guide, a caretaker. Bah! You were only a tool—for everybody. For the syndicate in Amsterdam that hired you to run the smuggled stones from Sutter’s Point to their man in Portland. This ship was their idea, not yours. It picked up the stones from their yacht on the high seas. Its Diesel engines that made it sail as no schooner could, its dead black color, the touch of the drowned corpses for pilots, scared all the superstitious oafs out of the cove, and made it easy to run in the jewels.
“And whose idea was it to win over Ahmad and Muhammed and get away with the whole swag ourselves. Not yours! You didn’t have guts enough to think that up. Of course I was going to doublecross you. Why not? You tried to two-time me too, didn’t you? Grabbing that skinny girl on the beach. With the jewels in my hands, what did I need you for; a poor fool of a country yokel! Look!” She reached feverishly behind her, pulled out a casket, snapped open the lock in a single movement. Diamonds, rubies, emeralds, millions in precious gems cascaded out.
* * * *
She was mad now. She plunged her hand in, sent the coruscating jewels tossing in the air, scattering in a shower of broken light. Her mouth was wide and her eyes glared. Her red lips foamed with mingled spume and blood. The robe had fallen to her waist. She looked like the goddess of madness.
Bruce forgot his situation in the sheer insanity of it all. Julia stood as one sculptured in marble. The Malays lifted their heads stealthily, awed, afraid. Dunn stared with the stare of a bird hypnotized by a snake. He did not seem to know he had a gun in his hands. He licked his lips with unconscious movements.
“Mine, all mine!” she screamed. “Not yours, dupe, yokel! You an emperor! Bah! Rather a chambermaid to pigs!” She swerved suddenly. “Ahmad, Muhammed! Kill! Kill!”
They had been waiting for that signal. They were on their feet as if steel springs had pushed them. Dunn started. The hypnotic sway of Thyra’s assumed madness vanished. His thick brows bent in savage snarl; he mouthed indistinguishable oaths. He raised his gun. Its muzzle roared flame and steel.
Thyra took a quick step forward and her eyes went wide. A round red hole appeared suddenly under her right breast. The red widened. She staggered and fell sprawling. Julia shrieked and fell fainting across a couch.
The Malays were already upon him, kris slashing downward. Dunn pivoted like lightning. His gun spat death for a second time. The bullet ploughed through Ahmad’s cheek. Face a gory mess, the Malay dropped like a stricken ox.
Dunn pivoted again. But fast as he was, Muhammed was faster. The kris, a wavy snake of steel, chopped down. Jerry screamed shrilly. His left hand fell with a hideous plop to the reddening carpet, and blood geysered from the severed wrist. The bullet smacked into a tapestry.
Muhammed raised the deadly kris for the finishing rip from chin to navel. Dunn gathered all his strength, heaved his gun across the Malay’s snarling countenance. The high-bridged nose caved in and smeared in sodden pulp. The kris whistled aimlessly into the carpet.
Animal sounds came from Muhammed through squashed lips. He leaped tigerishly upon his prey. Jerry, still clutching his gun in his good hand, went down, the Malay rolling over him like a cat. Over and over they went Blood spattered over couches, over walls, over Bruce himself. Whoever won would kill him, would do worse to Julia.
Jerry’s good hand rose suddenly, came down with a thud of steel upon the Malay’s smashed-in nose. An inhuman screech followed. Muhammed sagged. Dunn half-rose to his knees, and smashed blow on blow into the shapeless face. He had eyes only for his victim.
He did not see the slow, torturous, writhing progression of Thyra, her magnificent body half-nude, across the carpet. It was terrible, like the convulsive movements of a dying snake.
Bruce watched her progress, fascinated by her will power, shrinking from the hate in her pain-swept eyes. She was at his shackled feet, raising her head with infinite effort. Life was leaving her fast.
“You—” she mouthed with difficulty, “are good looking. Never mind—your Julia. Kill that—Jerry. He—killed me. Here!”
She fumbled with uncertain hand in a fold of her dress, brought out with stiffening fingers—a key. It fell with a plop to the rug; her eyes glazed, and she dropped back—dead!
Wild hope surged through Bruce, gave him superhuman strength. Dunn brought his gun down smashing for the last time. Muhammed quivered and lay still. Bruce jerked himself over, chair and all, squirmed his fingers toward the precious key. He caught it just as Jerry, aroused by the noise, was turning slowly.
Snarling, Jerry raised the gun. Bruce saw the slow movement, worked with frantic haste. The click of the key in the lock was heavenly music. One hand was free. He went for the other. Dunn, eyes aflame with the lust to kill, staggered to his knees, swayed, his gun describing an arc.
The other hand went free just as there was a crashing concussion of sound. Bruce’s shoulder rocked with a searing fire. Unmindful of the pain, he clawed desperately at the locks on his legs.
At last he was a free man. But the muzzle was this time unwavering, centered on his heart.
Bruce sprang, and Dunn, half-dead, pulled the trigger. As he did so, the smeared mass beneath him stirred suddenly; a corpse-like hand reached up, pushed. Jerry stumbled, fell back against the upright edge of the kris. His shriek lanced through the cabin, as his skull sliced in twain against the wavy steel. The bullet smashed into the snake-like god, brought him crashing. The Malay collapsed again.
Bruce ran for Julia and picked her up in his arms, stumbling over the gory dead out into the clean sweet air of the night. The mist had cleared, the moon was a kindly disk of silver, and death and madness and lustful cruelty seemed far away. Until his eye went up, toward the mast, toward the body that jittered in the gentle breeze. He recognized it now. Cuthbert Stapleton, Boston jeweler, and, unknown to Dunn, but not to Thyra, respectable fence for the smuggled fortunes in gems.
Bruce covered Julia’s semi-nudity with a strip of sail; he gently massaged her arms and cheeks. His thoughts were busy. That fabulous sum in jewels must be turned over to the Customs authorities. There was a substantial reward in the offing. Enough for marriage.
Julia opened her eyes, saw him bending over. Her arms went up, closed with shuddering embrace about his neck.



BLACK POOL FOR HELL MAIDENS, by Hal K. Wells
CHAPTER I
The Clawed Ghoul
The last rays of an unseen sun had faded until the wooded swamp was a fog-shrouded monochrome of somber shadows and swirling vapors. The dank chill of slime-wet air seeped coldly through the darkening gray mists. Larry Kent shivered and turned the collar of his coat higher around his neck.
Kent’s deeply tanned face was grimly intent as he tried vainly to peer ahead through the murky gloom. Hidden cells deep within his sensitive brain quivered to the stimulus of a familiar and eerie warning. Somewhere in that chill curtain of twilight fog, Fear lurked, naked and abysmal!
Larry Kent had spent too many years in the dark corners of the world to ever be mistaken in that weirdly menacing aura of incarnate terror. He had felt it in the cold stone cells of North China where shuddering coolies waited wretchedly for dawn and the headsman’s sword. He had sensed it in the sweating midnight of an African jungle kraal where close-packed blacks groveled in abject fear as Om-Jok, the Devil-God, stalked thundering through the night.
But never had Kent’s quivering nerves sensed the crepitant feel of Fear more strongly than they now did in the desolate heart of the Alabama swampland. It came pulsing through the shrouding vapor in unseen waves of almost tangible force. The central point from which the eerie emanations came was apparently somewhere just ahead. They subtly increased with every forward step that Kent took.
The oozing muck of the narrow path made tiny sucking noises beneath his feet. On either side, scum-filmed pools of stagnant water glowed dimly in the gray dusk. Leprous-white streamers of Spanish moss hung in spectral festoons from the gnarled limbs of trees that rose from the swampy mire.
Dread was a chill hard lump in the back of Kent’s brain. Was it into the forbidding depths of this almost trackless swamp that Dorothy Lane had so mysteriously vanished? Kent had succeeded in tracing her as far as the village of Sharby, some ten miles away. She had arrived there four days ago. Soon after she registered at the village hotel she had left with a man who was a stranger to the hotel proprietor. And from that point on, all trace had vanished of the girl who was Larry Kent’s fiancee.
Kent flinched as the bloated body of a swamp moccasin crossed the path ahead of him and slid sluggishly into a pool. Dorothy hated snakes, and all the other squirming horrors that swarm in the dark recesses of swampland. What possible reason could have brought her from her Chicago home to this area of stark desolation?
The brief note that Kent had found awaiting him upon his return from a business trip had told him nothing beyond the bare fact that she was leaving town for a short time. It was the intangible feeling of terror between the lines of the hastily scrawled words that had sent Kent in worried pursuit of the missing girl.
There was a faint rustling through the swamp as the ghostly white ribbons of moss stirred in the first sighing breath of the night breeze. Kent suddenly froze to a halt, his body tensely stiff.
Borne upon the dank wings of that breeze was a new and ghastly scent—the grim, pungent smell of Death!
Ahead of him a low strip of wooded land rose several feet above the swamp level. It was from there that the nauseous odor apparently came. Kent’s eyes hardened to the brilliance of blue ice. His step was the lithely silent tread of a stalking jaguar as he glided swiftly forward.
A muffled sound came faintly through the fog, a strange whimpering murmur that was certainly not human, yet was like no animal sound that Kent had ever heard. The smell of putrescence came to his nostrils in increasing waves of sickening horror. He drifted wraith-like through the tree trunks, then abruptly halted behind the sheltering bole of a big pine. There, barely ten feet from his staring eyes, was the spot from which the dread odor came.
Two dead bodies lay obscenely exposed amid scattered heaps of fresh earth. The water-saturated subsoil had made deep digging impossible, and the graves from which the corpses had been looted were little more than shallow trenches. Crouched gibbering over them was a creature that was a blasphemous caricature of a man.
It was naked except for a loincloth. Its hairless skull tapered grotesquely to a rounded point. Its eyes protruded so far from their shallow sockets that they almost seemed to be set upon movable stalks. The hand that grew from its right wrist was weirdly deformed. The fingers were fused into a single solid mass, while the thumb was massively overdeveloped, making the member look far more like the pincer-claw of a crayfish than a human hand.
A low whimpering monotone drooled from the creature’s gaping mouth as it stared with its bulging eyes down at the two exhumed bodies. The cadavers had obviously been buried for days. There was no grave-clothing to conceal the sloughing horror of their discolored flesh, already far gone in the ravages of decay. One had apparently been that of a man about fifty. The other was the powerfully built figure of a young man in his twenties. Both bodies were maimed. The older man’s legs were gone between the hips and the knees. The younger man’s right arm ended at the elbow.
Kent’s skin crawled in repugnance at the thought that the missing members had been devoured by the deformed ghoul that crouched above them. Then Kent saw that the amputations were old, with the stumps healed long before death.
If the creature had not already fed, however, there was little doubt that it intended to feed now, and quickly. Its claw-like right hand closed avidly upon the moldering flesh of the legless body. The pointed head dropped. A wordless babble of anticipation whimpered from the slavering lips.
Revulsion surged in a black flood through Kent’s brain. He stepped from behind the tree trunk with clenched fists.
“Get away from that!” he rasped through white lips.
The creature gaped up at him for a brief second with goggling eyes. Then as Kent advanced toward it, it abruptly scrambled erect upon thin bony legs and fled whimpering into the fog. As it ran, Kent saw for the first time a steel circlet and a short length of broken chain dangling from the creature’s ankle.
It did not run far. It had covered scarcely twenty feet before there was a crashing noise in the underbrush and three figures loomed dimly up through the fog in the creature’s path.
There was a short, violent struggle that ended with the ghoulish fugitive clamped firmly in the grip of a stocky, swarthy thug with the barrel-chested build of a gorilla. The swarthy fellow’s two companions paid slight attention to his brief struggle in subduing his squirming captive. Both were staring with narrowed eyes at Kent’s tall figure. One of the men flashed a hand to his hip, bringing it up again with the heavy bulk of an automatic pistol leveled at Kent.
“Don’t move, fellah!” he warned tersely. His eyes never left Kent as he jerked his head toward the swarthy-faced thug. “Take that fish-headed punk back to the house, Joe,” he ordered. “Chain him this time so he’ll stay! Doc and I’ll take care of this fellah.”
“Okay, Jeff,” the thickset one grunted. “Come on, you!” He jerked the wiggling figure of his grotesque captive around, and they vanished into the fog. The other two men advanced toward Kent.
They were an oddly assorted pair. The one with the gun was tall, muscular, with brutish power etched in every line of his heavy-jawed face. His companion was small, wiry, with a thick shock of grayish hair. A dirty laboratory smock covered his slight figure. His gaunt, hawk-like face was nervously intense. The dilated pupils of his eyes glowed with feverish luster from far back in shadowed sockets.
They came to a halt a few steps from Kent. Their glance drifted momentarily to the exposed cadavers and looted graves beyond him, and their faces hardened in unmistakable menace.
“What are you doin’ here, fellah?” the brute-faced man with the pistol demanded truculently.
Kent’s temper flared at the arrogant insolence of the other’s tone, but he choked back any thought of a heated retort when he met the man’s eyes. They were the eyes of a born killer, cold, pale, utterly merciless. The lust for murder crouched like a black beast in their icily glittering depths, and it would take very little to unleash that beast.
“I left Sharby this morning for a hike,” Kent answered, his voice level. “I tried to take a short-cut through the swamp. I got lost, and I finally landed here.”
“That is too bad,” the gray-haired man in the smock said softly. His low-pitched voice trembled as though from excitement tightly held in check. “But you could hardly get back to Sharby tonight, even after we told you the way. The swamp is a nasty place to be wandering in after dark. You had better spend the night as our guest. Don’t you think that would be best, Jeffers?”
Jeffers’ thin lips smiled coldly. “Sure, he’d better flop with us tonight,” he agreed grimly. The muzzle of the pistol jerked in a brief gesture of command. “Get goin’, fellah! Show him the way, Doc.”
They started off into the fog-shrouded dusk in single file, with the gray-haired man in the lead, then Kent, and Jeffers bringing up the rear. They walked for a few minutes in taut silence. Then abruptly there was a hail from some unseen person in the gray murk ahead of them.
“Dr. Carlin! Jeffers! Where are you?”
Shocked recognition flashed through Kent’s started brain. The clear contralto voice was that of Dorothy Lane!
“Hold it, fellah!” Jeffers snarled, closing the gap between them. Kent felt the pressure of the pistol muzzle against his back. “Keep your mouth shut!” There was savage menace in Jeffers’ whispered warning.
“Here we are, Miss Lane,” the gray-haired Carlin answered.
A slender figure loomed dimly in the fog curtain, then came running into full view. Kent’s breath caught in his throat as he recognized the familiar and beloved details of the girl’s striking beauty. Her hair had the brilliant blackness of polished jet. The exotic loveliness of her exquisitely molded face was accentuated by the terror that made of her eyes great pools of liquid darkness.
“Dr. Carlin!” Dorothy Lane’s voice broke in a muffled sob. “Did you find the one who escaped into the swamp? Was it—”
“No,” Carlin broke in sharply. “He is still safe in the pool. This one was Bartlett. We got him all right. Joe is taking him back to the house now.
They must have passed you without your seeing them in the fog.”
Overwhelming relief suffused the girl’s softly tanned face. Then her glance drifted past Carlin and she saw Kent for the first time. For a fraction of a second amazed recognition flashed in her startled eyes. Then almost instantly her expression became as utterly impersonal as though she were facing a total stranger.
“Who is that?” she asked.
“Merely a gentleman from Sharby who lost his way in the swamp,” Carlin said softly. “He is spending the night with us.”
“But he can’t!” the girl protested sharply.
“I’m afraid he must, my dear,” Carlin insisted. “You see, he has already seen Bartlett.”
“Oh!” Dorothy Lane’s lovely face hardened. “In that case, he had better be our guest, of course.”
She turned away, as though having no further interest in Kent. The party started off again through the fog. The pistol lifted from Kent’s back, but he knew that the weapon remained menacingly ready as the brutish-faced Jeffers strode stolidly along behind him.
Kent’s brain seethed in a whirl of bewildered conjecture. What was the reason for Dorothy’s strange refusal to recognize him? And in what possible way was she connected with the sinisterly mysterious activities of Carlin and his two armed thugs?
Carlin’s name was vaguely familiar to Kent, but for the moment he could not quite place it. The man’s dilated pupils and the taut intensity of his every action indicated that he was a drug addict, with his clouded brain hovering perilously near the yawning abyss of stark insanity.
Kent was under no illusions about the probable fate awaiting him at their journey’s end. He had a cold premonition that he would never be permitted to leave the place alive. He could not believe that Dorothy, no matter how deeply she might be involved in the dark secrets of the isolated swamp retreat, would ever willingly assent to his death. But Dorothy could very easily be helpless against Carlin and his armed aides.
Kent knew that he had already seen too much to ever be allowed to go free and tell his story. The mere fact that he had seen the claw-handed creature with the pointed head had apparently been sufficient reason for Dorothy to agree that he should be kept a prisoner. Carlin had not mentioned the looted graves to Dorothy. Kent wondered if she even knew of the two maimed corpses.
One thing was certain. They were heading straight for the source of the invisible emanations of crepitant fear that Kent had first sensed back in the swamp. It surged in swiftly increasing volume now with every step they took, pulsing eerily through the dusky murk in an aura of monstrous and nameless terror.
They strode silently along over ground that rose steadily until it was well above the level of the surrounding swamp. They emerged from the trees into a large grassy clearing, in the center of which yellow light glowed mistily from the windows of a sprawling one-story building. Over at one side, the throb of a gasoline motor came from a small shed, apparently the generating unit for the lights.
The main building had the grimly severe lines of a prison. The front door was massive enough to withstand the impact of a battering-ram. The small square windows were heavily barred.
There were still a dozen steps from the building when they heard muffled sounds of confusion inside. A man’s voice husked in snarls of command. Dull reports cracked like the lash of a whip. And yammering cries rose in a babbling chorus that was weirdly tinged with something utterly alien to anything human!
Carlin raced for the door. He inserted a key in the lock with nervously fumbling fingers, and swung the heavy portal open. The menacing pressure of the pistol was again solidly against Kent’s spine as they entered. They found themselves facing a nightmare scene of eldritch chaos.
CHAPTER II
House of Grisly Fear
They stood in a large central hallway. At the end of the hall an open door gave a glimpse into a white-walled room with beds arranged in regular rows like those of a hospital ward. Crowding through the open door out into the hall was a pack of weird figures whose appearance sent cold fingers of eerie dread rippling down Kent’s spine.
There were eleven men in all in the yammering pack, ranging in age from the early thirties to late middle age. Every man was maimed. Some hopped grotesquely upon one leg. One sprawled upon the floor dragging a body that was completely legless. Others had lost an arm. One bearded giant had both hands gone at the wrist.
Their heavy faces were stolidly set masks of pure fear—not the brief flashing terror of a moment, but the grim accumulation of hours and days of a dread so overwhelmingly great that the gibbering horror of its eternal presence had driven every trace of rational thought from their numbed brains. Their mouths gaped slackly open. Their eyes had the dully staring gaze of men sunk deep in stupor.
But it was not the grisly fear written upon the faces of the maimed pack, nor their mutilated bodies, tragic though they were, that congealed the blood in Kent’s veins. It was the feeling that in some nameless and hideous manner the men were different from all normal mankind!
Their only garments were loincloths. Their exposed skin was discolored and mottled, with small shiny patches that shone with a scaly luster. The ends of their maimed limbs, instead of the rounded contours of normally healed stumps, bulged in grotesquely paired lumps as though they were growing strange, new, two-digited appendages to replace the lost members. Their yammering, almost wordless babble was weirdly suggestive of the chirring outcries of the scaly crustaceans in the black pools of the swamp.
Joe stood in front of the pack, keeping them at bay with the swishing menace of a long black whip. His swarthy face glistened with sweat as he turned.
“Give me a hand, Doc!” he gasped. “When I went into the ward after I chained Bartlett up, they ganged me. They’re completely nuts! They thought you’d gone away and left ’em for good!”
Carlin strode forward, his gaunt face livid with anger. “You clumsy, blundering ape!” he snarled. “Throw that whip down! It’s only making them worse.”
Carlin’s voice swiftly softened as he faced the pack. “Steady, men,” he said reassuringly. “I wasn’t leaving you. I’ll never desert you until you’re all right again. You ought to know that. But can’t help you unless you do your part. You must have rest, absolute quiet, to keep your strength built up so that the serums can take effect. Go on back to your beds. Everything will be all right.”
Carlin’s soothing words took quick effect. The cries of the pack quieted to dazed mumbling. They turned and began retreating docilely into the room behind them.
“Jeffers,” Carlin ordered, “come and help me get them settled. Stay out here, Joe, and keep a gun on our guest till I get time to take care of him.”
The door of the ward-like room closed behind Carlin and Jeffers. Dorothy Lane’s slim shoulders sagged wearily.
“I’m tired out, Joe,” she said listlessly. “I think I’ll go to bed.”
She turned and opened a door on the left of the hall. Kent tried to catch her eye, but the girl kept her gaze stonily averted. In the brief moment before the door closed again Kent saw the interior of a small bedroom.
Joe slouched against the wall half a dozen feet from Kent, his dark face still sullen from Carlin’s vitriolic tongue-lashing. He held a pistol alertly leveled in his right hand.
Kent’s eyes drifted curiously around the hall. The three doors on the left were closed. So was a rear door on the right, but between it and the front of the hall another door was wide-open, giving Kent a view of a room that was a strange combination of laboratory and aquarium.
Large glass tanks were filled with murky water in which scores of giant swamp crayfish slithered and crawled. A bench along the wall was littered with retorts, chemical phials, and gleaming bits of metal that looked like surgical instruments. In one corner was a white-topped operating table. A partly open door in the rear led into another smaller room. It was in this back room that the ghoul with the pointed head and the clawed hand was apparently confined, for Kent heard the occasional clinking of chains.
There was an insidious and peculiarly repugnant odor in the air that made Kent’s nostrils crinkle. It was an odd blending of a stagnant, slimy effluvium as from the glistening chitinous bodies of swamp crustaceans, together with a strong tinge of the nauseous reek of carrion.
Kent’s gaze lingered on the aquarium tanks. His eyes suddenly hardened as the sight of the slithering crayfish roused a slumbering cell in his memory. He remembered now why the name of Carlin had sounded so elusively familiar when he had first heard it back in the swamp. Dr. Enlow Carlin, professor of biology in one of the large Eastern universities, had been a particularly lurid sensation in the newspapers of a year ago.
Carlin had claimed that he had definitely located the hidden gland producing the hormones that gave crayfish and other crustaceans their unique power of growing new limbs to replace those lost in battle or accident. Furthermore, Carlin claimed he had succeeded in adapting the extract from this crustacean gland so that the hormones would have a similar effect in the blood of human beings, stimulating their bodies to grow new legs or arms to replace members lost by surgical amputation.
A storm of criticism and censure had broken around the head of the biologist. It was charged that Carlin was caught in the act of using human beings in blasphemously revolutionary experiments with crayfish and other crustaceans. Carlin was dismissed from the university in disgrace. After a brief investigation, scientists branded his serum a cruel hoax, and Carlin’s name faded swiftly into oblivion.
Shocked conjectures ran riotously through Kent’s startled thoughts. Was Carlin using this hidden swamp retreat to carry on human experiments even more radical and revolting than those that had sent him hurtling into professional oblivion? And if so, what possible connection could Dorothy Lane have with the mad biologist’s grisly labors?
* * * *
Sounds from the room at the end of the hall abruptly drew Kent’s attention that way. The door was flung hurriedly open. Carlin and Jeffers hastened out, locking the door behind them. Their faces were worried and tense.
“Vanders is gone!” Carlin said furiously to Joe. “He must have escaped when they mobbed you and broke out of the room.”
“He’s gotta still be here somewhere,” Joe answered sullenly. “There didn’t nobody get by me to the front door. He’s hidin’ out either in one of the rooms or else downstairs.”
“We’ll soon see,” Carlin clipped. He and Jeffers made a quick, fruitless search through the two rear rooms on the left, and the aquarium-laboratory. Carlin’s rap brought Dorothy Lane to the door of her room.
“Have you seen any sign of Vanders?” he asked. “He’s missing from the ward.”
The girl shook her head. Carlin turned to the remaining door on the right. “He’s down in the basement, then,” he said grimly. “Come on, Jeffers.”
As the door opened briefly to let the two men through, Kent caught a glimpse of a flight of wooden steps leading downward. The strangely blended odor of crustacean slime and carrion came in dankly increased volume from the subterranean depths. There was the clumping sound of the men’s feet descending the stairs. A short moment of silence was followed by a swift blurred chorus of voices. Metal clicked. There was a heavy thud as of the closing of a ponderous door.
Dorothy Lane’s face was drawn and white with terror as she stared at the basement door. Sound again erupted from the hidden depths, a muffled blending of hoarse shouts and a splashing as of some huge body wallowing in shallow water. A man screamed, horribly, the cry dying away to a bubbling moan.
A weirdly chirring call that was like the metallic stridulation of some scaled monster of the swamp rose in wailing crescendo, then abruptly lapsed into silence as a gun crashed twice. There was again the heavy thud as of a closing door, and a moment later the sound of steps climbing the stairs.
Carlin and Jeffers stepped up into the hall, and Dorothy cried out in sharp terror. Kent stared with dilated eyes at the ghastly object in Jeffers’ blood-soaked arms. Horror coursed icily down his spine.
The object had once been a man. It was now a gruesomely sliced and shredded bundle of raw flesh that looked as though it had been cut to pieces by a pair of gigantic shears. Thin sandy hair was matted with blood on the head that lolled limply on a half-severed neck. The features were slashed beyond recognition. There was only one leg, but the unspeakable condition of the body made it impossible to determine whether the amputation was an old one or a part of the hideous mutilation just suffered.
Carlin’s eyes blazed dark fire in the pale gauntness of his face. “Vanders tried to escape us by dodging into the room of the pool,” he said tersely. “He blundered squarely into the Dweller’s reach before we could stop him. We were lucky to even get his body away. Jeffers got badly slashed doing that.”
“The shots!” Dorothy breathed the words so low that they were barely above a whisper. “Did you kill—”
Carlin shook his head. “We only fired to frighten it back long enough for us to get clear with Vanders’ body.”
“Doc!” Jeffers blurted, his voice husky and strained. “Help me get to my room. I got it worse than I thought! My whole side is—”
His words abruptly faded into silence. His eyes closed, and he pitched forward on his face, his gruesome burden thudding to the floor with him. Carlin exclaimed in consternation and bent over him. Joe’s small eyes widened in concern as he stared at Jeffers’ huddled body.
For a brief moment no one was watching Kent. He took instant advantage of the chance. His right fist swung for Joe’s face with all his weight behind it.
Joe’s brain was stolidly slow, but his muscular reactions had the lightning speed of those of an animal. He instinctively jerked his head to one side, just enough that Kent’s fist glanced harmlessly off his cheek. Kent had a flashing glimpse of the clubbed pistol descending in Joe’s hand. Then the metal barrel crashed into Kent’s skull with a shattering impact that sent him spinning dizzily into fathomless gulfs of black oblivion.
Kent’s first waking sensation was of a splitting headache that seemed to pulse through every cell of his tortured brain. Then gradually the throbbing pain lessened a bit, and other sensations began to impinge upon his dazed consciousness. He was vaguely aware that he was sprawled full-length upon his back upon some hard, cold surface. The air around him had the chill, slime-damp scent of an underground chamber.
Yellow light glowed hazily against his closed eyelids. From somewhere that seemed an endless distance away a low voice was urgently calling his name.
“Larry! Larry Kent! Wake up, Larry. Larry, please wake up!”
Realization that the desperately pleading voice was that of Dorothy Lane shocked the last lingering mists from Kent’s stunned brain. He opened his eyes.
For a moment the scene above him swam in a dim yellow blur. Then his vision cleared. He was in a small windowless cubicle of a room, with cobwebbed gray walls of roughly finished cement, and a floor of hard-packed earth. Yellowish light came from a single dusty bulb dangling from the ceiling joists.
He was lying near the center of the floor. Dorothy Lane knelt beside him, her dark eyes wide with dread, and the lovely oval of her face streaked with tears. Her soft lips moved in a tremulous smile of relief as she saw Kent’s eyes open.
“Larry!” she breathed thankfully. “I was afraid you’d never wake up!”
Kent lay there for a minute longer with muscles relaxed while strength flowed slowly back into his body. Then he struggled up to a sitting position. He waited a second for his spinning head to clear, and with Dorothy’s help managed to regain his feet. He twisted his white lips into the semblance of a grin.
“I’m all right now,” he assured the girl. “What happened after that gorilla slugged me? How long was I out?”
“Over an hour,” Dorothy answered. “After Joe knocked you unconscious, he and Carlin dragged you down here in the basement and locked you up in this little storeroom. Then Carlin went into his laboratory to work, and left Joe on guard at the foot of the basement steps. I sneaked a drink of whiskey down to Joe with enough veronal in it to put him to sleep for the rest of the night. After he collapsed, I came on back here to release you.”
“But I don’t get it,” Kent said dazedly. “What on earth are you doing in this madhouse, anyway? And why did you so pointedly refuse to recognize me before?”
“I had to pretend we were total strangers,” the girl answered. “That was the only way I could remain free of Carlin’s suspicion and wait for a chance to help you. But there’s no time to explain things now, Larry. Jeffers is in bed critically injured and Joe is unconscious. This is our one golden opportunity to overcome Carlin while he is without the protection of his paid thugs. We’ve got to do it, Larry, and quickly. That man is a fiend incarnate!”
“My dear Miss Lane, you honor me!”
Kent stiffened in startled shock as the jeering words came from behind him. He saw Dorothy’s face blanch in terrified surprise. Kent slowly turned.
CHAPTER III
Mad Pack of the Maimed
Carlin stood in the partly-open door. His gaunt face was a twisted mask of insane triumph. The pistol in his hand was gripped so tightly that his knuckles showed white against the blued metal. Kent’s arm instinctively went around Dorothy’s slender shoulders in a gesture of protection.
“A very touching sight!” Carlin mocked. “And when you two first met in the swamp tonight you were utter strangers! You fooled me then, Miss Lane. You would still be fooling me, perhaps, had I not chanced just a few minutes ago to look over the things we took from Kent’s pockets when we brought him down here. The picture of Miss Lane that you carry in your wallet, Kent, is an excellent likeness. And the very affectionate inscription written upon it is hardly such as one would give to a total stranger!”
The softly mocking quality vanished from Carlin’s taut voice. His teeth bared in a wolfish snarl. “I intended to eliminate you, Kent, before the night was over,” he grated. “You saw too much in the swamp to ever be allowed to live. I regret that I shall now have to also remove Miss Lane. I had hoped to keep her alive for a time yet for purely financial reasons, but her usefulness in that respect is obviously at an end.”
Carlin’s deep-shadowed eyes were flaming pools of mad menace. “I could shoot you both down where you stand,” he rasped, “but that would be a foolish waste of valuable material. There is another and far better way in which I can use your deaths to terrorize my poor stupid charges upstairs, and thus make easier my task of collecting from them. I shall turn the two of you over to the Dweller in the pool!”
Dorothy Lane cried aloud in terror. Carlin’s thin lips writhed in a snarling smile. “You don’t know what I mean by that, do you, Kent?” he mocked. “Miss Lane will tell you. She is very well acquainted with our pool-dwelling friend.”
Carlin stepped swiftly out into the corridor. The instant the menace of the pistol left his body, Kent flashed into action. He flung himself in a hurtling dive at the closing door, but Carlin was too fast. The lock clicked shut a scant fraction of a second before Kent’s shoulder thudded impotently against the solid panels.
They heard Carlin’s mocking chuckle outside, then the sound of his retreating steps. Kent turned to Dorothy.
“Who, or what, is the Dweller in the pool?” he demanded. “And what devil’s work is Carlin doing here anyway that he is ready to commit cold-blooded murder to keep any hint of it from reaching the outside world?”
“The Dweller in the pool,” Dorothy answered, her low voice trembling, “is my brother, Raoul!”
“Your brother!” Kent repeated dazedly.
“Yes. You never met him. He lived in Denver. He lost an arm in an automobile accident last Winter. He was too bitterly proud to tell any of the rest of the family. The first I knew of his tragic loss was in a note I got from him nearly two weeks ago.
“Raoul was one of the men selected by Carlin as victims of the crudest extortion scheme that any mind ever conceived,” Dorothy continued bitterly. “Carlin carefully chose from widely separated parts of the country a group of well-to-do men who had suffered the amputation of limbs. He offered them a chance to have their lost members miraculously restored through the injection of his crayfish serum.
E swore them to absolute secrecy, telling them that the authorities would never knowingly permit it, and brought them here by devious routes. None of them knew their final destination till they got here. Raoul must have become suspicious at the last moment. When they came through Sharby he sneaked off a hurriedly written note to me, telling me what he was doing and asking me to investigate if I did not hear from him again within five days.
“When the time passed without any further word I left for Sharby,” Dorothy continued. “I should have told you, but Raoul had begged me to tell no one. Carlin must have learned of Raoul’s letter for Jeffers met me in Sharby with a story of Raoul being ill and needing me. I came here with Jeffers and I’ve been here ever since. I’ve kept my eyes and ears open and I’ve learned the real nature of Carlin’s plot in all its ghastly details.
“Carlin’s serum had no power to cause regrowth of normal human limbs.” Dorothy’s voice shook with emotion. “Carlin knew the terrible effects his preparation would really have, yet he callously injected it because it was upon the sheer horror of those effects that his scheme was based. New appendages began sprouting from the maimed stump of arms or legs, but the growths were of horrible crustacean claws. Other changes occurred in the skin of the victims, their bones, their brains, turning them gradually into monstrous Things that were more crayfish than men.
“Carlin sprung the extortion phase of his plan then,” Dorothy continued. “He told the men that there had been a frightful mistake somewhere, but that he could still make their scaly bodies normal again if he had the money to buy the expensive corrective serums needed. Stupefied as their brains were by the serum and by their overwhelming dread of the fate threatening them, they readily signed drafts for huge sums. Carlin’s task was made easier by his two horrible examples, Bartlett and my brother. They alone must have refused to give Carlin money and as a result were punished by being given far heavier doses of the crayfish hormones.”
Dorothy’s voice caught in a sob. She pluckily regained control of herself again and went on. “Raoul was already changed beyond recognition when I got here. I caught glimpses of him through the door when it was opened to throw his food in. Bartlett, grotesquely deformed as he is, is almost a normal man compared to Raoul. My brother is a monster of stark gibbering horror, a monster who killed poor Vanders tonight as callously as a giant crayfish would slice up an angleworm!”
“Carlin’s idea in bringing you here,” Kent said grimly, “must have been to get from you the money that your brother had refused to give.”
Dorothy nodded. “It was,” she answered. “When I first came I gave Carlin checks for the amounts he asked. I’d have given him anything if it would have made Raoul a normal man again. But I know now that Carlin or no one else can undo the terrible thing he has done to his victims. His salves and corrective serums are merely postponing their fate long enough for him to drain them of their last cent. There is no real cure for them. Eventually they are doomed to degenerate into unspeakable monstrosities—like my brother!”
The girl’s voice faded into silence, a tensely pulsing silence veined with the wan gray threads of fear that were so integral a part of the atmosphere of this eldritch house of madness. Kent shuddered. He realized now the ghastly basis of that fear.
A group of men, drugged and sick, living in constant terror of the grisly transformation that was turning their maimed bodies into crustacean Things of unbearable horror, and a grief-stricken girl whose brother had become the dread Dweller in the pool. Small wonder that the throbbing agony of so many tortured minds should combine to taint the very air with a shuddering miasma of crepitant dread!
Recollection of the two maimed corpses in the swamp flashed through Kent’s memory. What tragic part had they played in the events occurring in this isolated torture-house? He started to ask Dorothy about the bodies in the looted graves, but before he could speak a blurred chorus of sound became audible in the corridor outside.
There were dully solid thumps of one-legged men hopping awkwardly down the wooden steps, and a slithering rustle of bodies. Voices yammered in wordless babble. Carlin was returning, and with him he was bringing the pack of the maimed!
The sounds advanced along the corridor, then came to a halt outside the door. unseen fingers turned the key in the lock. The door swung open. Carlin stood in the doorway, his pistol menacingly leveled.
“All right, my friends,” he said tautly, “we are ready for you. Come!” The muzzle of the pistol jerked in preemptory emphasis of the order.
Kent’s arm was around Dorothy’s shoulders as they slowly started for the door. Carlin gave ground warily before them, his eyes glittering as he kept safely beyond reach of any possible break from the captives.
They emerged into the hallway. It was a long narrow corridor, walled with rough cement. At the far end, the unconscious body of Joe was huddled on the earthen floor at the bottom of the steps.
Between where Dorothy and Kent stood and the stairs there was another door in the cobwebbed cement surface of the wall. It was a massive wooden affair, locked by two steel bars of almost impregnable strength. The furtively fearful side glances of the maimed pack, and the dark spots where Vanders’ blood had stained the floor, told Kent that behind that heavily barred door must lie the pool and its dread Dweller.
The entire pack of the maimed, with the exception of Bartlett, was crowded into the narrow corridor. They yammered ceaselessly among themselves in wordless stridulation. Their babbling murmur abruptly died as Carlin raised his hand.
“This man is a detective sent here by the authorities to spy upon me!” Carlin said vehemently. “And the girl is a traitor to all of us. In spite of the hideous fate to which it will doom her own brother, she gave this spy the information he was after!”
Kent started to voice a hot denial of Carlin’s lying accusations, then grimly remained silent as a swift glance at the faces of the maimed pack told him the utter futility of any attempt to appeal to their reason. Their scaly-skinned faces were as devoid of all trace of human intelligence as the swamp-slimed features of the crayfish they were beginning to so hideously resemble.
Carlin’s voice rose high and thin with nervous tension. “Do you know what it will mean to you if this man and this girl are allowed to leave here and tell what they know? It will mean that you will forever lose all chance of again being normal men! Doctors can’t save you. I am the only man in the world who can help you. If anything happens to me, you are doomed. Your bodies will change, swiftly and irrevocably, until you become like the Dweller in the pool!”
Wordless mutterings of brutish anger and hate drooled from the slack lips of the maimed pack.
“This sneaking spy came here to learn the secret of what is in the pool!” Carlin shouted furiously. “Very well, we will show him the Thing he seeks. We will lock both him and his traitorous companion in the room of the pool. And we will leave to the Dweller the task of making certain that neither of them shall ever escape to tell their story!”
A yammering chorus of savage assent from the pack was Carlin’s answer. The mad biologist’s white teeth flashed in a snarl of satisfaction. He reached out a foot and kicked the bottom of the heavily barred door. Eerie sound came in swift answer from inside. There was a splashing as of a heavy body in water, and an oddly metallic, stridulating call that rose in sharp crescendo until it beat unbearably upon the eardrums, then slowly died away.
Carlin’s eyes gleamed. “The Dweller is awake and hungry!” he exclaimed. “Myers!”
A one-armed stalwart stepped forward from the ranks of the maimed. “Unbolt the door,” Carlin ordered. The man shot the steel bars back.
Kent’s muscles tensed, as he measured the distance separating him from Carlin. The movement, slight as it was, did not escape Carlin’s alert attention.
“Better not try it, Kent,” Carlin warned in a voice that was taut with vibrant menace. “The instant you move I’ll fire—and I’ll send my first bullet squarely between the very attractive eyes of Miss Dorothy Lane!”
Stark insanity danced in Carlin’s dilated pupils. Kent hesitated, then his shoulders sagged in surrender. Before he could possibly reach Carlin there would be a bullet in Dorothy’s brain. There might be some faint chance against the unseen monster in the pool. But against the drug-inflamed murder lust of this armed madman there was no chance whatever.
Carlin snapped terse commands. The one-armed man cautiously swung the heavy door partly open. A reeking stench of slime and carrion surged out into the corridor. The clawing hands and jabbing arm stumps of the pack urged Dorothy and Kent swiftly forward. A final flurry of blows sent them staggering headlong through the door. Its heavy springs drew it promptly shut behind them. Metal crashed as the steel bolts slid home.
Kent blinked blindly for a moment. Then his eyes began to adapt themselves to the comparative darkness and he dimly discerned the outlines of the place. The room was a big rectangle, fifty feet in length by twenty in width. There was a single small bulb set somewhere in the shadowed joists of the ceiling, but its light was so feeble that the dim yellow glow did almost nothing to dispel the dusky darkness.
Like the rest of the basement, the walls were of roughly finished cement and the floor of earth. Near the far end of the room the floor fell sharply away in a pool some ten feet square. And from the stagnant black water of that pool, looming in the yellow-tinged gloom like some monstrous creature of the Pit, was a figure that was Horror incarnate!
CHAPTER IV
The Dweller in the Pool
The creature’s hideous head rose sharply to a rounded point, from the crown of which sprouted two stubby appendages that looked like rudimentary antennae. The eyes were lidless, bulging blobs of viscous black. Two small nostril slits occupied the space where a nose should have been. The mouth was a mere gash, lipless, toothless, and chinless.
The Thing rested on its elbows on the low bank facing them, with the lower half of its body still hidden in the black waters of the pool. The shoulders were massively broad. The left hand was grotesquely deformed, the fingers bound together by a horny membrane and the nails enormously developed until they resembled talons. But it was in the right hand and forearm that the creature’s transformation had reached its grisly apex.
From the right elbow to the wrist was what looked like a solid mass of chitin. The appendage that grew from the horny wrist was a giant pincer-claw fully eighteen inches in length, with razor-sharp edges that looked capable of shearing through flesh and bone like a hot knife through butter.
Where normal human skin should have been upon the Thing’s head and torso, the creature was sheathed in what was apparently the horny carapace of a crayfish. Darkly glistening chitinous armor covered every visible inch of the Thing’s body, and made of its crustacean-featured face a gleaming mask of nightmare horror.
Between the door and the pool the earthen floor was littered with gruesome fragments of the monster’s food, broken and splintered beef bones, and chunks of meat, discolored and rotting. Kent’s senses reeled from the putrescent carrion reek, blended with the dank, slime-wet scent of the obscene monster in the pool.
The Thing stirred sluggishly, and faint sound whispered through the chill gloom, the sibilant scraping of horny, chitinous surfaces against each other. It jerked itself stiffly forward upon its elbows, then clambered awkwardly to its feet. Its lower body and legs were sheathed in the same dully gleaming armor that covered its head and torso. Horror crawled like a worm of gray ice in Kent’s stunned brain as he saw that the contours of the thick body were marked in faintly segmented areas like those of a giant crayfish.
The monstrous figure started slowly toward them, stumping along with a curiously stiff gait on its chitin-armored legs. The giant claw at the end of its right arm opened and closed with the snicking rasp of steel shears. The murky blobs of the lidless eyes glowed redly chatoyant.
“Oh, Raoul! Raoul!” Terror and grief were pathetically blended in Dorothy’s trembling cry. Before Kent could realize her intention the girl flashed by him to meet the advancing monster.
“Raoul! It’s Dorothy, Raoul!” she sobbed desperately through terror-whitened lips. “Don’t you know me? I’m Dorothy—your sister!”
Her pleading words had no discernible effect whatever upon the brutalized brain within the monstrous armored skull. The Dweller took another stiffly awkward step forward until it was within arm’s length of the slender little figure confronting it. The great pincer-claw began to rise, moving steadily toward the girl’s bare throat.
Dorothy sobbed aloud and instinctively threw up her right forearm in a guarding gesture. The path of the claw shifted slightly. The great jaws of the claw gaped hungrily wide, scant inches from the slender wrist of the guarding arm.
Kent’s heart went sick within him. The unspeakable condition of Vanders’ mutilated body had given terrible evidence of the cutting power of those pincer-jaws. They could shear completely through Dorothy’s wrist as effortlessly as a gardener’s shears would sever a flower stalk!
Kent reached Dorothy with a hurtling leap of desperate swiftness. He snatched her left wrist and flung her bodily to one side just as the pincer-claw clicked futilely shut in the empty space where her arm had been a fraction of a second before. She stumbled to her knees on the earthen floor, shaken but unhurt, and safely out of the Dweller’s reach for the moment.
Insensate hate glowed redly from the bulbous eyes in the armored skull as the Thing confronted Kent. The malformed arms rose in menacing attack.
Kent feinted a blow with his left hand, then slipped lithe ly to one side. The Dweller started to turn with him. One of the chitin-armored feet slipped on a slime-covered fragment of putrescent meat. The Thing staggered momentarily in an awkward effort to regain its balance.
Kent took instant advantage of the opening. His lithe body flashed in with every ounce of his weight solidly behind the left fist that he smashed home on the lipless mouth.
Pain grated in excruciating agony up Kent’s forearm as the bones of his fingers splintered against the horn-hard armor of the hideous head. The Thing, seemingly uninjured by the smashing blow, lashed out with its great pincer-claw.
Kent dodged frantically to one side, far enough that the clicking jaws missed his throat by a scant margin, but not far enough to evade the ponderous lunge of the chitin-sheathed forearm. The steel-hard bulk of the malformed arm crashed against his cheek. He reeled backward, half-stunned by the blow.
He regained his balance with a desperate effort. The Dweller stumped inexorably toward him upon its stiff legs, its pincer-claw gaping menacingly open. Kent gave ground warily before the creature’s advance.
Despair numbed his reeling brain as he desperately tried to devise some means of penetrating the monster’s impregnable armor. Fists were worse than useless against the horn-hard surface of that chitin-sheathed body, and none of the rotting fragments of bones scattered over the floor were large enough to serve as weapons.
Kent was forced inexorably backward until with a start of terror he realized that he must be approaching dangerously close to the pool. The Dweller was far more crayfish than man; water was its natural habitat. If Kent once allowed himself to slip into the black waters of the pool his last faint chance would vanish.
He shot a quick glance back over his shoulder. The pool was scarcely five feet behind him. Then suddenly faint lines of light overhead drew Kent’s eyes. His gaze flashed upward for a fractional second.
His face hardened in swift realization of the startling significance of the dimly illuminated lines in the shadowed corner joists of the ceiling. For the first time he realized the real character of the Dweller. Hope surged in a mighty flood through Larry Kent’s heart.
The pool was not a trap of deadly danger. Instead, it was the only place in the room where he had a real chance against his frightful adversary! Water was the one thing that might penetrate that impregnable armor.
Kent’s eyes intently narrowed as he turned again to the stiffly stalking Thing. He feinted a sudden movement as though to dodge to one side, then allowed his foot to slip on the damp floor. He twisted his body as he fell so that he landed on his back almost parallel to the nearby bank of the pool.
The crustacean-armored Thing flung itself forward headfirst upon Kent’s apparently helpless body, the great pincer-claw aiming for his throat. Kent’s legs flashed up. They bent hard against his body, then straightened with the lashing thrust of pistons.
His feet caught the monstrous body squarely in the abdomen. The sheer power of his terrifically driving legs lifted the Thing bodily. It landed on the edge of the pool, tottered in a vain effort to regain its balance, and crashed heavily face-downward in the water.
Kent came to his feet with the lightning swiftness of a cat. He leaped high in the air from the pool’s low bank. He came down with both of his heavily shod feet crashing solidly into the monster’s armored head.
The water was shallow, scarcely more than a yard deep. The crashing impact of Kent’s feet apparently partially stunned the Thing, for its movements were sluggish and groping as it twisted its body in an awkward effort to rise. Kent flung himself recklessly in to close quarters.
His knees clamped firmly astride the segmented back. He snatched for the Thing’s right elbow with both hands. Fighting back a surge of nausea as the shattered bones in his left hand grated together, he slipped his grip with flashing speed down to the chitin-sheathed wrist. A savage lunge of Larry Kent’s powerful muscles brought the murderously clawed member up and behind the gleaming back in a wrestler’s hammerlock.
The deadly jaws of the pincer-claw clicked menacingly, but in that position the razor-sharp edges were unable to reach Kent. His knees tightened their clamping grip upon the Thing’s body. He thrust forward with all his strength against the imprisoned wrist in a lunge that drove the shoulders and grotesque head beneath the black surface of the pool.
The Thing went berserker then. For a long mad minute of savage writhing it almost succeeded in breaking the grip of Kent’s desperately clinging hands and knees. Then gradually the monster’s struggles weakened.
Kent thrust the submerged head deeper. Bubbles came gurgling up through the dark water. There was a final convulsive movement of the segmented body, and it went suddenly limp and motionless.
Kent grimly kept the head submerged for another full minute. Then he cautiously relaxed his grip. There was no sign of movement from the armored figure.
He dragged the heavy body half out of the water on the low bank. There was a blur of movement in the gloom above him. He looked up and saw Dorothy’s white-faced figure.
“Is he—dead?” she whispered through trembling lips.
Kent nodded. He bent over the still figure with swiftly exploring hands. The chitin armor was a cunningly contrived suit of jointed metal. The great pincer-claw was a device of steel, worked by the human hand inside it. Kent found a seam in the grotesque headpiece. Fabric ripped beneath the powerful twist of his fingers. He lifted the torn piece. A human face was exposed—the congested, twisted face of Jeffers!
Dorothy’s voice choked in a muffled cry, Kent swiftly silenced her with a warning finger against his lips. He pointed toward the telltale lines of dim light in the ceiling above.
“That’s a trapdoor opening into Jeffers’ room,” he whispered tersely. “Jeffers descended through it whenever it was necessary for him to play the part of the Dweller. The pool was empty when Vanders blundered in here tonight, so they had to kill Vanders then to keep his mouth shut. Jeffers must have cut him to pieces with the iron claw.”
“But I thought that Jeffers was in bed afterward with a badly wounded side,” Dorothy protested.
“That’s what Carlin wanted you to think,” Kent answered. “He probably planned to throw me in here to be killed by the Dweller later tonight. Jeffers’ injury was faked to remove any suspicion in your mind that Jeffers had a part in my death.”
Kent’s glance flicked to the barred door. He could go up through the trapdoor and surprise Carlin from the rear, but the quickest and surest method would be to lure him into the room here. Kent sought quickly around him for a certain object that he knew must be somewhere near.
He found what he was seeking in a small niche near the wall. It was a little metal cylinder with a crank in one end. A slight tug at the crank indicated that this was the noise mechanism that had produced the eerily stridulant call from the Thing in the pool.
Kent hastily propped Jeffers’ armored body on its elbows on the bank in a rough simulation of life, with the torn flap again in place over the dead face. He handed the noise-cylinder to Dorothy.
“When I lift my hand, give that a single hard spin,” then fling yourself down on the bank here as though you were either dead or unconscious.”
Kent raced across the floor on silent feet. He crouched against the wall close to the door, then lifted his hand. Dorothy spun the crank violently. The wailing stridulation rose in savage crescendo, then died slowly away. Dorothy slumped to the floor in apparent collapse.
Kent’s heart leaped exultantly as he heard the steel bars of the door slide back. He had been correct in guessing that the metallic call would be used as a signal that Jeffers’ murderous work had been safely accomplished. The door was cautiously opened. Carlin’s face appeared in the opening.
For a moment Carlin warily studied the scene. Then the sight of Dorothy’s motionless body on the bank of the pool near the dimly looming armored figure apparently reassured Carlin that everything was all right. He slipped into the room. The heavy door thudded shut behind him. A split second later Kent was upon him.
He twisted the gun from Carlin’s hand, sent the man reeling with a smashing blow to the face, and snatched the fallen weapon up. Carlin’s face went starkly ashen. He licked dry lips, and looked furtively back toward the pool. His eyes widened in stunned surprise when he saw Dorothy rise and come toward them.
“No help from there,” Kent said grimly. “Your little pal is dead. He played the Dweller just once too often.” Kent’s voice hardened to the timbre of chilled steel. “Carlin,” he grated, “you’ve got just one faint chance to ever get out of this room alive. And that is for you to talk—and talk quick! one of those two bodies I saw in the swamp was that of Raoul Lane. Why did you kill him?”
Physical courage was obviously no part of the mad biologist’s makeup. He was a shuddering figure of abject terror as he stared at the menacing pistol in Kent’s hand.
“I didn’t kill Raoul Lane!” he protested wildly. “Jeffers shot him down when Lane became suspicious of things here and tried to escape.”
“And you kept his death a secret from the others,” Kent said, “because you wanted them to believe that Raoul had turned into the Dweller, and because you also intended to use Raoul’s supposed transformation to get money from his sister when she came.”
Tears streamed down Dorothy’s white cheeks at the tragic news of her brother’s death, but she fought off collapse. In the corridor outside the door there was dimly audible the wordless babble of yammering voices as the maimed pack milled in dazed uncertainty, but Kent was certain that their overwhelming dread of the Thing in the pool would prevent any of them from opening the door to interfere. He remorselessly hammered away at the cringing Carlin.
“How about the other body in the swamp?” he asked.
“That was Blake. He died of a heart attack soon after he came.”
“And the clawed Thing that dug the bodies up—was Bartlett wearing another costume like the one Jeffers wore?”
Carlin’s face set stubbornly, then abruptly changed as Kent savagely ground the muzzle of the pistol into his abdomen. Words spilled from Carlin’s gray lips in chattering terror.
“Bartlett wore no costume. His deformities were genuine. He was a microcephalic, a congenital idiot of the type commonly called ‘pin-heads.’ He was a sideshow freak when I found him. His pointed head and his weirdly deformed hand gave him the appearance of being part crayfish.”
“The whole thing was a hoax, then,” Kent grated. “You never used real crayfish serum in your injections, did you?”
“No.” Carlin’s voice sank to a broken whisper. “I gave the men nothing but a vaccine that caused a mild fever. Since then, I’ve kept them stupefied by drugs. There are no actual changes occurring in their bodies. Caustic ointments caused the scaly condition of their skin. The protuberances on the stumps of their limbs resulted from warm paraffin injected while they were unconscious.”
Desperate resolve suddenly flamed in Carlin’s wide-staring eyes. His right hand streaked to a pocket in his smock, and up again toward his mouth. The pistol in Kent’s hand moved with the flashing speed of a striking snake. The metal barrel cracked with bone-splintering force against Carlin’s wrist. Carlin yelped in agony. A small white pill fell from his limp fingers. Kent’s foot ground the pellet into the earthen floor.
“Poison would be too easy a way out, Carlin,” he said grimly. “You’re going to live long enough to sit in the death-house and taste just a little of the torture you’ve given those poor devils out there!”
Carlin’s gray features jerked spasmodically for a moment. Then he slumped abruptly to the floor in abject collapse. Kent stared briefly down at the miserably sobbing figure, then turned toward the door.
There was only one task remaining now, and it was a welcome one—the task of giving to the drug-dazed pack of the maimed the joyous news that would forever banish from their cringing minds the grisly fear that had made of this isolated torture-house a place of gibbering horror.



DEATH FLIGHT, by Robert Wallace
CHAPTER I
Murder of a Hero
The glaring white floodlights mounted on top of the great hangar building lit up the airport like day. They illuminated brilliantly the long main runways of the landing field, the low rope barriers that had been stretched on posts around the field, and the solid sea of humanity surging against those ropes. Scores of policemen struggled to keep the excited crowd from bursting through the ropes.
From a myriad throats came a deafening buzz and hum of voices, and in them one name was repeated over and over.
“Lucky James!”
A policeman turned toward a cool-eyed, craggy-faced man of wiry build who was passing along the line inside the ropes.
“Captain McCord, we’ll never hold this crowd back when Lucky James’ plane gets in!” the policeman panted.
Detective-Captain Thomas McCord told the officer crisply:
“You’ll have to hold them somehow. If this mob is on the field when James’ plane lands, some of them will be hurt.” McCord went rapidly down the field, his wiry form striding toward the floodlighted hangar building. A group of about twenty-five or thirty men were gathered in front of the hangar, including airport officials, pilots, and newspaper men who had been allowed inside the ropes.
One of the group saw McCord and gripped the detective-captain’s arm. He was a blond, good-looking young man whom McCord recognized as Blair James, pilot of a passenger airliner and cousin of Lucky James, the flier they were all awaiting.
Blair James cried to McCord:
“Lucky’s plane was sighted over Bayshore ten minutes ago! He’ll be here any moment! I guess this proves Lucky is the best flier of them all. A non-stop solo flight from Cairo to New York—and a fifty-thousand-dollar cash prize!”
“I’ve done a little flying,” McCord said dryly, “and I wouldn’t try a flight like that for fifty million.”
He added, “I’ve got to see Stangland a moment.”
He pushed past the excited Blair James toward Robert Stangland, the superintendent of Gotham Airport.
“Don’t you have any way of putting up more barriers?” McCord asked me superintendent. “That crowd is going to—”
McCord stopped speaking. He and the superintendent and the others became suddenly rigid, staring up into the northeastern sky, from out of which, now, was coming a distant, deep-toned droning.
The crowd was staring too, and a hush had fallen over it. A dead silence in which the only sound was that humming drone that grew louder each moment, waxing into a roar.
Down into the glare of the airport lights came a big silver monoplane that roared low across the field, and then banked around and came back, dipping toward the runway.
McCord heard over the thundering motor, the frantic yelling of the crowd, and felt his own pulse hammer with emotion. Tow-headed, reckless young Lucky James had spanned a hemisphere and was dropping out of the stars to fortune and fame and a crowd gone mad.
The great monoplane’s wheels touched the runway in a perfect landing and it rolled down the field, coming to a stop a few hundred yards from the floodlighted hangar.
McCord found himself running with Stangland and Blair James and the others toward the silver ship. They reached the monoplane as its motor was cut off, and a reporter pounded on its side.
McCord saw the door of the little enclosed cockpit open. And there in the opening stooped a rangy youngster with a grinning, tired white face, his blue eyes blinking at the flare of the photographers’ popping flashlights. He raised his oil-smeared leather-clothed arm in greeting.
“Well, fellows, it looks like I’ve made me fifty thousand bucks.”
Thuck! That brief, sinister sound cut through the din of popping flashlights and yelling voices around the monoplane.
Then McCord and the others, abruptly frozen in rigid, horrified silence, stared at the flier in the open cockpit door. Lucky James’ grin had taken on a sudden surprised quality. His hand went uncertainly to a little hole that had appeared in the left breast of his leather jacket. Then he crumpled stiffly forward.
McCord and the men around him stared incredulously at Lucky James’ body lying sprawled half out of the cockpit. Then Blair James, his face white and frantic, darted to the stricken flier.
McCord was close after him and helped him lift the limp body to the ground. Lucky James’ wide blue eyes stared up at them unwinkingly, unseeingly.
“Lucky!” cried Blair frenziedly. “For God’s sake—”
“It’s no use, Blair!” rasped McCord. “He’s dead—murdered.”
McCord’s eyes gleamed like crumbs of ice in his craggy face, sweeping dangerously over the staring, horrified group.
“Someone in this group around the plane shot Lucky James with a silenced pistol!” the detective-captain exclaimed.
A reporter turned to push his way out of the group, a wild yell coming from the other newspapermen as they, too, suddenly realized that they had witnessed the scene of a century. But McCord, his pistol flashing into his hand, sprang before them and halted them.
“Not one of you leaves here!” he grated. “Someone in this group is the killer and he’s not going to escape.”
“But you’ve got to let us break this story!” cried a reporter.
“Get back there, everyone of you,” McCord menaced them. “You’re going to be searched right here and now for the gun.”
Frenziedly protesting, the newspapermen fell back toward the monoplane. As they did so, Stangland, the airport superintendent, cried out and pointed to the ground near the ship.
“There’s a pistol, McCord!” he exclaimed.
McCord leaped and picked it up by its muzzle tip. It was a stubby automatic whose butt, trigger and trigger-guard had been wrapped with soft cloth. It had a silencer on it.
“The killer wrapped this so it would show no fingerprints, and dropped it right after he shot Lucky,” McCord said. “He must have shot from under his coat, standing right here among us.”
There came to McCord’s ears a vastly increased roar of voices from the great crowd around the field. A police lieutenant, coat torn and ruddy face pale, burst through the group toward the detective.
“McCord, the crowd’s gone crazy!” he cried. “They know Lucky James was just murdered and they’re wild with rage—they’ll tear to pieces anyone they suspect of being the killer!”
McCord whirled, saw that the crowds were now struggling to get through the rope barriers to the monoplane. The policemen along the lines were trying desperately to restrain them.
The idol of this crowd, the tow-headed youngster it worshiped, had been murdered, and the crowd wanted blood.
McCord’s voice crackled to the pale group around him. “We can’t stay out here—we’ll have to continue this investigation inside the hangar until that crazy mob gets calmed down considerably.
“Stangland, you and Blair James carry Lucky’s body,” he ordered, and then spoke to the disheveled police lieutenant: “Davidson, you post your men outside the hangar’s doors once we’re inside.”
The stunned Blair James and the airport superintendent picked up the dead flier’s body and started with it toward the hangar. The others followed without need of urging, glancing nervously toward the raging mob outside the ropes. McCord followed last, gun in hand, watching to see that none of them slipped away.
When they reached the hangar, McCord waited outside a moment. Lieutenant Davidson and his torn, bruised officers were running toward the building, the vast crowd surging after them.
Davidson panted as he ran up.
“McCord, if you find the killer don’t let this mob know it. They’ll tear the place down to get him.”
“You’ve got to hold them back!” rasped McCord. “Use your guns to scare them, and meanwhile I’ll phone for reserves. Someone of that group is the killer, all right,” he continued swiftly, “and they’re going to stay here until I find out who.”
Davidson yelled to his officers, and they spread out around the hangar, posting themselves at the doors with drawn pistols.
The mob rolled up to the building and halted with a menacing growl at sight of the glinting weapons. McCord saw that the guns would hold them back, and he strode swiftly into the hangar.
The interior of the hangar was a vast, dark space more than two hundred feet square, its floor of smooth concrete and with a spidery network of steel beams and girders under its low roof. A few suspended lights fought the darkness and showed the dim shapes of several large airplanes parked along the side.
The group of men gathered beside the body of Lucky James were listening with pale faces to the menacing voices outside. McCord singled out Stangland and said to the airport superintendent:
“There’s a telephone in your office, isn’t there? Then phone Headquarters to rush reserves here at once.”
Stangland hastened across the shadowy hangar to the door leading to his offices. In a few moments he was back.
“The reserves will be out here as soon as they can make it,” he reported.
“They’ll take care of the crowd when they come,” McCord said. “Meanwhile, we’re going to learn who killed Lucky.”
He turned toward the silent body on the floor. Someone had thrown a tarpaulin motor cover over it, and now Blair James stood gazing dazedly down at the unmoving, shrouded form of his cousin.
Blair’s face was working, and he choked through trembling lips:
“To think that Lucky flew all those hours, across half the world, and all the time he wasn’t flying to fame and fortune as he thought, but to death—flying to death!”
McCord nodded somberly. He asked:
“You and your cousin were pretty close, weren’t you?”
Blair James nodded, his face still quivering. “He was more like an older brother than a cousin, I guess, because I was his closest relative. He taught me flying, got me my job, and was always lecturing me about wasting my money and gambling. We lived together, you know.”
“Then maybe,” McCord asked him keenly, “you can tell me if you ever heard anyone threaten his life, or heard him mention any such threats?”
Blair shook his head.
“Lucky was everybody’s friend and nobody would—”
He stopped suddenly, his face changing as though expressive of an abrupt inward revelation.
McCord, watching him intently, saw the change and instantly fastened on it.
“You did hear of threats of some kind against him, then?”
“I just remembered something,” Blair James said slowly. “You know, Lucky’s flight was backed financially by Gotham Airlines, the company both he and I were pilots for. They thought it would be good advertising for them if one of their pilots won the prize, and to the pilot it would mean fifty thousand dollars.
“Several other of the pilots tried to get the company to choose them to back for the flight. Tuss McLiney and Wallace Jandron and Leigh Bushell were the others who applied, and they were pretty sore when the company turned them down and chose Lucky. It was rumored around the airports that some of the three had declared that Lucky James would never live to spend that fifty thousand dollars, even if he succeeded in making the flight.”
“I heard talk like that around the field too!” exclaimed a mechanic beside Blair James. McCord asked tautly of Blair, “Were any of those three pilots in this group that was around the plane when Lucky landed?”
“Yes! They’re all three of them here!” Blair exclaimed.
Out of the group there stepped quickly a stout, strong young fellow with chubby face and slightly protruding blue eyes.
“I’m Wally Jandron, one of the three you’re talking about,” he told McCord. “But I want to deny right here that I ever made any threats against Lucky James’ life.”
A sharp-faced, nervous young man behind him spoke up rather hastily.
“Neither did I ever threaten him—I’m Leigh Bushell,” he said. “I was rather angry, but I wouldn’t threaten a man’s life.” He added: “But I want to suggest that we slip out of here by a back window or something and continue this investigation elsewhere. That mob might do anything if it breaks in here!”
“That’s right!” seconded a reporter. “If the crowd fastened on one of us as the murderer, it’d kill him right here.”
“No one is going to leave here!” rasped McCord. “The murderer of Lucky James is going to be found before any of you get out. What about the third pilot, McLiney?” he demanded.
A tall, browned, hard-bitten man with a short mustache, thin hair, and a hard mouth and eyes, stepped forward.
“I’m Tuss McLiney,” he said truculently, “and I hate lying and liars. I did make threats against Lucky James and so did Jandron and Bushell, though they deny it now. We were all three burned up because the company turned us all down to back Lucky, and I admit I talked wild and made angry threats. But it was just talk. No matter how resentful I was, I wouldn’t kill Lucky or any other man.”
“Why did you come here tonight to be on hand when he landed?” McCord demanded.
“Simply because I wanted to see if he made it,” McLiney answered defiantly. “Naturally I was interested in the flight. I admit, mean as it sounds, that I hoped he’d never make it.”
“And you admit you had threatened his life?” rapped McCord.
“I’ve told you that those threats were just angry talk,” retorted McLiney.
McCord spoke to Blair James.
“Blair, you were nearer the plane than I was when the shot was fired. Were any of these three pilots near Lucky?”
“Yes,” Blair said slowly. “Bushell and McLiney were at my right and Wally Jandron was just in front of me.”
McLiney, his hard face unmoved, said to the detective-captain.
“But that doesn’t prove that one of us killed Lucky. Anybody in the whole group around the plane could have done it.”
“Yes, but who else in the group had a motive to do it?” McCord demanded. “Who else had made threats against Lucky’s life? You three hated Lucky bitterly for edging you out and getting the chance to make the flight. And in this group, only you and Jandron and Bushell—”
McCord suddenly stopped, his craggy face tightening.
“Where is Bushell?” he demanded suddenly.
They stared around their own group, then around the dim, dark hangar; but the nervous young pilot with the sharp face was nowhere in sight.
“Bushell wanted me to let him and the others slip out a back window!” the detective-captain cried. “If he’s done that—”
McCord sprang toward the door of the hangar, and tore it open and leaped out into the glare of the floodlights.
He collided squarely with Davidson, the police lieutenant, who had been about to enter the hangar.
The lieutenant’s face was pale and his words poured forth in an excited flood.
“McCord, the crowd’s got hold of somebody who tried to slip out the back of the hangar! They’re yelling that it’s the killer of Lucky James trying to escape, and they’re going to lynch him!”
CHAPTER II
Mad Vengeance
The scene that met McCord’s eyes on the floodlighted field outside the hangar was an appalling one. The immense crowd was pouring away from the building, giving voice like a great, baying beast.
In the lights flashed a sea of contorted, vengeance-lusting faces. Some one was being carried along on the shoulders of the crazed mob, struggling vainly to free himself, his face terror-stricken.
“String him up! He murdered Lucky James and then tried to get away!” roared the crowd.
“Hang him on this pole over here!” voices were yelling.
The mob was bearing the struggling victim toward the tall steel tower of a beacon light, yanking down ropes from the barriers around the field to use for the hanging.
“That’s Leigh Bushell they’ve got!” McCord yelled to Davidson. “They must have got him as he tried to escape from the hangar. We’ve got to take him away from them—it may be a wholly innocent man they’re lynching!”
He raised his voice and the police outside the hangar came running to him. McCord swiftly ordered two of them to remain and see that no one inside the hangar left.
Then with the other officers massed compactly behind him, McCord plunged into and through the mob that was bearing the terrified Leigh Bushell to his doom.
The officers’ clubs bounced off heads right and left as they smashed through. The little phalanx of police drove through the formless mob like a spearhead, and in a few moments reached the beacon pole where a rope was being tied around the neck of the struggling Bushell.
McCord and Davidson knocked back the would-be lynchers with quick blows, and jerked the stunned pilot in among the officers.
“Back out with him now, Davidson!” yelled the detective-captain “Quick!”
“They—they think I killed Lucky!” the livid pilot was gasping.
McCord did not heed him, he and his fellow-officers fighting now to get Bushell out through the mob.
The crowd was yelling in redoubled fury as it comprehended that its victim was being snatched from its grasp. It surged around the little group of officers, struggling to recapture Bushell.
The advance of the police phalanx was slowed, then halted. McCord jerked his pistol from his pocket and fired a stream of shots over the heads of the crowd. The members of the mob nearest him retreated in sudden alarm, and the police group crashed ahead toward the hangar.
As they neared the building there was a screaming of sirens, and police cars and motorcycles came speeding onto the field. The crowd, that had started in pursuit of McCord and his group, fell back before this unexpected onset.
“Thank God the reserves got here!” panted Davidson. “They’re not any too soon.”
The captain in charge of the newly-arrived forces approached. “What’s been going on here, McCord?” he wanted to know. “We heard that Lucky James was murdered when he landed.”
McCord nodded grimly.
“He was, and the crowd thought this man was the murderer. Can you clear them off the field?”
“We’ll disperse them,” the other promised briefly. “And the Homicide Squad will be out before long.”
The fleet of police cars and motorcycles soon was scattering the thousands of people still on the field, dashing among them in repeated charges.
The crowd, its mob anger cooling rapidly now, dispersed in all directions.
McCord turned and found that Leigh Bushell had slumped to the ground, half conscious, his white face bruised by blows. He and Davidson picked up the limp pilot and carried him back across the floodlighted field to the door of the hangar.
They set the pilot down inside and Davidson went back out to post his scattered guard around the building. Blair James and Stangland and the others came running across the dim interior of the hangar toward McCord.
“God, I thought you were all done for out there!” cried Blair James. “Did they kill Bushell?”
“He’ll come around all right, I think,” McCord said.
Stangland was clawing at the detective-captain’s sleeve.
“McCord, while you were out there I remembered something that I think is a straight clue. It’s a letter that—”
“Wait just a minute,” McCord told the airport superintendent. “Bushell is coming around now.”
Leigh Bushell had opened his eyes. As the detective-captain helped him to his feet, an expression of terror crossed his face.
“They nearly hanged me!” he cried. “Because they caught me escaping from here, they thought I was the murderer of Lucky.”
“Well, aren’t you the murderer?” McCord demanded grimly. “If you aren’t, why did you try to get away?”
Bushell’s face quivered with fear.
“I’m not the one who killed Lucky!” he cried. “I only tried to escape because I was afraid that the mob would break in here and maybe lynch us all. I told you I was afraid of that.”
“It looks bad for you, Bushell,” McCord said. “It may be that that mob had the right man.” He swung toward Stangland. “Maybe you can clinch it, Stangland. You said you had a clue.”
The airport superintendent nodded, his keen face alive with excitement. “Yes, and it makes me sure Bushell isn’t the killer,” he said. “It’s a letter Lucky wrote me several weeks ago, in which he told me confidentially that he’d had trouble—”
Click!
The dim lights of the interior of the hangar suddenly went out, interrupting his words. They were plunged instantly into a Stygian obscurity relieved only by the faint glimmer from the small, high windows at the back of the hangar.
McCord’s voice rasped through the thick darkness.
“Don’t any one of you move! I’ll shoot anybody I hear trying to escape! Stangland, you know where the switch of these lights is?”
“Yes, right by the door,” came the voice of the airport superintendent through the dark, followed by his steps. “I’ll—”
His words were abruptly punctuated by a dull, thudding sound. Then came the muffled impact of a body striking the concrete floor.
“Stangland!” yelled McCord in the dark. “What’s happened?”
There was no answer from the superintendent.
“Everybody stay put! I’ll fire if I hear other footsteps!” McCord cried, and darted forward in the darkness in the direction of the door.
In a few strides he stumbled over something lying on the floor. He knelt and struck a match.
And there Robert Stangland lay, on his side upon the floor, his face lax and unmoving. His skull had been fractured by a terrific blow from the side. Beside him, lay a short wrench whose end was smeared with blood.
The match went out, and in the dark someone screamed.
CHAPTER III
The Trap of Flame
It was the voice of one of the reporters and he shrilled: “The murderer has killed Stangland, too, to silence him!”
“Stay where you are, everybody!” thundered McCord.
He struck another match. In its glow he found the light switch beside the door, but discovered that instead of being turned off, one of the exposed wires of the switch had been torn out by a quick pull. The lights could not be turned on again.
McCord stooped with the lighted match and examined the blood-smeared wrench. There were no fingerprints on its handle. The killer had evidently wrapped it with a handkerchief before using it.
McCord looked up. Before him stood the chubby Wally Jandron, and beyond him Tuss McLiney and Blair James and the others.
“You two were both near the switch!” he said to Jandron and McLiney. “And since Stangland, just before he was killed, said he was sure Bushell wasn’t the killer, he must have been about to name one of you two as the murderer. Which one of you took that wrench out of your pocket and killed him to keep him from telling what he knew?”
“It wasn’t me!” bleated Wally Jandron hastily. “But I thought I heard someone moving in the dark beside me.”
“Well, you didn’t hear me, because I didn’t move from my tracks,” declared McLiney.
The match went out at that moment, leaving them all again in darkness.
McCord jerked the door open and yelled out through it.
“Davidson!”
Davidson’s voice came from close at hand.
“What’s the matter? I saw the lights in there go out.”
“Some one turned them off,” McCord told him swiftly, “and then killed Stangland. You get some kind of lantern quick, and I’ll prevent any of ’em escaping.”
As Davidson raced off on the errand, McCord turned back into the dark interior of the hangar.
Holding his gun leveled in the rayless obscurity, the detective-captain was fumbling in his pocket for another match when a sound, hitherto unheard, arrested his attention.
It was a liquid, gurgling sound that appeared to come from the side of the dark hangar where the line of airplanes was parked.
“What’s that sound?” McCord cried.
Blair James exclaimed in the dark:
“It sounds like one of the planes leaking gasoline—”
His words were abruptly interrupted. Someone in the dark struck a match and then quickly tossed it, as soon as it flamed, through the darkness toward the parked airplanes.
The flaming match described a little arc of fire in the darkness and then flipped down into a gleaming pool of liquid that lay on the concrete floor beneath one of the airplanes.
Instantly that pool burst upward a great puff of flame that enveloped the ship above it in a fraction of a second.
Blair James yelled:
“Some one slipped over in the dark and opened the dump valve of that plane’s tank, then flipped a match into the pool!”
“Let us out of here!” cried a photographer in alarm. “This whole hangar will go now!”
With a soft, loud roar, the flames spread to the next airplane, a small biplane.
Burning gasoline spattered the walls—patches of living fire that were swiftly spreading over the sides of the roof of the hangar.
“I’m not going to stay here and burn to death!” cried a reporter, bolting for the door.
“Wait a minute!” yelled McCord.
But with wild shouts of terror, the whole group was stampeding for the door. They charged past McCord before he could prevent them, and rushed outside in mad haste to escape the blazing inferno which the hangar was rapidly becoming.
Blair James had stopped to clutch McCord’s arm. He yelled over the soft roar of the flames.
“You’ll have to get out of here too, McCord! Nothing can save the hangar now!”
“We’ve got to get the bodies of Lucky and Stangland out!” McCord told him.
He reached down for the still form of Stangland, while Blair James seized the body of his cousin.
As they dragged the two bodies toward the door, the fires were roaring terrifyingly, all along one side of the hangar, enveloping the airplanes there in sheets of bursting flame.
They got outside with the bodies. The floodlights on the roof had gone out, and the darkness was relieved only by the flickering glow from within the burning hangar.
Davidson ran up to McCord. He said: “I was getting a flashlight from the car when I saw the fire. Where’s the group you were holding inside?”
“They stampeded out and now they’ve all escaped,” McCord told him. “You and Blair get the officers together and try to round them up. Find McLiney and Jandron!”
Davidson nodded in understanding and raced along the side of the burning hangars, shouting for the policemen who had been posted around it.
Automatic alarm bells were now ringing wildly inside the squat, great building, and the roaring flames seemed spreading swiftly to that side of the building, that held the administrative offices and machine shops.
Blair James remained behind Davidson a moment to cry a question to the detective-captain, who had whipped a handkerchief from his pocket and was rapidly tying it around his mouth and nose.
“McCord, what are you going to do?”
“I’m going back into that building, to Stangland’s office,” McCord told him.
“Stangland said that a letter Lucky wrote him gave a direct clue to the killer. That letter must be in his office file. The killer fired the hangar to destroy that letter, and I’m going to get it before—”
Blair held him back.
“McCord, for God’s sake don’t try it! That building is a death trap now!”
“You go and help Davidson find McLiney and Jandron,” McCord told him, pushing him after the police lieutenant. “I’ll find that letter and be out in a couple of minutes.”
With the words, McCord ran along the front of the burning hangar and around the corner to a side of the building not yet burning so fiercely.
He tore open a door and plunged into a dark hall, from whose ceiling smoke was curling ominously. He ran down it, bumping around a turn and into another corridor at whose end bursting flames were rapidly advancing with a steady, crackling roar.
McCord looked tensely ahead. There were a few doors down at the burning end of the hallway and he darted toward them. The heat of the flames just ahead scorched his hands and masked face, and the heavy smoke made him cough and choke.
Through tear-dimmed eyes he saw that one of the doors had on its glass panel the legend:
AIRPORT SUPERINTENDENT
He darted into a little office whose one wall was burning, filling the room with quivering light. The shifting glow showed beside a desk a letter file of green steel. McCord tore open the file, rapidly rummaged the mass of papers in its drawers, examining them with smarting, blinking eyes by the light of the flames.
His desperate search failed to discover the letter he sought. Heedless of the creeping fires, he continued to ransack the contents of the file. Choking from the stifling smoke, he suddenly uttered a hoarse, exultant exclamation as he found a carelessly scrawled letter with the signature, “Lucky,” and a date of a few weeks back.
A swift glance through it told McCord that it was the letter he sought.
Stuffing the letter into his pocket, he darted through the now burning door frame and raced down the corridor away from the advancing fires.
McCord rounded the turn in the hall and was running down the dark section of the corridors when out of the blackness at the side of the hall a foot suddenly projected to trip him.
McCord sprawled headlong, and pinwheels of light spun in his brain as he struck the floor. Out of the darkness leaped the shadowy form of a man who hammered McCord with swift, deadly blows as he sought to rise.
McCord, already half-dazed by his fall, felt his attacker’s savage blows swiftly beating him into unconsciousness.
His numbed brain apprehended what had happened. The murderer of Lucky James and Stangland, seeing the detective-captain enter the burning building in search of the damning letter, had also entered the flaming hangar to see that McCord and the letter both perished in the flames.
McCord made a supreme effort of will and body to save himself from the horrible fate that awaited him if he allowed himself to be beaten into unconsciousness. He reached out desperately, plucked at his attacker’s ankles, jerked them hard. The assailant fell to the floor.
In the moment of respite this allowed him, McCord dug frantically in his pockets for his gun. He got it out, thrust it forward and squeezed the trigger.
The gun only clicked. Too late McCord remembered that he had fired all its shots in his effort to save Bushell from the mob.
He dropped it, clawed in another pocket for the stubby, cloth-wrapped automatic with which Lucky James had been shot, and which the detective-captain had been carrying ever since.
He got it out, but before he could use it, the killer had grasped his wrist and was trying to wrench the gun out of his hand. They struggled there in the dark corridor, the noises of their combat drowned by the roar of flames now advancing around the turn of the hall.
McCord swung his left fist hard. He felt a crunching shock as it struck the other’s face. The man uttered a cry of pain, recoiling a little, and McCord seized the opportunity to wrench his gun-hand free.
He fired instantly, the crimson streak of the shot blazing across the corridor, but the murderer had thrown himself aside, and now his feet were pounding down the corridor as he ran down it toward the outside.
McCord, still on his knees, fired down the hall again as he heard the outside door slam. Then he was on his feet, plunging down the corridor after the fleeing criminal.
But before he had made two strides, there was a cracking crash ahead and a mass of burning wood broke down through the corridor ceiling ahead of him, blocking his way with a barrier of flame!
McCord spun around. The way behind him, too, was still blocked by the fires that were swiftly creeping around the corner of the hall toward him.
He was caught in a horrible trap whose jaws of flame were rapidly closing upon him. He glanced swiftly about, his craggy face and cool eyes showing no sign of fear, but tensely weighing every possible chance of escape.
CHAPTER IV
Struggle in the Sky
A quivering glow of the advancing fires, now illuminating the corridor brightly, showed McCord a door a few feet from him. He ran to it and ripped it open.
A mass of flames filled the office or room inside, almost as terrifying as the fires at the ends of the hall.
But McCord’s smoke-dimmed eyes glimpsed a window on the other side of the flame-filled room.
McCord knew that to dash across that burning room was to take tremendous risks. Yet to stay in the corridor meant meeting a horrible death without even an attempt at escape.
Rapidly he stripped off his coat and wound it around his head and face. With one swift glance he gauged accurately the position of the window, then pulled the coat across his eyes and threw himself blindly like a human projectile across the flaming room.
He felt tongues of fire scorch his arms and legs, and then with an impact and crash of shattering glass he burst through the window and fell to the ground outside.
McCord unwrapped the coat and got to his feet, heedless of his singed limbs and the slight lacerations which the glass had inflicted on his body. He ran around the corner of the flaming hangar.
In front of the burning structure, fire trucks were dashing up with bells clanging, and a crowd of firemen and policemen were already toiling frantically to connect hoses with fire mains.
Davidson ran out of the group toward the scorched, disheveled detective-captain.
He cried, “McCord, what in God’s name happened to you in there?”
McCord, disregarding the other’s excited question, asked swiftly, “Did you see anyone else come out of the building?”
The police lieutenant shook his head.
“I just got back here from rounding up your group of suspects. We found the reporters at the nearest telephones, but haven’t found McLiney and Jandron yet.”
“McLiney and Jandron still at large?”
Then McCord suddenly cried, “By heaven, I know where the killer has made for, now that he knows I have the letter. Lucky James’ plane!”
Before the astounded Davidson could comprehend him, McCord had turned and was racing down the runway into the darkness, away from the flaming hangar.
From the dark ahead there came to McCord’s ears the sudden clatter of an airplane motor starting.
He sprinted forward frantically, Davidson and others coming yelling after him a few hundred feet behind.
Now the detective-captain descried in the dark ahead of him the big silver shape of Lucky James’ great monoplane being taxied around to point down the runway. The silver ship started to roll forward, its motor roaring. McCord was abreast of it and dove for its side.
He got the handle of the cockpit door in his grasp and clung to it, trying desperately to open the door as he was dragged along with quickly increasing speed.
The door suddenly opened under McCord’s frantic efforts. He reached in and got a hold inside, and with a convulsive effort drew his body partly in through the little door.
His legs still hung out of the door, and cinders flying up from the runway stung them. Then the cinders ceased to sting, and McCord knew that the roaring monoplane was rising into the air.
The wind tore viciously at the detective-captain’s legs as he sought to climb completely inside the cockpit. Then, with a surge of desperate strength, McCord pulled himself up into the cramped little space.
A black figure, sitting at the controls in the front of the dark, crowded little cockpit, whirled in his seat. McCord jammed his pistol into the other’s back and yelled over the roar of the motor:
“Take this plane back down and land or I’ll kill you right here!”
The man, his face invisible in the dark, laughed wildly.
“You don’t dare kill me, because if you do the plane will crash and you’ll die, too!” he cried.
“Don’t fool yourself!” snarled McCord. “I worked with the police plane division two years and I’ve done a little flying. If you don’t turn—”
Before he could finish the sentence the man, whose hands had been busy a moment swiftly adjusting something at the controls, turned and struck suddenly at McCord with a gleaming tool.
McCord was knocked back against one of the big tanks at the rear of the little cockpit, and the shock sent his gun flying from his hand. The killer scrambled over his seat to strike at him again.
The monoplane was roaring along at an unvarying altitude on a straight course. McCord, squirming desperately to avoid those deadly blows, knew that the killer had made use of the automatic pilot device which Lucky James had had installed for his lengthy flight.
He knew, too, that the murderer meant to knock him out and then heave his body out of the open cockpit door.
McCord grasped the other’s hand and they squirmed and struggled, on top of the parachute pack and thermos bottles and other objects on the cockpit floor. The killer fought to use his gleaming weapon.
Suddenly the roar of the thundering motor faltered. Almost instantly it faltered again, then abruptly died.
The monoplane’s interior was filled with the screaming of the wind outside, shrill and keen. The cockpit in which the two men struggled tilted crazily this way and that.
McCord knew instantly what had happened. The gasoline in Lucky James’ ship had been almost completely exhausted by his long flight, and now had given out altogether. The ship was drifting downward with its motor dead!
The murderer abruptly tore loose from McCord and clawed beneath him for the parachute pack, trying to struggle hastily into the harness.
He scrambled with it toward the open door of the cockpit. But McCord had scooped up the metal tool the other had dropped, and struck quickly with it.
The thunk of the blow on the killer’s head was followed by his limp collapse on the cockpit floor.
McCord scrambled into the seat to the controls of the ship. He tore off the automatic pilot device and got the monoplane under control, then banked around in the darkness.
Down there below in the dark, some distance away, the big hangar of Gotham Airport was like a vast, red torch, flaming high.
He headed the monoplane straight down toward the field in front of the burning building.
A few minutes later the silver ship swooped silently down and made a ragged and bumpy deadstick landing near the flaming hangar.
When it rolled to a stop, McCord salvaged his stubby pistol and then was climbing out of the cockpit when, from the burning hanger, a group of shouting men ran toward him.
Davidson was the first to reach him, with Bushell and McLiney and the others behind him.
“McCord, you’re all right?” cried the lieutenant.
McCord nodded. “I’m okay, and so is the murderer, though he’s not conscious right now.”
“You got him, then?” cried Davidson.
For answer McCord reached into the cockpit and pulled out the unconscious form of the murderer.
Lying there in the red glow of the burning hangar, sprawled half out of the little cockpit door just as his first victim had sprawled a few hours before, lay—
“Blair James!” yelled Davidson in utter amazement.
They stared unbelievingly.
“But it can’t be that Blair killed Lucky James, his own cousin!” cried the police lieutenant.
“He did, though,” said McCord somberly, “and he did it for the same reason that many a closer relative has been killed: for money. Lucky James, by completing his flight from Cairo to New York, automatically became worth fifty thousand dollars as soon us his plane landed tonight. Blair, as he told us, was Lucky’s only near relative. As such, he was Lucky’s heir, and would inherit the fifty thousand.” McCord took from his pocket a scorched and crumpled letter. He looked up from it a moment.
“You’ll remember that Blair himself told us Lucky had lectured him about his gambling and spendthrift ways? Well, this letter which Lucky wrote to Stangland from Cairo explains why Blair needed money so badly and was willing to kill his cousin for it.”
McCord read:
Stangland, I wish you’d keep an eye on Blair until I get back. I had quite a quarrel with him before I left. It seems he’s lost several thousand dollars in I.O.U.s gambling and is being pressed hard for payment. You know he’ll lose his job as pilot if the company officials find out about it.
He wanted me to give him part of the money the company advanced to back my flight, and when I told him I’d never give him another cent to pay gambling debts, he became very resentful and bitter. Try to keep him from doing anything rash, for he seemed in a desperate mood. Lucky.
“That explains it,” McCord said. “Blair, bitter at Lucky and desperate for money, decided to kill his cousin when he landed and thus inherit that fifty thousand. He killed Stangland when he guessed that Lucky had written Stangland about his gambling debts and the quarrel, and he fired the hangars to destroy the letter. When I went in after it, he went in after me.”
“And because McLiney and Jandron were still at large, I was sure one of them was the killer!” Davidson exclaimed. “But we found it was they who went to turn in the alarm that brought the firemen here.”
McCord nodded toward the unconscious man. “We’d better take him and lock him up—we had a hard enough time getting him.”
“We will,” Davidson said, “and then you’re going to come with me and have a drink. You look as though you need one.”
McCord, his craggy face relaxing into tired lines for the first time that night, nodded assent.
“We’ll all have one,” he said, “and make it in honor of a kid who must still be flying, somewhere. We’ll drink to Lucky James.”



THE SCALPEL OF DOOM, by Ray Cummings
Lots of things, particularly unpleasant ones, can get crowded into an hour. I’ve had it happen to me often, but never quite like that hour which began at about midnight, one evening last summer. And I never thought I’d have occasion to kill a man. Every doctor worries that sometime he might make a little mistake, or even just an error of judgment; his patient would die—and the doctor would forever after blame himself. But this wasn’t anything like that. I wanted to kill this fellow, and I did. I can’t say I’m exactly sorry, but it gives you a queer feeling just the same.
I was alone in my office, that summer night. I live in a little stucco house near the edge of Pleasant Grove Village, with my office and reception room occupying about half its lower floor. My wife and young daughter were away for a week at the beach. I was alone on the premises, that night at midnight. I’d had quite a tough day at the hospital—two operations, one of which had turned out to be more serious than I had anticipated, and a long steady grind of routine calls that had kept me going until about eleven-thirty. I had just decided to go to bed when a car stopped outside. Hurried footsteps came up the walk; my night bell rang.
It was a slim, dark-haired young girl. She wore a black, somewhat shabby raincoat and hood. Which struck me as odd, because it was a hot summer night, with a full moon in a cloudless sky. “You Dr. Bates?”
“Yes,” I said. “Come in.”
She shook her head. I couldn’t see her face very well because of the hood. Her voice was low, agitated. ‘You got to come, doc,” she said. “I got a—a patient. I guess he’s hurt bad.” She gestured toward the car at the curb. It was a big, black limousine, a really handsome affair. “I’ll drive you,” she added. “It ain’t far. Hurry, doc. Please.”
“A patient?” I said.
“A patient—for you. He—he’s my brother. You’ll hurry, won’t you?”
I got my hat and bag. She stood in the doorway.
She was trembling. My hall light was on her. She was young, quite pretty—a pale, drawn face framed by bobbed black hair.
“Somebody hurt?” I said. “An accident? Why didn’t you drive him to the hospital? There’s one here in Pleasant Grove.”
She backed out of the light into the dimness of my porch. “I couldn’t, doc. I’ll tell you about that. But please—you gotta hurry—he could die.”
I climbed into the front seat of the car with her and we rolled away, heading north out of Pleasant Grove. She drove swiftly but, it seemed, skillfully.
“Where is he?” I said.
“Over near Palenburg. I’ll bring you back, doc. You—do your best for him, won’t you, doc?”
“Of course,” I said. The factory town of Palenburg was about ten miles north. “There are doctors in Palenburg,” I said. “A hospital, too. Why didn’t you—?”
“I couldn’t. He’s—in the—a place in the woods.”
* * * *
At the crossroads, we turned west. I knew this region pretty well. The country west of Palenburg is unusually wild—wooded hills with hardly a house. The girl drove grimly, silently.
The front seat was dark, with just the glow reflected from the lighted instruments of the panel. Beside me, on the inside of the right-hand door, there was a plush pouch. On impulse I reached into it.
A pair of man’s gloves—handsome chamois skin—were in it. And a few letters. I glanced at one. It was addressed: George J. Livingston, The Oakes, Palenburg.
I put the things back. “What’s your name?” I said.
“Jenny Dolan.”
“You work for Mr. Livingston? Is that it?”
She turned her head, flashed me a startled glance. “Mr.—who?” Then she looked frightened, sullen.
“Or maybe you just borrowed his car?” I said. “Look, Jenny, hadn’t you better tell me all about this?”
“No! No—”
“Why not?”
“I can’t! I promised him!”
“Your brother?”
“Yes. Oh doc—” I had put my hand on her shoulder. I’m forty years old, with grey hairs coming. To me, I’m still a pretty husky young fellow, but to her—well, I was old enough to be her father. She evidently felt that. At my touch and my gentle tone, she suddenly wilted out of her grimness. “Oh, doc, you wouldn’t—you wouldn’t do anything against him? I’m trustin’ you—”
She was tearful. She turned toward me. “Watch the road!” I said sharply. We had wobbled toward the ditch. She brought us back.
“Take it easy,” I said. “If you’ve promised him not to explain to me—that’s okay. How far is it from here?”
“Not far.” She was slowing us down. Then she turned from the highway into a little side road that wound up into the forested foothills of Black Mountain. So far as I could judge we were about three miles from Palenburg. The car bumped over the little rocky road. Then it was so steep we had to go into low gear.
“You know, don’t you,” I said, “if he’s got a gunshot wound or been stabbed or anything, I have to report it to the police?”
“No, no! That’s what he said you’d do! Oh doc—”
“Don’t get excited,” I said. Which sounded inane. She was pretty pathetic, in a panic of terror, trying to drive the car with one hand and grabbing appealingly at me with the other.
“Doc, he’s only a kid. Only eighteen—my twin. You—you won’t let him die, will you? Doc, I had to come and get you—”
“Of course. If he’s that bad, we’ll have to get him to the hospital—”
“That’s what I told him! But you can’t! Oh please—”
She suddenly stopped the car. “What’s the idea?” I said.
“We’re here. It’s—he’s right near here—”
The little road had petered out into almost nothing. I climbed out. Around us there was only black, somber woods, with the moonlight vaguely filtering down through the tree branches.…
“This way, doc.”
I followed after her as she led me into the woods. Now I’m certainly not versed in woodcraft, but I guess my nerves were on edge, my senses sharpened. At all events, it suddenly seemed that I heard a crackling in the underbrush off to one side, behind us. I reached forward, gripped the girl’s shoulder.
“Wait!” I murmured. “Quiet!”
We stood silent. It was so quiet I could seem to hear my heart thumping against my ribs.
“What is it?” Jenny whispered.
“I thought I heard something, off there.” I vaguely gestured. But there was obviously nothing to hear now. “Go ahead,” I said. “It wasn’t anything. Or maybe an animal—”
We were in a little patch of moonlight. On the girl’s face there was a new terror. “You heard somebody—”
“Somebody?” I murmured. My hand was still on her shoulder. I shook her. “Look here, do you figure somebody’s around here following us?”
“No! No, of course not!” She pulled away from me. “Why would there be? There’s only Tom—and he’s hurt—”
I let it go, and followed her as she plunged deeper into the woods. We had only gone a hundred yards or so from where we left the car until I saw that a little tumbledown shack was ahead of us. Once it may have stood in a small clearing, but the thickets and underbrush were close around it now—a small, deserted, practically uninhabitable building with half its roof gone. We were almost on it before I could see a faint gleam of yellow glow through one of its broken windows which was blocked on the inside with newspapers.
“Come in, doc.”
The broken door creaked as she pulled at it. Instantly from inside came a voice. “Who’s there? Keep out of here! I warn you, I got a gun!” It was a weak, shaky voice with a frenzy of desperation in it.
“It’s me, Tom,” the girl said softly. “It’s all right, I’ve brought the doc.”
The boy lay on an old blanket on the bare wooden floor of an empty room. He was dressed in trousers and shirt, a shirt with one shoulder torn and a crude, bloody bandage there. Beside him there was an empty, broken wooden box, with a lighted candle, a pitcher and glass of water. Nearby, another blanket was spread. On the floor, in a corner, there were a few articles of food, tinned goods and a loaf of bread.
“Oh, hello, doc, I guess I’m glad Jenny got you.” He was a slim, masculine version of the girl—a good-looking boy, with black hair clipped close to his head.
His face was pale and drawn; his lips bloodless. His dark eyes, fixed on me as I knelt down on the blanket beside him, were glistening with fever.
“I’m all right, doc.” He tried to smile. “I cut myself. Just an accident, doc.”
He was far from all right. He had been stabbed in the shoulder, just missing the lung. He’d lost a lot of blood; but for a healthy young fellow, it didn’t seem a dangerous wound, if infection was kept out of it. But he couldn’t have stayed here very long, neglecting it.
“Not too bad,” I said cheerfully. “But you were right in getting me, Jenny. Have you any fresh water?”
There was a rusty old pump in a corner of the room, but it worked. That kid was stoical. I guess I hurt him plenty. But in fifteen minutes or so, I’d done all I could with emergency cleaning and a fresh bandage.
“Okay,” I said. “Now we’ll talk. You two kids have got to—”
I didn’t get any further than that. I was too startled. There was a lumpy place under the blanket. I chanced to notice a little end of fabric sticking out. I reached, pulled at it. It was prison garb.
“Oh,” I murmured. “I see. That’s—”
Again I stopped. I was looking into the shaking muzzle of a little black gun which the boy had drawn from under the blanket up by his head. I was certainly dumb not to have gotten that gun away from him when I first came in.
“Now, now,” I said, “don’t be silly. I won’t do you any harm, Tom.”
“You’re damn right, you won’t!” he snarled. “You get out of here! Oh, I’ll pay you all right! Jenny’ll drive you home! But you ain’t goin’ to turn me in, because I won’t be here by the time you can get the cops!”
“Tom! Tom!”
That girl could have cost me my life. It was nip and tuck whether that kid’s shaking, feverish finger pulled the trigger or didn’t. It didn’t. The girl shoved away his arm so that I reached, grabbed the gun and twisted it from him. I tossed it, sliding, across the floor. That was another fool trick of mine. I should have dropped it into my pocket.
“Now,” I said, “you listen to me, you two. You’re okay, Tom, if you get the right treatment. A transfusion, maybe. That wound’s got to be fixed up properly. I’m not asking you how you got it; I’m taking you to the Pleasant Grove hospital—”
“No! You’re crazy! You know damn well that I broke out of jail! I won’t go back! I got things to do! You can’t—”
I let him rage. “You’ll die if you don’t go,” I said. “Infection will get in that shoulder. It’s there now, very likely. Suit yourself, if you want to sit here and die—”
That got the girl. She flung herself down by her brother. “Tom, you listen to him! I ain’t goin’ to let you die! You listen to him!” Then she turned to me, clung to me. “Doc, he’s a good boy. They put him in jail for killin’ a man in a robbery! But he didn’t do it—”
“Jenny, you shut up!” the boy growled.
“I won’t! He’s right, Tom! You gotta go back! You can’t jus’ keep runnin’ from the law—not when you’re hurt! Doc, if you knew all about it, you’d stand by him! They had no right to send him up! It was my husband did it—”
“Jenny, you shut up, I tell you!”
But he couldn’t shut her up now, and she babbled it out. She was married to a fellow named Greer, Jim Greer. A man about thirty, a seasoned criminal.
“He’s got a record under some other name,” the girl was saying. “I know it damn well, by a lot of little things he said. Anyway, he got Tom into this robbery thing. Jim killed the man. It wasn’t Tom, he never even had a gun.”
* * * *
The thing had happened only a year ago. Nothing very novel; you read about things like that often. They’d broken into a rich man’s home, made away with jewelry and cash. But the victim caught them at it, got killed. In the getaway, Tom had been able to hide some of the loot in the garden. Jim Greer had gotten away; but Tom was seen by the gardener, who had taken a shot at him, brought him down with his leg full of buckshot.
“An’ Tom took the rap for the whole thing. Second degree murder,” the girl said. “He could have squealed on Jim—Jim was the killer!”
“He would have lied out of it,” Tom said. “Anyway, Jenny had a baby coming. I couldn’t very well drag—”
“I see,” I said. “So you went up for the killing too. And this Jim Greer—”
“I thought he loved her,” the boy said. “I thought he’d treat her right.”
“My baby died,” Jenny said. “He died when he was born, an’ Jim—he wasn’t there—he was drunk. He never did come back to me. He’s got a girl somewhere else, over in Mechanicsville, I think. Anyway, I’m through with him.”
And she had told her brother, in the jail, about it. “I had to get out,” Tom said. “See? I just had to!”
“To get revenge on him?” I suggested.
“No, no!” Jenny gasped. “Tom didn’t want to hurt him!”
“The hell I didn’t,” Tom muttered. “I got out of the jail. Never mind how, it was one of those lucky breaks, me and another guy, but they caught him right away. That was last night—”
“He wanted to get hold of Jim, an’ maybe make him confess an’ take the murder rap,” Jenny put in. “Anyway, I live in a little house in Palenburg—me an’ another girl, an’ she’s away for a week. I’m workin’ in a factory there.”
She had phoned her husband, persuaded him to come to her cottage. Then Tom had jumped him.
“He hadn’t treated Jenny right, that was the main thing,” Tom was saying. “So I asked him what the hell he expected to do about it.”
And this fellow Greer had retorted that what he wanted was his share of the loot Tom had hidden after the robbery.
“Can you beat that?” the boy demanded. “To hell with the murder rap I took for him, to hell with my sister, all he wants is some money!”
In the fight, Tom had been stabbed. Greer had fled, fearing that the neighbors had been aroused by the noise. But they hadn’t been. Tom and Jenny had come here, where she had hidden him, bringing him food; hoping he’d get well so they’d he able to get away.…
“I’ve got the money,” Tom was saying. “Doc, give us a chance. She stole that car in Palenburg tonight. That’s okay, we won’t hurt it. We’ll jest beat it somewhere, Jenny an’ me, an’ we’ll leave the car where it’ll get found. I swear it, doc, give us a chance!”
Just a couple of kids, all mixed up. You read about lots of them like that.
“This fellow Greer,” I said. “You don’t think by any chance—”
I didn’t finish. Somehow a sudden uneasiness had jumped me. My mind went back to that noise in the woods as the girl and I came here. Thinking back to it now, it did seem that I could remember there had been a car behind us on the way here. Then I had forgotten it.
I met Jenny’s eyes. “I thought he was around my house today,” she murmured suddenly. “I thought I saw him, but I wasn’t sure.”
Had Greer trailed us here? I felt suddenly trapped—the three of us here in this lonely little shack, and a killer outside.
It was no idle, crazy hunch! I had no time to get up from the floor. The door creaked. A figure loomed in the doorway, a big burly man with a gun in his hand, leveled at us.
“So here we are again!” he said. “Nice little family party, an’ the doc to fix you up! Ain’t that sweet?”
Tom lay stiffened on his blanket, with his fevered, burning eyes on the advancing figure. I sat numbed beside him. Jenny was sitting on the other aide of Tom, staring with a hand upflung to her mouth.
“Okay,” Greer said. “Now, let’s have that money, Tom!”
“You—you damned—”
Across the room, on the floor, I could see Tom’s little revolver where I had flung it. It could have been a million miles away, for all the chance I had of getting it.
“Come on, where is it?” Greer demanded. Then he saw an impulsive gesture of Tom’s hand toward the head of the blanket. “Okay,” he said. “So that’s where it is—”
He stooped, reached for it. As it happened, his gun was pointed at me. Tom didn’t think of that; I doubt if he thought of much at anything. Wild, fevered, with a rush of frenzied strength he rose up on the blanket, grabbing for Greer’s throat. The gun went off. By good luck, the bullet didn’t go into my chest. It went into my left arm with a stab like a white-hot poker. Greer straightened and staggered back.
“So that’s the idea, is it?” he roared. “Okay, you asked for it—the whole damned three of you! His gun spat again, at Tom, this time, but it missed his head, the bullet hitting the floor with a thud.
I guess one acts without conscious thought in a thing like that. My instrument bag was beside me; it was open. I reached in, found a scalpel and clung to it. Greer was near me. I rose up in time to knock his arm as he fired again. And then I slashed with the scalpel—ripped it across his throat.
I better not go into details. That slash, with all the wild strength I could put into it, wasn’t anything like a surgeon’s delicate incision. Greer went down. I don’t think he lived more than a minute or two.…
A little later, I had Tom down in the big limousine, lying on the back seat, with Jenny sitting beside him. They’d get Greer’s fingerprints from the body. His true identity would be established. His old prison record would be pinned to him.
Silently, with my left arm hanging limp, I drove the stolen car out of the woods, heading for the Pleasant Grove hospital. Doctors often have tough days. But I sure didn’t want any more like this.



SATAN DRIVES THE BUS, by Wyatt Blassingame
Allen Sargent was grateful for the girl across the aisle. He didn’t like to ride buses and with the storm blowing so that headlights seemed beaten back upon themselves this trip from Minneapolis to Duluth gave promise of being particularly unpleasant. The girl across the aisle had chestnut-colored hair that curled close to a well-shaped head, wide intelligent eyes and a mouth that was made for smiling. With her to look at the trip might not be so bad.
The rest of the passengers didn’t offer much. Sargent looked them over, making a game of guessing their professions. All the lights were out in the bus except the dim overhead one, but somehow the shadows seemed to sharply outline the characters behind them.
In the front seat on the left was a short, bald-headed man who chewed an unlighted cigar and beamed pleasantly at nothing. “A salesman,” Sargent thought. “Probably deals in flour or linoleum.”
Behind the salesman sat a faded, middle-aged, poorly dressed woman who stared vacantly ahead. A country woman who started working in the fields when she was six and has been tending babies since she was sixteen, was his guess.
Behind her sat a blonde, hard-faced woman. Sargent had smelled liquor when she got on the bus, and when she spoke to the driver, calling him “Baby,” her voice had been too loud.
In the next seat was a big, hardboiled looking man who had a scar across the right cheek from ear to mouth. “He’s tough enough to be a gangster,” Sargent thought. “And still—” There was something furtive, something gruesome about the way the man’s eyes shifted, peering at the persons around him, then out into the storm. “He’s frightened,” Sargent told himself, “but he doesn’t look like a man who would know the meaning of physical terror.”
On the back seat a Negro sat alone.
Behind the priest was the oddest looking individual on the bus. Sargent could only see the back of the man’s head now, but he remembered the face. It wasn’t an easy one to forget. Framed in wild shaggy hair that fell almost to the graying and mangy beard, was a thin, wrinkled face with a beak of a nose below insane eyes. There was a vacant seat behind him and then the one in which Sargent sat. No one else was aboard except the driver.
As Sargent started to turn to the girl again, the lean, bearded man jumped into the aisle, twisting in an effort to face everybody. His voice was thin and terrible, the voice of a man insane. “It’s death! Death and sin! They are riding with us, and they shall strike; they shall kill us all because someone here has sinned against God and man!”
Everyone looked toward the man in the aisle, stunned by his sudden outburst, and for a moment there was no sound except the wind and the rain against the windows, the hum of the tires and motor. The driver glanced at the rearview mirror but the lurching of the bus made him center his attention on the road.
“It’s death! Death and sin!” the man screamed again. His eyes were hot flames. Saliva drooled from one corner of his mouth. “They are riding this bus with us and they shall kill us all. Someone here has sinned against God!”
“Well, who the hell hasn’t?” inquired the blonde. The man behind her had crouched deep into his seat and despite the shadows Sargent could see the curious way in which the scar twitched on his cheek. Once more he had the impression that this man, despite his bulk and toughness, was afraid.
The bus began to slow down. The driver turned slightly and said, “Sit down, old man. What’s biting you?”
“Fiends!” the man screamed. “You laugh at me. You call me an old man. And you!” he leaned suddenly toward the blonde and she jerked back in her seat. “You daughter of shame, you shall know the fires of hell soon. You brag that we have all sinned. Yes, but death and sin ride incarnate here. You shall die with them. We shall all die with them because someone has sinned more than you are capable of.”
“Sit down, old man, you’re drunk,” the driver said. The bus had almost stopped now.
The salesman said: “Keep driving. I’ll take care of him all right.”
The driver hesitated. He was already late. “Okay,” he said. The bus began to pick up speed again.
The priest was smiling, a little self-conscious as most persons are when someone else begins to carry their own professions to an extreme. “How do you know that sin and death are on this bus?” he asked.
The man turned to him, eyes wild. “Know!” he cried. “I know because God has told me. I know in the same way that I know we shall all die unless we escape from the sinner.”
“Why can’t this sinner guy confess to the father and let him make it all right with God?” the blonde said. “There ain’t no need of troublin’ us all with it.”
“Confession will save his soul,” the bearded man said. “But not his life. Nor yours! Nor anyone’s!” He screamed the words, flinging his arms wide so that the gesture included the whole group.
The Negro on the back seat said, “Lawd Gawd. Lawd Gawd, lemme out dis bus. My feets too good not to use ’em now.” The salesman laughed; the girl across the aisle from Sargent smiled slightly, but her eyes were on the madman. The fellow in front of her shrank deeper into the shadows; the scar on his face was livid now and fear showed in his eyes.
“We will all die because someone—” The madman’s voice broke suddenly. He lunged toward the girl across from Sargent, stuck his face close to hers. “Are you guilty?” he screamed. “Are you—?”
Allen Sargent was already on his feet. He caught the gaunt man’s shoulder, jerked him around. “Listen,” he said quietly, “you can get off this bus if you want, or you can ride and keep quiet.” And almost gently he tossed the maniac back into his seat where he slunk, gazing with red, insane eyes at the man above him.
“Thanks,” the driver said. The bus began to move more rapidly. The sound of the storm beating against it grew louder.
Sargent stepped back and sat down beside the girl. He had been wanting to talk to her and here was a chance. “I’d better sit with you,” he said. “That nut seems to have you picked out as the friend of sin and death.”
“Thank you for taking him away.” When she smiled Sargent knew that he liked this girl a hell of a lot. “I’m really not as bad a woman as he seems to think.”
They talked for five minutes. In that time, Sargent learned that her name was Jane Brownfield and she was a librarian in Duluth, and that her eyes, when looked at closely, were the prettiest he had ever seen although in the shadows he couldn’t make out their color. “I’m going to be in Duluth for some time,” he said. “I hadn’t planned on it, but now it seems necessary, and if—”
The crazy man was suddenly in the aisle again, shouting: “Death and sin. Death and sin!” His voice boomed through the bus, drowning out the sound of the wind and the rain.
“We shall all die!”
And death struck while he stood there, long arms raised, beard jerking.
The salesman was on his feet, leaning backward as though his spine were being snapped. Both hands tore at his throat and from his wide-open mouth vomited a scream of agony and terror. His wide eyes were bulging, his whole face contorted, the pink cheeks gone purple. He reeled two steps down the aisle, striking seats and bouncing off.
The scream went high and thin until, like a too tight wire, it snapped. The man went backward and lay still, his horrible face staring up into that of Allen Sargent.
There was a motionless, frozen chaos in the bus. The driver had stopped and stood at the head of the aisle as though unable to move. The passengers were motionless in their seats, looking down at the man whom they all knew, instinctively, to be dead. Even the madman was sitting down, quiet. And because of the silence within the bus the sounds of the storm came louder. Sargent could hear the rain slashing against the windows and on the roof, could feel the giant shoulder of the wind shaking the bus.
The driver came down the aisle, stiff-kneed. His face gray, he leaned over the salesman, put his hand on the man’s heart. Slowly he stood up. “He’s dead!”
Abruptly the Negro in the back began to moan. “Oh Gawd, oh Gawd! Hit’ll kill us all lak the gentman said. Hit’ll kill us all.”
Jane Brownfield’s hands caught Sargent by the wrist and held on tight, but she did not speak.
The maniac stood up violently. “Death and sin!” he screamed. “I told you they were here with us because someone has sinned unspeakably!”
“Lawd Gawd,” the Negro moaned. “Don’t strike dis pore nigger down. I’se stold and I’se lied and I’se sorry and I don’t wanta die.” His voice rose in a wail.
Allen Sargent said: “Shut up. Somebody in this bus is probably going to die all right.” He made a short gesture toward the man on the floor. “Somebody in this bus killed him and the police shouldn’t have much trouble finding out who.”
The drab-faced country woman spoke for the first time. “It won’t be me, but—”
“Let’s get started,” the driver said. “We’ll stop at Perry Corners and telephone Minneapolis. The police can get here in an hour.”
“Sin and death! We shall all die!” the maniac screamed. The rain hammered insanely against the windows.
“You mean us all gotta wait for de poolice?” the Negro asked. “I ain’t killed nobody. All you gentemans know dat. I gotta—”
“You got to see the cops with the rest of us,” the driver said. He turned toward the wheel.
The Negro said: “I’ll be damned if I’m going to wait for the cops.” Everyone looked at him because of the sudden change in his voice. He was standing erect at the rear of the bus, a blue steel automatic in his hand. “When you get me to Duluth the rest of you can see all the cops in town. But we’re not stopping before then.”
The driver said: “Why you damned—” and stopped. “Hell,” he finished softly, “you’re no nigger.”
“Right. I’m Pete Meadows. They’re looking for me in Minneapolis because of a couple of bank robberies. I don’t know who killed that man in the aisle. I didn’t, but I’m not waiting for any cops. Now get started driving.”
“A-all right.” His face pale with fear, the driver went back to the wheel. The bus began to move through the night again. Pete Meadows stood in the rear. The gun was in his coat pocket, but the outline of it was plainly visible.
The scar-faced man turned in his seat. His square, hard mouth was contemptuous as he looked at the gunman. “So you’re Pete Meadows,” he said, and snorted. But as he faced front again he noticed the dead man on the floor. Abruptly the scar was livid along his cheek and twitching with terror.
“Sin and death!” the madman screamed. “We shall all die because of the sin that rides this bus. And you!”—he stabbed a lean finger toward the gunman—“you shall die with the others and your soul shall burn in hell!”
“Sit down,” Meadows said. “Sit down and shut up.”
The countrywoman got on her knees in the seat, leaning over the back of it towards Meadows. “Mister, can’t I get off down here ’bout five mile? My old man’ll be drunk, and the kids—”
“You can ride back from Duluth,” Meadows said. “Sit down.”
“But I—” She stopped. In the pale glow of the overhead bulb her face was a gruesome white. Her mouth was wide-open though she made no sound. Her hands came up slowly toward her throat.
“Sin and death!” the madman chanted. “We shall all die!”
The countrywoman stepped into the aisle. Slowly she began to arch backward. Her face was turning purple now, the eyes rolling up. And all at once she began to scream and her hands ripped at her throat until the wrinkled skin tore and blood ran down in streams. She staggered down the aisle, shrieking. The bus lurched and raced on through the night, flinging the woman from side to side. Then her foot struck that of the dead man in the aisle and she fell headlong. The scream snapped off.
“It’s another one,” the scar-faced man said huskily. “That’s two that have died without any reason and—”
“They die because someone here has sinned irredeemably,” the madman cried. “We shall all die.”
The blonde got on her knees in the seat. Beneath its thick coat of paint her face was yellow with fright. “It’s comin’ right down the aisle toward me,” she said frantically. “I don’t know what the crazy man is talkin’ about, but if somebody here’s done somethin’ I—I wish they’d tell that priest. I don’t wanta die! I don’t wanta die!”
“Confess and save your souls,” the madman shrieked. “It is too late to save the body.”
The priest was pale, but there was courage in his round face. “I shall be glad to hear confession if anyone wishes to make it.”
Jane Brownfield was clutching Sargent’s hand. “What’s happening?” she whispered. “What is it? I can’t understand.”
Sargent said: “I don’t know. But it won’t happen to you.” He turned to face Meadows who stood motionless at the rear of the bus, hand on his gun.
“Listen, we’ve got to find out what’s happening here before it kills us all. Why don’t you skip the bus, let the rest of us stop at the first telephone and call the police?”
The gunman shook his head. “I’d be in a hell of a fix, out here in the woods. I’ve got things arranged in Duluth and I’m going there.”
“It’s coming down the aisle toward me!” the blonde shouted. “It’ll kill me next. I’m gonna get off!”
“You’re going to sit where you are,” Meadows said.
The bus hustled on through the night, and the storm beat black and furious at the windows. It was as though the bus were part of another world, part of the storm itself howling through the darkness.
Sargent turned in his seat, his hands tight clenched on the arm as he judged the distance to the gunman. A full two yards and he would have to move sideways into the aisle first. There wasn’t a chance of making it.
Jane Brownfield caught his arm and pulled him close to her. “You can’t,” she whispered. “He’d kill you.”
“I’ll wait for a chance. Don’t worry, I’ll get him.” He tried to make his voice natural but there was a queer tightness to the muscles of his throat.
“That’s not the man I’m afraid of,” she whispered. “It’s the way those others have died, the way they scream and their faces turn purple. It’s that crazy man shouting about sin and death as though they were persons here with us. How did he know that man and woman were going to die?”
“Perhaps he knew because he was going to kill them.”
“But why? How?”
“He’s insane. Maybe that’s reason enough.”
“But how did he do it?” Her voice was getting thin, fearful. “We were all looking at him. He couldn’t have done it. He couldn’t! And yet—”
“Steady,” Sargent said. “Steady.” But inside his own body he could feel the cold fingers of terror. His eyes kept coming back to the pair of corpses that bounced and jiggled horribly with the swaying of the bus. Both lay, their backs arched, faces turned up so that the purple bloated skin showed plainly. The mouths were still open, twisted by agony and fear.
What had killed this man and woman? And why? There had been no connection between them. They had never seen one another before tonight. Why did this madman chant about sin and death? And where would death strike next?
Sargent’s jaw set until muscle bulged the tan skin. His gray eyes slitted. Suppose something happened to the girl beside him. Suppose she suddenly began to scream and stood up, ripping the blood from her throat while the skin turned purple? Suppose it happened to her—or to him—as it had to the others, without warning?
The blonde was sobbing now. “It’s coming down the aisle toward me. I’ll be next. I’ll be next.” She rocked back and forth in her seat. Across from her the maniac sat with his feet in the aisle. The priest also was turned to face the other passengers. His face was pale, but courageous. The man with the scar was huddled deep in the shadows but Sargent could see his eyes constantly turning to the bodies in the aisle. “It’s odd he should be so afraid of them,” Sargent thought, “and so contemptuous of that murderer and bank robber behind us.”
Pete Meadows said suddenly: “Driver, what’ll happen if we pass this next station without stopping?”
“I—I don’t know. They’ll probably telephone ahead to find out what’s the trouble.”
The gunman hesitated, then his charcoaled lips pulled tight. “All right,” he said. “You’ll stop and get off and stretch like you generally do. I’ve ridden this bus before. But you won’t go in the station and nobody else is getting off.”
No one answered except the black fury of the wind and the rain. The bus roared on steadily. The maniac began to mumble to himself. Saliva drooled across his lips to mingle with his beard. Five minutes passed before the bus swung to one side of the road and stopped near a small store and filling station.
The driver stood up and faced Meadows. “What—what do you want me to do now?”
“Step out and stretch,” Meadows said. “I saw you do it in the rain once before and you’ll do it again tonight. But keep close to the bus like you did the time before so you won’t get wet. Then after a minute or so climb back in and let’s get started.”
“Yes, sir.” The driver’s hand shook on the door handle as he turned it, then stepped out.
The maniac jumped to his feet, screaming, eyes aflame. “I will ride this bus no longer with death and sin! I leave you all to destruction!”
“Sit down before I shoot you.”
“Shoot, Child of the Devil! Shoot! But I shall not stay to be destroyed as Sodom was destroyed; to be cut down by the plagues of Egypt. Shoot!” His voice was a shrill scream, his arms wide flung.
The gunman tensed forward, automatic outlining his coat pocket. Sargent knew the things that were in his mind then. If the crazy man kept shouting he would attract the attention of the persons inside the store; if he were shot there would be the sound of the pistol.
“Listen,” Meadows said, “if I let you off this bus will you give me your word of honor”—his face twitched as he added—“as a man of God, not to mention what is happening here?”
The man’s face contorted. “Why should I tell? God will strike you down. I shall keep silent.”
“Well, get the hell out of here!”
The big scar-faced man and the blonde were standing up now, talking at once, terror in their eyes. “It’s coming down the aisle. It’ll get me next,” the blonde kept saying. The big man was pleading to be allowed to go.
Meadows said: “Shut up, both of you. That guy was nuts and I let him off because he was too crazy to keep in here. But if either of you get off, it’ll be with a bullet in your back.”
The priest said quietly: “There is some strange death riding with us. You understand that by keeping these persons here you may be responsible for their murders.”
“That’ll be just too bad, but I can’t help it. If they get off they’ll be responsible for my murder.” Sargent was tense against the seat’s edge, his narrowed eyes watching the gunman. If he would come one step closer—
The driver climbed aboard and got in his seat. The bus lurched forward. “Sit down, all of you,” Meadows said. He stepped farther back and Sargent knew there was no chance to get to him without being killed.
Sargent turned to look at the girl beside him. Her face was drawn, but when she met his eyes, she smiled. He said, “Good girl. I don’t think Meadows wants to harm any of us and we’ll ride on safely.”
“It’s not Pete Meadows I’m afraid of. It’s that other thing—the thing that kills without any reason or warning. It’s what that crazy man said about us all dying. And somehow I feel—”
Sargent caught her hands. “Let’s not talk about it. You’ll only get more frightened than ever.”
“But I want to talk about it. I have to! I’m not going to get hysterical, but I can’t sit here waiting for that death to come to me, and not even think about it. Isn’t there something we can do?”
“It’s not going to hurt you,” Sargent said. His muscles were drawn so hard they ached, his eyes narrowed, fierce. “If I only knew who, or what—”
“Perhaps it was the crazy man and now that he’s gone nobody else will be killed. But somehow I feel that—that it’s going to come to all of us. I keep remembering what he said, that we are all going to die.”
It was then Sargent noticed for the first time the speed with which the bus was moving. The rain was as thick across the windows as ever but the sound of it was drowned by the roar of the motor and the whine of the tires. Abruptly the machine lurched to one side and began to bounce violently.
Pete Meadows yelled: “Damn it! Where are you going? Are you mad? Slow down! You’re off the highway!”
And in answer the driver began to laugh, a loud, rolling, furious laughter. Sargent jerked forward, feeling the hairs lift along the back of his neck. The girl clutched at his hand.
For the laughter ahead was that of a madman! It was worse. It was laughter from hell.
“Slow down, before—” And then it happened.
The bus stopped as though a giant hand had caught and twisted it sideways. Sargent was flung hard against the seat ahead of him, smashed down to the floor. He saw Pete Meadows plunge headlong in the aisle, the gun bouncing from his hand. He heard the jagged scream of the blonde and the guttural shout of the scar-faced man.
Then the hellish laughter flooded through the bus again and for a moment there was no sound except it and the beat of the wind and the rain.
The second that followed seemed ages long to Sargent, the things that happened simultaneously seemed each separate and distinct like white-hot irons burning their pictures into his brain.
He saw the man whom he had thought was the driver standing at the front of the bus facing them—and that man was hell itself! His face was triangular like that of the devil, his eyebrows V-shaped and red, his ears pointed. And from his mouth rolled the laughter that was like that of devils rejoicing over tortured souls.
In that same instant Pete Meadows came to his knees in the aisle, saw the man at the front of the bus, cursed, and dived for his gun. The man did not stop laughing. The blonde was screaming insanely, the scar-faced man gibbering thick, terrified nonsense. The priest had been knocked to his knees in the aisle and crouched there. Jane Brownfield was half on the seat, half off, both hands holding to Sargent’s arm.
Meadows got his fingers on the gun and started straightening. The man with the face of hell kept laughing, his head thrown back, eyes flaming.
Meadows’ gun came up, stopped, wavered. The muscles around his mouth began to quiver. His eyes opened so wide in his blackened face that only the whites were showing. Then the gun clattered in the aisle and he had both hands at his throat, tearing it, ripping the flesh away in long gouges. His back began to arch and he was screaming. The cry had no beginning but was born full-throated and horrible, drowning out the laughter, the wind and rain, driving every sound out of existence except its own terror and agony.
Then the man fell backward among the other bodies and the scream was gone. Through the bus rolled again the sound of devil laughter, the hiss and mutter of the storm.
Sargent got slowly to his feet, pushed the girl behind him and held her there. The blonde’s cries had become a low, choked sobbing as she stared at the man in the front of the bus. The scar-faced fellow was panting heavily, crouched in his seat, his eyes wide with an unholy fear. Even in that brief glance Sargent knew that it was not death this man feared; it was something beyond and more horrible than death.
The hellish laughter drooled to an end. The flame-colored eyes swept over them. The man chanted: “You shall all die. All of you. Are you prepared?” His gaze fastened on the blonde.
“No!” she screamed. “I don’t wanta die. I don’t—”
“You’re going to die,” the creature said. “Is there anything you want to say first?”
It was Sargent who answered. Horror was like raw steel in his chest. His brain felt crushed and he had to force it to action. Twice he had made abortive movements toward the thing at the front of the bus, and twice he had stopped. If It could kill Pete Meadows as It had done, without even ceasing to laugh, without moving its hands, there was certainly no chance of reaching It in a wild rush down the aisle. “It’s a man. Deformed, hideous, but It’s a man,” Sargent had kept telling himself.
So now he spoke to It, hardly recognizing his own voice. “Why do you have to kill us? Why do you have to kill this girl first?”
The man laughed again, low and terribly. “I am Death,” he said. “I have come for all of you because one of you is most guilty.”
“You’re crazy.”
The man paid no attention but looked at the blonde again. “Is there anything you want to say before you die, anything that will make death easier?”
“Yes.” She was barely able to speak. “I—I want to confess to that priest. I ain’t never been religious, but if I’m—” she choked.
“You have two minutes,” the man said. “You may save your soul, but not your body.”
She stood up, staggered, but caught at the seat top. Somehow she crossed the aisle to the priest and kneeled in front of him. Under the beat of the wind and the rain Sargent could hear the low mutter of her voice as she spoke.
* * * *
Jane Brownfield was not crying, but her labored breathing, the way in which she fought back hysteria was audible. Sargent put his left hand on hers, squeezed it. Then he leaned forward in his seat, tense. If the devil-faced man would take his eyes off them for one second, would glance at the girl kneeling close in front of him, then would come his chance.
But the man didn’t. He stood there, laughing softly, never looking at the girl but always watching the passengers with eyes like red flame. Outside, the demons of rain and wind beat against the bus, shaking it with their fury.
Abruptly the man said: “Your two minutes are up. You die.”
Sargent tensed forward for the moment when he would look down to kill the blonde. That would be his chance to rush. Not much of one, but the best he could hope for.
And then terror beyond bearing struck him. It was as if fear were some material object which had suddenly been crammed into him until his entire body was splitting from the pressure. He tried to cry out, but his throat was clogged with fear, and fear had crushed his lungs against one another with awful pain.
For the man had never glanced toward the blonde, had never taken his eyes from the other passengers and had made no movement. But with the words “You die,” the girl screamed and lunged to her feet. Her face was already turning purple, her back curved like a drawn bow as she clawed at her throat and staggered into the aisle. Her shriek ripped through the bus, banged against the windows—and cut short as she fell.
Jane Brownfield made a short, moaning cry. “How—? He can’t— He’s not human!”
Sargent was too sick and hopeless to answer. He had been so certain that the devil-faced man would bend over the girl to kill her, that he would have a chance to attack. But the man had not even glanced at her. It was impossible for him to have killed her. And yet—she had died horribly as the others had.
“It’s your turn, Scarface,” the man said. “If you want to confess for the sake of your soul, do it. You have two minutes.”
The big man stood up, the scar livid and twitching along his cheek. Even now he did not seem afraid of death but of the weird manner in which it was coming and of something beyond death. “Yes, I want to confess.” He went and knelt before the priest.
Once more that long and awful period of waiting began. The sound of the man’s voice, low and mumbling, the beat of the storm, the sound of his own heart and husky breathing.
Jane Brownfield took Sargent’s hand, pulled him around to face her. There were tears in her eyes but her voice was almost steady. “He’ll kill one of us next. We’ve only two minutes.”
Sargent did not answer. He leaned and kissed her. Then abruptly he was sitting straight, his hands fierce around hers. “You’re not going to die!” he whispered. “I’ll get you out of this. I’ll get us both out. I’ve got to, now.”
“Your time’s up. You die,” the man said in the front of the bus. And in the same moment the scar-faced fellow began to scream.
Jane put her face hard against Sargent’s chest. He kept his arms around her, and though neither of them looked, they could hear the big man’s feet staggering blindly, hear the tremendous agony of his shriek, and they could vision the purpling face, the gory throat as he ripped at it. There came the thud of the body and the scream cut short.
“All right, mister. It’s your turn.”
Sargent pushed the girl away and stood up quickly. “I want to confess before I die.”
The devil-faced man said: “To hell with this confession business. I’m getting tired of it.” His eyes were on the girl now, hot and lustful.
“A man’s last wish,” Sargent said huskily. “You’ve got to let me.” He stepped quickly down the aisle.
“Let him have his way,” the priest said.
The man hesitated, said: “Get it over with.” He was watching the girl and the red flame of his eyes burned brighter.
Sargent went down on one knee in the aisle. The priest said: “Both of your knees, my son.”
“Like this?” Sargent’s movement was almost too swift for the eye to follow. His right fist came up from the floor as he straightened. With one hundred and seventy pounds behind them the knuckles landed on the priest’s jaw, raising him completely out of his seat and snapping him backward. And in the same motion Sargent turned and dived for the devil-faced man.
It wasn’t much of a fight, but as Sargent got up from the unconscious body Jane began to jerk at his arm. “Why did you hit the priest?” she cried. “And look at him—his face is purple! He’s dead!”
“Of course he’s dead. He had the blow gun in his mouth and when I cracked his chin he got one of his own darts in him. At least I’d be willing to bet that’s what happened. It had to be either the make-believe priest or the devil-faced man killing these folks and it wasn’t the devil-faced fellow. We both watched and made sure of that. Now that I’ve got through beating his makeup off, you can see he’s the lunatic death-and-sin guy who got off the bus when it stopped. He probably knocked the driver on the head, put on his coat and hat and climbed in when nobody was looking.”
“But why did the priest—? Why would he kill anybody?”
“I don’t know who that fellow is—or was. But it’s a cinch he was no priest. And what the reason behind the whole thing is I can’t exactly say, but when the police find out who everybody is, they’ll figure out the motive without much trouble. They’ll probably persuade this devil-faced-lunatic to tell them, after we drive the bus on to the next town.”
A blinding glare of light at police headquarters and the threat of a rubber hose that was never used made the man who had disguised himself first as a lunatic, then as the devil, talk readily enough. Standing back in the shadowed darkness of the room, Sargent listened. He could scarcely see the police standing around him, but he was aware of them.
“I didn’t kill anybody,” the man said. “All of you must remember that. It was Pete, the fellow dressed like a priest, who killed them.”
“Why did he kill them?” the police lieutenant asked. “Start at the first.”
“All right,” the man said. “I’ll tell. But I didn’t kill them. Pete killed them. It was because he had to get O’Neil—the one with the scar.”
“Start at the first,” the lieutenant said again.
The man took a deep breath. “It was started in South America eight years ago,” he said. “Pete and O’Neil and I were back in the Chaco together. We found some ruins there. And in one of them was a ruby, the size of an egg. It was enough to make us all rich. But O’Neil double-crossed us. He stole the ruby and the boat, leaving us in a swamp. We would have died—we almost did—but some Indians found us. It took five years to get away from them and make the coast. It took three more years to find O’Neil. We learned he still had the ruby, but he was a killer and we were afraid of him. It was Pete’s idea to frighten him into telling us where the ruby was. Pete knew how superstitious he was. He was worse than a nigger. So we set out to scare him. We pulled spiritualist tricks on him. We hounded him. He thought us both dead and he started seeing ghosts. He heard moans at night and all that sort of thing. He tried to run away, but we followed him. He was still running when we pulled this last trick on him on the bus.”
“And did he tell where the ruby was when he confessed?” It was the lieutenant’s voice out of the dark.
“Yeah. I know he did because Pete wouldn’ta killed him if he hadn’t. But Pete didn’t tell me—and Pete—”
“Pete,” the lieutenant said, “is in the same shape you’ll be in after the executioner finishes with you.”
Later Sargent repeated the story to the girl. “All very simple,” he said, leaning down and kissing her. “But I don’t think we’ll ride a bus on our honeymoon.”



SERVANT OF THE BEAST, by L. Patrick Greene
The man lay full length on a ledge of rock overhanging the swift-flowing river. He seemed to be alone in a desolate waste of stony kopjies—ridge after ridge of them in endless profusion. The hot rays of the African sun beat down fiercely upon the man, but, though the rock felt red hot to the touch, he did not change his position and rarely shifted his gaze from the scene below him.
A large python lay coiled up on a nearby rock. Even in repose the huge reptile suggested a brutal strength. Its eyes, drowsily opening, shone black with evil malice—cold and cruel. The man and the snake had much in common—the same basilisk glance, the hidden menace and cunning.
A klipspringer, that small buck of the Mashona hill country, was browsing close by, unconscious of the lurking perils.
Once the man put out his hand to take up his rifle, then shook his head in indecision.
“Not yet,” he murmured. “I’ll wait a little longer.”
Of a sudden his muscles tensed and his eyes contracted to pin-points. The buck moved uneasily, and the python stirred fitfully in its sleep. It was as if the evil intention of the man had been, by some strange telepathy, conveyed to the mind of the timid klipspringer, as if the snake recognized the presence of a kindred spirit.
From out of the labyrinth of rocks and toward the river there walked a man.
Through the sights of his rifle the human on the rock watched. His finger gently caressed the trigger.
When the newcomer had reached the river he stooped to drink.
Shifting his aim to the buck, the man on the rock fired. The animal sprang high into the air and, falling, toppled down the rocks almost to the river’s brink.
He fired again, and the man in the river stumbled in his stride; his hands outstretched before him as if seeking purchase on the air. For a moment he swayed backward and forward, then fell headlong into the river and was carried away by the swift current.
The man on the rock smiled grimly, then clambering down the rock to where the buck had fallen, he slung it over his back and, whistling a cheerful tune, hastened in the direction of the camp.
* * * *
As the sound of the rifle shots reached the camp, a girl sprang up joyfully.
“Dad!” she cried. “Dick’s made a kill.
“We’ll soon have some broth made that will make a new man of you.”
The man on the roughly constructed cot smiled. His flowing beard and long white hair gave him a patriarchal appearance; his deep-set blue eyes were the eyes of a dreamer.
“You’re a hard-hearted nurse, Dorothy,” he said. “I ought to be helping the others. I know that we are getting near our goal.”
The girl’s face clouded.
“I wish you’d give up the search, Daddy,” she sighed. “It seems that we’ve had nothing but bad luck lately. First of all the native carriers desert with most of our provisions, then you come down with fever and—”
“The fever has gone now,” the sick man interrupted, “and as for the carriers deserting, Jan’s a host in himself.”
At the sound of his name a tall, mightily-muscled native came toward them.
“You called, baas?”
“No. Your name was used in speech.”
“Jan, what do you think of this search?” the girl asked.
He grinned and opened his hands with a gesture of resignation.
“Shall I question the baas’ will? I am well content. Why does Missy ask?”
“It does not matter.”
Jan returned to his place by the fire.
The girl was silent for a while, then, looking steadily at her father, she said:
“I don’t think Jan trusts Burgess, and I—”
“Don’t be silly.” The sick man hesitated a moment. “Yesterday,” he continued presently, “Burgess told me that he loved you and asked me to use my influence.”
“And what did you say?” The question came quickly.
“I told him that I would do what I could. I wish you would marry him, Dorothy—He’s rich and can take care of you properly. Besides, if this search should turn out to be a wild-goose chase—not that I think for a moment it will—I owe him a lot of money.”
“I know,” she answered soberly, “and Dick’s poor.”
A gay whistle sounded.
“What luck?” she cried as the man who had been on the rock came into view.
“Only a klipspringer.”
He handed the buck to Jan.
“Only one?” There was a hint of raillery in the girl’s voice. “We heard two shots. You don’t usually miss your aim.”
“I didn’t this time,” he said with a smile. “There’s the klipspringer.”
He turned to help Jan with the task of cleaning and skinning the buck, and the girl sat down on a nearby boulder to watch them.
* * * *
Soon their task was finished and big pieces of meat were put before the fire to roast. From a pot came the fragrant, appetizing odor of buck stew.
“I wonder where Dick is? He said he’d be back by noon, and it’s long past that now.” The girl’s tone was anxious.
“Where did he go?” Burgess’ tones were almost too casual.
“Up among the hills over there.” Dorothy pointed across the river. “I think he intends to climb every kopje in the country hoping to find the valley. I’m beginning to think we’ll never find it. What do you think?”
Burgess laughed shortly.
“Do you want my candid opinion?”
She nodded.
“Well, I think your father is a gullible fool. Just because one of his patients, an old prospector, tells him about a mysterious valley where there are diamonds to be had for the taking, your father chucks up his practise and comes up to this God-forsaken spot—looking for ‘the Mysterious Valley.’ Bah! Why even if it existed, what chance would we have of finding it? The vaguest of directions, no map—nothing but the babblings of a delirious old man.”
The girl sighed.
“I know. It does sound hopeless. But Daddy and Dick feel sure that there’s something in it—you forget that Old Tom had a large diamond which he claimed came from the valley. But if you thought the search was a hopeless one, why did you encourage Daddy by lending him money? Why did you come yourself?”
“Can you ask that?” he asked softly. “It was to be near you.”
“Scoff s ready, Missy.”
She jumped up gleefully at Jan’s call, and Burgess followed her, looking angrily at the grinning native.
“I’m anxious about Dick,” Dorothy said when, the meal finished, there was still no sign of the fourth member of their party.
“There’s no need to be worried,” Burgess replied lightly. “What can happen? He’s big enough to take care of himself.”
“I know, but—”
She rose to her feet with an air of determination.
“Perhaps he’s found the valley.” Burgess laughed.
She ignored the sarcasm.
“Are you all right, Daddy? I’m going to look for Dick.”
“Be careful, dear. Better take Jan with you. Yes, I’m all right.”
Jan came eagerly forward.
“Yes, I go, Missy. We go down to the ford and pick up the spoor where he crossed the river.” Burgess watched them hasten down to the banks of the stream, assailed by a sudden doubt, then, with a shrug of his shoulder, he ran after them, coming up with them just as they had crossed the ford.
“Here is Baas Dick’s spoor,” said Jan. “It points toward the hills. Missy had better stay here. Baas Burgess and I will follow the spoor.”
He started on the trail at a slow lope, but was quickly halted by a hail from Burgess.
“Here the trail leads back, Jan,” he cried.
Jan returned to Burgess’ side.
“Yes,” he said. “It is the homeward spoor.”
Jan followed it to the river, which he crossed and searched for a continuation of the trail on the other side.
Soon Jan returned with a woeful, puzzled expression on his face.
“What is it, Jan?” Dorothy asked breathlessly.
Jan shook his head slowly.
“Baas Dick came to the river, but there is no spoor on the other side.”
“Then he came back to this side?”
“No, Missy. The spoor does not say that.”
“Perhaps he came out on the other side, either above or below the ford.”
“No. He could not do that. Only at the ford can a man cross. Above and below the water runs deep.”
“What does it mean?” Dorothy appealed to Burgess. “Where is Dick?”
“It means that Dick will never come back.” Burgess’ tone was correctly mournful. “He must have stumbled, lost his footing and was carried away by the swift current. He’d have no chance against it, and even if he managed to swim to the bank, how could he get a foothold?”
Burgess pointed to the rocks which rose sheer out of the water on each side of the river.
Clever actor though he was, Burgess could not totally disguise his feeling of elation.
“I believe you’re glad,” the girl flashed suddenly. “But I can’t believe it’s true.”
Jan shook his head mournfully.
“Without doubt the baas speaks true, Missy.”
“Yes,” Burgess continued. Again the note of elation crept into his voice. “Now we can persuade your father to give up this fool search, Dorothy. You accused me of being glad that Harding had gone. I’ll be frank—in a sense I am glad. He didn’t like me and I didn’t like him. You know that and you know why.”
Dorothy began to cry quietly, and a sly, satisfied smile flickered over Burgess’ face.
“Take care of Missy, Jan,” he said. “I’m going back to tell the old baas.”
“It is an order, baas.”
Jan’s tone was meek, but his eyes flashed anger as he watched the white man ford the stream and vanish up the trail which led to the camp.
“Missy,” he said as soon as Burgess had passed out of sight, “Baas Burgess speaks freely, yet he hides much in his heart.”
Dorothy looked up hopefully.
“You mean there is hope for Baas Dick?”
“Not that, Missy, but without doubt Baas Burgess knows how Baas Dick died.”
“You mean, Jan, that he killed Baas Dick?”
“I no say that, Missy. Perhaps yes. We go down to where the water make big jump.” Jan pointed down stream. The dull thunder of falling water sounded clearly on the still air. “Perhaps the spirits will tell us things.”
CHAPTER II
TWO BULLET HOLES
They had not gone far along the precipitous bank of the river when Jan pointed excitedly to an object caught on a ledge of rock which protruded out of the river directly below them, close to the bank.
“What’s that, Missy?”
Dorothy’s gaze followed the pointing finger.
“It’s Baas Dick’s helmet, Jan,” she said excitedly.
“Jan will get it, Missy.”
He took the long rope which he habitually carried and made fast one end to a stunted tree standing back a few yards from the bank. Then, hand over hand, he lowered himself to the water.
Soon Jan came to the end of the rope and Dorothy heard him utter an exclamation of disgust.
“Tchat!”
She peered cautiously over the brink.
“What is it, Jan?”
“The rope’s too short, Missy. But wait—”
Jan lowered himself still farther until his hands were gripping the last inch of the rope. Hanging so his feet barely reached the ledge of rock and, by careful maneuvering he managed to get the helmet firmly between his feet. Then, hanging by one hand, he doubled up and, taking the helmet from between his feet, placed it firmly on his head.
He grinned assurance and a moment later scrambled over the top and lay gasping on the ground.
Quickly recovering, he sat up to find Dorothy staring at him wide-eyed.
“Look!” she cried excitedly, and taking the helmet from him pointed to the two small holes which punctured the crown. “You were right, Jan. Baas Burgess killed Baas Dick.”
Jan took the helmet from her and examined it closely.
“I think, Missy, the bullet did not kill Baas Dick,” he said. “Look.” He put the helmet on his head and pointed to the location of the holes. “Baas Dick’s head is bigger than mine, helmet not go so far down. Perhaps bullet only hurt him a very little.”
“Then do you think—?”
“Have you found something interesting?” They turned quickly at the sneering voice of Burgess, who had come up unobserved, so absorbed were they in their discovery.
Dorothy held the helmet toward him.
“We heard you fire twice,” she said, pointing accusingly to the holes in the helmet, “and you didn’t miss your shot.”
He shifted uneasily before her direct gaze. “What do you mean?” The air of lightness was forced.
“That you shot Dick.”
He saw that evasion was useless, but his only feeling was one of annoyance. It meant a changing of his plans. But he had nothing to fear—from the girl, or the old man, her father.
“Yes, I shot him and now there’s nothing stands between us. You can’t prove anything and—”
“Do you call this nothing?” There was a world of hate and scorn in her voice as she pointed to the hat—the mute evidence of a cold-blooded murder.
Laughing, he made a move toward her, but she lightly evaded him, and before he could take another step he was seized from behind by two powerful hands.
High above his head Jan held the kicking, cursing Burgess.
“Shall I throw him down, Missy, down into the water?”
“No!” she said breathlessly. “We can’t do that. Put him down. I must think this out.”
“Better let me kill him, Missy,” Jan muttered as he obeyed her commands.
“Take away his gun, Jan, and tie him fast.”
Jan gleefully performed the task, nor was he very gentle as he trussed up the cursing man. With a small rope which he took from Burgess’ belt he tied the white man’s hands to the trunk of a tree. His legs he tied to another. In that position Burgess was helpless.
“I will stop his mouth, too, Missy; his talk is evil.” And Jan deftly inserted a gag in the white man’s mouth.
“I don’t know what to do with him, Jan!” she cried.
“Help! Help!”
The voice sounded faint and seemed to come from the ground under their feet.
“It’s Dick,” cried Dorothy.
She leaned far over the cliff, scanning the water below.
“Dick!” she called. “Where are you?”
As she spoke there was a movement in the reeds growing close to the cliff directly beneath her. As she watched, a man emerged from them and climbed on the ledge of rock from which Jan had rescued the helmet.
He pointed to the rope which still hung down the cliff.
“I can’t reach it,” he shouted. “Send Jan back to the camp for more rope.”
But Jan shook his head.
“It’s too far to camp, Missy. Baas Dick perhaps he get sick and fall off rock. I make rope longer.”
Jan untied the rope from the tree and looped it securely around his wrists, then leaned far over the cliff. With the additional length thus gained it was possible for Harding to pass it around his body.
“All ready, Baas?” Jan cried.
Again a wave of the hand.
“Then the Baas will hold the rope with his hand and try to walk up the rock. Now.”
Jan exerted his enormous strength. Inch by inch he moved from the edge of the cliff, and the man below ascended slowly but surely.
In a very little while Harding’s white face appeared over the top of the rock.
“Hullo, Dorothy,” he said with a smile, then fainted.
All thought of Burgess now forgotten, Jan picked up the unconscious man and started back for the camp.
At the ford they stopped long enough for Dorothy to bathe and bandage the wound that creased Dick’s forehead. He stirred fitfully under her ministrations, but it was not until they had carried him to the camp and had given him a generous dose of whisky that he fully recovered.
He looked at the anxious faces which surrounded him.
“Feel all right now, Dick?” Dorothy asked. “Head throbs a bit—but that’s nothing.”
He chuckled at a sudden thought.
“The Baas has a story to tell,” said Jan.
“Yes, Dick, what is it? We had given you up for lost. Lucky for you the bullet wasn’t an inch lower.”
Dick made a wry face.
“It’s bad enough, Doc, but if it hadn’t been for that I wouldn’t have found—”
Crompton looked up excitedly.
“You’ve found it, Dick” he cried. “You’ve found the valley?”
“Sit down, Daddy. You’ll bring on your fever again.”
“Bosh! Nothing can give me fever now.”
“Well, then, think of Dick.”
Crompton sobered instantly.
“Sorry, Dick,” he said, sitting down, “but I felt I must let off steam or burst. How’s your head?”
“Head’s all right now, Doc. I don’t blame you for being excited. I shall bust myself if I don’t tell you.”
“Then where is it?”
“Tell us from the beginning, Dick,” interposed Dorothy.
“When I came to the ford on my way back to camp,” began Dick, “I was pretty much tuckered out and stopped to have a drink of water. Directly after, I heard a shot and, looking up, saw a buck falling down the rocks. Then came another shot and a pain went through my head. All went black before my eyes, I became dizzy and fell into the river.
“The plunge cleared my brain and I tried to head for one of the banks, but the current was too strong. Then I was aware of the fact that the current was slacking. There was an abrupt turn in the river, and I was on the outside of the curve.
“I managed to swim a few strokes toward the bank and found the water was only up to my waist. Nearby was the ledge of rock on which Jan found my helmet.
“I was still in a mess, for, as you know, the banks of the river are very steep and I couldn’t see how I could reach the top without assistance. My head ached frightfully, so I took off my helmet and bathed the wound. Then I noticed a clump of reeds growing close to the cliff and, thinking that would make a good hiding-place in case Burgess came along—I was sure he had tried to shoot me—I made toward them. Something seemed to be pulling at my legs, dragging me toward the weeds. It was an undercurrent, and I thought it strange that it should be running at right angles to the natural flow of the river.
“When I saw that the reeds concealed the entrance to a sort of tunnel and, forgetful of everything else, I cautiously entered it. It led straight into the heart of the rock!
“The water came up to my waist and for the most part the roof of the tunnel was so high that I could barely reach it with my hands, and it was never so wide that I could not, by stretching out my hands, reach the sides.
“I started to explore the place—thinking it might lead to an opening so that I could get back to the camp in safety. Gradually the light which filtered through the opening became dimmer and dimmer. When I came to the place where no light reached me at all I was scared. It was like being buried alive!
“On I went in pitch darkness, afraid every minute I’d fall into some hole in the floor of the tunnel.
“After what seemed a long time the darkness lessened. Soon I was able to see, dimly, the walls of the tunnel and the dark, swirling waters.
“I hurried forward and came to the tunnel end where the water dropped a hundred feet or more into a valley below.
“To the left of the stream was a small, bare plateau. I climbed onto it and discovered a sort of game trail leading down into the valley. Then, as there seemed to be no other way of getting out of the valley, I started the return trip through the tunnel.
“That’s all,” Dick concluded gaily. “Now how soon will you be ready to make the trip into the valley?”
“Are you sure, Harding?” Crompton expressed a doubt he was far from feeling.
“Sure, Doc. Isn’t it all just as the old timer said? The hidden entrance; the dark river and—on the far side of the valley—I could see a waterfall.”
“Where is Burgess?” Crompton asked.
Dorothy looked at Jan, then burst out laughing.
“Why we left him trussed up like a fowl on the rocks back there. In the excitement of rescuing you, Dick, we forgot all about him.”
“Well, it won’t do him any harm. Let the cur stay there.”
“But we can’t do that, Daddy. We can’t leave him lying bound out in the open.”
“No, I suppose not,” grumbled Crompton. “Jan, go and get Baas Burgess. We’ll have to watch him very closely.”
Jan rose to his feet and ran down the trail leading to the ford.
“You go with him, Dick,” pleaded Dorothy. “Jan’s in the mood to drop Burgess over the cliff.”
CHAPTER III
FOOTPRINTS OF LEOPARDS
About an hour later Dick and Jan returned. Burgess was not with them.
“Where’s Burgess, Dick?” Crompton asked curtly. “You didn’t kill him, did you?”
Dick shook his head.
“He’s vanished—”
“But how could he?” Dorothy’s tone was incredulous. “He couldn’t possibly have freed himself. He couldn’t move an inch. Jan, did you kill Baas Burgess?”
“No, Missy. Jan speaks true word. Baas Dick speaks true word. Together we came to the place where I tied Baas Burgess. He not there. The rope with which I tied him has gone—everything gone.
“No rope, no spoor, no Baas Burgess. Pouf! All gone!”
“It’s true, Dorothy,” said Dick, answering the girl’s appealing look.
“And there’s no spoor showing how he went? No sign of a struggle?”
Dick shook his head.
Later that night, after Dorothy was curled up in her blankets fast asleep, Crompton, Dick and Jan again went over the exciting happenings of the day and made plans for their expedition into the valley.
Just before they, too, sought their blankets, Crompton looked at Dick with a quizzical expression.
“Did you really kill Burgess, Dick? Not that I’d blame you if you did.”
Harding hesitated a moment before answering.
“No. The story was true—only—there was spoor—leopards’ spoor.”
“What do you mean by leopards’ spoor?” Crompton asked sarcastically. “Do you mean to tell me that leopards have eaten the man?”
Dick shook his head.
“There was no sign of that. No struggle; no blood—but all around where Burgess had been lying were the footprints of leopards. How many, Jan?”
“Six, perhaps seven, Baas.”
“What nonsense are you trying to tell me?”
“What we saw we have told you, Baas. What happened we cannot say. I cannot read the spoor. But of this I am sure: the Baas Burgess is not where I tied him, and there is nothing to tell how he went, save, as we have said, the spoor of the leopards.”
Next morning the party left for the journey into the valley.
What little provisions they took were carefully wrapped, together with their rifles, revolvers and ammunition, in waterproof sheets.
Dick, sure of the absence of any pitfalls, led the way through the tunnel at a fast pace.
Each member of the party carried an electric flashlight, but they used them but little. The lights only disclosed the slimey sides and roof of the tunnel and attracted swarms of winged insects—clammy and evil-smelling—so that Dorothy preferred the darkness.
Once a cold, squirming, loathsome something fell on the girl’s neck.
“On my neck, Jan, look quick.” Her voice was tense with fear of the unknown.
Jan, who was behind her, switched on his light and knocked the thing off with his hand.
“It was only a lizard, Missy,” he said with a laugh.
But Dick and Crompton, who had turned at the girl’s cry, saw that “it” was a black adder, and knew that its bite was fatal.
Their eyes silently conveyed a message of thanks; Jan’s light went out, and the journey onward was resumed.
Coming at last onto the bare plateau Dick had spoken of, they sat down in silence and looked over the wonderful valley which lay at their feet.
After weeks of sojourning among barren hills, this fertile valley, clothed in soft verdure, was a paradise.
But Jan seemed to escape its influence, and he, rising to his feet, walked slowly up and down, examining the ground carefully.
Soon his uneasiness was conveyed to Dick and Crompton, who, joining him, questioned his fears.
“This is a bad place,” the big negro said. “Look!”
Following his pointing finger to the edge of the plateau where the trail into the valley began, they could distinguish the spoor of several leopards.
“I do not like this place,” repeated Jan. “Let us go before evil overtakes us.”
Harding laughed uneasily.
“Afraid of leopards, Jan?”
“Of such leopards, yes, Baas.”
“There’s nothing to fear, Jan. Who ever heard of leopards attacking men? Look, see that place?” Crompton indicated a shady grove which seemed to nestle at the foot of the hill. “Let us build our camp there as soon as possible. We ought to get out of these wet things before the chill gets us.”
Crompton started off as eagerly as a boy newly released from school, followed closely by the girl.
Jan looked at Dick, who shrugged his shoulders, heavily burdened with the packs, they, too, took the trail which led to the valley.
Dorothy and her father were already lost to sight in the thick undergrowth which fringed the base of the hill, but Dick could hear the girl’s voice raised in gleeful laughter.
Suddenly Dorothy’s laughter changed to an agonized cry—then all was still.
Alarmed, the two men broke into a run, Jan hastily undoing the pack which contained the revolvers.
* * * *
Soon they came to the place where the footprints of the girl and her father stopped abruptly. Yet the ground around was soft, and had they gone on to the right or to the left, or had they retraced their steps, they would surely have left a spoor.
But there was not a sign. They had apparently vanished into thin air.
Wild-eyed, Dick looked at Jan, hoping that he could give some explanation of the mystery.
“It is beyond my knowledge, Baas Dick.”
“But they must be near here somewhere. They can’t have vanished just like a burst bubble.”
“If they are here, where, then, are they? Where is their spoor? No, they have gone to the Land of the Spirits. As Baas Burgess went, so have they gone.”
Jan’s voice sounded to Dick’s ears like the voice of Fate.
“Yet here is no spoor of leopards, Jan.”
“What then? It remains that Missy and the Old Baas have gone and, save that we go their way, we cannot find them.”
“Do you know that way?”
Even as he spoke Dick sensed the folly of his question.
“Without doubt it is the road of the spirits. Only by the death of the body can we find them.” Even as Jan spoke there was a rustle in the branches of the tree under which they stood. Nooses were dropped down over their shoulders and they were drawn up into the tree.
“Have good cheer, Baas,” Jan gasped. “We are going to the spirits. Soon we shall find Missy and the Old—”
Jan’s voice ended in a gurgle as if the noose had slipped from his shoulders and was tightening about his neck.
* * * *
Without a chance to see his captors Dick was blindfolded, bound securely hand and foot, then lowered to the ground. There he was left for a little while, and he struggled furiously with the ropes which bound him, but finally, seeing the futility of such a course, gave up in despair and wondered what possible fate was in store for him.
He was not left long to his thoughts, for his captors soon returned and placing him, as he judged in a sort of litter, carried him along at a fast pace. He strained his ears to catch some clue as to what tribe his captors belonged. But they did not speak.
After a time the pace decreased, and Dick could tell by the tilt of the litter that they were going up hill.
A loud, thundering noise sounded in his ears. The air was moist, and occasional drops of spray dashed in his face. He guessed that they were ascending the rocks in close proximity to the waterfall!
The litter was lowered to the ground. He was taken from it and his hands and feet untied. He struggled violently, vainly. Then, holding him by the hands and feet, they carried him nearer and nearer to the sound of falling waters. He felt a sickening sensation as if he were standing at the edge of a bottomless pit.
Stopping, they swung him backward and forward between them, then, with a mighty heave, flung him from them.
He hurtled through the air—and down—down. A sudden shock of falling water struck him. He gasped for breath and a moment later landed with a dull thud.
All the breath seemed to be knocked from his body, and for a few minutes he was unable to move.
Gradually recovering, he tore the bandage from his eyes and gazed wonderingly about him.
He was in a large cavern hollowed out of the solid rock, the entrance to which was screened by the avalanche of water through which he had passed. He had actually passed through and was now behind the falls.
He watched the descending water for a time, half-hypnotized by the flickering beams of light which filtered through. Then he turned to examine the cavern itself.
He wondered if his landing there had been intended or if it was by luck that he had been saved from death. But a quick examination convinced him that chance had played no part in this. The floor of the cavern was thickly covered with bundles of soft grass which had broken his fall.
A voice suddenly hailed him from the dark depths.
He stopped short in amazement, for coming toward him was the form of a man.
“Burgess, by all that’s holy,” he cried, “where are we? How did you get here?”
But Burgess was in no condition to answer then, as, sobbing hysterically, he fell down on his knees before Dick and groveled at his feet.
“Brace up, man,” Dick said in disgust. “I’m in the same boat as you are. At least we’re alive—that’s something.”
“But where are the others?”
“God knows,” answered Harding solemnly. “But at least there’s no reason to suppose that they were killed. Apparently our captors do not intend to kill us out of hand.”
And Harding, electing to ignore the other’s attempt to murder him, briefly told Burgess the adventures that had befallen him.
“Do you mean that we’re in the valley the old prospector told about?”
“Yes.”
“Why then probably the rest of the story is true, and there are diamonds here as he said.”
“Without doubt. But a fat lot of good that will do us.”
“You don’t think they mean to kill us, do you? Old Tom got out alive, didn’t he?”
“That’s so,” assented Dick hopefully. “I’d overlooked that. But how did you get here? Jan and I came back to look for you yesterday, but could find no trace of you.”
Burgess shuddered.
“It was not long after Jan and Dorothy had started back to camp with you that I knew there was something in the bushes. I could not see anything and, save for a rustling noise, I could not hear anything. The strong, pungent odor of some beast came to me, and I tried to break loose from the ropes with which Jan had tied me. I couldn’t. I tried to call for help, but Jan—the black—had gagged me.
“The rustling noises grew louder and the stench of the beast was overpowering. I thought there must be a band of lions around me. I closed my eyes, and the next thing I knew I was being untied from the trees and a bandage was put over my eyes. I thought it was Jan, but my hands touched the hairy skin of an animal, and then—I must have fainted. The next thing I knew I was lashed to a pole, being carried down a steep hill. My head banged against a rock and again I fainted. The rest of the journey was like a nightmare.
Dick nodded sympathetically.
“It’s damned funny,” he said. “I wonder what their game is?”
“Perhaps they’re saving us for some special feast?”
“Maybe. And you didn’t hear them talk at all?”
“No. Except for the sound of the fall—and the screams—I haven’t heard a thing.”
“Screams? What do you mean?”
Burgess shook his head.
“I wish I knew—but you’ll hear ’em tonight.”
“How about food?”
Burgess pointed to a large platter and a pot near by.
“It wasn’t there last night, but when I woke this morning I found the jug full of native beer and the plate heaped up with chicken and mealy meat. I ate all the food, but there’s still some beer left.”
Dick walked over to the pot and took a deep drink of the refreshing beverage.
A puzzled look passed over his face, and he drank again, slowly, so that he could taste the full flavor.
“That beer was not made by a Mashona,” he said decidedly.
“Well, what of it?”
Dick drank again.
“It was brewed by a Zulu woman,” he said flatly.
“How the hell can that be? A Zulu krall in the heart of Mashonaland. Bosh!”
“There’s no doubt about it,” Dick said positively.
As he spoke, the form of a woman seemed to materialize out of the black depths of the cavern.
In her hands she bore a platter of steaming food; on her head was balanced a large pot of beer.
Silently she placed the food and beer before them.
“I thank you, mother,” said Harding in the Zulu language.
She made no sign that she understood or even heard him.
“Without doubt you spoke truly,” went on Harding, turning to Burgess, but still speaking the native dialect. “This woman is a slave. Her tongue has been cut out—she cannot speak.”
The woman’s face was wrathful—but she made no reply to the taunt Dick had leveled at her.
“It is a thing of shame,” he went on, “that such a woman should have been condemned to silence. From such beauty should flow words of honey.” Where the taunt had failed, the subtle flattery succeeded.
* * * *
“You do wrong, white man,” the woman said in a soft, sweet voice, “to suppose that I am a slave. I am a head wife—aye, I am the head wife of the Keeper of the Beast.”
“Your pardon, mother, but how should we know? What is this Beast you speak of?”
“That you will learn in time,” the woman answered with an enigmatic smile.
With that she turned and fled from them as if fearing she had said too much.
Dick, quickly following her, ran headlong into the solid rock which formed the back wall of the cavern. He felt closely along the whole wall of the rock hoping to locate the exit he knew must be hidden there—but failed.
Crestfallen, he returned to Burgess.
“Let’s eat,” he said, and the men fell to, each engrossed with his thoughts.
Burgess’ fear was for the moment smothered by the companionship of Harding and the realization that Dick had seen fit to ignore the shooting affair of yesterday.
As for Harding, he refused to be other than optimistic. That his life and Burgess’ had so far been spared argued that the others were still alive.
With the setting of the sun the air in the cavern became perceptibly colder, and the two men huddled together for the sake of warmth.
The monotonous rumble of the falls acted as a soothing lullaby and, completely worn out, the two men were soon fast asleep.
How long he had slept Dick had no means of knowing when he was awakened by the voice of Burgess calling:
“Wake up, Harding. Wake up.”
To men trained to the life of the veldt lands, as was Dick, the barrier between sleep and wakefulness is thin.
With every sense alert he sat up.
“What is it?”
“Listen!” Burgess was trembling with fear.
A long drawn out wail echoed weirdly through the cavern. Soft at first, it increased in volume until the fierce intensity of it threatened to rupture the eardrums of the listening men. The wail became a scream—but there was no hint of fear in it; rather it suggested a menace, a blood lust. The scream ended in harsh, hacking coughs and then—silence.
“What is it, Harding?”
Dick laughed, but did not fully succeed in concealing the fear which had clutched at his heart, as he answered:
“It is the hunting cry of a leopard.”
CHAPTER IV
THE LEOPARD’S BRIDE
With the coming of morning the two men awakened to find the woman, again bearing food, standing before them.
“You are sound sleepers,” she said softly. “Aye, mother. And would have slept even sounder had the Beast not cried.”
She laughed.
“The Beast had pleasant dreams—he could smell your blood. How could he keep silent?”
Now for the first time, Dick noticed that the woman was gaily bedecked with flowers.
“There is to be a feast, mother?” he asked. “Aye. A great feast. Today—” she stopped confusedly. “What magic is it that you use, white man, that makes my tongue wag like that of a foolish maiden? But see! I have brought you food.
“Eat well that you may be refreshed and ready when the messenger comes for you.”
With that she walked quickly away. Nor did Dick attempt to follow her.
“I wonder what she meant,” he mused. “It can’t be that they intend to kill us. What did she mean by the messenger?”
Burgess’ eyes rolled in fear.
“Perhaps she meant the messengers were going to take us to the Beast. I’ll throw myself in the waterfall rather than be eaten alive.”
His voice ended in a shrill scream.
“Don’t be a fool, Burgess,” Dick said curtly. An hour later a stalwart native entered the cavern.
“Greetings, white men,” he said in a deep, booming voice.
“And to you, also.”
“Will the white men come with me?”
Dick nudged Burgess.
“They’re damned polite all at once,” he said. “Too damned polite,” growled Burgess. “Where do you take us—and to what end?” asked Dick.
“I take you to the hut of the king—may his shadow wax fat—what he intends to do with you is beyond my knowledge.”
“It is well. We will come with you.”
The messenger led the way to the rear of the cavern and at a certain place in the rock pressed lightly. A portion of the rock swung back as if on a pivot, closing again as the men passed through into a dark, narrow passage.
This passage turned abruptly to the right and Dick saw that it was really a cleft in the rock for, far above him, he could see the bright blue of the open sky.
Just past the turn of the passage they came to the caged entrance of what appeared to be another cavern. A strong animal smell came from it and as they were directly abreast of the cage, a magnificent leopard leaped at the bars and snarled wickedly at them.
“There’s the Beast,” said Dick, turning to Burgess. “I’m glad he’s caged. I wouldn’t like to face him unarmed.”
A few yards beyond the cage the passage opened out into a large arena encircled by a high, stone wall on three of its sides; the fourth side was the solid rock of the cliff through which they had just passed and Dick noticed, with a feeling of foreboding, that built into the rock were many cages similar to the one they had just passed.
Beyond the arena was a large kraal consisting of at least five hundred large, well-built huts. Toward this kraal the messenger now led them.
It was a scene of bustling activity and the signs indicated that preparations for a big feast were under way.
They met large groups of people hastening out toward the arena. These, though they eyed the white men curiously, made no hostile demonstration.
Here and there among the crowd Dick noticed women wearing leopard skins about their shoulders.
* * * *
Coming to a group of huts set apart from the rest of the kraal, and surrounded by a stout stockade, the messenger halted.
“Here I must leave you,” he said. “Fear not. No harm shall come to you.” Then he ran swiftly away toward the arena.
Not a little amazed the two white men, now apparently left to their own devices, entered the enclosure.
Dick’s heart gave an exultant leap and he ran forward joyfully for, standing before one of the huts, were Dorothy and her father.
After the first greetings were over—and even Burgess was treated with kindness at this glad moment of reunion—they exchanged their experiences of the past night.
“So you see, Dick,” concluded Crompton, “we have all been treated exactly the same, even to the manner of bringing us here.”
“What do you make of it all, Doc? I suppose you’ve discovered that they belong to the Zulu tribe?”
Crompton nodded.
“They’re probably the descendants of Chaka’s people. He was a bloodthirsty brute and many headmen fled from his country to escape death at his hands.”
“That’s a good theory, Doc, and I believe it’s the true one. But what do you think they’ll do with us?”
“I haven’t dared think. At any rate we’re all alive, that’s something to be thankful for.”
“You forget poor old Jan, Daddy. Where’s he?”
“Jan, he alive too, Missy.”
At the sound of the voice they turned to behold Jan emerging from the hut before which they stood. A plume of ostrich feathers was on his head, and a short kilt of the same gorgeous feathers hung from his waist. The copper head-ring he used to wear was replaced by one of gold.
As he walked toward them, armed warriors emerged from other huts and grouped themselves behind him. Picked men, these, for they were taller and more powerfully built than any Dick had seen in the journey from the cavern to the kraal. But, even so, the tallest and mightiest of them was dwarfed by Jan’s massive form. There was a quiet dignity about him that was truly royal and Dick, almost involuntarily, threw up his right hand and gave Jan the Zulu royal salute:
“Bayete!”
Dorothy was the first to recover her composure at the sight of Jan in his new guise.
“Why, Jan, you old fraud, what does all this mean?”
Jan grinned broadly.
“I know not, Missy. These fool men here saying I king of this country.” Jan delighted to air his knowledge of English. “They give me plenty food—treat me dam’ well. I say. ‘You bring Missy, Baas Dick, Baas Crompton and—’” Jan glowered at Burgess—“‘other white man, else I no be king.’ You are here—therefore Jan king.
“O-he,” Jan called loudly in the vernacular. “I am now ready for you, Oh, Macabe.”
From yet another hut came a number of men and women, all wearing leopard skins about their shoulders.
At their head was a young woman of a fierce, savage beauty. Her eyes flashed arrogantly as she gazed about her, and the men of the bodyguard cringed as her glance fell upon them. Save that her skin was dark—the color of burnished copper—there was little of the negro about her. Her nose was slightly aquiline. The thick lips of her race in her became a provocative pout. Her figure was slight, graceful, strong—as leopards are strong.
“Are you content, Oh, man who shall be king?” she asked. A sibilant hiss seemed to run through her speech. “Your friends are safe.”
“Aye, I am content,” Jan answered. “Yet hear me. I have said that these are my friends and are under my protection. See you to it then that no harm comes to them—unless, perhaps, you would look upon death.”
The woman’s eyes flashed angrily but She answered softly:
“You are the king, my lord. Do not deal harshly with your servant.”
From the arena beyond the kraal sounded the sullen murmur of many people.
“Come,” said the woman Macabe. “They are tired of waiting.”
* * * *
With her satellites she led the way from the kraal, closely followed by Jan and his party. Before them ran one of the bodyguard shouting:
“Clear the way, Oh you people of the Valley. Clear the way for the servants of the beast and the man who shall be king.”
As the party entered the arena the vast concourse of people burst into the song of the “King’s Homecoming.”
Our blood is thy blood.
Strongly it flows.
Art thirsty? Then drink.
Au-a!
Reaching a large mound in the center of the arena, the woman Macabe ascended it, bidding Jan accompany her. The others grouped themselves around the base of the hill.
The chanting ceased and all was still “You do well, Oh people of the Valley,” cried Macabe, “to sing that song. Never before have you sung it in the light of day. Long have we waited the coming of the Deliverer. But now the time of waiting is over.
“Remember you the prophecy?”
“Aye, we remember,” answered the multitude and they chanted slowly:
“‘From the River Darkness,’ said the Great Spirit, ‘shall come the chosen one, the Deliverer. Thus shall you know him. Four Children of Light shall bear him company, and on his left arm will he carry the print of my hand.’“
The chanting ceased.
“It is well,” cried Macabe pointing to Jan. “Here stands the Deliverer. Is it not so my sisters? Is it not so my brothers?”
“Aye, it is true, sister,” answered the men and women who had come with Macabe to the arena.
“From the River Darkness he came,” cried Macabe. “We saw him. Did we not, my sisters?”
“Our eyes have seen,” shouted the people. “But what of the hand print on his arm—the hand print of the Great Spirit?”
“It is there,” screamed Macabe in a frenzy of exultation. “Did you not see it, my brothers?”
“Aye, we saw it, sister,” replied the men at the foot of the mound.
“You have heard, you have seen. What remains then Oh people of the Valley?”
The response was a deep-throated roar. “Bayete!” and thrice repeated, “Bayete!” then once again the people burst into the song of the King’s Homecoming.
And at the direction of Macabe, Jan, together with the “Four Children of Light” came to a huge platform overlooking the arena. Here certain elderly natives, wearing the head-ring of minor chiefs, came to pay him homage and each one before he gave way to make room for another gazed with awestruck eyes at Jan’s massive upper arm.
“What is it, Daddy? What are they looking at?” whispered Dorothy.
Crompton shook with silent laughter.
“It’s Jan’s vaccination marks. Don’t you remember I vaccinated him at the time of the smallpox scare? And what a job I had because it wouldn’t take. I never thought then that I was establishing a proof of Jan’s claim to kingship.” Meanwhile warriors were displaying their battle prowess in the arena below and the place resounded with their fierce yells.
Anon there sounded the loud beating of tom-toms and the warriors left the arena to make way for a bevy of maidens. These too, singing the Song of Marriage, passed out; but one of their number remained. She was covered from head to foot with scarlet flowers. A thunderous salute greeted the girl as she stood looking timidly from side to side.
“All hail to the Bride of the Beast!” the mob cried.
Hardly had the words died away when a tawny, shadow-spotted thing leaped out into the arena and crouching, gazed balefully at the terrified girl “Stop it, Jan,” Dorothy cried appealingly.
But Jan for once remained deaf to the voice of Missy; for the moment he had reverted to the days and customs of his ancestors. His eyes filled with a savage light as he watched the tawny thing of death making ready to spring.
Dorothy turned round to Burgess who was standing behind her and shuddered at the malevolent sneer which clouded his face as he eagerly watched for the consummation of the drama.
“Dick!” she cried in an agonized appeal.
But Harding had already snatched an assegai from the hands of one of the guards and leaping into the arena was running toward the leopard, shouting as he ran.
The beast quickly shifted its attention from the panic-stricken girl to the on-rushing man. This was something new in its experience. It had been accustomed to taking its prey in his own good time—secure from any fear of interruption. A frenzy of rage possessed the beast; it was as if it sensed that this newcomer was a menace to the enjoyment of its meal.
Like an arrow from a bow it leaped full at the charging man.
Dick quickly dropped on one knee and as the leopard passed over his head thrust upward with his assegai.
The weapon entered the beast’s belly but without inflicting a fatal wound, and the impetus of the leopard’s charge carried the assegai out of Dick’s hand.
Again the leopard crouched, its tail lashing savagely, and Dick, now weaponless, could do nothing but helplessly wait for death.
Then it was that Jan threw off the blood lust which had ensnared him.
“I’m coming, Baas Dick,” he cried. “Keep still.”
The leopard tensed its muscles, ready for its spring. In another moment—
Like a flash of living light an assegai sped from Jan’s hand, then another, and another. Three assegais sped on their way in the drawing of a breath, and the people gasped at the marvel of it.
Straight to their marks went the weapons, piercing the leopard through and through. It rolled over, biting and clawing at the sharp things which gnawed at its vitals; its big body heaved convulsively—and then was still.
A sullen murmur arose from the people.
“He has killed the beast. Evil will come to us.” Jan held up his hand in a command for silence.
“It is true,” he said, “that I have killed the beast and it is a thing well done. See a maiden torn to pieces by such a thing as that?”
He kicked the body of the dead leopard. “Would you have your daughters die that death? And you young men? Is it so that you treat maidens? No; the rule of the beast is done—no more shall such things be. You have called me Deliverer, and it is to my mind that it was to deliver you from such evil I was sent. If any of you question my will, I will put on one side the matter of kingship and, meeting him man to man, argue the matter out with him.”
But they, remembering how he had killed the leopard, shouted:
“We hear and we obey.”
“It is well,” replied Jan. “Now I go to the hut that has been prepared for me. But for you—it has been whispered to me that there will be great feasting.”
“Great feasting indeed, O Deliverer. The Feast of your Homecoming.”
CHAPTER V
SERVANTS OF THE BEAST
At the gate of the stockade which encircled the huts of the king, Jan dismissed the warriors who had acted as his bodyguard, bidding them to partake of the feasting. Joyfully they hurried away, accompanied by Burgess who had expressed a desire to witness the celebrations.
When they had departed Jan was conscious for the first time of the presence of the maiden who had been saved from the leopard.
“What do you want, maiden?” he asked.
“You saved me from death, Oh Deliverer. I am your slave.”
“There is no room for women in my hut,” Jan said irritably. “Go—before I kill you.” He made a mock threat with an assegai.
“And where shall I go where death is not?” There was terror in the girl’s voice. “I was marked to die by Macabe. While I live she will not rest.”
“My order has gone out that there shall be no more bloodshed,” Jan said pompously. “And I am king.”
“Aye, thou art king and Macabe—she is the Mistress of the Beast.”
“The Beast is dead.”
“The Beast of the flesh is dead. But the Beast of the Spirit still lives.”
“You speak like a foolish maiden. But if you fear death, become the slave of this white man,” Jan indicated Harding, “for he saved you; he can protect you.”
The girl looked at Dick, then shook her head. “No! That is not the way of things. He is a man of single heart and that is already given. Ah! Woe is me!”
She turned away, sobbing softly.
Dorothy went up to her and asked her softly: “What is your name, maiden?”
“Mamwe, I am called, Oh Daughter of Light.”
“Then you shall come with me. Mamwe,” said Dorothy and led the girl into the hut which Jan had set apart for her.
Jan turned to the two white men.
“What do you think of this place, Baas Dick? And you, Baas Crompton?” As he spoke Jan divested himself of the plumed head-dress and feathered kilt. “As for me.” he continued, “this being king is a wearisome business.”
Crompton laughed.
“It has saved all our lives, Jan.”
“But to what end, Baas? Though I laughed at the fears of the maiden, Mamwe, there is no cause for laughter. What did she mean by her talk of the Beast of the Spirit?”
“It is only the talk of a frightened girl.”
But Dick shook his head.
“I’m not so sure, Doc. Don’t forget the way in which Burgess was carried off, and the fact that none of us saw who captured us. Even Jan—and they’ve made him king—is kept in ignorance of that.”
“Well, you’re surely not going to tell me that you believe in a supernatural Beast that comes and goes at the commands of Macabe?”
“No, not that, Doc. But don’t forget that Macabe is a woman to be reckoned with and the head, as I take it, of some powerful secret society. She made Jan king for a purpose and she can ‘unking’ him if that purpose fails in its effect.
We’ve already incurred her enmity by stopping the sacrifice today.”
“I thinking Baas Dick talks dam’ true talk,” said Jan. Then, entering his hut he beckoned the two men to follow him.
On the floor of the hut were the packs which they had brought with them into the Valley. Jan untied them and taking out the rifles and revolvers handed them to the white men. “Missy’s revolver is in her hut,” said Jan. “These others,” he indicated another rifle and revolver, “they belong to Baas Burgess.”
“You take them, Jan. They are yours. We daren’t trust Burgess with arms.”
Well pleased—for he had long coveted the weapons of a white man—Jan buckled the revolver belt around his waist.
“I think,” he said, “the Spirit of the Beast will bow before the Spirit of the Gun. Now what think you of these? I found them in the hut.”
Jan opened a large bag made from the skin of a goat. It contained a quantity of pebbles of various shapes and sizes which he emptied out onto the ground.
Crompton paid them but a passing glance, not so Harding. He pounced on them eagerly, holding one after another up to the light.
“Don’t you see what they are, Doc?” he cried exultantly.
“I don’t see anything to get excited about They look like bits of dirty glass.”
“And what did you expect diamonds in the rough to look like?” Dick cried.
Crompton caught at the word.
“Diamonds,” he said. “Diamonds? Are you sure, Dick?”
“Sure? Of course I’m sure. There’s no need for us to stay here a day longer. We can start back tomorrow. There’s enough here to—I’ll go and tell Dorothy.”
He rose to his feet, but at that moment a shadow fell across the opening of the hut and, a moment later, Macabe entered.
* * * *
When Burgess returned to the arena he, at the first opportunity, evaded the guards and mingled with the crowd of excited natives. Macabe, and one of her men attendants, was still on the raised dais and toward that Burgess slowly thrust his way. He wanted to talk with the tigerish, commanding woman, hoping to enlist her aid in winning Dorothy.
Here and there in the crowd he noticed that the Servants of the Beast—the men and women who wore leopard skins—were being pelted with filth and beaten with sticks.
Smiling grimly, Burgess came to the dais and, standing behind Macabe, watched the milling crowd.
A group of old men passed close to the dais and shook their fists at Macabe. They were followed by a group of young men, one of whom spat at her.
“A man made a friend of a lion,” Burgess said scoffingly, “and the lion killed him.”
Macabe turned on him with a fierce gesture—she seemed to be conscious of his presence for the first time.
“What do you mean?” she asked imperiously. “What are you doing here?”
She looked at him disdainfully.
“And I mean,” he continued, “that for some reason, hoping, I think to gain more power for yourself, you have made a king of a common dog—telling the people he came in fulfillment of a prophecy. What was…your purpose?”
Her eyes flashed.
“That is not for you to know.”
“Yet I know that, in making a king, you have undone yourself.”
“Think you so?” Her tone was arrogant.
“I know,” answered Burgess complacently. “It is not your praises they are singing.” He waved his hand toward a party of warriors. They were singing the song of the King’s Homecoming.
A group of maidens passed by and hailed Macabe as “the woman whose sun has set.”
“The fools,” sneered Macabe. “Do they not know that the sun will rise again?
“But what is all this to you?” She turned to Burgess. “The others, the men of skins like unto yours, and the maiden whose beauty is like that of the Morning Star,—are they not your friends?”
“No—they seek to kill me.”
“But the girl? What of her? Nay, there is no need for you to answer. I can read your heart. You desire her, but she will have nothing to do with you.”
“It is true. I thought that you could help me.”
“Help you? And what shall be my reward?”
“Perhaps I can help you.”
Macabe was silent for a moment.
“It is well,” she said at length. “We two may accomplish much. Mopa,” she turned to her companion, a thick-set man with the ungainly figure of a gorilla, “take this white man to the place of the Beast. There I will join you later.” Mopa led the way across the arena and up the passage which Burgess and Harding had traversed earlier in the day. Past the cage containing the leopard they went, coming to the dark tunnel which led to the cavern under the Falls. Here Mopa stopped, and stooping, pushed ever so slightly on a large boulder.
Burgess gave an exclamation of fear for the earth seemed to open at his feet, then as his eyes became more accustomed to the dim light of the place he saw that the boulder had swung aside, uncovering a flight of steps, cut in the rocks, leading to a large cavern.
“Hurry,” said Mopa in a harsh voice, speaking for the first time.
As they descended the steps, Burgess noted that the boulder rolled back into place, seemingly of its own volition.
The cavern he soon discovered was a large one and lighted by torches which gave out a sickening, almost overpowering smell. At the end of the cavern, opposite the steps, was a sort of dais in the center of which stood a large leopard carved out of stone. Chained to it were several cubs playing like so many kittens.
“Welcome, Oh Mopa. What makes the white man here?”
Burgess was suddenly conscious that the cavern was full of people who were regarding him curiously.
“It was the order of Macabe that I bring him to this place,” answered Mopa. “I did not question her reason.”
CHAPTER VI
THE BEAST WALKS
As Macabe entered the hut Jan made an attempt to cover up the diamonds, but Macabe had seen them.
“I see that you have already found the stones.”
“What then?”
“It is nothing.” She took one in her hand and toyed with, it absently. “What is there in this that men should desire so strongly that they brave death for its possession?”
“It spells wealth to white men,” said Crompton.
“And you think to gain riches?”
“Even so.”
“Ten white men have entered the Valley seeking the stones. Yet only one lived to win his way back to the outside world.” A cruel smile passed slowly over her face.
“Take care, woman,” said Jan. “These are my friends and tomorrow they leave this place—with the stones. And I go with them.”
Macabe’s manner instantly changed.
“Nay, my Lord,” she pleaded, “that cannot be. You are the king. You were near death, but I saved you and made you king. Have you not wondered the reason thereof?”
“Many times, and now I am tired of wondering and ask you to tell me.”
“If you do not know,” she said softly, “it ill becomes me to tell you. You did a foolish thing today, Lord.”
“How say you?”
“In killing the leopard.”
“Would you have me stand idly by and see my friend torn to pieces before my eyes? Also,” Jan’s voice softened—“some thought I had for the maiden.”
“But you would not have saved the maiden. You were watching with the blood lust in your eyes.”
“That is true,” assented Jan.
“That is well. Tomorrow the sacrifice will be made.”
“Nay, that cannot be, Macabe. I have given my word that such things must cease.”
Macabe bridled.
“Do you think that you can set yourself against me? Against me—your fate is death. Tomorrow, therefore, you will say that the Spirits have ordered you to retract the words concerning the making of sacrifices to the Beast.”
“That I will never do.”
“Then kiss death.”
A dagger flashed, but Jan caught Macabe’s descending arm. With a cry of pain she let the weapon fall from her nerveless fingers, then turning she ran from the hut, pausing in the opening to say softly:
“I would not have killed you, Lord.”
“It must be,” said Jan in tones of disgust, “that I am becoming weak in mind as a woman. That I should have spared Baas Burgess that time had him in my hands was folly; that I should have permitted that Macabe to leave here alive was the work of a madman.”
“But you couldn’t have killed her, Jan. Besides,” Crompton turned to Harding, “I think she has a soft spot in her heart for Jan, don’t you?”
Dick nodded.
“The Baas means?”
“That Macabe would like to be your head wife, Jan.”
Jan swore, lustily denouncing the folly of women in general and Macabe in particular. He was interrupted in the middle of a particularly forceful and not quite delicate proverb by the entrance of Dorothy and Mam we.
Jan broke off abashed, and for all his tirade looked at Mamwe with something akin to tenderness.
“What did Macabe want?” asked Dorothy. “She wanted Jan here to give Mamwe up for sacrifice.”
Mamwe threw herself down at Jan’s feet and patted them with her hands.
“But you will not, Lord?”
He raised her up.
“Nay, maiden. You shall live to see your son’s children marry.”
“Thanks, Lord. If my son’s children be your son’s children I am well content.”
Jan turned hastily to Dorothy.
“Baas Dick was coming for you. He has something to show you.”
“What, Dick?”
“Look, Dorothy—diamonds.” She gave a little exclamation of delight.
Jan turned to Mamwe.
“What know you of Macabe, maiden?” he asked.
“Little, Lord. Save that she is a woman of mystery and that when she commands it is well to obey.”
“And if a man does not obey?”
“That man would die, Lord.”
“How?”
“No man knows. No man is with them when their time comes. They are taken away and no spoor is left save the mark of the Beast.” The girl shivered.
“Has no man followed the Beast?”
“Some have tried, but met death.”
“And that is all you know?”
She hesitated before answering.
“Aye, Lord, that is all.”
“But what of the sacrifices to the Leopards?” interposed Harding who had been listening.
“In that way the servants of the Beast remove from their path those who have offended them. I cross the will of Macabe, and lo! the Beast needed a fresh bride.”
“In what way did you offend Macabe?”
“I know not, white man.”
Ax Burgess noted the hostile glances of the men and women in the cavern, he wondered if he had been altogether wise in seeking the help of Macabe for the evil deed he had in mind. Had it been possible he would have left the place, but Mopa had disappeared and he did not know how to remove the boulder which covered the entrance to the cavern. So he waited, with an outward show of composure, for Macabe to appear.
An hour passed in silence, then suddenly he saw Macabe come forward with Mopa from behind the stone leopard.
“We have waited long for you, Macabe. What would you tell us?”
The speaker was a wizened old woman, whose voice sounded curiously like the croaking of a vulture. “It would seem,” she went on, “that you have done a great thing for us this day.”
“Do you mock me, Ekati? Do you desire to be fed to the Beasts?”
The woman broke into a shrill cackle of mirthless laughter.
“Ohe!” she cried, pointing a finger of derision at Macabe. “The king ordered that there should be no more blood sacrifices.”
“It is true, Macabe,” said yet another. “Your plan was a poor one. Let us kill this man, the Deliverer, and all will be as it was before.”
“Nay,” Macabe exclaimed vehemently. “He is mine. I shall be his head wife and so rule the people of the Valley—through him. As you well know, certain Headmen have protested strongly against the rule of the Beast, planning to appoint one of their number king. And this they would have done had we not played one against the other.
“But now I have forestalled them. I have given them a king and they will be content to do all that he commands.”
“But where does all this lead? This king that you have set up, has publicly gone against us. From this time on our rule is at an end. He has the ear of the people and we have not.”
“That may be well but—gaze fully upon me. Am I not altogether desirable? Is there any maiden in this Valley whose beauty is comparable to mine?”
Macabe was not boasting. She stated bluntly a self-evident fact.
“We know that you are altogether desirable, Macabe. But what then?”
“Then think you that the Deliverer will cross my will when I sit in the shadow of his hut? Trust me, all will yet be well.”
Burgess rose to his feet.
“Is it permitted that I speak?”
Macabe inclined her head.
“You do desire to be the head wife of the Deliverer?”
“I have chosen him to be my mate,” she answered coldly.
“That he will never be.”
“What mean you?”
“He is under the spell of the white girl, she has bewitched him. Aye, he has no eyes for any woman, save only the moon flower—he has no eyes for you, whose beauty is as the glory of the sun.
“This then is my counsel. Take the white girl from his kraal and give her to me—she is rightly mine. That will break the spell she has over him and he will do all that you desire. The white men you can deal with afterward.
“Further, I would advise you to take many other maidens on the same day you take the white maiden. So will men go to the Deliverer saying that the Beast walks abroad and beg him to permit the sacrifices you desire.”
“What say you, sisters?” Macabe appealed to the others. “Do not the words of the white man sound good to your ears, brothers.”
“Aye. They are words of wisdom, Macabe, if they are true words.”
“Do you think, white man,” another asked Burgess, “that the Deliverer will see our way when the maiden has been taken from him?”
“Truly. When the girl has gone, he will see eye to eye with you.”
“It is good,” said Macabe as one determined upon a course of action. “Heed me. Tonight shall be the appointed time. Now get you gone and carry the message of the Beast to the people of the Valley. Whisper in their ears of the Beast’s vengeance. Let death walk about the Valley—a maiden shall be taken in every kraal. The white girl you shall not harm but shall bring to the cavern under the falling water.”
Macabe turned to Mopa.
“Take the white man, Mopa, to that place. There he shall wait his reward. And there he shall stay with the girl until I become the Deliverer’s head wife.”
“That is no way to reward me, Macabe,” he stammered. “To keep me a prisoner—”
But she had no ears for him.
Mopa touched his arm and Burgess meekly followed his guide to the cavern under the falls. Even, so, he would have resisted had he been armed.
* * * *
That night the valley resounded with the hunting cries of leopards. Next morning Jan was awakened by the murmuring of many voices outside his hut. Rising quickly he went outside and recognized, in the dim light of breaking day, many of the headmen.
At his appearance their murmuring ceased and they watched him in silence.
“What do you want, headmen?” Jan asked. “Your faces are sad. Has evil come upon you?”
“Aye, evil indeed. See here.” The speaker, one Tati by name, pointed to five deep scratches dangerously near to his jugular vein.
Jan laughed lightly.
“And is it to show me that that you come here before the rising of the sun? The wound is slight and you—I thought you were a man.”
“Judge us not too quickly, Deliverer. That I alone should be marked is nothing. But what if I tell you that all that you see here are so marked?”
“What has done this?” Jan asked uneasily. “Read me the riddle.”
“It is the Mark of the Beast,” they answered. “What’s the trouble, Jan?”
Jan’s face lighted up as he saw Dick and Crompton emerge from their hut.
With a grave face Crompton examined the wounds of the men.
“They were made by an animal,” he said. “But how.…?”
“That is what I was about to learn, Baas. Tell the story, Tati.”
“There is little to tell. In the night I was awakened from sleep. My hands and feet were bound, a gag was put into my mouth. A voice whispered in my ears, ‘I am the Spirit of the Beast. I am angry because you put me to scorn this day, because you have made a mock of my servants. Now go with speed to the hut of the Deliverer and tell him that the blood sacrifices must be made to me.’
“Then,” continued Tati, “I felt the claws of the Beast upon me and the blood spurted from the wound which he made. The hut was filled with the scent of the Beast and for a little while I knew no more.
“When I opened my eyes again I was surrounded by my wives. They were weeping bitterly. Rising to my feet—the women had loosened the bonds from my hands and feet, had taken the gag from my mouth—I asked what ailed them. Then they took me to the hut of my daughter. She was dead. The vein of the neck, that vein which contains the life blood, was opened.”
“Do you know, who did these things?” Dick asked as Tati concluded.
“Aye, white man. It was the spirit of the Beast. All these have suffered as I suffered.” Tati indicated the other headmen.
“The Beast punished us because no sacrifice was made.
“Therefore we have come to you, Oh Deliverer, praying that the sacrifice may be permitted today less a greater evil come upon us.”
“But if this is the work of the Spirits,” said Crompton, “why should they bind you, hand and foot? Why stop up your mouth?”
“It is not for us to question the work of the Spirits,” said Tati.
“But it is in my mind,” Dick put in, “that this deed is not of the Spirits, but of that crafty and evil woman Macabe.”
“Without doubt,” they agreed. “It is the work of Macabe. She is the Mistress of the Beast. What she commands, he performs.”
At that moment a muffled cry came from the hut which Dorothy shared with Mamwe.
Running, Jan and the two white men, came to the hut and discovered Mamwe bound securely. In her neck was a gaping wound.
Dorothy was nowhere to be seen, but on the floor of the hut were the footprints of a leopard.
Quickly they unbound the half-fainting Mamwe and Doc Crompton expertly bandaged the wound which, fortunately, just missed the jugular vein. As she showed signs of gaining strength, they questioned her regarding the affair.
“It is very little I know, Deliverer,” she said, “In the darkness it happened, and I could see no one. But they talked a little, thinking me dead. The white girl they have not harmed—they have taken her to the cavern under the falling water. Aye, I heard them say that they would do that. There the other white man awaits her.”
Dick hurried over to the hut which had been allotted to Burgess and returning reported that Burgess was not there.
“That is something gained,” said Crompton. “If Burgess has a hand in this, then, truly, we may be sure that it is not the work of the Spirits. And with men we can deal.”
“Why did Macabe chose you for the sacrifice yesterday?” Dick asked turning swiftly on Mamwe.
“Because I knew too much, white man.”
“What do you know?”
“My father, the Keeper of the Beasts,” said Mamwe, “has always had his abode among the caverns of the hills. It was because I knew the secret entrances into the caverns, and yet would not become one of the servants of the Beast, that Macabe was determined to put me to death.”
“And why would you not become a servant of the Beast?”
She made an expression indicative of disgust.
“They are dealers in bloodshed, Lord. They work in darkness, their hands are dyed with the blood of many of the people of the valley; old men and maidens, young women and children have fallen beneath them.”
“How can they do these things and yet no man suspect them?” asked Crompton?
“They are many in number, white man; and crafty. Also, the people think it is the work of the Spirits and accept their fate without question.”
“And you? You say it is not the work of the Spirits?”
“Have you looked well at the footprints that are in this hut?” she said simply.
Jan went down on his knees and followed the spoor. He traced it to the door, where it ended.
“The riddle grows harder,” he said. “If this was the work of leopards then they walk on two legs. Only the footprints of the fore-feet of the beasts can I find.”
“You will come with us, Mamwe,” said Jan, “and guide us to the lair of the Beast. But first I would speak to the headmen who have gathered about my hut.”
He went out, followed by the girl, Crompton and Harding.
“Headmen,” Jan began, “this evil has not passed us by. The white maiden has been taken away, Mamwe has been marked.”
“Then you will permit the sacrifice? Better that one die than that the whole valley should become a place of desolation.”
“That is not my intention. I know that this is the work of men—not of Spirits. Macabe gave the order for the killings—this time and in times past. How it is done is not yet known to us, but we will know before the setting sun. We go to the place of the Beast. The death of his servants shall bring peace to the valley.
“Do the servants of the Beast live in your kraals?”
“Aye. In every kraal lives one or more.”
“Then return to your huts and give orders to your young men to take prisoner all the servants of the Beast and keep them in safety.”
“But what of the Beast?”
“That is not known to us yet. Soon we shall know. But—will you obey my commands?”
“Aye,” they chorused, “but we are much afraid.”
CHAPTER VII
THE BIG CATS
Anhour later the four—Crompton, Dick, Jan and the girl, Mamwe—came to the tunnel leading to the cavern under the falls. At the boulder which hid the entrance to the meeting place of the servants of the beast, Mamwe stopped.
“It is here,” she said in a low voice, “that we enter the place of Macabe. Push lightly on the rock at this point, and it will roll away.”
Jan was about to follow out the girl’s instructions when he was stopped by Dick.
“We must get Missy, first,” he said. “You and Baas Crompton stay here while I go to the cavern with Mamwe.”
At the end of the tunnel Mamwe pressed at a projection in the wall. An opening appeared and through it Dick rushed into the cavern.
For a moment he could distinguish nothing in the dim light, then, as his eyes became more accustomed to the half-darkness he could see Dorothy, struggling in the arms of Burgess.
With a hoarse cry of rage he rushed toward them.
Snarling, Burgess flung the girl from him and waited for Dick with arms outstretched before him.
Coming to close quarters, Dick aimed a tremendous blow at Burgess’ jaw. But Burgess quickly side-stepped and Dick, carried forward by the impetus of the blow, fell sprawlingly to the floor.
With the ferocity of a tiger Burgess was upon him, securing a choking grip on his throat. Confident that the victory was his, he laughed evilly and looked up triumphantly at Dorothy.
“If I spare him, will you come to me freely?” he asked.
Before she could reply, Dick, with a last desperate effort succeeded in releasing the strangling hold. A sudden heave threw Burgess from him and once again the two were on their feet. After exchanging a few ineffectual blows they again clinched. Backward and forward they wrestled over the floor of the cavern.
Simultaneously with a shout of warning from Dorothy, Dick felt some drops of spray from the fall of water which closed the front of the cavern, and knew that another step or two backward would send him headlong to be dashed to death on the rocks below.
With a cry that Burgess took for fear, Dick took a quick step backward throwing Burgess momentarily off his guard. But only for a moment. He came on again with a rush, his one thought to crowd Dick over the edge. His very eagerness proved his undoing, for Dick quickly stepped to one side and before Burgess could recover rained blow after blow on his face.
Harding was fighting now with a very berserk fury and all Burgess’ efforts to come to a clinch were in vain, nor could he break away from the pitiless rain of blows which Dick showered upon him. He could not go forward, or to the side. All his attempts to do so were met with punishing jabs which he seemed powerless to avoid. Neither could he stand up longer to the fury of Dick’s attack.
He took a step backward. Dick pressed him hard. Another step and then another. Now they were fighting on the very brink of the precipice. The spray of the falling water drenched both the struggling men.
The end came very quickly. Dick suddenly shifted his attack from the face to the body and Burgess lowered his guard, leaving his jaw unprotected. Feinting with his left for the body, Dick brought his right, with all his power behind it, to the jaw. It was enough. Burgess’ head went back with a snap—he tottered for a moment, hands outstretched before him as if searching purchase on the air. Then backward he fell and down into the rushing, falling waters.
Turning slowly, Dick held out his arms to Dorothy.
“Thank God you came in time, Dick,” she murmured as she kissed him and gently fingered his bruised face.
The voice of Mamwe interrupted the lovers.
“It is time that we go from here. Much remains to be done. But, au-a, never have I seen such a fight.”
“Yes—we must go,” and, as they left the cavern, Dick swiftly outlined the situation and their plan to Dorothy.
“Now, Mamwe,” said Jan, “show us once again the trick of this thing.”
Jan pushed aside the boulder as directed by Mamwe and then, revolvers in hand, the party descended into the place of the Beast.
Very few of the servants of the Beast were in the cavern, but those who were present were the leaders of the society.
“All has gone well,” Macabe was saying. “There is nothing for us to fear. Through this night you have heard the reports of our brothers and sisters. From each kraal in the valley the wailing of women ascends. From each kraal a servant of the Beast has reported the performing of his allotted tasks and, having reported, departed to his own place. The white maiden is—”
Macabe stopped abruptly as she saw for the first time the approach of the avenging party.
“Kill them!” she shrieked. “Kill them or we are undone!”
In amazement the others turned and seeing the intruders, rushed on them with their assegais. Nor did they stop at the threat of the leveled revolvers—firearms were unknown to them.
The revolvers spat fire and three men dropped. The others wavered. The revolvers spoke again and the rush stopped abruptly—nor could the taunts of Macabe drive the men again to the attack.
“As you see, O Servants of the Beast,” cried Dick, “the Spirit of the Gun is stronger than the Spirit of the Beast. Now stand you all against the wall, facing it. Put your hands behind you; move not unless you are ready to die.”
Silently they obeyed his order.
Macabe turned on Mopa who was with her on the platform.
“You have betrayed me,” she cried. “I ordered you to kill Mamwe, but see—she is alive. And she lived to lead these dogs to this place. Now take the reward of a faithless Servant of the Beast.
A dagger flashed in the air and Mopa made no effort to avoid the keen blade which, a moment later, plunged into his heart.
With a shrill laugh Macabe ran behind the stone figure of a leopard and disappeared.
“Guard these evil ones,” shouted Jan, giving his revolver to Dorothy. “I will find the den of this she-devil.”
Directly behind the stone figure Jan found a flight of steps leading to a dark passageway. Descending them, and hearing the pattering of footsteps ahead, he followed the fleeing Macabe.
Once he caught up with her, but she eluded him in the darkness and sped on with increased speed.
Suddenly the passage turned abruptly to the left and Jan was half-blinded by a sudden burst of light. Before him, and at the end of the passage, was a cage built into the rocks. On the other side of the cage was the arena.
Macabe was in the act of entering the cage by a small door, and Jan shuddered as he saw the spotted forms of six leopards within the cage.
“Follow me, if you dare,” Macabe taunted.
She was now inside the cage and had closed the little door.
Perhaps it was, the scent of the blood of the man whom she had murdered that enraged the leopards but, whatever the cause, they were uneasy and snarled furiously.
Macabe sensed their unrest and hastened to leave the cage by the exit leading to the arena. As she stooped to undo the lashing which held the door the big cats leaped upon her.
She screamed—horribly, and then all was silent, save the snarling purrs of the beasts as they crouched down to their meal.
“By blood she lived, by blood she died,” Jan muttered and, much shaken, retraced his way to the cavern.
There he found that the white men had tied the hands of their prisoners and were at that moment examining Something with such interest that they did not notice his return for a moment.
“Look, Jan!” Dick, exclaimed, “See what we have found.”
He held in his hands a piece of metal shaped like a leopard’s paw. It was so made that it could be worn on the foot of a man who, thus wearing it, would make a spoor like a leopard’s.”
“There are many of them here,” said Dick.
“That explains much, Baas. But what of the wounds? How were they made?”
“By these?” Crompton showed Jan some talon-like sheafs, also of metal, which fitted the fingers.
“It is well,” said Jan. “It would seem that we have done a good deed this day. No more shall the people of the valley fear the vengeance of the Beast. I think that I was not called the Deliverer in vain. Yet I could have accomplished nothing without your help. Now let us go and give an account of things and mete out justice to the Servants of the Beast.”
* * * *
Three days later, the little party came to the ford in the river and there Jan, having first carried Dorothy over to the other side, made ready to leave them.
“Then you will not come with us, Jan?”
“No, Baas Crompton, unless you order me to do so.”
“But are you sure, Jan,” asked Dick, “that you are wise when you choose to remain in the valley?”
“I am sure, Baas Dick. You have found the diamonds for which we came to this place. Wealth is yours and—Missy is yours. As for me, I have found a people who call me ‘king.’ Also”—Jan’s voice softened—”a maiden, who is very desirable.”
“Jan,” said Dorothy as she raised her hand in a gesture of farewell, “I could find it in my heart, perhaps, to forgive you if you deserted your kingdom, but—” she looked up at Dick with a happy smile—“I’d scorn you forever if you deserted Mamwe.”



THE DEAD BOOK, by Howard Hersey
It was a strange series of events that brought us together in that Godforsaken hole. Men drift around through the tropics like lost souls in hell. It isn’t considered good ethics to question them closely, either. A lot of them went out there to escape justice; some joined the army, and when their enlistments were out decided to remain; others had been disappointed in love and professed to be woman-haters. But, as a general rule, they were good fellows. Now and then we would run across a scoundrel. It did not take us long to find it out. A few nights at the club, a stretch of work, some tense moment; then, if the poor dog failed, it ended the affair. A few days later a tramp schooner would melt into the distance carrying a dejected being to another port. It was not always so easy to rid the place of their presences. There was Braxton, for instance; but that’s another story.
Kennedy has always possessed a flair for the mysterious, the unseen. In addition, he was a good talker. When you dwell on the fact that we had been marooned in Mindanao over six months, with no possible hope of returning, and had been hard put to find something which might amuse us, you will realize what Kennedy stood for. Not that he was such a jovial fellow; no one was less so. The charm of his personality lay rather in his comfortableness, his manner of repose. We watched each other closely, we four, and I am sure if one of us had proven a coward it would have been instantly discovered.
It wasn’t an easy matter to try and sleep when a thousand Moros or so beat their fiendish drums in religious ecstasy through the long, hot hours of darkness. Nor was it a simple matter to greet a column from the interior bearing the remains of some American slashed and shot to pieces. When these and a few other trifling matters are taken into consideration it will be seen how comparatively easy it might have been for us to drift into a laxity of spirit and will.
Kennedy kept us interested from the very first day. As it happened, he was the head of an engineering party that had built some sort of a plant the year before. He was waiting for orders from Manila. He expected to have another proposition on his hands by the end of that summer. We didn’t know much about his past life. From his conversation I gathered that he had been educated decently, no more, and was a reader of wide range, with a tremendous store of experiences. He had delved into Eastern thought and European philosophy, holding to his original opinions in spite of argument and despising dogmatic conceptions of any kind. It is a bit dangerous to be an original thinker when you are banished to a distant part of the world. I have seen them crumple like burned paper in the silence, those thinkers. But Kennedy had a level head.
“You’ve got to watch yourself,” he would say. “Out here it’s blamed easy to concentrate on what you’ve lost. I tried it for a while. The chief looked me over, and said that if I didn’t let the booze alone and stop getting off into a corner by myself he’d send me home as a failure. That set my thoughts in motion. I didn’t repeat. A man’s philosophy out here has got to be objective, not subjective. What he needs is plenty to do and little to think about. Don’t you remember Carson? He came here when I did. There wasn’t a finer fellow in the world. He once told me that he expected to make a fortune and return to the States. He didn’t say anything more, but we learned later that he was engaged. I found her picture in his room afterward. Then we had to wait for some machinery. That came all okay, but it proved the usual dead stuff. We had to order again. By that time Carson began to worry. We didn’t like to say anything. We kept a close watch. Months passed. We realized that unless something happened the game was up. It did. Fred Birney found him sitting in front of his mirror with a kind of silly smile on his face, dead! The poor fellow had shot himself. We buried him quietly, but it made us all do too much thinking.
“There are three things you have to do in the Islands: forget that women ever lived, leave drink alone, and never worry.”
Kennedy lit a comfortable cigar and tipped his chair back against the railing, putting one leg over the arm and the other on a chair. He loved to sprawl. It was a particularly hot night. We could hear the continuous racket of the drums far off along the bay and now and then the odd yell of a native engaged in some peculiar work. There wasn’t another white man in the district. We were too busy listening to Kennedy to think much of this, however.
“I often wonder,” he continued, “why fear doesn’t get the best of us in the end. I haven’t met many fellows out here who experienced the emotion and got away alive. That was what was the matter with Carson. He was afraid. You couldn’t have put your hand on the exact cause of it all, yet he killed himself because of fear. The fact is, a white man never was intended for such a beastly life. It isn’t human. The slightest thing will set your nerves on edge if you are not careful. Now take the case of Carson, for instance. I’ll bet that none of you ever imagined that he shot himself because of something that happened in Manila months before he came here. You remember how we used to wonder at his dread of the tarantula. I poked fun at him until I learned the reason; then I kept still. But in a civilized community I am sure he would never have allowed the thing to prey upon him. It was in the night that he suffered most. He had his bed surrounded by three thicknesses of netting, and when he retired he would tuck the whole business carefully under a mattress so that there wasn’t a chance for a mosquito, as he claimed, to enter. I knew better. He lived in terror of the tarantula. He had heard of how they crawled into houses sometimes and walked over one in the darkness. I’ll admit it is enough to make one’s flesh creep. Well, it made him tremble. Near the end he hardly dared to sleep at all. I could have killed Birney when he put that dead one in his bed as a practical joke. Birney was sorry enough later on, but it didn’t do Carson any good.
“It was funny how I happened to be the one who learned the truth from Carson’s own lips before he died. One night—it must have been around twelve or one—I heard someone rap on my door. I was reading, and when I answered it there stood Carson, in the yellow light streaming over my shoulders, looking for all the world like a ghost. He was wearing a peculiar sort of kimono that he affected, and I was struck by the fact that he had only one slipper on. I begged him to come in. He took a cigarette, but it was some time before he spoke. ‘I suppose you think I’m a fool,’ he remarked after a while. I hastened to disagree with him. ‘Oh, don’t do that; my nerves are on edge and I can’t sleep.’ And before he left me I had listened to one of the strangest stories I have ever heard. I didn’t say anything to you fellows. He didn’t ask to have the thing kept secret, but I thought it best. Fellows like Birney never understand.
“It seems that when he first came to the Islands he was stationed for a time in Manila. He had taken rather a fancy to the old city and loved to ramble around the Luneta and through the Tondo. The sight of the natives in their ridiculous costumes amused him. It wasn’t long, however, before he began to grow a little tired of the life. It was this that led him into strange portions of the city and on long walks through the country when he ought to have been at work. He was a curiously imaginative chap, building dreams out of a mere desire. I guess that was why he thought he could get rich by coming down here. He did manage to keep away from the women, and he didn’t carouse much. Finally he got keenly interested in an old monastery that faced on the Calle Palacio in the Intramuros. You know where it is. The place is about three hundred years old and the walls look as though they were built to withstand a ten-month siege. Carson said that he heard of a book they kept there, an old hand-painted Bible which had been brought over by Magellan. It was kept chained to a table. It was already centuries old when it first came over, so the story went. The room where they kept the thing was locked all the time. Carson said that a strange tale had grown up around it. Anyone who dared to spend a night studying it never came out alive. Many students had died in this way, and it was deemed best by the prior to lock the doors and make it impossible for anyone else to run the risk.
“Carson, once his interest was fully aroused, refused to listen to any objections. In the end he convinced the authorities that they could let him examine the book without danger. The prior decided not to let him go alone, and when Carson called as per agreement he gave the keys to a trusty monk and ordered him to stay in the room during the time Carson was there. On the way down through the musty corridors they ran over the history of the book. The peculiar part about it all was that when someone read the faded print for a few hours alone they were found dead, their eyes popped out as though in abject fear, the mouth open and the hands gripping the table like vises. About fifty years previous to Carson’s visit some stranger had obtained permission to spend a night in the room, and had astounded the monks by walking out of the place the next morning as quiet and contained as when he entered it. He showed them the book lying wide open on the stand with a soft, furred thing that he had crushed. He said that while he was reading, a thin thread, alive, had curled around over the cover clasps, followed by two eyes that peeped over the great back of the book. At first he could not stir, but watched it, fascinated. His very heart seemed to stop beating. When the blurred eyes neared his own he had sprung to his feet from a sudden overflowing of courage and had closed the heavy volume with a slam. A colorless liquid had forced its way out through the leaves, and for a few moments his excited senses realized that a single tendon waved tremulously forward and backward and then stopped. An odor as of almonds hung upon the suffocating atmosphere, and he rushed for the little door in order to let in some fresh air. When the morning dawned he smilingly told the monks that there was no more danger. After eating a hearty breakfast he left them. He had not been seen again.
“The monk who accompanied Carson told the story for perhaps the thousandth time as they opened doors and tramped through seemingly endless corridors on their way to the cell where the book was kept. Carson distinctly remembered the monk telling him that he didn’t believe there was the least bit of danger. In fact, he confessed that he based his conclusions on the death of the animal or specter that had haunted those ominous pages. He smiled in a superior sort of way when Carson warned him not to place any faith in that ancient tale. ‘If people died then,’ he said, as they neared the top of a narrow staircase that led into the very bowels of the earth, ‘they can die now.’ Carson laughed as he drove this warning home. Somehow the echo of his laugh seemed to collect more echoes as it sung back of him down an empty, dark corridor. He turned his head over his shoulder after hesitating, then cursed himself for giving in to his vivid imagination. It was at this moment that the monk pulled a large key from his pocket and inserted it within a small doorway that faced directly upon the base of the spiral staircase down which they had come. After some trouble it yielded to his efforts, and he entered, followed by Carson. One match spluttered and went out in the darkness. It had been years since the place was opened, and for some time it was difficult to coax a candle into lighting. The shadows formed weird arabesques on the wall, and, as the monk moved across the floor, his shape loomed high above them and seemed to bend strangely at the juncture of the wall and ceiling. Huge cobwebs dangled in their eyes. Carson felt a thin piece of gossamer float before him, and jumped as a tiny spider ran hurriedly over his lips. He brushed it off.
“It was deathly still. For the first time he saw through the half light an oaken table and on it the heavy book chained, as was the custom in older days. The links had rusted, and he snapped one of them between his nimble fingers. He looked closely at the yellow pages, marveling at the wondrous artwork of the master who had illuminated them. Great capital letters stretched down the margins in faded greens, yellows, and reds. It was well-nigh impossible to read the sentences. He had brought a huge magnifying glass with him. He applied it, and was surprised to see how the words leaped at him as though greedy to be deciphered after a half century of retirement. In spite of the age Carson saw that the strong lines plainly held their shape. With the aid of his glass he might easily read what he desired. Raising his head, he spoke to the monk. His eye happened to catch sight of an ancient cupboard in one end of the cell. Leaving the monk to examine the Bible, he stepped over the musty floor and turned the knob. He found nothing within except a very strange odor. It might have been that of almonds. He wasn’t sure. Just then he heard a cry which he admitted to me had clung to him ever since. It wasn’t so much a cry as a sort of long-drawn-out sob that filled every crook and cranny of the tiny room. He swung about on his heels, and saw the monk falling to the floor, dragging the table over on his head. The candle went out as it followed the book in the downward crash. Carson was left in absolute, impenetrable darkness.
“As he said, it took him about a minute to collect his senses. That, as you know, is a mighty long time under such circumstances. He didn’t hear another sound, but his nostrils began to fill with that nasty odor. It seemed to madden him. He wasted twenty matches trying to light one of them. When he had found the candle and raised it above his head so as to obtain a better view of the cell he saw that the monk lay perfectly still. A corner of the table had crashed through his skull. A moving thread curled back into the leaves of the book lying at his feet. Carson saw this with startled eyes. Letting out a silly shriek, he rushed out of the door and up the winding stairs, down the long corridors, and out into the sunlight. There is something about the sun which is friendly and warm, and in a little while he was feeling better. The prior came running out into the garden, followed by the other monks. They heard the story with absolute silence. Carson spoke, as he described it to me, through chattering lips. His voice sounded far off. He waved his hands foolishly, and then collapsed.
“That was all there was to the adventure. He kept still about it because the good old prior begged him to. It would have been disbelieved anyhow. The story was given out that a heavy table killed the monk. Indeed, Carson was sure that this was what really had killed him. He was taken into a quiet room and nursed back to reason in a very short while. He really possessed a fairly level head. It isn’t surprising that he attributed the whole thing later on to some queer delusion. His fear of the tarantula, however, grew out of this. He couldn’t have sworn that that was the thing which had haunted the book. It was too large, anyhow. It was very much like one. This much he knew absolutely.”
Kennedy lit another cigar and made himself a bit more comfortable. I was conscious of not having moved during the whole recital of the story. My cramped muscles ached, and I moved a sleeping leg with some difficulty. The noise of the ceaseless drums beat on my ears more aggravatingly than ever. We waited silently. He went on:
“Well, there isn’t much more to tell. Birney came to me the following morning with white lips and begged me to go to Carson’s room. I had parted from him the night before feeling that I had effectually quieted his aroused nerves. Birney’s frightened countenance left me cold. I opened Carson’s door, and found him sitting before the mirror, clasping in one hand a large revolver. I saw what happened in a moment. While Birney ran for the servants I looked down at the smile which had frozen itself into the tight lips of the dead man. I have always been a close observer. At this time I was especially so. I couldn’t for the life of me figure out why Carson had killed himself so suddenly. Then, as I heard the steps of the servants down the hallway, my eye caught the end of a red tie protruding from a book lying on the table. I glanced back at Carson’s body, and then in the mirror for some unknown reason. I saw the book clearly. The glass was cheap and the red tie seemed to waver and fade in the distance. After they took him away I sat down in the chair myself. Turning my head slightly to the left, I could catch just a glimpse of the tie. I was startled by it. To my muddled mind it seemed to be a monstrous spider. In a flash the whole thing came over my mind. Poor Carson had returned to his room thinking that he would get a good night’s sleep. He lit the light; this was still burning, by the way, and sat down before his dresser for a second. Perhaps he was looking for something in one of the drawers. He found it, I have no doubt. When the cold steel touched his sensitive fingers he must have started back and gained his first glimpse of the tie resting in the book. I tried the same trick. I knew which drawer the revolver was kept in, as I had often seen him take it out before we went beyond the compound on a business trip. That was when the order first went into effect that no white man could go out without a revolver or rifle.
“Still sitting in the chair, I lifted my hand, as though I were holding the weapon, and pointed it over my shoulder. The reflection in the glass was so indistinct and blurred that it was difficult to aim at the book. It was clear enough to me then. He had meant to shoot what he thought was a tarantula and had by mistake killed himself. In fact the bullet had passed through the back part of his head. I have never said anything about this before because of Birney. He was sorry enough afterward, as it was, without my adding the true story of how Carson died. I have never felt that I had a right to until I learned of Birney’s death the other day.”



WHEN SUPER-APES PLOT, by Anthony Wilder
CHAPTER I
FROM ANOTHER WORLD
Dawn in the Borneo jungle! The rising sun shone down upon what may have been the strangest sight seen in that vast wilderness since the beginning of time. A dark and gloomy lake, some ten miles wide, lay shimmering beneath gray mists which rose like clouds of steam from its glassy surface; here and there this surface was broken by waterspouts which constantly boiled up and fell back again as though heated from the depths’ beneath by gigantic fires.
On all sides was virgin jungle. A dense rank growth of trees and vines rose up from the very edge of the water like a living wall, hemming in the lake with an almost solid mass of vegetation which reached unbroken for miles and miles.
Near the center of this lake there was an island. Like the mainland, this island seemed to be covered with verdure, but from near the middle of it the twin peaks of a great mountain reared up far above the treetops, and from between these peaks rose a tall column of yellowish smoke that spiraled sullenly into the upper atmosphere. To the eyes of the initiated this lazy smoke wreath told the reason for those boiling waterspouts: the whole region was volcanic, undermined with sleeping fires of a vastness beyond the conception of man.
Unusual as were these natural phenomena, however, there was a far stranger thing in the lake that morning—a thing which had not been there when the sun rose on the previous day. Some two hundred feet from the shore of the island, near a point where a little sandy beach broke the monotony of the tree-fringed coast and where the black water was free from geysers, a huge seaplane lay floating gently on the still surface.
Like some great fowl of an unknown species this visitor from another world rested in its dark setting, its metal parts and white planes, nearly a hundred feet across, reflecting the early rays of the sun, its propellers and engines motionless and silent.
As the sun climbed higher in the sky and the lake mists evaporated and disappeared, there were sundry indications of life in the anchored seaplane. A canvas curtain which inclosed the entire hull was rolled up, and a tall, strong-looking man, about thirty years of age, thrust his head and shoulders over the side to survey the island.
Presently this man was joined by another, shorter and of dark complexion; then came a thin, gray-haired old fellow; and last of all a very pretty young woman with a wealth of yellow hair, which reflected the sun’s rays like polished gold.
For a few minutes the four people contemplated the scene before them in silence; then the younger white man—he of the tall figure and wide shoulders who had first appeared—grinned boyishly.
“Some scenery, isn’t it?” he remarked, dropping one big arm caressingly around the waist of his wife, who had come close up to him. “It’s the island all right; there can’t be another place just like this anywhere on earth. That beach yonder looks like a scene from a comic opera—one almost expects to see a group of chorus girls come dancing out of the trees.”
“A band of naked savages would be more in order,” the old man chuckled, as he removed his spectacles to wipe them with his handkerchief. “One must expect the unexpected in such a place as this. Nature is nowhere more wonderful than in the tropics; she works slowly, but with a lavish hand. Our plane gives things a distinctly up-to-date touch, however.”
“You’re right there, doctor,” the first speaker agreed, letting his eyes wander pridefully over the great machine which had brought them all the way from America to that little-known land. “No place on earth is inaccessible these days. The trip has been nice and comfy, too; no hardship at all.”
“It’s been glorious!” his wife exclaimed, snuggling closer to his side. “Perfectly glorious! Not a single hitch since we left San Francisco—if only it will continue!”
“No reason in the world why it shouldn’t, honey,” the big man declared. “We haven’t a single thing to worry about. The Bamangani are harmless enough if they’re decently treated, and the presents we’ve brought them will keep them jabbering with delight for years to come. There’s no reason why they should not be friendly. Now, we’d better have breakfast. We’ve got lots to do, you know. Batu and I must go ashore and explain matters to these ape-men. If they should happen to catch a glimpse of the Condor before we talk with them they’ll likely be scared stiff. Eh, Batu?”
The Dyak grinned broadly. “Yes, tuan,”—master—he answered. “Bamangani not understand flying through the air—think we are gods or devils when they see big bird-boat. Think us very much taboo. Sure, Mike!” He turned and ducked down into the little cabin amidships to attend to his cooking, and the others smiled.
Several years of city life had made some wonderful changes in Batu, and the most noticeable of these, perhaps, was the aptitude he had shown for English, especially American slang. With the exception of the word “tuan,” by which term of affectionate respect he always addressed his employer, he reverted to his mother tongue only in moments of great stress or excitement.
When he left Borneo to follow the master, whom he loved even better than his native jungle, to America he had been an untamed son of the wilderness; now he was a more-or-less-finished product of the land of his adoption. Nominally, he was Thomas Hardin’s personal servant; actually he was a friend, almost a member, of the family, as indispensable to them as the banker and his wife were to him.
At the breakfast table in the cheerful little cabin, around which they presently gathered, the various members of the expedition discussed their plans for the day. They all were in high good humor that morning. Their journey had been a wonderful success so far. The seaplane—the very latest thing in flying craft, and capable of carrying twice its present allotment of passengers as well as the immense amount of fuel, arms, and provisions with which it was stored—had made the long flight with remarkable ease and speed. They had not found it necessary to make a single unscheduled stop, and they had not encountered a single storm en route.
This in itself was enough to put them in buoyant spirits; but this was not all. For various reasons they were all of them glad to reach the island. Doctor Thorold Dumont, famous scientist and exponent of Darwinism, was glad because he was going to have an opportunity of studying the strange race of natives which lived there. Thomas Hardin, wealthy banker and sportsman of world-wide reputation, and Irene, his wife and Doctor Dumont’s niece, were happy because Borneo brought back memories of the days when they first had met and learned to love each other; and Batu, the former Dyak chieftain, was elated at the thought of spending a few days in his native jungle.
“Batu and I will do some scouting and prospecting this morning,” Hardin decided. “We’ll tramp inland toward the volcano and try to get in touch with the natives. After we’ve established friendly relations with them—a mere formality, of course—you two can land, and we’ll all go on to their village.”
Doctor Dumont nodded. “All right,” he said; “but be as quick as you can, please. Remember, I am exceedingly anxious to test my theories. I want to see if there is any ground for the current belief that they are directly descended from the ape. If they are, if any of them have rudimentary tails, as I am inclined to believe, Professor Archer’s statement to the contrary notwithstanding, it will be a big step forward. When I was in Borneo years ago I was interrupted before I could prove or disprove this important fact. This time I must not fail.”
“You’ll be careful, won’t you, Tom?” Irene begged, looking at her big husband anxiously. “Don’t forget that these ape-men are only a little way removed from brutes. They used to be head hunters and cannibals, you know, and we must be on our guard against treachery.”
“I know, dear,” he assured her, smiling; “but that was long ago. Conditions are very different now. The Bamangani have absolutely no reason to be hostile; quite the contrary, in fact. They should be glad to see us, and they will be when they see what we’ve brought them. Our presents will tickle them to death. There’s no danger—if there was, we wouldn’t have come. Besides, at the very first hint of trouble we can fly away again. You mustn’t worry, honey.”
“Oh, I’m not worrying,” Irene declared, although her eyes belied her words; “but I can’t help thinking. I wish uncle’s business wasn’t forever taking him into such outlandish places. This island is a spooky place; it makes me uneasy. We must be very careful until we’re sure of our reception.”
“We will be, of course. We’ll take every precaution. After we land, you must run the Condor out here again and anchor until we return. We’ll be back before dark. Some of the natives might wander this way in the meantime, however, and it would be better in such an event for the plane to be out of reach. Except Batu, none of us can speak their language, you know. At the least hint of danger take to the air or the middle of the lake and fire a gun twice rapidly for a signal—sounds like that will travel far in this still atmosphere.”
CHAPTER II
SIGNS OF TROUBLE
As soon as breakfast was finished and he and Batu had strapped cartridge belts and revolvers around their waists, Hardin started the engines and maneuvered the bird-boat close in to the beach so that he and the Dyak could jump ashore. Then, standing on the sand, he watched Irene return to their former anchorage.
When she had done so and killed the engines, he waved his hand in good-by and followed Batu up a deep, rock-walled gully which, they knew, would take them through the fringe of jungle to the open plateau which lay between the shore and the foot of the mountain.
In the beginning they proceeded slowly, for they were in no particular hurry; the path was steep and treacherous, and there was much to see. Ten yards from the beach they were as completely surrounded by bushes and lianas as if the lake had been miles away. The walls of the gorge were matted with creeping vines which interlaced overhead, so that the two men walked in a kind of tunnel that was carpeted with ferns and moss-covered stones.
Batu was pleased to the point of elation at this chance to revisit old scenes and renew old acquaintances. His ordinarily somber features were continually wreathed in smiles as they clambered along over the many obstructions which blocked the path.
“Look, tuan,” he kept saying, “look, tuan, there is the place near that great rock where my people camped once. I remember this place well, tuan; I came here many years ago with my father, the headman, when we were on our way to visit the Fire Mountain. Great Ji-meeny!” The last exclamation was called forth by the sight of a great brown snake in the rocks ahead of them, and he bounded off to investigate.
Hardin smiled good-naturedly. Naturally very strong, he had kept his body hard as nails by sports and exercise so that he was not wearied by the steep climb as many men of sedentary occupations would have been. He was interested, however, in the many new and strange sights which were constantly appearing, and his thoughts were too engrossing to permit him to hurry.
He was wondering, too, just where they would first meet some member of the Bamangani tribe and what sort of a reception they would receive when they did so. The thought of danger never entered his head, but he knew that the ape-men would be surprised and at first suspicious, and he had, therefore, taken such precautions as he thought best to insure his wife’s safety until after the first flurry of explaining their presence on the island was over.
In the meantime he relied upon Batu’s knowledge of the Bamangani tongue and his own common sense to smooth over the rough spots. As a last resort, of course, the two men had their rifles and revolvers to fall back upon.
At last they reached the level of the plateau and paused to look around them. It was a strange and eerie sight which met their gaze. Directly ahead, five miles or so away, were the two peaks of the volcano, with the sluggish smoke spiral between them. To the rear was the jungle and the lake beyond; to the right and left, as well as straight ahead, the sun-baked plateau stretched for miles. Beyond this again were trees and still more trees; trees in an almost solid mass which near the spot where they stood extended into the plateau in a V-shaped point that almost touched the rim of the gorge.
This plateau was a freak of nature by itself. It was sprinkled with chunks of basalt and rocks of many colors which had been deposited there by the volcano during eruptions long since ended. It was cut up and crossed by innumerable gorges and arroyos similar to that up which they had come, and in many places there were queer stinking pools of mud and water, which rumbled and spouted at intervals like miniature geysers.
The air was permeated with a strong odor of sulphur, and the varied colors of the rocks and the soil beneath them denoted the presence of vast quantities of minerals of many kinds. Although the two men could see for several miles in nearly all directions except the rear, they saw nothing that moved except smoke and the spouting mudholes.
While Hardin sat down on a convenient rock to fill and light his pipe, Batu moved on for a bit. All at once, the banker saw the Dyak stoop and look closely at the ground, then turn and beckon to him. Putting his pouch back into his pocket, he got up and joined his companion.
“Look, tuan!” the Dyak burst out. “Many people pass here not long ago—Bamangani, I think. Look!” He pointed to a soft spot in the soil where the tracks of many bare feet were discernible.
Interested at once, Hardin bent over them. “They’re headed toward the jungle,” he said after a moment. “Hunting party, I suppose. How many do you think there were, Batu?”
“Fifty maybe,” Batu replied. “They were not hunting, tuan. There were too many for that. These tracks are very fresh; they must have been made early this morning.”
“Well, what of it?” Hardin asked, when his face suddenly went pale. “Good heavens!” he gasped, reading the thought in the other’s eyes. “You think that—”
“I was thinking that it might be possible, tuan,” Batu admitted quietly. “They are not headed directly that way, but they could turn after they reached the trees, and it is their nature to approach anything new and strange very cautiously. Still, there is nothing to be alarmed about. They would hardly dare to attack the Condor in broad daylight. Mrs. Hardin and Doctor Dumont have guns, and the Bamangani would be afraid to—”
He stopped talking abruptly, and both men turned their faces in the direction of the lake; then looked back at each other horror-stricken. Faint, but perfectly distinct in the still air, sounded the reports of two gunshots fired in quick succession. It was the signal agreed upon between Hardin and his wife—there could be no doubt of it. For an instant the banker stared at his companion, then he turned and began to run back down the gorge as fast as his legs could carry him.
CHAPTER III
AN AUDACIOUS MOVE
Harding did not run far, however. Eager as he was to reach the lake, he soon found that the going was too rough for running. The best either he or Batu could do was to walk rapidly, and as they walked Hardin tried hard to imagine what might have happened.
When he left the seaplane that morning he had entertained no idea of danger. He felt that the ape-men would prove to be friendly when they met them and explained the object of their visit, and there was nothing else to fear that he knew of.
Even if the natives regarded them as enemies, Hardin did not believe that they would dare to attack the Condor. To their ignorant, superstitious eyes the great bird-boat must seem like a visitor from the sky, and they were apt to remain in awe of it for days, even after they knew that it was inhabited by human beings.
No; it could not be an attack by the Bamangani, he told himself; but if not, what was it? In an agony of apprehension he hurried as best he could to get to the beach to find out.
The two men had nearly reached the bottom of the gorge, when they heard a faint hum of many voices coming from the trees below them. Instantly on the alert, Batu crouched down behind a convenient bowlder and pulled his employer to a place beside him.
The murmur grew louder, and presently Hardin could distinguish a shrill jabber which told him that the voices came from a number of ape-men, who were all talking at once, as was their custom when aroused.
At the end of a few minutes they came into view, a dozen of them; squat, powerful, hairy creatures, red-brown in color, with apelike limbs, and perfectly naked save for their sirats, or loin clothes. In their hands they carried spears and clubs, and as they ambled along they jabbered at each other excitedly.
Hardin’s eyes ran over them almost unseeingly. He had eyes for no one except the man and woman—especially the woman—who walked in their midst. He could have picked that golden head out of a thousand. It was his wife, walking with her hands tied behind her back, and by her side walked her uncle, Doctor Thorold Dumont, similarly bound.
For a little, too dumfounded at the sight even to breathe, Hardin started tensely; then he would have started up, but the Dyak caught him by the arm.
“Wait, tuan,” he whispered; “wait a little. We must not hurry too much. Just watch a minute.”
Hardin crouched down again obediently. He was too dazed to argue just then. In fact, he could hardly believe the evidence of his eyes; he did not see how it was possible for Irene to have become a prisoner in so short a time. He was thankful for one thing, however—she did not seem to be hurt at all.
She was much disheveled, and her dress was torn in several places, but she walked normally, and her white face showed no signs of pain. Her uncle, too, barring a slight scratch on one cheek, was uninjured.
About fifty feet from the bowlder which hid the two men from their sight the Bamangani halted, evidently to give their prisoners a breathing space. They were preparing to move on again, when Hardin and Batu, having exchanged a whispered word or two meanwhile, stepped out into the open.
At their sudden appearance, the ape-men halted in their tracks as though turned to stone, each one absolutely motionless except for his eyes, which traveled over the newcomers in startled surprise. Irene uttered a little half-inarticulate cry of glad relief, and Doctor Duman took a quick step forward; then they, too, became motionless and silent.
For perhaps a minute the silence was absolute on both sides. At length, Batu raised one hand palm outward in a token of peace.
“What do you with the white chief and chieftainess?” he demanded in the Native tongue. “They are our friends, and we have come from far off to visit you in peace. Unloose them!”
At this there was a murmur among the ape-men, and one who seemed to be their leader stepped forward.
“Who are you that come to us so boldly?” he retorted. “Our prisoners must go to the long-house for judgment and you with them, O friends of theirs.”
Batu laughed confidently. “You talk child’s talk,” he said. “With the ‘talking-sticks’ which we carry we could kill you all before you could lay hand upon us. But we do not wish to kill you. We come as friends, and in the great flying thing yonder on the lake we have many presents for your headmen. Be warned in time. Unloose your captives!”
The ape man scowled. “We do not fear you,” he answered. “A man has been killed, and you all must stand before the Ancient One for judgment. As for the flying thing, it is ours already. If there are presents in it we shall find them.” He grunted something to his companions, who grasped their spears threateningly and drew closer around their prisoners.
Hardin cocked his rifle with his thumb and stepped forward. He had not understood the words of the conversation between Batu and the ape man, but from the tone employed he had little difficulty in guessing its general meaning, and he was too impatient to brook further delay.
“Walk straight toward me, Irene,” he said, in a quiet voice. “Pay no attention to the natives. I won’t let them touch you. Come right along—both of you.”
Without an instant’s hesitation Irene did as she was told. She knew that when her husband looked as he did at that moment he meant what he said, and if she had any fear at all it was for the ape-men rather than for herself as, with her uncle close behind her, she stepped out boldly.
For a moment it almost looked as if the Bamangani would let them go unhindered. The very audacity of the move seemed to paralyze them for a few seconds; but it was not to be. One of the ape-men was quicker witted, or less in awe of the stranger, than his companions, and with a guttural exclamation he extended a hairy paw and grasped Irene by the shoulder. Half a second later Hardin’s rifle cracked, and the warrior was lying on his back, beating the air with his hands and feet.
For an instant, shocked at the suddenness of the thing, the rest of the Bamangani never moved; then, with loud yells of rage and fright, they scattered and ran for cover, turning at some distance to hurl a volley of spears, which did no harm.
Hardin laughed grimly as he cut the bonds of the captives. “Cowardly brutes,” he muttered. “I didn’t think they’d stand long in front of our guns. How did they get you, honey?”
“I don’t know exactly, dear.” Irene threw her arms around her husband in wild relief. “We were down in the cabin when we felt the plane rock, and then the whole place was full of them. Uncle had only time to shoot twice when they overwhelmed us.”
“We’d better hurry back,” said Hardin. “I hope they haven’t damaged the Condor.” Taking his wife by the arm, he turned down the gorge.
“No, no,” she cried; “not that way, Tommy. The ape-men—There are dozens more of them on the beach and in the plane. We’ll walk right into them that way.”
“The devil!” her husband exclaimed, ducking instinctively as a spear whizzed over his shoulder. “Come on, anyhow; we must get out of this. Those fellows are getting their courage back, and if they have friends close by we’ll be in for it presently. We must find shelter. What say, Batu? Which way?”
“Get on top of gorge other side from Bamangani, tuan,” the Dyak advised. “We can hide in the jungle and reach the Condor later, maybe. All the others hear shot and come up gorge this way. Sure, Mike!”
“Righto!” Hardin caught the idea instantly. “Up with you, dear,” giving his wife a shove toward the side of the gorge. “Go ahead, doctor; I’ll be right after you.” He turned and swept the vine-covered ridge where the ape-men were hiding with half a dozen well-placed shots before he began to scramble after his companions.
CHAPTER IV
IN THE JUNGLE
With Batu leading the way and clearing the path here necessary with his long chopping knife, the four weary fugitives slowly pushed on through the jungle in the direction of the lake. They were following an ancient trail, so narrow that they were forced to walk in single file.
Sometimes, they traveled under great branches which arched high over their heads; sometimes the branches were so low that they must stoop to pass under them; but always they wound in and out between mighty tree trunks with gnarled roots twisting up above the ground, and with a myriad of flowering creepers twining down from their lofty tops.
The matted thickness of the foliage and the countless number of lianas shut out the sun and made a ghostly dimness that was awe-inspiring to walk through. When they spoke, which was seldom, they did so in whispers, as though afraid to break the silence which seemed to press down upon them. Long intervals elapsed in which they heard no sound except the thud and rustle of their own feet on the humid ground.
Occasionally, troops of monkeys and flocks of bright-colored birds made the air hideous with their cries; every now and then, Irene gasped and caught her breath in horror as a great snake slid across the trail and disappeared in the matted undergrowth beyond. It was an eerie place, especially so in the eyes of the wanderers, who were constantly thinking of the bloodthirsty savages they were trying to escape, and by whom, for all they knew, they might at any moment be attacked.
At last they reached a little clearing at the foot of a low hill and paused for a moment to enjoy the rest which they so sorely needed. Doctor Dumont, much too old for such strenuous exercise, sank down exhausted upon a moss-covered stone, breathing in hoarse gasps. Irene, sitting beside him, tried to smile bravely, but the dark circles under her pretty eyes and a pinched look around her mouth and nostrils told more plainly than words what she was suffering.
Hardin shook his tousled head and groaned to himself. Even his iron muscles were beginning to sag under the strain, and he knew that his wife and her uncle had neither the strength nor the endurance to keep going much longer. Worn out by their recent hardships and terror, already faint from lack of food, and with the fear of the ape-men constantly on their minds, they had struggled gamely for many hours. Now, however, they were weakening fast, and without food and rest Hardin feared that they would never reach the lake, much less regain possession of the Condor.
Nevertheless, they must hurry on. Utterly tired though they were, they had to reach some place of safety before the Bamangani attacked them in force, or they were doomed. Furious at the loss of two of their warriors, the ape-men would show no mercy; and, although he and Batu were both well armed, Hardin knew that they could not hope to resist successfully in the open. Even as it was, he could not understand why the attack had been withheld for so long.
Forcing himself to grin cheerfully, Hardin walked over to where the old scientist and his niece were sitting.
Irene smiled up at him bravely. “What now?” she asked. “Will they—do you think they’re following us?”
Her husband nodded. “I suppose so,” he answered, “although it’s impossible to see anything through these trees. They’re evidently afraid of our rifles, however, and so long as they do not attack us in a body we can hold our own. I’m afraid they’re waiting for darkness. We must try to reach the shore before them. If we can do so, perhaps Batu and I can drive them out of the Condor with our rifles, and once we can get aboard again we’re perfectly safe. The beach really isn’t so very far away, you know; it’s just this awful going that makes it seem so.”
He turned to look back over the way they had come, straining his eyes for a glimpse of the dreaded Bamangani, but he could see no sign of movement anywhere. This did not encourage him much, however. A hundred of the ape-men might be creeping upon them at that very instant and still be invisible in the dense verdure. In fact, he was very sure that they were being watched, watched as a cat watches a mouse until she is ready to make her final pounce. Already, the ape-men had delayed longer than he expected, they might strike at any moment now, and when they did—
He was aroused by a light touch on his arm, and he turned to see Batu standing at his elbow. Of them all, the Dyak was by far the least weary. His wiry, muscular figure, trained by a lifetime of exposure, was proof against all ordinary fatigue, even the past few years of city life had not softened it, and while the others rested he had been scouting on both sides of the trail and examining the hillside beyond them.
When his employer turned to look at him, he grinned exultantly. “Not much longer now, tuan,” he said. “There is a cave and water on the other side of this hill. We can rest there, then go to lake in night, maybe. Bamangani not move much in night. Cave very fine place to hide. Sure, Mike!”
“A cave, eh?” Hardin exclaimed joyfully. “The very thing! You’re a wonder, Batu! I don’t know what we’d do without you. Come on, folks.” He stooped to help Doctor Dumont to his feet, and Irene sprang up almost gayly.
A couple of minutes later they were following Batu around the base of the hill. They had almost circled it, when there was a chorus of wild yells from the jungle behind them and a volley of short spears whizzed over their heads.
Like lightning Hardin whirled about and crouched, rifle at shoulder. A dozen squat, hairy figures were jumping about just within the edge of the trees. Hardin fired four shots in quick succession, saw two of the ape-men fall and another hastily drop his club; then the rest scattered and disappeared.
“Run for the cave! Quick!” the banker cried, over his shoulder. “I can hold them. Hurry!”
He swept the jungle with another quick look, saw that the savages had disappeared completely, and turned to follow his companions. When he did so he groaned aloud.
Ten paces away, Doctor Dumont was lying flat on his face with a spear sticking out of his shoulder. Irene was stooping over him, and beyond them Batu, who had been some distance in the lead, was running back. Half a dozen long strides carried Hardin to the wounded man, whom he picked up as easily as if he had been a child.
“The cave, Irene! Run to the cave, quick!” he gasped. “I’ve got him!” She turned to run obediently, and he staggered off after her.
CHAPTER V
THE WARNING GIVEN
Luckily the way was not far and Hardin’s marksmanship seemed to have momentarily demoralized the ape-men, for they gave no further evidence of their presence as the fugitives skirted the hill and plunged into a mass of vines, through which Batu led the way. Beyond the vines was an opening in the rocky hillside, so narrow that Hardin could barely get his burden through it; but beyond its mouth the cave widened, forming a lofty chamber.
When he had placed the wounded scientist on the sandy floor Hardin sprang back to the entrance again, rifle in hand, ready to help Batu check another rush of the ape-men, but they made none. They were either badly rattled by his shooting, or, what was more likely, they were resolved to play a waiting game now that they had run their quarry to cover, for not one of them could be seen in the clearing. Satisfied that they were safe for the time being, Hardin left Batu on guard and went back to his wife.
She was kneeling beside her uncle, who still lay where Hardin had placed him. She had withdrawn the spear and was baring the wound for examination. Hardin looked at it critically. It was an ugly-looking gash, and it bled profusely, but the spear had not penetrated very deeply, having glanced on the bone at the top of the shoulder. Unless the spear had been poisoned, it was by no means a fatal hurt, but owing to the wounded man’s age and exhausted condition it was serious.
Hardin helped Irene wash the cut with cold water from a little spring which bubbled up near the mouth of the cave and bandage it as best she could. When the biologist had recovered consciousness and had been made as comfortable as was possible, the banker made his first real examination of their shelter.
He found that they were in a rock-walled chamber about twenty-feet square, very lofty, and with a bottom of hard, clean sand. It was lighted from a narrow cleft high up in the roof so that it was not much more gloomy than the jungle had been. Owing to the narrow entrance and the mass of vines which grew over it, it could be easily defended from within by men as well armed as himself and Batu. Barring the one serious drawback—their total lack of food—they were in a position to withstand a long siege.
“This really isn’t half bad,” Hardin declared, after he had finished his survey of the place. “We’re well sheltered and we have all the fresh water we can use. One man with a gun could hold this cave against a thousand savages. All we’ve got to do is to think up a scheme to get the Condor back again, and that should be fairly simple after it is dark.”
“I don’t see how,” said Irene. “This awful jungle is bad enough in full daylight; after dark it will be hopeless. The Bamangani are at home in it, and at night you can’t see to shoot. I know you will do your best, Tom, and I have every confidence in you; but I’m afraid—terribly afraid! I wish we had never come here at all.”
“I shall never leave this island alive,” Doctor Dumont chimed in weakly. “My strength has gone. Whatever happens to the rest of you, I am doomed. If you see a chance after it is dark, you must take it and leave me here. I can never travel as far as the lake. I should only hinder you.”
Hardin grinned and shook his head. “Nonsense!” he said. “Things are never as bad as they look, and we’ve all been in worse holes than this before now. You’re all right—only tired out, doctor. A good rest will make you right as rain. You must brace up. Don’t forget that Batu is with us. He knows this country like a book and he has the eyes of an owl. We’ll all be back on board the Condor before dawn to-morrow. I’m sure of it!”
Confidently as he spoke, however, the banker was inwardly much worried at the turn things had taken. He realized that, although the coming night might give them a certain advantage in their efforts to slip through the ranks of the ape-men and regain the seaplane, it also would be against them to a great extent.
With the exception of Batu, none of them were used to jungle travel, and after dark the jungle is well-nigh impassable. Even the savages seldom move about after nightfall. Nevertheless, he felt that their only chance lay in slipping away from the cave before the Bamangani attacked it in force, which they surely would do some time during the night. By daylight he and Batu would have no trouble in defending themselves, for then they could see to shoot, but in the dark everything was changed. Then the advantage would lie with the ape-men.
Hardin scowled thoughtfully as he lighted his pipe and joined the Dyak at the mouth of the cave. He was face to face with a very knotty problem, a problem which seemed more complex the deeper he probed into it. Since the Condor had been captured by the ape-men it would be necessary for the fugitives not only to escape from the cave and make their way through the jungle in the dark, but also to recapture the seaplane, which, for all they could tell to the contrary, might be occupied by at least a score of their enemies.
On the face of it, the task looked impossible, and yet, since they had no alternative, it must be attempted. Failure meant death or worse for them all, for the Bamangani had already demonstrated the fact that they were not to be argued with. Contrary to all expectation, they had chosen to adopt a hostile attitude from the very beginning, and now that several of their number had been killed or wounded there was no hope that they could be pacified. The only course open to the fugitives lay in the recapture of their seaplane and flight from the island before starvation and lack of ammunition made them fall an easy prey to their enemies.
Satisfied that there was no immediate danger of attack and anxious to get all the rest he could, before night came, Hardin directed Batu to warn him instantly of any new move on the part of the ape-men and lay down on the sand.
Irene and her uncle, utterly worn out, were already dozing, he was glad to note; Batu alone seemed to be perfectly fresh. In common with most primitive people the Dyak possessed the doglike faculty of conquering fatigue so long as there was excitement or danger in the air, but the moment it ceased he would drop down wherever he was and sleep for hours.
It seemed to Hardin that he had just dropped off when he was aroused by a light touch on his cheek. He sat up instantly to find the Dyak stooping over him.
“Bamangani are coming, tuan,” Batu whispered.
CHAPTER VI
FIGHTING FOR LIFE
Clutching his rifle, Hardin went to the mouth of the cave and peered through the vines. He must have slept longer than he thought, for he found that the shadows were already lengthening—in another hour or so it would be dark. At first he saw nothing of the ape-men, but at last he made them out in the bushes at the opposite edge of the clearing.
There must have been fifty of them, and they were gathered in a half circle around their chief, who was talking earnestly. In the dim light they looked more like apes than men, with their squat figures and long arms; had it not been for the weapons they carried one might have sworn that he witnessed a council of gorillas.
As he watched them the banker wondered why they did not wait for darkness before they made their attack; he did not know that twilight and dawn were their favorite hours for charging an enemy.
They came on at length in a scattering formation, darting across the clearing with almost incredible rapidity, and as silently as shadows. The two men waited patiently until they were less than twenty yards away before they opened fire. At that range their rifles exacted a terrible toll. It was almost impossible to miss, and by the time the ape-men broke and ran for cover nine of them were writhing on the ground and two more lay perfectly still.
Hardin chuckled grimly. “We’ve sent a few of them where they’ll have to be good, anyhow, Batu,” he said as they reloaded their weapons. “They’ll not forget that lesson in a hurry. I wish they’d stay out in the open; we’d account for the whole lot in short order.”
“Sure, Mike!” Batu exclaimed, showing his white teeth in a wide grin. “They’re afraid now, tuan, but they’re very mad. They will not go away. Killing them is like killing flies—two more come back for every one you kill. But they not come back now until it’s dark and the moon rises.”
“You think they’ll wait for the moon, eh? Good! That will give us time to slip away and start for the beach. The moon won’t rise until about ten o’clock. What do you think, Batu? Think we can make it?”
“It’s not very far, tuan,” the Dyak answered, “but it will be hard walking in the dark. Doctor Dumont is hurt, too. That’s bad. But it’s the only thing we can do, and we must try.”
“Of course.” Hardin nodded. “It’s our only chance. I hope they haven’t injured the plane. If they have, we’ll be up against it.”
Batu shook his head thoughtfully. “I don’t think so,” he said. “Bamangani think it very much taboo, that flying thing. Maybe there won’t be any one on board at all to-night, but they’ll be on the shore near by. We must go very careful, tuan.”
The light faded at last, and the clearing beyond the mouth of the cave became as black as a pot of ink. Except for a faint breeze which rustled through the trees and vines there was no sound as Hardin helped Doctor Dumont to his feet and whispered to Irene to follow Batu out of the cave.
Those few hours of rest had done the old scientist a world of good. Supported by Hardin’s arm, he stepped out gamely into the night, once more ready to fight for the life which is so dear to both young and old.
There was no sign of the ape-men as the four people crept cautiously around the edge of the clearing, holding their breaths in fear and trembling lest some false step warn their enemies of what they were attempting. On the black night it was impossible to see a yard; they could only keep in touch with each other by holding hands, but they were thankful for this, for they knew that the darkness would hide them from the eyes of the ape-men, until they could reach the shelter of the trees.
Slowly and cautiously they crept along, and as fate would have it they met with no obstruction or hindrance until the brushing of leaves against their faces and hands told them that they were entering the jungle.
Now it was that the Dyak’s marvelous memory for locality came into play. Without him they could not have gone a hundred feet, for their course lay through the very thickest portion of the jungle, impassable save for the narrow game trails, which Batu seemed to have a most uncanny instinct for picking out. With unerring judgment he kept going in a definite direction, and his companions followed him blindly.
Occasionally he was at fault, but never for long at a time, and he did not pause until they were fully a quarter of a mile from the cave. Here, in what seemed to be a slightly less dense section of the jungle, he halted to permit Doctor Dumont and Irene to rest for a minute.
“What now, Batu?” asked Hardin.
“We’re getting near the lake, tuan,” the Dyak answered. “I can smell the water, and I think the beach is a little to the right of us. We must be very still until we know where Bamangani are camped. There used to be a deep cut in the bank here somewhere that went down to the water, but that was many years ago, and it is very dark now. The land has changed; there is no path here; the vines are very thick.”
This was a serious matter, for one misstep in such a labyrinth might mean utter ruin, and since they must reach the lake before the moon rose they had little time to search. For a few minutes they discussed the point in whispers, and at last decided to push straight on through the vines in the hope that they would reach the water before going far.
They were starting to do this, when Irene, who had been silent until then, suggested that they should first go a little way on that side where the trees seemed thinnest, on the chance of finding a path. This seemed reasonable, so they turned to the left and began their march again.
They had not gone very far before Batu gave vent to a little grunt of delight. “The path is here, tuan,” he whispered. “It is the old trail I spoke of, filled up with vines and very rough, but it will take us to the water not far from the beach.”
Following their guide, the three others let themselves over the edge of a kind of bank and slid down for about the height of a tall man until their feet touched solid ground. Here they found themselves standing in a trench about a yard wide—in reality an old game trail worn down by countless feet and winter rains until it had sunk far below the level of the surrounding soil. This trench sloped sharply in what Batu told them was the direction of the lake.
Very slowly and carefully, feeling each step before they took it, they descended this sunken path, twisting in and out between the lianas as best they could. They had gone a considerable distance, and Doctor Dumont, whose wound pained him severely, was beginning to falter in his stride, when suddenly the vines and trees seemed to fall away and they stepped out beneath the open sky.
“The lake!” Irene whispered joyfully. “Oh, Tommy, we’ve reached the shore at last!”
Her husband squeezed her hand encouragingly. “Of course,” he said. “Thank God for it, dear. Now if we can only get aboard the plane!”
“Hush, tuan,” the Dyak’s whisper came back to them. “Bamangani must be near us somewhere. Crouch down near bushes until we can find out where they are.”
Accordingly, they huddled together beneath some overhanging limbs on the edge of the narrow fringe of beach which lay between the trees and the water, while Batu slipped off into the night to reconnoiter their surroundings.
Although they could hear the gentle lapping of the water almost at their feet, they could not see it. They could see absolutely nothing, in fact, except a dark blur behind them which denoted trees and a few twinkling stars far above. Strive hard as he could, Hardin could see nothing of the Condor, although he knew that the great seaplane must be lying almost within a stone’s throw of them.
Occasionally the stillness was broken by the croaking of frogs, and once the guttural cries of some marauding beast awoke the echoes, but for the most part it was very quiet, being as yet too early for the normal life of the jungle to begin its nightly rounds. With the moon-rise many creatures would begin to travel which until then would remain hidden in their lairs. It was the most peaceful hour of the night.
Suddenly there was an almost imperceptible stir among them and Batu squatted down beside Hardin.
“Bamangani are camping near the beach,” he whispered. “Very many of them, tuan; I could not count them in the dark. Pretty quick moon will rise and they will all sleep. Then we can swim out to Condor. No fear here; they cannot track us in the dark.”
“You know where the Condor is then—you’ve located her?” Hardin asked eagerly.
“Yes, tuan; over that way.” Batu pointed somewhere into the night. “You’ll see when the moon comes.”
The night breeze swept over them, rustling the dense foliage, fashioning the lake mists into fantastic shapes that threw strange shadows on the inky surface of the water as the slowly rising moon made it possible to see a little. From time to time the frogs broke out in a sudden chorus of croaking, then grew silent again; a heron cried from afar as something disturbed its rest, and from overhead came the beat of wings as hundreds of waterfowl moved to their feeding grounds.
At last the straining eyes of the fugitives could make out a dark shadowy bulk on the surface of the water, some three hundred feet away, which they knew must be the Condor, although it was little more than a shapeless blur in the uncertain light.
Stripping off their outer clothing, Hardin and Batu laid their rifles and revolvers on the ground and stepped into the tepid water.
“Do be careful, dear,” Irene whispered anxiously, as her husband started to wade away from the beach.
“Of course,” he answered. “We’ll reconnoiter carefully before we go aboard, and if the plane is deserted, as I hope and believe, we’ll be back for you in a jiffy. It is not at all probable that any of the Bamangani are spending the night on board—anyhow, they’re all asleep by this time.”
So, unarmed save for the long knife which Batu carried at his waist, the two men moved out into the deep water and began to swim toward the seaplane. They swam very slowly and quietly, for stealth was far more important just then than speed, but the distance was short and within a few minutes they found themselves inside the black shadows cast by the Condor’s planes. Here they treaded water, listening and straining their eyes for a sight or sound of the enemy.
They heard or saw nothing, however, and, satisfied at length that the bird-boat was as deserted as it seemed, they swam closer and made a complete circle of the hull before they halted under the stern. Here Batu grasped the end of a long rod which acted as a brace for one of the planes and pulled himself up over the side.
For a few minutes all was silent; then the Dyak returned and extended an arm to his companion. “Nobody here, tuan,” he whispered. “Bamangani all gone just like we thought. Big flying boat very much taboo; they not stay here at night.”
Hardin climbed out of the water. “Good!” he exclaimed. “Now, if they haven’t damaged the engines, we’ll soon be out of this. We must hurry. They must have discovered our flight from the cave long ago, and the camp on the beach may be aroused any minute. We’ll go after Mrs. Hardin and the doctor first thing.”
As he spoke they were both moving forward toward the spot where the engines were situated, eager to see if they were still in working order, when suddenly a rifle shot split the stillness. On the heels of this came several confused shouts; then shrill and clear above other sounds Hardin heard Irene shriek wildly.
With hardly a pause in his stride the banker rushed to the side of the sea-plane, sprang overboard, and began to swim furiously toward the spot where he had left his wife and her uncle.
As his feet touched bottom he could dimly make out a struggling mass near the edge of the trees, a little to his left, and he darted toward this instantly, shouting encouragement as he ran.
Before he was entirely free of the water, however, a dozen hairy figures sprang down upon him from the bank. For a few seconds he fought wildly, furiously, fought as a man fights when he is fighting for something even dearer than life, but he was unarmed and outnumbered more than ten to one.
Buried under a pile of struggling bodies, he went down in the shallow water, half rose to his feet once more, but was pulled down again by twenty powerful hands. Then something heavy fell on his head, sparks swam dizzily in his eyes, and everything turned black.
CHAPTER VII
THE SHADOW OF DEATH
When the light of returning consciousness came back to him, Hardin lay still for many minutes trying to figure out just what had happened and where he was. At last, as understanding fully returned and a partial realization of past events seeped into his mind, he became dimly aware of a pale anxious face that hovered close above him. It was very sweet, that face, and for a little he watched it idly, content to lie still, for he felt strangely weak and languid.
His clearing gaze gradually made out the features of the face, and all at once it dawned upon him that he knew them. Pale and wan, distorted and unnatural-looking as it was, the face was the face of his wife. There was no color even in her lips. Her eyes were staring with grief and dread.
She saw the dawning light of recognition in his eyes. “Tommy!” she breathed. “Tommy! Tommy, dear! You haven’t left me! You’re not going to leave me? Oh, my dear, my dear!”
“Who—what’s the matter? Irene! Oh, I remember now!”
Hardin sat up and looked around him. For a little his head reeled and terrible pains shot through his temples, but after that first effort his vision cleared rapidly. As soon as he could control his faculties he realized that it was half dark and that he was in a chamber of some kind, lighted dimly by the flare of a fire which burned a few feet away.
His wife put her arm around his shoulders and bent over him tenderly. “Don’t try to move yet,” she admonished; “you’ve had a terrible blow on the head. Here, drink this.” She held a gourd of cool water to his lips.
He drank gratefully, thirstily; then he pushed the cup away and smiled. “I’m all right, dear,” he said. “I’ve been hurt worse than this many a time. But where are we? How—they attacked you there on the beach, and I was—”
“I know,” she interrupted him. “They followed us from the cave, and when I screamed you tried to rescue me. But never mind that now. We’re in a native hut. You’ve been unconscious for hours—ever since last night—and the ape-men have brought us up here from the beach to their village. Uncle is lying over there.” She pointed toward a dark blotch a few yards away. “He’s feverish and very weak. They left me to nurse you both. They seem to be saving us for something; I don’t know what.”
“And Batu? What of Batu?” Hardin asked. “He was with me on the plane when we heard you scream.”
“I’ve seen nothing of him,” she answered; “but there was shouting in the camp long after we were captured. Perhaps they killed him, or perhaps he escaped. I don’t know.”
“Well, we’ll hope for the best,” he said, trying to be optimistic, although in his heart he thought it very likely that the faithful Dyak had been killed. “And you’ve been in this awful hole all alone,” he went on, squeezing her hand. “What time is it?”
“Nearly midnight,” she told him, glancing at her wrist watch. “Oh, Tom, it has been terrible! I thought you were going to die, you were unconscious so long, and uncle has slept nearly all the time. Those awful creatures have not offered to hurt any of us since we were captured; they’ve just grinned and jabbered among themselves, but I’m sure they are planning some horrible end for us all. This hut is only a little way from the crater of the volcano; that must be why it is so terribly hot, and the mountain has been making the most awful noises all day.”
“I know; I understand,” said Hardin, stroking her hand; “but never mind all that now. We’re still alive, and while life lasts there’s always hope. Batu may have escaped, and he’s a whole host in himself, especially in a case of this sort. We mustn’t lose courage, dear, whatever we do. Ah!”
The exclamation was called forth by a sound of steps outside and the abrupt appearance of two men who pushed through the mat of woven reeds which covered the doorway of the hut and came to a halt on the opposite side of the fire.
At sight of them Irene uttered a stifled cry, and her husband stood up hastily, staring at the newcomers in surprise, for never before had they seen such men as those who now confronted them.
One, a man in the prime of life, was a Bamangani warrior, evidently a high chief, for he was decked in all the savage war gear which could distinguish an aboriginal. He was enormously tall for a man of his race, being nearly as tall as Hardin himself, tremendously muscled, and, like all the ape-men, nearly covered with curly reddish hair. In his right hand he held a club of some dark wood about three feet long, with a spike-studded knob as large as a man’s head.
On his left arm was a small shield of closely woven reeds, on which were painted a mass of strange hieroglyphics. The upper part of his body was perfectly naked, and several bands of white and yellow paint encircled his torso at intervals of about six inches. A loin cloth of soft leather was tied around his waist so as to serve the purpose of a belt, and through it were stuck, on the right and left sides respectively, a long double-edged knife, and a sumpitan, or blow gun, with its pouch of poisoned darts.
Perhaps the most startling feature of his attire consisted of a large headdress of many-colored feathers, which began at his chin and ran up both sides of his head to meet at the top, completely framing his face, so that his devilish countenance seemed to peer from behind a screen.
His companion was his direct antithesis in every way. He was a mere dwarf in stature, thin and wrinkled, with an enormous head from which plaited white hair fell down over his shoulders. His eyes were bright and deep sunken; his face was narrow and vulturelike. Except for his snow-white hair, however, he did not look exceedingly old, for there was an elastic spring to his movements, and his flesh, though wrinkled, was firm. On the other hand, middle age was evidently far behind him; indeed, from his appearance it was impossible to guess with any degree of accuracy the number of his years.
Unlike the other members of his tribe, he was almost hairless, and his small body was shrouded in a kind of blanket which reached below his knees. He carried no weapons of any kind, but as he stood in the center of the hut, staring down into the fire without a blink, there was something about him which inspired the captives with a feeling of awe. From that instant they feared him far more than they did his ferocious-looking bodyguard.
For a space after the arrival of this strangely assorted pair there was silence in the hut. Aroused by their entrance, Doctor Dumont sat up and looked about him, while Hardin and his wife looked first at the natives and then at each other, wondering what the visit portended. Looking beyond the two, they could dimly make out half a dozen armed warriors near the doorway, who gazed curiously into the hut as they fingered their heavy spears.
The old man suddenly seemed to wake up and become aware of the presence of the captives, for, ceasing his contemplation of the flickering fire, he turned his bright eyes upon them and scanned them deliberately. Somehow, his eyes reminded Hardin of those of a snake, although they were not prominent, but sunken and almost covered by bushy brows.
“Whence come ye, and why have ye killed so many of our young men?” he asked abruptly, in a shrill, high-pitched voice, speaking in Malay, a language which both Doctor Dumont and Hardin understood fairly well.
“From America, a great country far across the sea,” the banker answered instantly, pleased to find that they had a medium of communication. “As for killing your young men, as you call them, you should know the reason better than we. We came in peace, bringing many presents for your headmen, but we were set upon and beaten by warriors. We have done nothing but defend ourselves.”
The old man eyed the speaker thoughtfully for a moment, evidently digesting his reply. “And the thing in which ye came,” he went on at last; “what manner of thing is that which flies like a bird? Surely, ye are devils, for none but devils may ride the air. Even I, Makosi, who am older than any man and learned beyond most, have never seen such a thing.”
“It is a flying machine, a new invention among our own people,” Hardin explained in halting Malay. “There is nothing devilish about it, as I can show you if you will set us free. As I said before, we have come in peace; it is through no fault of ours that there has been fighting. My friend there”—he glanced toward the biologist—“is a great scholar; he has come to study the Fire Flower which grows on the edge of the Pit of Flame. Once, many years ago, we were here before, and when we left the Bamangani were our friends. Why should we be set upon and made captives now? We have done no wrong. Set us free and we will go hence as we came since your people are no longer glad to see us.”
Makosi smiled cunningly at this and his little eyes seemed to bore into Hardin like gimlets.
“So,” he said, nodding his great head, “ye are those who came before and departed with the Rose Taboo. They told me of you, and had I not been far away then—. But enough of this. Know ye that it is written that white strangers shall come and be offered up to Dnata in atonement for the wrong done years ago. Those who took the flower shall give their lives that the flower may return. Prepare ye, O white men, and ye, O white woman, for at to-morrow’s dawn ye shall be cast living into the Pit of Flame. It is written. I, Makosi, the ancient, high priest of Dnata, proclaim it, and so it shall come to pass. I have spoken.” He broke into a shrill, fiendish laugh that made the hut resound with echoes.
While Hardin was searching for some answer and not finding it, the dwarf suddenly ceased his untimely mirth, caught his robe about him with one clawlike hand, grunted something in a sharp undertone to his companion, who had been standing at his side all the time like a wooden Indian, and turned to march out of the hut.
In the doorway he paused for an instant to sweep the chamber with one last glance from his reptilian eyes; then, closely followed by his guard, he pushed through the curtains and disappeared.
“Very pleasant old gentleman, isn’t he?” Hardin remarked, turning to his companions. “From what he says, I gather that we are in for something serious at dawn.”
Doctor Dumont nodded hopelessly. “I’m afraid we’re doomed,” he admitted. “These native priests, or witch doctors, hold their people under their thumbs, and we seem to have broken some religious superstition which can be atoned for only by our deaths. Well, so far as I am concerned it only hastens matters a little. I am old, and this wound of mine is deeper than we thought, but for you young people it is different. We should never have come here. I see that now—now that it is too late.”
“Oh, Tommy!” Irene threw herself into her husband’s arms half weeping. “What shall we do? We can’t die in this terrible place. The mere thought of that awful volcano and those horrible men drives me crazy. Surely, surely, there is some way out.”
Hardin ground his teeth together in despair as he did what he could to soothe her. Some way out! He could think of none. So far as he could see, Doctor Dumont was right—they were doomed. Nothing but a miracle could save them, and he had little faith in miracles. Nevertheless, he did what he could to keep up his wife’s spirits.
“Come, come, dear,” he said; “we mustn’t let ourselves go to pieces. You’ve been wonderfully brave so far. Keep up your courage for just a little longer. Remember Batu has not been captured; if he had been that old toad would certainly have mentioned it, and the last we knew he was unhurt and in full charge of the Condor. Batu is a mighty resourceful chap; he won’t quit without a struggle.”
Hopefully as he spoke, however, Hardin was far from believing his own words. For all he really knew to the contrary, Batu might be dead, and even if the Dyak were alive there was nothing that he could do alone against the whole tribe of ape-men. Deep down in his heart the banker felt that they were hopelessly trapped. Still, he did his best to encourage his companions while they waited for the dawn. If they had to die, he wanted them all to do so bravely.
CHAPTER VIII
THE ONLY CHANCE
It was a terrible sight which greeted them when, hemmed in by a score of armed warriors and escorted by Makosi and the gigantic young chief, the three captives stepped out of the hut and turned their eyes toward the slope which led up to the volcano. It was dawn, but the air was so full of gray, flaky ashes and clouds of smoke and steam that it was hard to see for any distance. Already the ground was covered an inch deep with the soft ashes, which fell constantly like snow.
Rumblings as of distant thunder filled the air and the ground shook at intervals as the fiery monster in the womb of the mountain heaved and struggled. Occasionally, tall jets of steam spouted skyward from the crater, and then fell back with a hissing noise, like the hiss of a million snakes.
It was an awe-inspiring sight, and the captives almost forgot their own peril in contemplation of those natural forces beside which any efforts of man always seem so puny. They were, however, pushed onward by their guards, to whom this natural spectacle seemed insignificant in comparison with the one of their own making which they knew would soon take place.
Led by a group of chanting, hideously bedecked ape-men, whom they took to be priests, the three prisoners were forced up the wide and rocky gorge that extended from the Bamangani village to the lip of the crater. From this point a narrow path wound upward to the flat top of a pinnacle which reared up some two hundred feet higher than the volcano.
Here, on an almost flat surface a hundred yards wide, about two hundred of the natives were already gathered, many of them of great size and all of them horrible to look upon. There was a kind of discipline among them, for none of them tried to break through the double line which they had formed, and along this line, between ranks of the shaggy red creatures, the captives were marched until they reached a small cleared area at the extreme edge of the pinnacle. In this open space, which, owing to the overhanging formation of the rocks, projected slightly into the void above the crater, they were halted and surrounded by a band of priests and spearmen.
Here, above the clouds of hot vapor and drifting ashes which some current of air swept down around both sides of the pinnacle, the priests, led by Makosi, struck up a new chant. Evidently the sacrifice of the captives was to be the consummation of some great religious orgy, for they persisted in their mummery in spite of the intense heat and the noxious vapors which the eddying air currents occasionally carried over them.
When the chanting ceased, Makosi stepped to the very brink of the pinnacle and waved his long arms out over the void, saying something meanwhile in a loud voice; and as he did this Hardin noticed from the corner of his eye that the onlookers gesticulated and rolled their eyes in a perfect ecstasy of religious fervor.
Suddenly the dwarf stepped backward and turned to grunt an order to the young chieftain, who stood midway between him and the captives. Seeing the latter wheel about, Hardin braced himself for the final struggle, for he guessed that their time had come, and he meant to die fighting. Tense as a bowstring, he was in the act of launching himself at the throat of the chief, when there was a sudden wild shout from the ape-men, and Irene clutched convulsively at her husband’s arm.
Then, loud and clear above the noises of the volcano and the terrified shouts from the assembled ape-men, came the sound of a steady, droning buzz. At first, so intent had he been on what was taking place directly in front of him, Hardin did not comprehend the meaning of the sound; then, like a flash of light, came quick realization, and he looked upward, following the gaze of the Bamangani, who had huddled together and were staring into the sky with popping eyes.
Coming out of the east, directly in the path of the rising sun which bathed its snowy planes and metal trimmings in a golden sheen, was the Condor. At an elevation of perhaps two thousand feet, the seaplane was headed straight for the volcano, and even as Hardin looked upward it began to climb higher in a huge spiral, while the hum of its exhaust became a steady roar.
For a moment Hardin watched it in a kind of daze, wondering if he could believe his own senses; then he realized that Irene was shouting into his ear.
“It’s Batu, Tommy!” she cried wildly. “It’s Batu in the Condor! We’re saved, dear. We’re saved! We’re saved!” She was almost sobbing in her delighted frenzy, so great was the shock of the reaction of the strain she had been under.
Her words brought Hardin back to earth with a jerk. All at once he was cool and alert again. In one lightning glance his eyes took in the scene around them. The Bamangani, temporarily scared half out of their senses by the sudden apparition of this strange monster of the air, were huddled like sheep at one side of the pinnacle top. Nearer at hand Makosi and his priests were standing spellbound, uncertain whether to run or pray to their heathen gods, and half a dozen paces from them was the Herculean young chief, oblivious of everything except the sight above him.
For just an instant Hardin hesitated. Impossible as the thing appeared at first glance, Batu, he knew, meant to attempt the feat of landing on top of the pinnacle. Already the Dyak was rising, gauging his distance for that final dropping swoop which must not miss. The thing he meant to try was possible, just possible, Hardin thought, for the pinnacle top was flat and barely broad enough for a landing place, but the slightest miscalculation or deviation from its course would mean the wreck of the seaplane.
Dexterous in the manipulation of the Condor as he knew Batu to be, the banker knew that the odds were against him. Under the most favorable conditions the place on which they stood would have taxed the nerve of the most skillful of aviators, were he foolhardy enough to attempt to make a landing there, but just now all the natural conditions were at their worst. The pinnacle was shrouded and half hidden in smoke and steam; the air directly above the crater—through which Batu must pass—was hot and sure to be full of tricky currents, and the landing itself was small and crowded with human beings. Still, there was a chance, the only chance to save three people from a terrible death, and the white man knew that Batu would not hesitate.
Eyes straining upward, Hardin waited and watched until he saw the long pontoons beneath the seaplane move up against the hull, while in their place appeared the wheels which were used for landing on solid ground. When this happened he knew that Batu was on the verge of dropping downward, and without waiting to see more he gathered himself together and leaped at the Bamangani chieftain, who had not taken his eyes from the Condor since its first appearance.
CHAPTER IX.
THE DYAK’S CREED.
When Hardin and Batu were startled by the rifle shot and Irene’s screams for help, the Dyak had been a little in front of his companion and almost in the act of lowering himself into the cockpit where the twin engines were situated. In this part of the seaplane it was very dark, and although he turned instantly Batu could not see his employer. He heard him, however, run to the side and dive overboard, and he followed as quickly as he could, but he was just far enough behind to be still some twenty yards from the beach when the sounds of a tremendous struggle and the subsequent silence told him that Hardin had been overcome.
For a while he treaded water there in the dark, listening and straining his eyes for some clew to what was going on. He heard a few guttural remarks among the Bamangani which told him that all of his friends had been made prisoners; then he saw a number of dark forms leave the beach and heard a rustling of the vines which showed that the ape-men had proceeded inland. From this he guessed that the captives had been carried to the camp, from which they would probably be next day transported to the Bamangani village at the base of the volcano. Satisfied that he could do nothing to help his friends just then, the Dyak turned around and slowly swam back to the Condor.
When he climbed on board and sat down his eyes stared hard and his nostrils twitched nervously. He was feeling very, very sad, and for the first time since they had reached the island he was frightened; also he was exceedingly angry. For a little while he sat still in the darkness, trying to collect himself; then as he became calmer he began to think.
Since the ape-men evidently intended to take their prisoners to their village he felt fairly sure that they would do them no further injury for the present. He was well acquainted with their method of procedure in such cases, and he guessed that the captives were to be preserved for some great sacrifice, which, unless the customs of the Bamangani had been changed during the past few years, would undoubtedly be held at the hour of sunrise.
Reasoning further, he decided that at least twenty-four hours must elapse before the sacrifice could be held, since it would take nearly that long to carry the victims inland and arrange for the public ceremonies so dear to the Bamangani priests.
Arriving at this conclusion, Batu stood up and shook himself. If his deductions were correct, and he felt confident that they were, he had a little over twenty-four hours in which to rescue his friends, or, if he failed, to die with them. Just how he was to attempt this rescue single-handed he did not know at the moment; that would come later on. First, he must overhaul the seaplane and have everything in readiness for an instant start, for there must be no delay once his final plans were made.
He went to the forward part of the hull and listened carefully for several minutes, hearing nothing but the croaking of the frogs and the other commonplace sounds of the jungle night. Apparently the ape-men had no intention of visiting the seaplane that night, but since there was so much at stake Batu took nothing for granted.
After an instant’s hesitation, he lowered himself into the water and swam ashore again. Here, making use of all the woodcraft and jungle lore which a long line of ancestors trained in the art had handed down to him, he prowled about for nearly three hours.
Just what he learned during this nocturnal excursion he never told, but when he returned at last to the Condor his eyes were glistening with the light of a set purpose. He had made up his mind as to just what he should do, and with characteristic energy he set to work.
Safe inside the seaplane, he switched on the electric lights, which were supplied by a powerful storage battery in the hull, and made an inspection of the interior of the ship. The light would, of course, warn the ape-men of his presence on board, but it would also increase their susperstitious awe of the bird-boat, and the Dyak was confident that they would not try to attack him before daylight. By that time, if all went well, he would be able to take care of himself.
Except for a considerable disorder among its movable furnishings, he was elated to find that the Condor had suffered very little at the hands of the Bamangani. The untutored savages had probably been too much in awe of the seaplane to tamper with it much, for the engines were in perfect order and the huge fuel tanks below the floor of the hull had not been touched. Even some rifles and revolvers, which had been locked in a chest in the cabin were intact, and when he had strapped a heavy automatic pistol around his waist Batu felt better.
Satisfied that the plane was in running order, he went into the little kitchen and ate a hearty meal of canned foods. Then he went on deck again.
By this time the first faint streaks of dawn were beginning to lighten the sky, and the island was shrouded in a thick mist which cut off his view of the shore like a wall. There was not a sign of life anywhere; not a sound came through the fog; and after a long look in all directions the Dyak went below and started the engines.
For several minutes, his head cocked to one side, he listened with critical ears for the faintest irregularity in their popping roar, and when he could discover none he grinned to himself. Then, paying no heed whatever to a confused shouting from the direction of the beach which signified that the Bamangani had been aroused by the noise, he pulled up the anchor, stowed it away, and slipped into the driving seat. Ten minutes later, without taking to the air at all, he swung the seaplane around the end of the island and came to a halt midway between the horns of a large cove.
After a glance around had assured him that everything was snug, he lay down on a bunk in the inclosed cabin and deliberately went to sleep. He knew that he had done all that could be done for the time being, his plans were all made for the rescue he meant to attempt when the hour was ripe, and in the meantime, since he was sure that the Bamangani, thinking he had fled, would never find him, he was conserving his strength for the desperate venture which would mean either life or death to both himself and his friends.
It lacked about half an hour of dawn on the following morning when Batu carefully maneuvered the Condor until he was clear of all possible entanglements. Then he gave the engines more gas and still more. Their cacophonic buzz rose to a deafening roar, and the slender pontoons began to cut through the black water with increasing speed.
For some yards the spume blew upon and spattered the glass windows of the cabin. Then the lifting power of the planes made itself felt, and the seaplane skimmed the surface of the lake instead of plowing through it. The speed gradually increased, and suddenly the feel of the water against the pontoons ceased. The Condor was riding the air with a smooth and easy motion that was steady and firm.
Batu spiraled slowly to four thousand feet and headed straight for the volcano. It was near the twin peaks of the mountain that the Bamangani village was situated, and he meant to circle above them until he could discern what was going on below and choose a landing place for the great machine which was so responsive to his will.
Never had he known the Condor’s powerful motors to sound a sweeter roar than they did on this morning when so many lives depended on their perfect operation. Desperate as he knew his venture to be, the Dyak grinned with the exultant delight of a born birdman as he settled down into his seat and peered ahead.
A light westerly wind, laden with sulphurous fumes from the volcano, drove against the plane as it attained the higher levels and straightened out for its flight. Batu was not flying any faster than was necessary to keep his craft under perfect control. From where he sat the island seemed only a misty, unfathomable blotch below him. He would need more light by which to descend, and he did not wish to bungle matters by too much haste. First, he must circle around the mountain and locate his objective; then, just as the sun came over the horizon behind him, he would swoop down, trusting to luck and the superstitious fear the sight of the Condor would arouse in the ape-men to give him an opportunity to pick up his friends.
At best he would be taking a desperate, almost an impossible, chance, for the landing alone would be a hazardous thing in that rocky, tree-filled region, but no fear of personal hurt could daunt him. It was his creed never to forgive an enemy nor to turn his back on a friend, and he would not shirk now when the time came to practice it.
CHAPTER X
“SURE, MIKE!”
As the dawn broke, the great plane was circling over the mountain at a five-thousand-foot altitude. Even at that height the fumes from the steaming crater were noticeable, and occasionally the Condor encountered “pockets” in the heated atmosphere which caused it to side-slip and buck dangerously. Clever maneuvering, however, outrode these, and presently Batu was able to distinguish the village of the Bamangani and a number of moving dots which he knew were men.
When he saw that these dots were all traveling toward the top of the mountain to join a dark mass of people who were gathered together on the flat apex of the highest pinnacle, he caught his breath sharply. He guessed instantly what that gathering meant, and even before Irene’s golden hair drew his gaze to where the three prisoners were grouped, he knew what he would have to do.
Circling once more, he studied the pinnacle top as carefully as he could in the circumstances. He saw that it was flat and comparatively smooth, and large enough perhaps to accommodate the Condor if he was very, very careful; he saw, too, that he would have to fly perilously close to the steaming crater; but he did not hesitate.
He completed his circle, dropping until the altometer at his side showed only twenty-five hundred feet; then, with the rising sun directly behind him, he drove straight for the crater. At just the right distance from his goal he pushed a lever, and the plane began to tip forward until to the throng below it seemed to be standing on its nose; then Batu shut off his power and shot downward.
For an instant of sickening suspense it seemed to Irene, who alone of the three prisoners had not taken her eyes from the plane, that Batu had miscalculated. It looked as if the Condor were going straight on down into the fiery maw of the crater, but just then the Dyak pulled a lever, and the plane shot up a little to settle the next instant as gently as a falling leaf in the very center of the pinnacle top.
There was a crash and a chorus of wild cries as the tip of one of the wings knocked down a dozen ape-men who had been too spellbound to get out of the way. Then silence followed.
“Quick, tuan,” shouted Batu, springing over the side as the plane came to a standstill, automatic in hand. “Come quick!”
Hardin did not hear him, however. He was locked in a death struggle with the Bamangani chief, who, furious at the turn things had taken, was fighting like a madman. Never before in his life had Hardin such good reason to be thankful for his strong body and perfect physical condition as he had at that moment. Taken partly unawares though he had been, the big ape man was proving himself a terribly tough customer.
Three times already the two had gone to the ground together and risen again, and even yet the odds were with neither man. What the chief lacked in science he made up in brute strength and agility, and if Hardin had not managed to disarm him at the very first onslaught, the white man would certainly have been killed.
Just as the Condor landed, however, the banker secured a favorite wrestling hold and began to put forth his great strength. At first the ape man fought stubbornly; the muscles and sinews stood out in knots on both men as they strove, the one to break, the other to keep his hold; but flesh and blood could not endure the strain, and suddenly he collapsed and fell down unconscious.
Picking up the club which his adversary had dropped, Hardin whirled about.
“Into the plane, hurry!” he cried, running to his wife. “Quick, before they wake up!”
He was rushing Irene and the wounded scientist toward the Condor, when Makosi, who had been staring like a man in a trance at the wonders enacted before his eyes, seemed suddenly to come to life. Waving his arms wildly, the man began to scream at his people, fairly frothing at the mouth in his rage and excitement.
As his words fell on their ears, some of the Bamangani began to pluck up heart, and a few launched spears at the fugitives as they hurried toward the plane. They gave up and fell back, however, when Batu turned his automatic loose upon them, and a few seconds later the entire party was safe inside the cabin.
As the plane rose into the air and the island fell rapidly away below them, Hardin gathered his wife into his arms. “Phee-u!” he exclaimed, setting her down at last. “That was certainly a close thing. Thank God you’re alive, dear.”
“I shall,” she answered soberly; “but first I’m going to thank Batu.”
“Batu!” Hardin turned to glance at the Dyak, who, imperturbable as the Sphinx, was guiding the rushing plane in the direction of the coast. For a moment the white man watched him in silence, and his eyes were very tender. Then he spoke.
“Pretty close thing, wasn’t it, Batu?” he said.
The Dyak turned and flashed a grin at them over his shoulder.
“Sure, Mike!” he answered.



THE YELLOW CURSE, by Lars Anderson
The clammy fog swirled and twisted like a monstrous yellow shroud. A battered roadster purred along the graveled road from the direction of the city. Arn Flannery sat tensed behind the wheel. He was driving slowly, blue eyes vainly boring into the concealing mist, grunting eloquently as the car bounced over the washboarded apology for a highway.
“Seventeen million for roads in five years,” he mused, sarcastically. “And look at this!” Thin lips twisted in a sneer about the cold pipe-stem gripped in strong, white teeth.
He shot a glance at the tiny clock on the dash. It was almost ten o’clock in the evening. He should reach his destination soon now. Would he be able to find it in the hellish murk? Had anything gone wrong with Elena’s plans? Why had she written so briefly, asked him to come to her tonight instead of following through with their set date for Saturday?
Abruptly, a scream, high-pitched, blood-curdling, broke through the saffron curtain of the mist. Flannery tensed, braked the car to an instant standstill as the tortured wail knifed his ears. He leaped from the car, slipped, went to his knees in the gravel. Off to one side he heard a gasping moan. For a moment, he hunched there on all fours, listening.
The mist grew momentarily in its shrouding, yellow intensity. It mocked him as it rolled about on its clammy belly like some swaying, poisonous monster of the night. It was impossible to see six feet in front. Nature seemed in the mood for aiding and abetting anything that was going on in the fog-choked darkness.
The lanky reporter scrambled to his feet, swore softly, dug a flash from the door pocket of the roadster. His fingers trembled, fumbled at the switch. It was a poor light, but better than nothing at all. He turned the sickly, orange glow into the teeth of the mist. It was no match for that thick shroud, but it would have to do. Cautiously, he made his way in the direction from whence had sounded the shrill, fearful outcry.
Flannery could hear nothing now except the click and crunch of his shoes against the roadway. He paused, stood listening, his strong shoulders hunched, hard eyes narrowing. The hellish saffron billows clung to him like a material pall. Then, he heard it again. A gasping, whining moan of ineffable horror and anguish. It crescendoed upward, terminated abruptly. Then, there was no sound to be heard.
The next moment, Arn Flannery saw her. He lunged forward, leaned over the still, feminine form. The figure, scantily clad in filmy underthings, lay upon its side. The reporter smothered a curse as he turned the girl face upward.
“Holy Moses!” he gasped.
The prostrate girl had once been very beautiful. She was small and dainty. But her youthful cheeks were somewhat sunken, and there were dark circles under her eyes. Her butter-hued hair was a mass of silken disarray about her rounded shoulders.
But one thing Flannery noticed with a start. The coloring of her smooth skin. It was of a ghastly hue that matched the golden satin undergarments. In the faint rays of the flash, her exposed loveliness gave off a hideous sheen that seemed to make her a part of the ghostly, macabre mist!
“It’s as if this damnable fog had smirched her with its evil,” Arn Flannery thought.
Just then, her long lashes fluttered weakly open; she gazed up at him with glazing, pitiful eyes.
“What in heaven’s name has happened?” he asked, softly. “Are you hurt? Tell me.”
Abruptly, a shiver shook her body and somehow, the man realized that it was not caused by the chill atmosphere.
“The yellow curse!” she moaned, weakly. “Go for—help—before it is too late! Get—get key—key—”
Another horrible tremor stabbed her body; her piquant face twisted with pain; her soft flesh quivered and crawled as though at the memory of some malignant and evil thing. Then, suddenly, she went limp, her golden head lolling to one side.
Flannery fell to his knees beside the half-naked body, placed a gentle ear against the girl’s left breast. There was no murmur, no sound of life. “Dead!” he gasped.
Suddenly, as he straightened to his feet, a light loomed off to the left in the encompassing gloom. The fog swirled thickly yellow and ghastly between it and the man. It couldn’t be far away! Striding forward, Flannery found a side road which led in its direction.
He considered a moment, returned to his roadster, slid beneath the wheel. He stepped on the starter, guided the battered car into a deep ditch beside the road. He tensed hard muscles, braced himself, as the machine went over on its side. Cautiously, he crawled from the wreckage, uninjured, grinning, serene. A moment later, without a backward glance, his tall figure was cutting through the clinging mist in the direction of the light.
The driveway from the main road ran upgrade along a narrow ridge. He followed its winding course with cautious tread till he faced a huge, ugly edifice, a piled mass of masonry, grim, forbidding. Obviously, it had once been a mansion of some grandeur. Now, however, it had deteriorated; its gables sagged, its general aspect was as evil as Arn Flannery had anticipated. At one end a round tower thrust upward, gaunt in the eerie yellow mist. A single light blinked like an evil eye from a window on the lower floor.
The reporter shivered as he put foot upon the high porch. It, like the rest of the house, was of a deeper, more sinister yellow than the fog that surrounded it. He approached the front door, banged with an immense brass knocker. It sent echoes whispering through the interior of the place like ghostly mutterings in a tomb.
Flannery waited. Slow minutes passed. He knocked again, insistently. Once more the whispers ricocheted through the depths within. Suddenly, soundlessly, the door swung open before him.
A man stared out at him. Arn Flannery felt then a touch of the fear which was to follow. He was not conscious of being afraid, but there was an odd, heavy feeling in his chest, and his hands shook slightly as he looked into a pair of sunken, malignant orbs which might belong to the devil instead of man.
The man was tall, thin, almost gaunt. His angular face was sallow, saturnine, strangely Satanic. His narrow, slanted eyes were like those of a coiled cobra. Corn-tasseled hair was trained to a peak on his low forehead. His thin lips were twisted into a snarl. His ears were pointed at the top.
Everything Arn contacted in this eerie night was of the same ghastly, malignant yellow hue! The damnable fog, the corpse by the roadside, this gaunt skeleton of a house. And now, strangest of all, the sallow-faced devil who was peering at him with such ill-disguised malevolence in his eyes.
What had the dying girl gasped? The yellow curse! What was the meaning behind her words? “Go for help before it is too late!”
Too late for what? “Get key!” What key could she have meant? All these questions harassed the reporter as he faced the apparition in the doorway.
He shook off an overpowering sense of dread, grinned affably. But the yellow creature before him did not return the grin.
“What do you want here?” he asked in a voice that dripped venom.
“Had a bit of a smash-up in the beastly fog,” replied Flannery, smoothly. “The steering-gear went bad on me. I hate to bother you, but there’s no other house near. Perhaps you would—”
“I have no servants who might help you,”
gritted the man evilly. “And no telephone. You came to a poor place for help!” He half closed the door.
“In that case,” Flannery said quickly. “I’d be glad to pay you if you could accommodate me until morning. It’s all of fifteen miles to Thibadeau, you know.”
The yellow-visaged man glared intently at Flannery for a moment. The reporter quaked inwardly at an odd, peculiar light which flared in the evil orbs for an instant, then died away. Then, the fellow stepped aside, waved him into a dim reception hall.
A single lamp burned in the long corridor. Its fearsome glow bathed the drab velvet curtains that hung over doorways on either side. A heavy Turkish rug deadened the sound of footsteps, and led to stairs slanting upward in the semi-gloom. Although scantily furnished, the general impression was of wealth. But Flannery sensed an unholy tension in the still, musky atmosphere as he turned to his host.
“I have no accommodations for guests,” piped the thin man, sourly. “But come upstairs and I’ll show you a place where you may sleep.”
He leered at the reporter, tilting his Satanic eyes so that they caught the green light, gleamed balefully at his unwanted caller. Bloodless, green-yellow lips tightened back from white, wolfish teeth in an ugly snarl. His voice was cathedral-toned.
Flannery shrugged, followed obediently after him up the broad staircase at the far end of the gloomy hall. They reached the second floor of the house. The host stopped before a bedroom door, flung it open.
“I hope you sleep well,” he muttered in an unholy tone which sounded like a knell of death in the tautened ears of the reporter. “You asked for a place to sleep. You will not leave this room until morning!”
What did the leering devil mean?
Before Flannery could answer him, he turned and glided swiftly down the black corridor, odd laughter coming back to the puzzled guest over his gaunt shoulder. The laugh was a mad, rippling sound like that of a stream flowing beneath Winter’s ice. It made Flannery shiver as if a cold blast had fanned his spine.
Arn Flannery stood in the center of the room, lit a cigarette, listened intently. It was near midnight, he knew. The great house was perfectly still. Ominously so. Something was wrong with the place. No question as to that. Something terrible was going on here. Something horrible. Try as he would, he could not shake off the feeling that this was true.
Flannery had been detailed by the city desk to work on a couple of mysterious disappearances that had plagued the civic authorities for several months. Elena Vaughn had been selected to work with him on the case. However, the girl reporter had ferreted out her own leads, and had not confided all of them to him. Three days before, she had vanished, leaving him a note. In it, she had merely stated that she was taking a secretarial position in the country. She hinted that it was all in line with her duty.
Since that time, she had not contacted him, and Flannery, who loved her ardently, had become worried. Today, she had ended that worry by sending him a brief note asking him to come to her tonight. Her instructions had been vague, the fog had made them almost useless. Was he in the right house? Or was his entrance into this place a wasted, futile effort?
* * * *
Arn Flannery believed in hunches. He had had a strong one out there in the fog while crouched beside the dying girl. The dull gleam of the light through the mist had convinced him of its authenticity; he had determined to see what he could do about her gasping plea!
Back and forth, he strode, thinking. Pacing, the weary reporter became unaccountably sleepy. The air of the room suddenly became musty, foul-smelling to his sensitive nostrils. In spite of the swirling fog, Flannery opened the window a little way, allowed dank air to seep into the chamber.
He turned, reeled slightly, sank down upon the side of the bed. He stared about him in the dim candlelight. All the strength seemed to ooze out of his lanky body. He felt tired and languid. His wide shoulders drooped wearily, arms fell to his sides. He shivered.
Abruptly, Flannery felt blackness cascading down upon him. He knew that he was sinking backward upon the bed. He seemed to be encased in an airless tomb, felt he would suffocate if he could not get a breath of air. He tore at his throat, fell backward, gurgling hoarsely. A wave of hateful, vivid yellow seemed to blaze in his eyes. He heard a guttural chuckle; an evil, mocking laugh. Then he slid off into nothingness.
When he opened his eyes he felt weak, exhausted. He tried to sit up, but a wave of bitter nausea saturated his lank body. He fell back on the pillows again. For a few minutes the young reporter battled, with taut nerves and tensed muscles, to overcome the dizziness that threatened to overcome him.
Gradually, his strong body threw off the strangling effects of the gaseous opiate which had gripped his heart and lungs with crushing intensity. He sat up, taking stock of the situation.
Was this then the answer to that vague statement of the yellow devil that he was not to leave the room until morning? Had the open window saved him from hours of drugged stupor, possible death? Was the fiend even now turning his beloved Elena to a still, yellow form like that of the girl he had met outside?
Suddenly, he froze. What was that dreadful sound?
It came again to his straining ears; an eerie, gruesome, blood-freezing scream, as though from the throat of a soul faced by some awful horror. The blood almost congealed in Flannery’s veins as the dreadful echoes ricocheted upward from the lower regions of the house.
He tensed; then, with a bitter oath, he sprang from the bed, hurled himself toward the door of the room, plunged out into the gloomy corridor. All was dark, ominously still. Had that weird outcry emanated from the tortured throat of the girl he loved?
Flannery’s craggy jaw squared at the thought, blue eyes hardening. He swore beneath his breath, groped along the clammy wall and reached the head of the stairs. For an instant, he stood stock still, listening. No sound was to be heard except the straining sobs of his own breathing. The ghostly house was quiet and still like—he shivered—like a graveyard at midnight.
He descended on tiptoe, long fingers tense to the cold, smooth balustrade. His determination was to hunt out the yellow beast, wrest Elena from its foul clutches, carry her away to safety.
At the foot of the stairs, he paused, his hand on the newel. In front of him lay the rooms of the lower floor, the eerie reception hall where he had been received. Behind the stairs was a door that should lead to a cellar. Some intangible force drew him irresistibly toward it.
Flannery opened the door. A stairway led downward in the blackness. He descended cautiously, every nerve and fiber tensed to the tautness of a violin string.
There was a long hallway at the foot of the stairs. A room near the front was lighted. He crept toward it. Crouching, he applied an eye to the keyhole. A whispered oath tumbled from his lax lips.
Never had he seen such a room. It was sinister, ungodly. In the corner opposite him was a heavy bronze urn filled with gleaming yellow flowers. The entire room was a Midas-dream, done entirely in glittering gilt. A sense of evil seemed to hang suspended over it.
There were four long tables in the room. One of these was empty. Each of the other three held the body of a beautiful girl. Each was young, honey-haired, and two of them were saffron-hued in harmony with the hideous color scheme of the nightmarish place. The third, the one nearest the door, flesh yet untouched by the hideous curse, was Elena Vaughn. She was strapped tightly to the surface of a table!
The two golden-hued girls were entirely nude; gleaming, carved figures of yellowest wax. The orange lights from above glinted down upon their bodies with a nacreous gleam. Elena alone was partially clothed. Flannery almost cried aloud as he noticed that the garments resembled the golden, satin creations worn by the lovely, dying girl he had encountered in the damnable fog.
Abruptly, something seemed to envelop Flannery in its folds. It came on silent feet from the darkness behind him.
Claws raked at his face, tore into his flesh, his throat. An overpowering odor was in his nostrils, shutting off his breathing. He reeled giddily. He felt himself slipping into blackness.
Mouthing a curse, he struck out desperately against the form that engulfed him; but his blows futilely contacted wispy nothingness. He staggered drunkenly. Something whistled in the darkness behind him, crashed down behind his left ear. Arn Flannery slithered inertly to the floor in an unconscious stupor.
* * * *
When the reporter regained consciousness a short time later, he found himself securely strapped to a long hard-surfaced table. The first thing his glazed eyes were conscious of was the macabre costume which adorned his figure. It consisted of loose robes of the vivid, gleaming hue of the sunset. Dizziness attacked him, and he closed his eyes to shut out the ghastly yellowness all about him.
Presently, he opened them again, and an oath seeped from his flaccid lips. He was in the hideous golden den, occupying the empty table he had seen. The room fairly stank with the heavy odor emanating from the yellow flowers.
Flannery’s eyes went to the tall, thin creature who smirked down in sadistic glee at his victims. The robes that covered his gaunt frame were golden. His yellow face was topped by a shock of corn-tassel hair which was trained to a point on his low forehead. The claw-like hands that extended toward the girls were covered with a wrinkled, yellow skin that resembled ancient parchment in texture.
Curses gurgled in Flannery’s throat and he lunged upward shouting Elena’s name. “Elena! What has he done? If the devil has harmed you—”
The girl found voice after turning her head and looking directly into his eyes. There was an infinity of pleading in her great orbs.
“He hasn’t harmed me yet, Arn. I’m all right so far. But I’m so afraid—”
The yellow creature spun around at the sound of their voices, glided softly over to Flannery’s table. The reporter felt a shudder twist his spine as he glanced up into those cruel eyes.
Thin, bloodless, green-yellow lips jerked back in a snarl. “Why did you come here?” the tall man droned.
“I came to see Miss Vaughn,” said Flannery, slowly, “who had taken a position as your secretary.”
“If that were true, would you have obtained entrance under false pretenses, my young friend? Why was the girl here?”
“She answered your ad for a secretary,” Arn said.
“Bah! You lie!” raged the yellow man. “She is just another newspaper snooper like yourself! It would have been best for you had you remained quietly under the opiate in your room, my friend!”
His purring voice was soft, but hate blazed in the queerly slanted eyes as he stood beside Flannery’s trussed body.
Flannery and the girl stared at him in wide-eyed horror, unable to give answer. The thin lips moved again, guttural words rumbled from them.
“You will be permitted to witness a miracle! You will see me change your sweetheart from the ugly whiteness she is now cursed with to the glowing, heated beauty of living gold.
“The others”—his tone softened, mournfully— “could not stand the change; they died just at the moment when my plans were near success. But I shall not fail this time. It will require three days and nights. And you, my sneaking friend, in the golden robes that do not defile my gold room, shall witness the amazing change. After that”—he spread talon-like hands—“I shall have a bit of sport with you, my impetuous intruder. Your sweetheart will be mine, then! Together, we shall enjoy your anguish as I slowly divorce your spirit from the clay and allow it to soar to another, and, I trust, happier domain.”
He chuckled obscenely, turned, walked over to Elena. Gently, his fingers stroked her rounded cheeks, and smooth, white shoulders.
“Ah, my dear,” he chanted softly, “soon all this will be changed. You will no longer be ugly with the whiteness of death as you are now! I will change you to a gleaming, glorious, golden-skinned queen, worthy of my love and the wealth of a golden kingdom!”
Elena’s eyes and soft body recoiled from him in pure horror. Frantically, she turned her head, looked appealingly at the helpless reporter. Flannery cursed, strained at his gyves.
“Damn you, you devil!” he raged, blue eyes blazing. “If you so much as lay your filthy hands on her again, I’ll tear your foul body to pieces with my bare hands!”
The yellow-hued captor laughed, horribly. He turned, moved to the door, where he paused.
“I leave you alone,” he piped, “while I go to prepare the first step.”
A series of mad chuckles rumbled from his scrawny throat as he went out and closed the door behind him.
“Oh, Arn!” sobbed the girl. “To think I should have brought you into this! He suspected my writing that letter, and tonight he dragged me to this dreadful yellow place! Now, everything is lost.”
“Don’t cry, honey. We’ll beat him yet!” Flannery tried to put a confidence into his voice that he did not feel. “I’ll get you out of this, Elena! But tell me. Was there another girl here?”
“There was one other, but she escaped tonight,” said Elena. “She fled, and the horrid devil could not find her in the fog. He laughed, and said she couldn’t go far in her condition. He boasted he’d bring her back in the morning!”
“She died in my arms,” murmured Flannery. “What is the curse? And do you have any idea what she might have meant when she gasped ‘Get key’ just before she died?”
Elena was silent for a moment, thinking. “Of course, the yellow curse might mean the method used in turning those girls that ghastly color, Arn,” she replied, slowly. “But ‘Get key’ puzzles me.
You don’t suppose she meant for you to get Keithley, do you? The inhuman monster is Professor Hugo Keithley, the archeologist, you know.”
“Why, of course, that’s it!” he cried. “She asked me to go for help before it was too late to save you, and she tried to tell me to get Keithley, the devil behind the yellow curse, but death sealed her lips! Have you found out anything?”
“No,” she said, hopelessly. “But he was constantly watching me, Arn. I hadn’t the slightest chance to discover anything about him.”
Flannery concentrated upon an attempt to free himself. He strained at the straps that held him. Perspiration dewed his forehead, dripped downward upon his neck. Elena gazed at him with imploring eyes, and her lips moved soundlessly as if praying to a merciful God to aid him.
His efforts were futile. He relaxed, gasping, cramps racking his body. He could do no more.
Suddenly, footsteps were again audible. Keithley reappeared in the doorway. One of the long hands was out-thrust, holding a tall, thin vial of varicolored pills. He moved forward slowly.
Helpless, Flannery focused his unwavering gaze on that container, wondering just what it might mean.
Like an apparition from some ghastly nightmare, Keithley waddled across the gilt-hued room, glared into the girl’s terrified face.
“You see, my dear, you have nothing to fear. You will merely lie quietly while I administer the precious medicine. We will alternate the red and purple pills for three days and nights. Gradually, as your ghastly whiteness is enriched by a golden hue, you will feel yourself drawn to me.” His leering lips curled, one claw gliding forward to touch pale flesh that shrank from his foul caress.
“Look, Keithley!” Flannery tried to keep his voice steady. “Why not try your evil concoction out on me? Give it to me and let her go!”
A sarcastic chuckle from the professor interrupted: “Don’t try heroics, my friend. It is useless!”
As Flannery cursed, the fiend turned to a metal cabinet on the wall beside his desk. He busied himself with glass tubes for a while, mad mutterings and chuckles falling from his throat in an unintelligible rumble of sound. Then, without looking at the reporter, he approached the girl, a large red pill on his outstretched palm.
A lurid oath spewed from Arn Flannery’s lips as he strained upward. Blind fury gave him the strength of a maniac.
Suddenly, abruptly, the worn leather straps parted under his mad efforts. His pain-racked arms were free. He sat up, tore at the buckles that bound his ankles, released himself. Then, grimly, he leaped to his feet and threw himself upon the figure of the yellow professor!
His plunging body crashed into the thin figure, bore it smashing to the floor. The yellow fiend cursed obscenely, fought back with all the fury of a madman. His long, sharp nails bit into Flannery’s cheeks. Then the reporter’s hard right fist crashed with bone-breaking impact against Keithley’s jaw, and the struggle was ended!
Arn Flannery turned and released the sobbing girl from her bindings. He held her close in his arms, whispered: “Don’t cry now, honey!”
He quickly strapped the unconscious figure to Elena’s table beside its victims. Then he turned to the desk in the corner. Feverishly, his fingers delved into pigeonholes, brought to light the secrets of the professor. In a few minutes he swung around, grinning.
“Here’s everything!” he announced, jubilantly, holding up a black bound volume. “The old coot’s diary and confessional. This Professor Hugo Keithley was once one of our most famous archeologists. He was bitten by an insect of the tsetse family while in Egypt. The bite brought on a yellow fever which left him withered, yellow, and with a mad lust in his blood. He became obsessed with a passion for gold!
“He outfitted this fantastic gold room to harmonize with his taste, then chose beautiful golden-haired girls as subjects for the hypnotism of which he was a past master. These victims were lured here by the secretarial ad, of course. Then to accomplish his purpose, and to change the girls to a golden hue, he administered a dangerous drug. It was a crude aphrodisiac, phosphorus! Wait, let me read from this book:
“Sodium phosphate—magnesium phosphate— phosphorus, a deadly poison, can, when properly treated and acidified by other agents, be taken into the human body in small quantities with comparative safety. The danger in its use, however, lies in the fact that the drug, under certain conditions, may burst into flame. The use of yellow phosphorus as an aphrodisiac will cause the patient to assume a vivid saffron hue. It is—”
“Heavens!” broke in Elena, shuddering with horror. “Think of that madman giving liquid fire to those helpless girls. And I was to be next!”
Arn Flannery took her into his arms, kissed her fears away.
“Let’s forget what will never happen, Elena, sweet! The yellow curse is a thing of the past. But we must get into our clothes, hunt up Keithley’s car. Mine’s in the ditch, and we must make that six o’clock deadline. What a story!”
They made the deadline by fifteen minutes, and the Times-Tribune scooped the town.



THE BRAIN OF MANY BODIES, by E. A. Grosser
CHAPTER I
THE BODY STEALERS
Wrane Randall slouched in one of Limpy’s chairs completely engrossed with thought. He didn’t see the Air Cop eyeing him from the doorway; nor did he see Limpy nudge the barman and say:
“They’re after him again. Take him a highball and ask if he knows Moses.”
The barman looked at Randall, then at the Air Cop. “I’ll bet that’s why they call him Rainy,” he said mournfully; “there’s always a storm when he’s around.”
“Sure,” agreed Limpy with a grin, “but he’s a good customer and always pays later for the damage when he tries to take the place apart, so get ready for a blackout.”
The barman took the drink to Randall’s table, set it down and mopped the varnished wood with his towel. “Limpy wants to know if you’re acquainted with Moses,” he muttered indetectably. “Huh?” asked Randall, looking up quickly. “Don’t look now,” warned the barman, “but they’re after you again.” He nodded toward the door.
The barman left and several seconds later Randall turned lazily to look at the doorway. He eyed the Air Cop, mildly surprised. So far as he knew, they couldn’t pin anything on him except incipient vagrancy, and while the situation demanded attention—immediate attention—it wasn’t a penitentiary offense. He turned back to his table, looked sternly at his glass and attempted to lose himself in a maze of low finance.
“Wrane Randall, rocketman?” asked a voice at his side a few moments later, Randall looked up at the Air Cop, then got slowly to his feet. It appeared that he was being polite, but he had discovered long ago that there was nothing like being prepared.
“Yeah, that’s me,” he admitted. “What do you want?”
“Come along.”
The Air Cop grasped Randall’s wrist and tried to flip his arm up behind his back. But Randall couldn’t see things that way and presented the Air Cop with a fistful of fingers.
The Air Cop did a quick-step adagio backward on rubbery legs, tripped over a chair and went down. And the lights went out! Randall leaped for the nearest exit, went through to the alley and found himself in the grip of two husky patrolmen.
This time each had an arm and he wasn’t in any position to engage in sanguinary retaliations. Especially so, a moment later when one of the patrolmen jabbed a sapper into his side and turned on the juice. All the “jump” went out of Randall’s body immediately.
They carried him back to the entrance of Limpy’s where they found the Air Cop waiting.
“Ah, got him, I see,” he approved, wiping the blood from his mouth with an expensive handkerchief. Nothing, in an Air Cop’s opinion, was too good for an Air Cop, and as they were the private army of the Air Chief, outranking all local, state and national officers, they were in a position to indulge their opinions.
THE paralysis of the sapper was wearing off. Randall gave a premonitory heave. One of the patrolmen brought out the sapper again to quiet him, but the Air Cop took the weapon and motioned the patrolman away.
“Go to headquarters and get a couple of squads of men, then come back here and rip all the wiring out of this dive. You needn’t be gentle, and you needn’t put it back,” he said with a grin. “Teach them a lesson.”
Then he turned to Randall. “I have orders to bring you in, in good condition—no bruises. So move along quietly and don’t count on any chances for escape. At the first sign of your getting mean, I’ll give you enough of the sapper to make you be a good boy for several hours. My ship is on the Administration Building roof. Now, march ahead!”
Randall staggered along, wishing his legs would behave, but somewhat relieved that he wasn’t to be accorded the usual treatment. When the Air Cops went after someone, it was usually merely an informal sentence of death. For instance, when they had an Irredentist, the common procedure was to allow an attempt to escape, then take in a dead man.
He was shoved into the tiny, steel cell at the rear of the one-man prison rocket, and the Air Cop went forward to the controls. A moment later Randall heard the thrumming roar of the rockets and felt their thrust. The air whined and screamed around the tiny ship, then subsided to a shrill whispering. And Randall knew they had reached the stratosphere.
He was filled with sudden envy. There was power! And speed! But it was power and speed reserved for the exclusive use of the Air Chief and his men. Those rockets must be atomic, as it was rumored they were. Anyway, they were infinitely better than the crude, tricky hydrogen-oxygen rockets that the rest of the world used. And even those had been given to the world by the first predecessor of the present half-legendary, but very real ruling force that was called the Air Chief.
Randall wondered at the genius of that man of a hundred years ago who had in one short year created these powerful atomic rockets, subdued all the nations of the world with his strange, invincible weapons, then started the construction of his vast city of Yss in central Asia. Only when the city was completed and his overlordship of the earth secure, had the Air Chief given the world the inferior rocketships and a thousand other equally harmless advantages to knit the world into one gigantic whole.
Randall differed radically with those who fought the Air Chief, as did the Irredentists. He realized fully the international anarchy that had preceded the Air Chief s coming. Even a despotic international rule was better than none at all, he maintained. But riding rockets like these and realizing that he could never be at the controls of such a ship, was almost enough to make a flag-waving, speech-making nationalist out of the most peaceful rocketman in the world. With these rockets nothing would be impossible. The moon would be easy! Then Mars and Venus! Then Mercury, the Asteroids, and the Moons of Jupiter! And after those…
* * * *
For an hour he listened to the half-heard, half-felt roaring song of the rockets, and longing and envy filled his being. He even forgot the dangers of his own position. Then the rockets stuttered, the song shifted to the forepart of the ship, and jolted the ship strongly. The shrill whispering of the thin air rose to a scream and Randall knew they were descending.
The plane shuddered again to the fore-rockets, then the keel jets wracked the ship, then abruptly the ship was still and silent. Randall wished that there was a window to his cell so he could see where they had landed.
A moment later the wish proved unnecessary. The door of the cell opened and his captor motioned for him to come out. Randall stepped out into the bright sunlight, and was numbly aware that it had been night in New York when he had been taken.
He stared around as two guards stepped forward to take positions at his sides. He marveled at the slender spires of the buildings, the thronged streets, flashing aircraft. And he knew he was in the forbidden city, Yss.
They hurried him across the roof to the elevators, and started down at such a speed that Randall’s stomach hadn’t more than time enough for one good flip-flop, then his knees were buckling with the deceleration. They led him to a somberly quiet part of the building that Randall took for a hospital, and they halted at a desk. One of the guards spoke briefly with the girl. She looked curiously at Randall.
“I’ll tell Dr. Brophy immediately,” she said, rising and going into an inner office.
When she returned, she stood to one side and motioned for them to enter. Randall and his guards went into the inner office and found themselves confronted by four men—two of them were hospital orderlies who moved forward to take charge of Randall. One of the two older men dismissed the guards, then turned to his companion with a smile.
“Well?… What do you think of him, Torvald?”
Torvald was eyeing Randall with critical eyes. “We could have done better,” he said unenthusiastically.
“You’re wrong,” argued the one Randall thought to be Brophy. “We can tattoo this fellow’s brown eyes blue, raise the hairline, remold the face a bit—all superficial work. The important thing is that, according to his registration, this man’s skeletal structure, and especially the skull, is the counterpart of the—the other’s. Of course, Randall’s nose seems to have taken a turn for the worse, but we can fix that easily enough.”
Torvald shrugged. “I think we could have done better,” he maintained.
Randall tried to ease himself out of the orderlies’ grips, but they weren’t to be taken by surprise. And they being big and husky, Randall was sure that a struggle would be useless. He faced the two older men.
“What’s this all about?” he demanded.
Neither of them deigned to answer, but Dr. Brophy gestured to the orderlies to take him away. As though by prearrangement, they hustled him out of the room and to a gleaming operating theater. They lifted him helplessly into the air, then strapped him to the operating table. After checking carefully, they left without a word.
Randall lay motionless on the table, unable to move even his head. A padded metal clamp clutched the sides of his cranium securely. He could only stare up at the bunched lights above him and wonder what would come next. Though it was probably only minutes, it seemed hours before Brophy and Torvald came. Brophy was still arguing with his companion.
“It will work, I tell you,” Brophy insisted. “I have done it before, and this time by using my Gen-Rays to facilitate healing, it will be simple. You are new here. That is your trouble. You can’t realize that we mean it when we say we are centuries ahead of the outside world. Have you got that negative?”
Torvald gave him a flat folder. Stem took out a negative and fastened it in a bracket so that it covered completely the mouth of a radiation machine. Satisfied, he turned to Torvald.
“You seem to think that the transference, itself, is the most wonderful and unbelievable part. That is merely a very refined technique. We have been doing that for a century. The Air Chief himself first taught us that. But my Gen-Ray! That is mine! It takes surgery away from the sciences and makes it an art. The negative allows the rays to strike the living flesh in varying strengths, and under the rays the flesh molds itself”
Torvald looked doubtful. “Possibly,” he said. Brophy snorted. “Small minds from the outer world,” he commented. “Only we here in Yss have the bravery and science to really delve into the unknown. Well, first we’ll have to break this fellow’s nose and set it right. You administer the anaesthetic.”
“Say, for God’s sake! Tell me what you’re going to do!” Randall pleaded, rolling his eyes to look at them in turn.
Brophy smiled shrewdly. “You are a fretful person,” he commented dryly. “Millions of people would like to be in your position and know that their body was destined to rule the world.”
“My body? What about my brain?” Something in the doctor’s words sent a chill through Randall.
Dr. Brophy shrugged slightly. “It shall be replaced with a much better one,” he comforted. “But what about me?”
Brophy shrugged again. “Your brain will have to be destroyed. The Air Chief cannot have a former tenant of the body he is using walking around alive. It wouldn’t be proper, and besides, there won’t be any body for you if it were. The one the Air Chief has at present is just about worn out. He wears them ragged in ten years. Then we have to find another for him and attend to the brain transference. The anaesthetic, Torvald.”
“Do you mean,” asked Randall quickly, “that it has been done before?”
“Certainly. The Air Chief himself is the one who taught us.”
“Then the man who conquered the earth is the one who rules it now?”
“Yes,” Brophy agreed, fussing with the radiation machine. “Torvald!” he snapped annoyedly. “The anaesthetic! I can’t work while he is chattering.”
Randall struggled to loose his head from the clamp, to keep his face out of the mask. He felt as though he had been caught in the cogs of a great machine and that it was dragging him irresistibly to destruction. It was nightmarish! He was powerless to escape. The mask descended over his mouth and nose and the anaesthetic blanked out his consciousness like a candle flame in the wind.
CHAPTER II
CONSPIRACY!
Randall awoke in bed, wondering how he had overcome Limpy’s shrewdness and knowledge of his customer’s finances. He had all the inward agonies of a hangover. Then he remembered the Air Cop and the two doctors. He sat up quickly, then held his head in his hands and regretted his hasty movement.
He stared down at the cover of the bed. It was heavily brocaded. He felt of it. It was yellow, and had a metallic feel. And though he had seen little of the metal of late and was consequently a poor judge, he bet himself that it was gold.
“Are you feeling better?” asked a soft, feminine voice.
Randall looked to the source of the words and for a moment the world seemed to consist of clear gray eyes.… Then he saw the rest—an evenly featured young face with a few freckles on the nose, dark hair, and all set off to the very best advantage by a nurse’s uniform. She was approaching, coming across the huge room to his side.
“Much better,” he agreed, staring.
She flushed, then said coldly, “Don’t let it get you down. As a rule, patients fall for their nurses, and usually regret it afterward. It is propinquity.”
“I don’t think so.… It’s you.”
She turned away, muttering something about “—fresh.”
“Unspoiled, you mean,” he corrected. “Well, how about getting me some clothes so I won’t feel so d—darned helpless.” Then he remembered Dr. Brophy’s operation and added, “And I’d like to have a mirror.”
She brought him a hand mirror. He took it and waited for her to speak.
“Sorry, no clothes,” she said. “Patients stay in bed better when they know they will be nearly nude if they get up. It makes it much easier to handle them.”
Randall grunted and deferred the argument to look at himself. The face he saw wasn’t his own! For the first time since that fight in Sydney his nose was straight. His reflection had blue eyes instead of brown, the forehead was higher, and the eyes set deeper.
“A big improvement, don’t you think?” asked a third person.
Randall looked up to meet Brophy’s eyes. He waited without answering.
Brophy motioned the girl to leave, and when she had, he faced Randall. His eyes were hard and unemotional, as was his voice.
“You know what you face,” he stated calmly. “The Air Chief will take your body, and your brain will be destroyed. And don’t think that it can’t happen. I have done it twice for the Air Chief, myself.” He halted and seemed to be waiting for some comment from Randall.
“Well, admitting that,” Randall prompted.
“You might escape that by cooperating with us. You might not only escape that, but be the richest and most powerful man in the world, subject only to a three-man board.”
“Who are ‘us’ and this three-man board?”
“We are the scientific men of Yss. In this one giant city we have over a fifth of the scientists and research workers of the world. As soon as an outsider reaches prominence, he is brought here to work. We have made great advances, far beyond what the world at large suspects, but we work under rigid supervision. We are forbidden to investigate certain things, told to do others; we are only the laboratory assistants of the Air Chief. He controls everything. A hundred times we have been ordered to cease experimenting along a certain line, and for no visible reason.”
“I can’t see what all this has to do with me,” said Randall.
“Just this!—you, instead, will become the ruler, under our control. There will be a brain destroyed, but a brain is not a very personalized bit of matter as far as appearance goes—not as far as ordinary acquaintance goes, anyway. His brain and not yours will die.”
Randall locked his fingers in back of his head and settled himself comfortably. “This sounds a lot more interesting,” he judged. “Go on.”
Dr. Brophy smiled. “That’s all,” he said.
“Is that why you changed my eyes and face?”
“No,” Dr. Brophy said. “We did that at the Air Chiefs orders. The transplantation is always a great shock and he thought to lighten it as much as possible. Also, there are many memory-blanks after the operation, and his retinue’s knowledge of that and our help, will make the switch possible. Are you going to help?”
“First, how did you change me this way? It’s far better than plastic surgery.”
“But most of the change was plastic surgery, then we healed the wounds and added flesh to your face by using a variant of mitogenetic rays that can be screened by silver salts. We photographed the Air Chief many times, made a composite negative that was lightest where your face was leaner than his, then screened the rays with that negative. The Gen-Rays, acting on the cells of your body, stimulated growth. You were chosen because your skeletal structure corresponded. Coloring your eyes was simply by the old tattooing method. Is that all?”
“Yes,” said Randall sharply. “Why don’t you simply transfer your own brain, or the one of someone you trust, to my body. And don’t tell me you trust me!”
“We don’t, but we are forced to seek your aid,” said Dr. Brophy coldly. “Skeletal structures differ, and your cranium will hold your brain, or the Air Chief s—not ours. You were selected after we had searched thousands of records. The Air Chief supervised that work personally.”
“He seems to have his fingers in everything,” Randall commented dryly. He thought quickly. When he looked up, his eyes and mouth were hard. “I’m with you,” he said.
“Good,” the doctor returned. “I have scheduled the operation for ten o’clock—that is two hours from now. Rest quietly until then. I’ll have to put you under, and create the appearances of the operation having been completed, so you will need your strength.” He turned and left.
The girl came back almost immediately. But she seemed to have changed greatly. Her face was set firmly with determination as she approached Randall. Then he saw that she had a tiny pistol in her hand, and that it pointed directly at him. His hair moved as though a chill wind had blown suddenly on the back of his neck.
He looked at her face, saw that she was steeling herself to do something that was unpleasant to her—and, he suspected, even more unpleasant to him. If he could make her smile.…
“Gosh! Trouble sure loves me!” he mourned, searching her face anxiously for some response. There was none. “I always thought I’d be safe if I stayed in bed,” he continued.
She was only a few feet away. The bore of the tiny pistol looked like a rocket jet to Randall. He felt a chilly perspiration beading his forehead. Something like this would happen when he had just found out that the world was his oyster!
Her lips trembled, and his spirits soared with sudden hope, only to be dashed abruptly as her finger tightened on the trigger. She was close enough so that he could have reached the gun, but he knew that he couldn’t wrench it away from her before she pulled the trigger. And though the pistol was small, he was well aware of the destructive explosiveness of the tiny bullets. Sponges would be in order for him afterward. God! If only he could make her smile!… Or even talk!
“Why are you going to shoot me?”
“I can’t let you live!” she said huskily, revealing the strain she felt. “I can’t! A Science Board would be worse than the Air Chief. And if you die, maybe the Air Chief will die before they can find another body for him.”
“You talk like an Irredentist,” he accused quickly.
“I am an Irredentist,” she said proudly. “And this is a chance to free the world—a chance that may never come again. You must die!” Her finger tightened on the trigger again.
“Wait a minute!” he almost shouted. ‘Wait a minute! Don’t be unreasonable—I’m not.”
“You mean—”
“I mean I don’t give a damn for politics—of any kind. It seems to be a pretty rough business the way you folks play it. All I care for is a good rocketship, and paydays. Now, you tell me what’s on your mind and I’ll see if we can’t two-time those guys.”
She hesitated, then shook her head. “No. We couldn’t trust you.”
He was tensing his arm for the hopeless snatching at the weapon, when there was a sound at the door. The girl half-turned. Randall reached out quickly and twisted the pistol out of her hand, then turned to the door.
Dr. Torvald was standing in the doorway, staring at them.
“You must come in,” said Randall with mocking politeness, and reinforced the invitation by leveling the pistol at the doctor.
Dr. Torvald saw the point and came in meekly. Randall sized him up carefully, then turned to the girl.
“You go to the window and watch the street,” he ordered. “And you,” he continued, turning to Dr. Torvald, “get out of those clothes and I’ll lend you a sheet.”
The girl faced the doctor. She was close to crying. “I’m sorry, doctor. It’s my fault. I couldn’t kill him!”
“That’s a surprise to me,” Randall snorted. “I’d have sworn your intentions were the worst.” Then he frowned and looked from one to the other. “Say, are you an Irredentist, too?” he asked the doctor.
Neither of them said anything.
“I see you are,” Randall growled. “Well, get over to that window, anyway! And you take those clothes off, and take them off fast!”
A few moments later he faced the pair, fully dressed. He smiled. Dr. Torvald was much less impressive with a sheet for a toga.
Dr. Torvald became even more dignified. “What do you plan to do?” he asked.
“Well, I think I’ll look up Brophy first. He was going to do the right thing by me.”
“Any guard will take you to him,” sneered Torvald. “He was arrested only a few minutes ago.”
Randall’s eyes widened with surprise, then narrowed. “Well, maybe I’ll stumble over a rocketship, then,” he said, knowing he could hardly just run into one. The building was filthy with the Air Chief s personal guards.
He looked at the girl. She had been silent since returning from the window. She avoided his eyes.
“What’s your name?” he demanded.
“Patricia Holden,” she replied in a muffled voice.
He leveled the pistol at Dr. Torvald, then swept her to him with his left arm, kissed her. He released her as the doctor started forward. The doctor halted quickly.
“Not very satisfactory,” Randall said to the girl. “But it’ll have to do. I may not be seeing you again.”
He started toward the door, but she halted him.
“Do you love me?” she asked.
He looked at her in amused surprise, and smiled. “I could learn,” he admitted.
“Then help us! Please! I’ll do anything you ask. I’ll marry you, if you want.”
He stared down at her, found her eyes unwavering. He tried to read her purpose, but couldn’t.
“You’ve forgotten that Brophy has been arrested. The only way I could help you is to die—messily. And I’m not in the mood. And another thing—I like to do my own chasing. It’s kind of disconcerting to have a woman snap back at me.”
She flushed, and he went on to the door. He halted, listened, then turned to ask:
“Any guards out here?”
Torvald said, “Yes,” and the girl shook her head “no.”
“You ought to get together,” Randall criticized.
He opened the door, holding the gun ready in his pocket where it would be unnoticeable—unless he had to use it. But the girl had told the truth.
“Thanks, Pat,” he called back. “And, so long! I’ll be seeing you later—maybe.”
CHAPTER III
THE AIR CHIEF
He closed the door after him, feeling fairly confident that they wouldn’t dare raise any alarm. There was the awkward problem of explaining how a patient had been able to secure a pistol, and the patient could talk.
He looked around the room, saw that it was larger than the other and equally well furnished. It was obvious that they formed an apartment. There were two other doors.
He went to the nearer one and listened. He heard the slight scuffing of a movement, and went to the other door. He waited for several minutes, heard nothing, then opened the door and started out.
He halted abruptly, hand tightening on the gun in his pocket, and faced a trimly uniformed guard.
“Excellency!” said the guard, presenting arms.
Randall stared for a moment, then his fingers relaxed from his pistol. The guard thought he was the Air Chief! And why not? Hadn’t he been chosen because he could be made to resemble the Chief? And Brophy and Torvald had done good work.
“Allow no one to go through this doorway, Guard,” he ordered. “Neither in, nor out.”
“Yes, Excellency,” said the guard, remaining stiffly at attention.
Randall strode away, concealing his elation. The corridor joined a larger corridor and a few feet away he saw another guard stationed at a door. Randall strode up to him. The guard came to attention and waited.
Randall repeated his orders to the first guard, then started down the corridor, grinning as he thought of the time Pat and Torvald were going to have when they tried to get out of that room. Then his thoughts turned exultantly to escape. The masquerade had worked twice, so there was no reason why it shouldn’t work all the way to the roof and get him a rocketship—if he didn’t meet the real Air Chief.
He stepped into an elevator. “All the way up,” he ordered.
The operator closed the door, started up and stopped almost immediately.
“This is the fiftieth floor, Excellency,” the operator said, trying to keep his eyes off Randall.
“Your private elevator is at the other end of the corridor.” He hesitated, then added, “I will show you the way, Excellency, if you wish.”
Randall faced the man quickly. “Why?” he demanded, afraid that the fellow suspected.
The fellow paled, was frightened. “A-As one of the Household Corps I was ordered to hold myself ready to assist Your Excellency in any way when it seemed that you—you might act as though you had forgotten.”
Randall remembered Dr. Brophy’s words—that the brain transplantation caused memory lapses. Evidently orders had been issued to take care of that matter. “Show me the way,” he said with relief.
The elevator man led him down the corridor to another shaft, summoned the elevator.
“His Excellency wishes to go to the roof,” he instructed the new man.
Randall was assisted into the elevator as though he were an invalid, and the ride upward was much slower than he knew to be possible.
“Shall I assist you, Y our Excellency?” the man asked when they came to a stop.
“No,” said Randall. “I think I can make it.”
Feigning weakness, he left the elevator, then halted abruptly. Facing him was his mirror-image, the face he remembered seeing in the mirror that Pat had given him before he had escaped. Only this time he wasn’t looking into a mirror.
The image purpled with anger, opened his mouth.
“Guards!” he bawled.
Randall ducked back into the elevator and slammed the door before the operator could see. The man looked at Randall uncomprehendingly.
“What—?” he started.
“Down!” snapped Randall. “It’s a revolt!”
That was a word the man understood. The elevator descended swiftly. Randall’s mind raced. He hadn’t seen any stairways—probably there were none; only elevators.
“Your apartments, Excellency,” said the operator as he brought the elevator to a stop and opened the door.
“Stop all elevators!” Randall ordered, getting out.
“The master switches are in your apartments, Excellency.”
“Then warn all the operators you can reach, not to answer calls to the roof. We must isolate them.”
He turned, not knowing which way to go, but a uniformed servant came and bowed submissively.
“My apartments,” said Randall. “Lead!” Then to impress the urgency for speed, added, “And hurry!”
RANDALL felt like a modern Paul Revere. But events were moving smoothly, so smoothly that he felt a bit suspicious. He followed the servant into a large room. Two men sat at complex control panels and a third, seemingly in command of the trio, sat a little distance from them. They leaped to their feet, saluting.
“Cut out the elevators!” snapped Randall with a silent prayer.
The two men leaped back to their control boards to obey, but the third came toward Randall. Then he came to attention.
“Revolt,” Randall explained tersely, and kept his features rigid to conceal his doubt.
“Dr. Brophy, Excellency?” asked the officer.
Randall nodded. “I think they are still on the roof,” he added. “They performed the operation, but didn’t destroy the other brain. Instead, they transferred it to my old body and revived it first, intending to seize control before I recovered. Have you any suggestions? I am at a disadvantage.”
The officer interpreted the last as Randall hoped he would, and suggested quickly, ‘We should order the Air Guards to prevent anyone taking off from this building, Excellency.”
“Do that.”
The officer turned and gave the order to the men. Then he faced Randall again. “Excellency, I also suggest that we communicate with the Household Guards, have them gather in force at every elevator. Then we could switch them in and they could attack.”
“Do that, also,” agreed Randall.
While the officer gave the necessary orders, Randall looked around. Now that he had placed the Air Chief s defenses at his own defense, there was nothing more that he could do except chance revealing his true identity. Even though it seemed not, there must be limits to the credibility of the too thoroughly disciplined guards. He had to keep out of the way until the Air Chief was disposed of.
The officer halted in the middle of his instructions and looked questioningly at Randall.
“Shoot to kill,” said Randall, and the words must have been quite in character with the personality he had blindly assumed. The officer transmitted the order.
“Now, I must rest,” said Randall, waiting for the officer to help him. There were a number of doors leading from the room and it might be just too bad if he took the wrong one. A hint of suspicion would bring the whole edifice of cards down around his ears. The officer hesitated, then as Randall leaned heavily on his shoulder, started toward one of the doors.
Randall found himself in a luxuriously furnished but oddly decorated room. The most general color was a deep ruby shade. The whole effect was decidedly unrestful and reminded Randall forcefully of the effect of colors on emotions. He no longer wondered at the strange brilliance of the Air Chief; a brilliance that had made it possible for him to subdue the world and keep it enslaved. Any person who could find such a room restful must either be mad, or possess a mental balance entirely beyond the understanding of the normal man. Randall felt himself longing for just one touch of green, or blue.
He sat down on the deeply cushioned couch and motioned the officer to go back to his duties, watched the man leave, then gave free rein to his curiosity.
He saw a massive, ornately carved switch on the wall. He got up, went closer. He heard a sound behind him and turned quickly, but he was alone in the room.
A door in the wall attracted his attention. The bottom of the door was three feet from the floor, and it was four feet high by two feet wide. He went to it, grasped the knob, pulled. It opened easily.
He stared. Slowly his hand slipped from the knob and fell to his side. Before his eyes was a huge transparent flask containing some transparent liquid. And in the liquid floated a small body, about three feet in height. It was thin, with the huge joints of a rachitic child. The skin was a reddish bronze and hideously wrinkled. But the head was fully the size of a mature man’s.
Randall stepped back, disgust filling his soul. Was the Air Chief pitting his incomparable genius against the problem of creating life? Or, what was much more probable, was he trying to create a super-body for his own use? Randall smiled sickly. If that was the case, then he certainly hadn’t succeeded—providing this was the best he had been able to do. Nature was still a better craftsman. Despite his situation, he chuckled.
And his chuckle was answered by another directly behind him. He wheeled, found himself facing the Air Chief. The Air Chief held a gun in a hand that didn’t tremble.
Hard blue eyes drilled into Randall’s, which were of a similar blue. There was the same high forehead, the same strong-willed mouth, the same well-fleshed face. The only difference was that the Air Chief was ten years older in body and looked thirty more, and was decades older mentally.
“My body amuses you?” the Air Chief asked gently, but the hardness of his face defied the gentleness.
Randall moved his hand closer to his pocket, and the pistol. The Air Chief’s hand tightened suddenly, the weapon hummed and all the strength left Randall’s body. He fell loosely to the floor.
He lay motionless, but though he couldn’t move his body, his mind was clear. He could see and hear. The Air Chief came to his side, stooped carefully and took the pistol from Randall’s pocket, then stepped back and sat down.
“Like all your kind, you are a fool,” he said wearily. “Did you suppose I might never want to get secretly to the hangars? There are many things that only I know. This weapon is the refinement of the ‘sapper.’ My shriveled, preserved body that you laughed at—” Suddenly he halted, pressed one hand to his heart. His face grayed with pain; his lips became discolored.
Randall recognized the pain for what it was—a heart attack. He hoped that it might be fatal. He cursed his own helplessness and fought to get up. His heart leaped when he felt his strength returning.
But when he tried to get to his feet, the Air Chief leveled the strange weapon with a trembling hand. The weapon hummed and Randall collapsed. Finally the Air Chief got slowly to his feet. He crossed the room to the open locker containing the tiny body, and closed the door. Then he returned and pulled a cord.
A moment later the door opened and the officer came into the room. The Air Chief covered him with the pistol as the officer’s bewildered gaze went from one to the other.
“You have been a fool, Commander,” the Air Chief husked. “You obeyed this new body too soon. The operation has not yet been performed, and I doubt if even Dr. Brophy’s Gen-Ray will enable a patient to walk away from the table.
“Communicate with Dr. Torvald… Have Dr. Brophy brought from his cell. The change must be made immediately.”
Randall listened to his own death sentence, but it was heard through a hazy horror which made everything seem unreal. The Air Chief had claimed that hideous body as his own. It had been preserved for years—those chemicals and pumps kept it alive. He treasured it! And Randall knew instinctively that nothing on earth had ever produced a body such as that one.
CHAPTER IV
UTOPIA!
The officer left to obey. The Air Chief lay back weakly on the couch and rested quietly. He seemed to be summoning his last reserves of strength. And Wrane Randall could only wait helplessly for death to come.
Guards came, took him back to the small hospital where his features had been changed. Orderlies took charge of him. In a moment, he was fastened securely to an operating table, and even though he felt his strength returning, he was helpless.
He tried to move. His muscles responded, but he was clamped tight. He lay still, haunted by the thought that though he was to die, his body would live on.
After what seemed hours, the Air Chief was brought in on a stretcher and gently placed on another table. Randall watched from the corners of his eyes, and saw the Air Chief turn to face him. An evil smile gleamed on the discolored face. Randall heard a husking whisper.
“You only succeeded in hastening your end,” the Air Chief mocked. “It is now fifteen minutes to ten, as you Earthlings calculate time. The operation will proceed as soon as Dr. Brophy and Dr. Torvald arrive. I shall have to use him, but three of my guards will remain; and if I do not live—in your body—no one shall leave this room. And the rest of my guards shall wait outside to see that there is no interference. So you needn’t try to comfort yourself that we might both die.”
“That wouldn’t be any comfort,” Randall replied. He was thinking rapidly. Judging from the manner in which the Air Chief spoke of Dr. Torvald, he didn’t know that both doctors were traitors. And he spoke of men as ‘Earthlings’!
“What are you?” Randall asked. “You—your brain…that body you said was yours.… That wasn’t human!”
“You are mistaken,” the Air Chief chuckled. “I am human—more human than you are. I am from Mars, as were your ancestors. Gradual adaptation over hundreds of thousands of years changed your bodies. I came to Earth a century ago when my last companion died. Mars is a dead world now. But I…I have outlived my world! I am greater than time! I am greater than all your world! I am greater than the gods! I am the last Martian!”
RANDALL heard him choke. And from the corners of his eyes he saw the Air Chief’s face twist into an unholy mask of agony. Randall grinned. Now was the time!—if he could kill this monster, even though he himself died only a short time later.
“You’ve lived a long time,” he taunted, “but only to die now. Dr. Brophy is a traitor to you, a scientist who cares for nothing but the privilege of unhampered research. So you made an enemy of him. But Dr. Torvald is the man you should fear!” Randall saw the Air Chief stiffen. The gray face turned to face him, eyes horribly alive with an alien intelligence.
They heard the door open, but the Air Chief’s eyes remained fastened on Randall. Suddenly Randall feared that he had delayed too long. A number of people were entering. He heard the door close again.
“Dr. Torvald is the man you should fear!” he shouted at the Air Chief. “He is an Irredentist! All he desires is your death, and it won’t matter to him if he has to die!”
Randall heard a curse from the group near the door. It sounded like Torvald. But he was watching the Air Chief. As he had hoped, the information was too much for the Air Chief s weak heart. The man stiffened spasmodically, quivered.
One of the guards ran to the Air Chief s side with a curse, then turned back to the two doctors.
“Hurry! Damn you! Hurry! Maybe you can change his brain to this other body yet!”
Randall saw the two doctors go to the Air Chief. Brophy lifted the lifeless hand. And as he waited, Randall wondered if the other guards had remained at the door. Then he felt a touch and rolled his eyes to see.
Patricia Holden was standing beside him. She slipped something into his hand. It was a gun! He heard a muffled click and the clamps were loose.
“Do whatever you think best,” Pat said softly. “I couldn’t see them go on.”
The pistol lay comfortingly in his hand. Its heaviness balanced a lot of trouble from his mind. Once more he felt himself a firm believer in the adage, “If you want a thing done right, do it yourself.”
“You’re a regular arsenal, baby,” he whispered.
“It’s the Air Chief s own pistol,” she replied hastily. “I stole it from his clothes.”
He motioned her to step away from him, to get out of danger, but she lingered at his side. Randall looked at the others by turning his head slowly. There were two guards at the doorway and one with the doctors. It would take two shots.
Dr. Brophy dropped the Air Chief s hand. It struck the table at the side of the lifeless body with a soft thump.
“It is too late,” he said. “Circulation has stopped. Before we could be half through, most of the delicate brain cells would be dead.”
Torvald smiled happily and glanced at Pat Holden. Then he frowned that she didn’t seem happy. The guard at the doctors’ side glanced at his fellows near the door. He nodded.
Their hands went to their pistols. Randall decided to take them first, even though the third guard would probably get him. He reached up, sent Pat reeling across the room and out of danger, then he rolled off the table to his feet as he shot at the men near the door.
The weapon in his hand merely hummed, but the men went down like rag dolls. And as their pistols clattered on the floor, he swept his own weapon toward the remaining guard and the two doctors.
The guard was struggling to draw his gun, but Dr. Brophy fought silently and efficiently. Randall’s pistol swept over him and Brophy slumped. The guard brought his pistol out of the holster, lifted it, then he too went down. A moment later Torvald fell like a northern pine. His shoulder struck the operating table on which the dead Air Chief lay, and they crashed to the floor.
Randall covered the door and waited. If the crash had been heard, the guards would be streaming in.
Evidently the sound hadn’t reached them. The door remained closed. Pat was climbing to her feet, frightened and resentful of his harsh treatment.
“Get their arms,” Randall said, then was suddenly acutely conscious of his unclothed state. He snatched up the sheet from the floor where it had fallen, and draped it over his shoulders.
Pat Holden glanced at him. “You look like Dr. Torvald,” she jibed.
Randall looked quickly at the unconscious doctor, half-expecting to see the man chuckle.
ONE of the guards was struggling to sit up before Pat could collect all the guns. Randall calmly shot the man again, and smiled to see him lay back tiredly and relax.
Pat brought the guns to the table and stood at his side while they awaited the recovery of the men. He looked down at her.
“I thought you were an Irredentist?”
“I was; but I got to thinking of all the horrible things we do for political reasons and—and I got to wondering if it was worthwhile. I decided it wasn’t.”
“When did you start wondering?” he asked.
“Just after—” She halted, flushing crimson.
Randall grinned. “So marrying me would be a horrible thing?” he said. “I feel sorry for you.”
She kept her head averted as he moved toward her. Then she pointed to the door. “Look! He’s coming out of it.”
Randall covered the guard with the pistol.
“Get up!” he ordered.
The guard looked around for his gun, then got slowly to his feet. Randall motioned to the table. “You won’t need it,” he assured.
The two doctors and the guard in the second group shot down, were reviving and Randall forced them into a line. There was a short wait for the third man to revive, then Randall cleared his throat.
“I’m only a rocketman,” he said, “but after seeing a few of you fellows who are supposed to have brains, I think I’m pretty good in that line too. I’m top dog now, and I intend to stay on top. You poor morons who are all brains haven’t got sense enough to run things, so I’m taking over.
“You, Dr. Brophy, would have a Science Board of Three to rule the world. I’m not denying that they couldn’t. But it wouldn’t be much of a world when they got started. Haven’t you any respect for a thing called liberty, or pursuit of happiness, to say nothing of life? Shut up! Of course you deny you’d have a machine world. But you would!
“And you, Dr. Torvald… You are an Irredentist. You want the good old days. You think today with today’s science, but you’re living in the past. Have you ever stopped to think what those good old days were? Sure, some men had more liberty. But all civilization is, is giving up some of the smaller liberties so that you can guarantee everyone the greater ones. Your kind of liberty would be a jungle. The world has gone beyond that. Take your choice! It doesn’t matter which you choose; the fact remains. Remember all the little wars that nations used to have, and the big ones? God! Even the Air Chief was a blessing when you consider them. He wasn’t so bad in some ways. This central authority of Yss has possibilities of lifting the whole world to a new high. He wouldn’t; I will!”
He stopped to look at them. Then he continued: “Remember, Brophy—there would be no organized science without a central authority. And you, Torvald, remember that there can be no liberty or happiness without some guarantee that the strong guys won’t step all over the weak ones.
“You both better quit living in your little ivory towers. You’re a couple of hundred years behind the times. There’s only one way to prevent hell from breaking loose, and that is for all of you to play my game. I will take the place of the Air Chief and be the central authority—call it the executive branch. Maybe we can make it elective afterwards!
“But, Brophy—there will be science, organized science. And we will give most of the results to the world, not hide them. We will only keep that knowledge we need to keep Yss in control—by force, if necessary.
“And you, Torvald—you and others like you will be sent out into the world to organize elections. For a certain number of people—say, ten million—there will be one representative in the world-lawmaking body. And a judicial will be elected. Well?… What is your answer?”
“How are you going to do all this?” growled Brophy.
“Hell, man! I am the Air Chief—as long as I choose to be, and as long as you support me.”
Still they hesitated. Torvald glanced at the guards. “I think we could trust you. If not, we can pull you down. Your intelligence isn’t as great as the Air Chief s. You’re vulnerable. It is agreeable to me.”
“And me,” echoed Brophy.
They looked to the guards. The guards hesitated. No one seemed willing to speak.
“We could kill them,” said Randall and smiled when Pat’s hand gripped his arm, “but those outside would do the same to us, if we come out without them. Right?” he asked, turning to them.
“Right,” agreed one of them. “Orders were that we come out of here with the Air Chief in his new body, or that they shoot us down.”
Torvald started to speak, but Randall waved him to silence. Then he faced the guard who had spoken.
“We can’t give you anything you haven’t always had,” he admitted. “You’ve always had your jobs and your paydays. You’ve always been able to go out and blow your pay on a hell of a time, or have a family and raise that family as you wanted to. Sure, I know that. That’s called liberty. You have it now, but there are millions like you that haven’t. We all have a chance at liberty and a new world, and you will not lose what you already have. You will be giving others liberty like that. Are you going to pass up that chance?
“Or are we all going to leave this room together and consider, and make others consider, the operation was a complete success—only one of the patients died? It is up to you… Take your choice. But do it quickly.”
The guards looked at one another.
“It’s better than dying.”
“Let’s give it a whirl.”
“Okay with me. I got a kid brother who couldn’t make the guards.”
Randall straightened. He felt taller without the strain of doubt. “Then it’s settled,” he said, starting toward the door. “Let’s go!”
“Wait a minute!” said Dr. Brophy. “We’re good surgeons here, but our patients don’t get up and walk away from us after a brain transplantation. You have to be sick for awhile, and there will have to be a scar.”
“That is easily fixed,” said Torvald tersely and the guards grinned.
Wrane Randall stepped back, unwilling, but he was greatly overruled. In a moment he found himself lying on the table again. Patricia Holden was standing near his head, ready for business and smiling with enjoyment. He looked up at her.
“It’s a bad habit you’re forming,” she advised unsympathetically.
Randall glared at her as Torvald approached with the anaesthetic.
“Do you remember what I said about doing my own chasing?” Randall asked her, and she nodded, flushing. “Well,” he advised, “you better start running now, because while my intentions are strictly honorable, I think I’ll start off with a good spanking.”



TONG TORTURE, by Emile C. Tepperman
The body of the dead Chinaman was the first thing that Nick Ronson saw when he came into the library of the wealthy Gregory Deming. Next to the Chinaman was another lumpy form.
The man from the medical examiner’s office was just starting to work on the body of the little yellow man. He was not pleasant to look at; he had been shot through the head, and the bullet had come out in back.
Nick turned an inquiring glance at the others.
McGuire, of homicide, was sitting in a straight-backed chair and talking confidentially to Gregory Deming. Deming, the well-known collector of jade, seemed to be all broken up.
Not so, McGuire. The homicide man was smoking one of Deming’s expensive cigars with evident relish. His trousers were pulled up at the knees, and the cuffs were an inch or so above the tops of his purple socks, which he wore without garters. He glanced away from Deming, and his self-satisfied look changed to a sulky frown when the manservant preceded Nick Ronson across the room—taking care to give the bodies a wide berth—and announced to the jade collector, “Mr. Ronson, sir.”
Deming pulled himself together, arose with a word of apology to the homicide man, and offered his hand to Nick.
Nick shook hands with him, then said to the police detective, “Hello, Mac. How’s tricks?” McGuire scowled. “Pretty good till you showed up. Anybody send for you, or did you just smell trouble?”
Deming smiled apologetically at McGuire. “Sorry. I’ve been so upset I forgot to mention it before. I thought it best to hire a private detective as a bodyguard. These Orientals, you know—”
“Sure, sure,” McGuire growled. “It’s your privilege, Mr. Deming.”
Nick said, “I didn’t understand that you only wanted a bodyguard. I could have assigned one of my men for twenty-five a day. I don’t usually—”
Deming interrupted. “I know, Mr. Ronson. But I don’t want an ordinary operative. I know you’re worth more than that yourself—but I’m ready to pay it. You can write your own ticket.” Nick shrugged. “All right, if that’s the way you feel about it.” He glanced across at the bodies. “Who did all the shooting?”
Deming said nervously, “I did.” He pointed to an open wall safe. “I got back earlier than usual tonight, and found the Chinaman at the safe. He had stabbed Frayner.” Deming closed his eyes hard as a surge of emotion swept over him. He indicated the body under the sheet, next to the Chinaman. “That’s Frayner. He was my secretary; been with me for five years; just been married—and he has to be stabbed to death protecting my jade collection from a common thief!” The collector turned back to Nick, his chin quivering. “That Chinaman must have had the combination, because the safe was open the way it is now. When I surprised him, he came at me with a knife—the same knife he killed Frayner with. Luckily, I was armed, and I shot him.”
McGuire got out of his chair. “Everything checks,” he told Nick. “There’s the knife on the table. The Chink’s prints are on the safe. I called downtown, and Inspector Glennon said it wouldn’t be necessary to bring Mr. Deming down now. It’s a plain case of robbery and murder.”
Nick said. “So what am I supposed to do around here? What’re you afraid of, Mr. Deming?”
The tall, graceful jade collector was looking at the body of the yellow man with somber eyes. “I’m afraid there may be—reprisals. These Chinese—”
Nick walked over to the body. The medical examiner was through, and was making out a report. On the dead man’s middle finger was a wide gold band. Nick bent and saw that there was an inscription in Chinese characters etched in the gold. He could read the hieroglyphics almost as well as he could read English; he had spent many eventful years in the East. That particular inscription he had seen often before. Translated, it meant roughly, “Respect the gods, but have as little as possible to do with them.”
Nick arose from the body, and faced Deming. “Did the Chink get anything out of the safe?”
Deming nodded. He produced two pieces of jade from his pocket. Each piece was five and a half inches long. There were jagged edges on one side of each. Nick took them from Deming, and fitted them together. The jagged edges fell into place, the two pieces became as one, forming a little icon, or image, representing a man squatted upon a low pedestal.
Across the front of the pedestal was engraved the same inscription as on the dead man’s ring!
Deming was saying, “That’s a figure of Confucius, carved in nephritic jade. The workmanship is consummate; the piece is perhaps two thousand years old. It is absolutely impossible to estimate its value in dollars. I wouldn’t sell it for a million.”
McGuire took the cigar out of his mouth to say, “The Chink had both pieces in his pocket. That’s all he was after.”
There was a thoughtful expression in Nick’s eyes as he handed the image back to Deming. “Looks to me,” he said, “like you’ll need more than protection—you’ll need life insurance. This image comes from a shrine of Kung Fu-tsu, which is the Chinese equivalent of Confucius. The shrines of Kung Fu-tsu are under the special protection of the Kung Tong, and the dead Chinaman there is a member of it.” He shook his head. “No thanks, Mr. Deming. I can’t take the assignment. When those boys have it in for you, it’s just too bad.”
McGuire said sneeringly, “Just yella, huh?” Nick glared, was about to say something nasty, when Deming interrupted hastily. “Look here, Ronson. From what I’ve heard of you, you’re not the man to turn down a job because it’s dangerous. That’s why I called you in. I want to keep this jade, and I also want to stay alive. I’ll pay you five thousand dollars to fix it so I don’t have to worry about this Kung Tong any more—and I don’t care how you do it!” Nick considered for a moment. Then he said, “They may want indemnity—for him.” He nodded toward the body.
“I’ll pay it—whatever they ask. And the fee to you for arranging it.”
“All right,” Nick agreed. “You keep to the house—don’t go out till I see what’s what. I’ll send a couple of my men over to take care of you in case these boys start something prematurely.”
Deming said, “You want a check?”
Nick nodded. “In advance. I don’t guarantee results, and I’d hate to have to sue your estate for it.”
Deming made a wry face, but he sat down and wrote the check.
Nick took it, grinned at McGuire, and went out.
In the street he hailed a cab, and said, “Corner of Race and Marley.”
* * * *
When he got out of the cab he walked down a half block, and stood for a moment, looking up at the bleak brownstone facade of the house on Marley Street.
He made sure that his .32 Special slid easy in the holster beneath his armpit, walked up the five steps of the stoop, and rang the bell.
Almost before he had his finger off the button, the door was opened by a short, skinny Chinaman, who, when he saw Nick, bobbed his head and said squeakily, “Hello, Misteh Lonson. Come lite in. Charley Mee waits for you.”
Nick said nothing, but his eye went to the gold band on the middle finger of the Chinaman’s right hand. It was the same kind of ring that the dead Chinaman in Deming’s living room had worn.
Nick stepped into the dark hall-way, and the servant closed the door. Then he turned and led the way toward the rear, saying, “Please to follow me, Misteh Lonson.”
Nick thought he detected a subtle gleam in the skinny Chinaman’s eye, but he had long ago learned the futility of trying to read any sort of meaning into the expression of a Chinaman’s face. He went along behind him till they reached a massive oak door at the end of the corridor.
The servant rapped in a peculiar way—twice, then once, then three times very swiftly.
Almost at once there was a click, and the heavy door started to swing open.
The room within was only dimly lighted by a single low lamp that stood near the door.
In the middle of the room was a long table. There were chairs around this table, but none was occupied except the one at the head, facing the door. In this chair sat a very fat, motionless Chinaman.
Nick stepped into the room, and the door closed mechanically, leaving the skinny servant on the outside. Nick noted that the fat man was manipulating a row of buttons on the table. These, doubtless, controlled the door—also, perhaps, various other gadgets in the room.
Nick walked up to the end of the table opposite the fat man and said. “Hello, Charlie. How did you know I was coming?”
The fat man spoke impassively. His countenance, which was almost entirely in shade, hardly seemed to move, except for his lips. His English was as good as Nick’s, with the exception of a slight lisp. “This poor offspring of a snail,” he said, “is overwhelmed with humiliation that he cannot rise to fittingly greet the eminent Mister Ronson. But the disabilities of old age weigh heavily upon me. I—”
“Can it, Charlie,” Nick interrupted him, unceremoniously. “I know you’re a fraud, so why waste all the words on me. How did you know I was coming?”
Charlie Mee did not move. His voice took on an edge of sharpness. “You are the same old Nick Ronson—always getting to the point. What difference does it make how I knew? You are here. You have something to say?”
Nick nodded. He put both hands on the table, leaned forward. “I have, Charlie. And this is it. You’re the head of the Kung Tong. I know it, because I learned it once when I did you a service. I was well paid for that service, and we are quits. I ask nothing for that. But I have come now to offer you something.”
Charlie Mee said nothing, did not move. He waited in silence, the epitome of the patient Oriental.
Nick went on after a moment. “Today, one of your brotherhood broke into the home of Gregory Deming, the jade collector. He stabbed Deming’s secretary to death, and attempted to steal a jade figure of Kung Fu-tsu, Deming surprised him, and when this member of your Tong attempted to attack, Deming shot him in the head.”
Still the fat man maintained silence. Only his eyes were now glittering dangerously.
Nick continued. “Deming was justified in shooting your Tong member. But he’s afraid the Tong maybe out for blood—so he’s engaged me to keep his skin whole. I have taken his money, therefore it follows that I must fight his enemies. I should be very sorry if you felt that you had to avenge this member of yours who killed Deming’s secretary.”
Nick stopped. He had made his position clear.
For a long time Charlie Mee gazed at him impassively down the length of the bare table. Nick wondered what devious thoughts were going through that Oriental mind.
Finally Charlie Mee stirred and spoke. “The laws of the Tong forbid me to speak freely to one of an alien race, Mister Ronson. But I am sorry that you have taken this man Deming’s money. For it is written that Deming must die—and you must fail in your task. Let me give you a warning—return this money and wash your hands of it. There is safety for you in that course. Otherwise, much as I regret to say it, death waits for you, as well as for him.”
“You don’t understand,” said Nick. “Deming is willing to pay a cash indemnity to satisfy the Tong. You can practically name your own price.”
Charlie Mee answered him, speaking very slowly. “There is no indemnity, Mister Ronson, that will satisfy the Kung Tong. Deming’s life is forfeit. We will purchase the jade image from his estate.”
Nick took his hands off the table and stood up straight. His hands hung loosely at his sides, and he nudged the armpit holster a trifle forward with his left arm. “Then it must be a war between us, Charlie. You know I never back out of a job.”
The fat man nodded. “I know that, Mister Ronson, and that is why I took precautions when I learned that Deming had sent for you. I knew that you would come here first, for you are a straightforward man, a worthy opponent. But you are beaten. Deming is beaten. It is regrettable that you, whom I truly admire, must go down to destruction with your client.”
Nick smiled crookedly. “All right, Charlie, we understand each other fine—you love me, and I love you—like brothers. In fact we love each other so much we’re gonna have a little private war.”
The fat Chinaman nodded. “Reluctantly, I agree with you. It is war!” He leaned forward a little, his eyes staring opaquely along the table.
“When,” Nick asked, “does this war start—when I leave your house?”
Charlie Mee’s fat lips twisted into a smile. “I am so sorry, Mister Ronson. The war must begin—now! Even though you are a guest in this poor house of mine, I cannot afford to allow you to leave it alive. You are the only white man who knows of this house. Now that you are an enemy, you must die!”
Nick scowled. His hand flashed to his armpit holster, but stopped when Charlie Mee rapped out an imperative, “Wait!”
The fat man raised a forefinger on which the elongated fingernail gleamed to a clawlike point and indicated a section of the wall at Nick’s right. “I told you,” he went on, “that I had taken precautions.”
Nick, standing rigid, his hand within an inch of the gun butt, flicked his eyes to the right, and started.
There was a panel in the wall which must have opened soundlessly. Framed in the opening, knelt a raw-boned, high-cheeked hatchet-man. He was dressed in black, with a black skull cap. Beady eyes were sighted along the barrel of a Browning rapid-firer which was trained unswervingly on Nick’s middle! A yellow hand fingered the lever tautly.
Nick swung his eyes back to the fat man. He still kept his right hand taut, and spoke through thin lips. “It won’t do, Charlie. Your playmate will get me, all right, but I’ll crease you, too, for sure. You know I can do it; right through the heart.”
Charlie Mee smiled. “Indeed, you are renowned for your skill with a gun. But I have anticipated that, too. These buttons on the table are not the only ones. My feet—”
Even as he spoke, his feet moved, and a sheet of steel shot up from what had looked like a groove in the table. The steel snapped up to a height of about four feet, effectively screening the fat man from Nick’s view.
At the same time, from behind the barrier, Charlie Mee uttered a short string of commands in Cantonese.
Nick rolled away from the table, his hand snaking out the gun at the same moment that the Browning in the hands of the hatchetman began to spit flame and to chatter wickedly in the semi-gloom.
Nick heard the wicked spat of the slugs tearing into the floor just beyond the spot where he had been. If the raw-boned Chinaman had been more adept at handling the quick-firer, he could have raked the room and torn Nick to pieces. As it was, though, he kept his finger on the trip, and exhausted the entire drum before he could shift; it takes a lot of practice to swing a Browning, even in a short arc, before the drum is empty.
The hatchet-man didn’t realize his ammunition was out, and finally got the Browning around so that it bore on Nick. But it no longer spouted lead. He looked down at it with an expression of puzzlement.
The quiet in the room after the smashing chatter of the gun was oppressive.
Nick was on his knees on the floor. The hatchet-man raised his head in sudden panic as understanding came to him that he was without ammunition. He dropped the rapid-firer, and his hand darted to his sleeve, came out with a glittering, curved knife. But Nick was on his feet, grinning and yelling, “Oh Boy!”
He darted quickly across the room, and brought the barrel of his gun down on the Chinaman’s skull. Yellow skin cracked, and the hatchet-man dumped forward on the floor, face down on the Browning, the knife still clutched in convulsive fingers.
Nick swung around, stepped toward the far end of the long table where Charlie Mee had been. Charlie Mee was no longer there!
He had evidently slipped out through another panel when the shooting started.
Nick came back to the open panel. The hatchet-man lay across the opening, and the panel, which had started to close, had stopped its motion when it hit him.
Nick stepped through and found himself in a long, dark corridor. The walls were of some sort of metal, lined with asbestos. Sound proof. Which accounted for the absence of police after the shooting.
The dim light from the room behind left the far part of the corridor in blackness. Nick went along slowly, gun at his hip, left hand feeling the wall.
Suddenly, up ahead, a door in the left side of the corridor opened; a shaft of weak light illumined a form that leaped into the corridor; the door was closed.
Nick knew that he was outlined by the light behind him for the benefit of whoever had come into the narrow corridor. Instinctively he crouched, just as a gleaming knife flashed through the air above him. The knife caromed against the partly closed panel behind and clattered on the floor.
Its tinkling clatter was only an echo, though, of Nick’s heavy gun roaring in the darkness. He shot three times toward the one who had thrown the knife, and then lay flat on the floor for a moment. At first there was no sound from up ahead, then a slight shuffling noise, and a groan.
Nick ran forward; getting out his flashlight. The man he had shot lay half reclining against the wall. He was small, yellow, with deep sunken eyes—another hatchetman. Three distinct bubbles of blood spurted from his chest. Nick’s shooting had been perfect.
Nick threw the light in the Chinaman’s face, and even as he did so, the man’s eyes glazed and there was a death rattle in his throat.
Nick’s back was to the door that the hatchet-man had come out of, and he hastened to rectify that by hurrying away down the corridor. He glanced back at intervals, expecting the panel to open again, but it didn’t. At last he reached the end of the corridor, and felt a door knob; turned, and found the door locked. He wasted no time, putting a bullet right smash into the lock between the jamb and the door. He tried the knob again, and the door swung free. Nick stepped out into the night and found himself in a back yard.
There was a litter of garbage cans around, and he started to make his way through them. He heard a window creaking open in the house above him. If he were spotted now, he could be picked off with ease. He looked about for cover. His hand rested on one of the garbage cans, and he saw that it was empty. Just as the window came up, he vaulted into the can and ducked his head.
From his retreat he heard Charlie Mee say in Cantonese, “Do not shoot; it is not desirable to attract attention to ourselves at this time. Go down into the yard and search. He has not had time to escape from there.”
A moment later a voice from down in the yard near the door called out, also in Cantonese, “He has come through here, master; the lock is shot away!”
Charlie Mee ordered, “Search the yard carefully, then. Look in all the trash cans. Do not let him escape!”
Feet scurried in the yard. Nick held his gun steady, barrel pointing up toward the sky. He could see a single star above him, and a slowly moving cloud that was moving up to obscure the star.
Suddenly a gaunt yellow face hid the star and the cloud from his view. The face started to shout, and Nick fired. The face disintegrated, and Nick jumped straight up, put a foot on the edge of the can, and vaulted over.
A chorus of shrill yells came from various parts of the yard. Flashlight beams flitted about. Nick stepped over the body of the Chinaman who lay alongside the garbage can, and darted across the yard.
From the window above, Charlie Mee shouted in shrill sing-song dialect, “Shoot! Shoot now! He must not escape!”
Nick swung his gun up and took a pot-shot at the sound of Charlie’s voice, and knew that he had not hit him, for wood splintered the framework of the window up there.
Lead winged past him, a slug tore at his sleeve. But the Chinese are notoriously poor shots, and he reached the fence unwounded. A dark shape hurtled at him, and Nick straight-armed that shape with the hand that held the gun. The shape uttered a pained yelp, and collapsed.
Nick hoisted himself up on a garbage can alongside the fence and jumped. Shouts rose to a tumultuous crescendo behind him; a gun barked from the window above, and just at that moment Nick’s foot caught on a proj ecting nail as he was clearing the fence. His arms went out wildly into the air, and he hurtled over into the next yard. He landed heavily on concrete, the breath knocked out of him for the second.
He heard one of the Chinese in the next yard call out, “He is killed, master. Your aim was true!”
Charlie Mee replied from above in his unhurried voice, “Come up, then, quickly. Leave his body. We must abandon this house before the police come.”
Nick got up and felt about for his gun which he had dropped when he fell, picked it up, and sped away through the yard, down an alley.
He saw the back of a policeman who was just turning the corner on the run from Race into Marley, and he walked away rapidly in the opposite direction.
At the corner of Claremont Avenue he hailed a cab and gave the address of Deming’s home. Just as the cab got under way, a police radio car tore down Claremont and rounded into Race, with siren shrieking.
The driver called back through the open sliding window, “Must be another shooting. The way these cops ride, you’d think there wasn’t nobody on the streets but them!”
Nick didn’t answer; he was busy loading his gun.
* * * *
A little surprise was waiting for him in front of Deming’s house. There was a police radio car at the curb, a headquarters’ car, and an ambulance. A small crowd was being held back from in front of the entrance by a couple of bluecoats.
One of the cops stopped Nick as he shoved his way to the front row of the crowd.
“What’s happened?” Nick demanded of the cop.
The uniformed man didn’t vouchsafe him any response, but pushed him back into the crowd. Nick lunged, shoved the cop out of the way, and sprang up the steps of the house.
The policeman roared, “Hey, you!” and leaped after him.
Nick gained the entrance, and bumped into a giant of a man in plain clothes who was just coming out.
Nick gripped the man’s sleeve, panted, “H’ya, Glennon? Tell this flatfoot I’m okay, will you? He wouldn’t listen to me!”
Inspector Glennon scowled at Nick, and grudgingly said to the cop, “It’s all right. Get back there and hold that crowd.”
Then the inspector took Nick by the arm and urged him into the house. “You’re just the baby I been looking for, Ronson. There’s something stinks in this whole business, and you’re the fair-haired boy that knows all the answers!” “Sure,” said Nick. “I know all the answers. Any time you’re stuck, just ask me. Only suppose you tell me what’s happened around here?”
Glennon looked down from the height of his six-foot-two to Nick’s measly five-foot-ten, and said, “Nothing’s happened, baby. Nothing—at—all!”
He piloted Nick into the living room, and Nick gasped. The living room looked like a temporary field hospital. McGuire lay stretched on the sofa, groaning, while a white-coated interne wrapped bandage around his head.
Munsey, one of Nick’s operatives, sat in the easy chair while another interne taped his arm. The body of the Chinaman whom Deming had killed was still on the floor next to that of Frayner, the secretary. Both were covered now.
Nick’s other operative, Joe Brody, was standing by the couch trying to help the interne bandage McGuire’s head. Joe Brody had his right trouser leg rolled up above his knee, and his leg was plastered up with gauze and adhesive tape.
Inspector Glennon let go of Nick’s arm and said, “Well?”
Nick said, “What was it, Joe, a raid?”
Joe Brody turned from the couch and grinned sheepishly. “Just that, boss. The Chinks took us unawares. I was in here with Deming,
and Munsey was outside at the door. McGuire, here, was keeping Deming and me company until the morgue wagon came for the stiffs.” “So what happened?” Nick asked impatiently.
“So the first thing,” Brody went on, “we heard a battling around at the outside door, and a shot. So I get up to take a look-see, and just at that minute three wild Chinks bust in here with a sawed-off shotgun, and let fly without a single word. It got us all except Deming who was sitting in that chair over there, out of range. Then when I was on the floor with this stuff in my leg, I tried to go for my gun, and one of the Chinks covered me. So I had to lay there while they dragged Deming out.”
Nick’s eyes were smoldering. “Nice!” he grunted. “Fine protection we gave Deming! What happened to him?”
Glennon coughed. “They took him away in a delivery truck marked, ‘Fancy Groceries.’ There was an alarm out for the truck inside of five minutes, but it did no good. We found the truck down on the West Side, abandoned. They must have switched to another car.”
Nick asked, “Did Deming have that jade figure on him?”
Brody shook his head. He took the two pieces of jade out of his own pocket. “No. He had given them to me to hold. And the dopes never stopped to make sure he had them. I guess they were a little nervous, even with the riot guns.”
Nick snatched up the two parts of the jade figure. His eyes glinted.
Glennon growled at him, “Look here, baby—what’s this all about? Where were you while this was going on?”
Nick laughed mirthlessly. “Where was I? I must have been at a movie. Or maybe I was having my nails manicured.” He turned to go. “Take Munsey home when he’s fixed up, Joe. And don’t feel too bad about it. I should have put an army in here instead of just two guys.”
Glennon’s thick arm came up to bar his way. “Hold everything, baby! Where the hell do you think you’re going with that jade! And where the hell do you think you’re going—anyway?” Nick stopped short and glared at him. “I’m gonna earn my five grand, you dope, by getting Deming out of one hell of a pickle. You should be the last one to stop me. I’m doing cop’s work for the department, and all I get is abuse!”
“All right, all right,” Glennon soothed. “Don’t get huffed up. That jade figure is evidence, an’ we’ll need it. You can’t take it away like that.”
“This jade figure,” Nick said slowly, “is what is going to save the police department a hell of a lot of razzing. Because it’s going to bring Deming back with a whole skin. Do I get it, or don’t I?”
Glennon stared at him stonily for a long while, then shrugged. “You’re a hard guy to get along with, Ronson, but I got to play this your way. You’re in the saddle. You wouldn’t want to take me in on the know with you, eh?”
“I wouldn’t,” Nick told him.
Glennon sighed. “Go ahead, then.” His brows came together, and he poked a finger under Nick’s nose. “But if you muff this, and let Deming get bumped, I’ll ride you out of town—and don’t you forget it!”
Nick pocketed the jade, grinned across the room at McGuire who was sitting up on the couch looking like a Turk with the bandage on his head and a scowl on his face. “So long, Mac,” he called, and went out with a mock salute to Glennon.
Outside, he saw the same cab driver who had brought him to the house. The driver grinned, and said, “I figured there’d be some sort of a ride back, so I hung around.” “All right,” Nick grunted. “You get a good ride. Take me through the Holland Tunnel to Hoboken—and squeeze the minutes!”
At the corner of Ninth and Peasley, in Hoboken, Nick got out of the cab and said, “If you’re looking for more business, you can wait around. I might be coming back.”
The driver grinned, showing a hole where two teeth were missing. “I’ll wait. You seem to be the kind of a guy that always comes back.” Nick left him and walked up past two or three buildings till he came to the dirty plate glass window on which was lettered,
SAM MEE HAND LAUNDRY
There was a light in the store, and three undersized yellow men were working away industriously, with the sweat pouring down their necks and soaking their undershirts. They were all south of China boys, meagre of build, but wiry, and dangerous in a fight.
One of them came behind the counter when Nick entered, looked at him expectantly, as if waiting for him to produce a “tickee” But when he got a good look at Nick, his face became blank, devoid of expression. His body seemed to go taut.
Nick said, in Cantonese, “It is many months since I have seen you, Sam Mee. Your health is good, I trust?”
The other two Chinamen looked up from their work when they heard the fluent flow of sing-song syllables coming from the white man’s mouth. Sam Mee did not show by a single flicker of expression that he understood what the detective had said. His hand stole along underneath the counter, while his eyes remained locked with the visitor’s.
Nick saw the movement out of the corner of his eye, and shook his head reprovingly. “The wise man knows when he has met his superior,” he quoted in Chinese. “Do not try to press that button which will warn those inside, Sam. You remember the time that I saved you from a murder charge? You remember how fast my shooting was then? I can still shoot, Sam.”
He spoke very softly, but Sam Mee stopped the motion of his hand, brought both hands to the top of the counter.
“I remember,” he answered, “the service you did me, thereby placing the whole Kung Tong in your debt. But this is a matter that is deeper than the life of any of us. My brother has told me about your visit to the tong house, how you chose to take the other side. He thought you were killed there, but I see he was in error. Now that you are still alive, I beg of you, do not go behind the rear partition tonight, for you will exhaust the patience of the gods. It will surely mean your death, and I will be sad.”
Nick wagged his head from side to side. “Sorry, Sam, but I got to see this through.”
He walked sideways toward the rear of the store, keeping an eye on all three of them. At the rear wall he felt around with his hand until he found a button. He pressed it, and a section of the rear wall slid open. He stepped through, and the sliding door closed behind him.
He was in a lighted, bare room. A wiry yellow man sat before a closed door at the far end. The yellow man snarled, his hands moved like lightning, and a knife came hurtling through the air. But Nick was already on his knees. The knife imbedded itself in the closed panel, and the Chinaman reached for a gun.
Nick flashed his own out of its holster, covered the other. The Chinaman froze, hand inside of his shirt.
Nick said in the other’s tongue, “You are not ready to go to meet your ancestors yet. Do not draw that weapon.”
His words were convincing enough, for the Chinaman took his hand slowly out of his shirt, raised it and the other in the air. Nick came up close to him, said in English, “It hurts me to do this, brother, but you know how it is!” His left fist crashed against the Chinaman’s chin, and the hatchet-man went down in a heap with a muted groan.
Nick gripped hard on the knob of the door the hatchet-man had been guarding, and turned it slowly. Then he pulled it toward him very gently. The door opened.
Through the slight crack thus made, Nick could see a room luxuriously furnished in oriental style. But he could only get a view of a small portion of it. He saw a black-garbed yellow man stooping intently over something that might have been a table.
Then he heard a smothered cry of agony, and tore the door wide open, stepped in, gun at his hip.
There was a table in the center of the room. Deming, stripped to the waist, was strapped to the table. Charlie Mee was standing close by, regarding the proceedings with a benign expression.
The black-garbed hatchet-man, Nick now saw, was one of three around the table. He was holding a strange sort of thing that looked like a pin cushion with the pins reversed, the points sticking outward. The cushion was attached to a bamboo handle, and just as Nick stepped into the room, the hatchet-man had finished sweeping it down across Deming’s naked chest in a raking blow that caused the pins to scrape bloody furrows in the jade collector’s body.
There was a bandage over Deming’s eyes, and he strained against his bonds in agony.
Nick said nothing, just swung his gun in an arc to cover the four yellow men. One of the black-clothed ones made a motion to go for a gun, but Charlie Mee, with a movement that was surprisingly swift for so fat a man, put a restraining hand on his arm.
The hatchet-man let his hand drop to his side and stared at Nick out of narrow, wicked eyes.
Charlie Mee walked around the table, came close to Nick, with his hands spread out, palms up. He said very low, in Cantonese, “You are a man of miracles. I was aware that you knew of this place, but I thought that you were killed; my heart is glad now that you were not. Since you seem to have us at your mercy, I ask you to wait another moment; you may learn something that will surprise you. Please answer me in my own tongue—I do not wish that Deming should know you are present.”
Nick looked into the fat man’s eyes, and shrugged. “I will wait, and see what I shall see.” he answered. “But I am not to be taken unawares.”
Charlie Mee nodded wordlessly and returned to the table on which the blindfolded Deming was strapped. He spoke to him in English. “Where, my friend, is the image of Kung Fu-tsu? Before we go on with the Death of a Thousand Cuts, you have another chance to speak.”
Deming groaned. “I tell you, I haven’t got it! I gave it to that private detective. Get him. If you torture him, he’ll give it to you. God, let me up! I can’t stand any more!”
Charlie Mee bent lower over him. “Tell us, then, once more, what happened in your house when you killed the brother of the Kung Tong—not the story you told the police and Mr. Ronson, but the true story!”
Deming spoke with difficulty. His chest was heaving, little rivulets of blood were running down his body from the cuts onto the table. “God! I’ve told you that already. Can’t you let me alone?”
Charlie Mee said patiently, “There is a man here whom the Tong holds in high esteem. We wish him to hear the story from your own lips. Speak quickly, and we may spare you further—er—affliction.”
“All right,” Deming moaned. “That Chinaman had half of the Confucius, and I had the other half. He wouldn’t sell, he wanted to buy my piece. He brought his part to my house to compare it—I got him to do it, making him think I was willing to sell. And when he came, I killed him; killed him, and took his half. Together, the two halves make the most precious piece of jade in the world. I would have killed a hundred men to own the whole thing!”
Nick’s eyes opened wide while Deming spoke. He took a step toward the table, his face purpling, but he stopped as Charlie Mee bent lower and ordered, “Repeat now, the part about the secretary.”
“I killed Frayner, too,” Deming croaked hoarsely. “Frayner came in just when I shot the Chinaman. He saw me do it. I hit him on the head, and then stabbed him with the Chinaman’s knife. Then I touched the Chinaman’s fingers to the safe and made it look like robbery!” His body sagged weakly in the straps. “Now, you devils, let me up,” he gasped.
Charlie Mee straightened up over the table, and his eyes met Nick’s. Then he waved the three hatchet-men back. The one with the pincushion went to a corner and put it away.
Charlie Mee said to Nick, still in Cantonese, “You see, my friend, the nature of the cause you have espoused? I could not explain to you before because the laws of our Tong forbid us to speak of our wrongs to one of an alien race, even if it means death to those we love. We must work out our own vengeances.” He smiled a little. “But I have violated no Tong laws. I told you nothing. This man has spoken for me. Now you know.”
Nick slowly put his gun away. From his other pocket he took the two jade pieces, laid them together and handed the image to the fat man. “This is yours,” he said.
Charlie Mee took the icon, and for the first time he smiled. “I was desolated when I had to order you killed, but the Tong comes before all else, as you well know, who have yourself lived among my countrymen. Had you died, I intended, when the image was recovered, to follow you into death to seek your forgiveness. I am a happy man.”
Nick took from his wallet the check that Deming had given him and tore it to bits.
Charlie Mee looked at the pieces of paper and said, “The Tong knows how to reward its friends. You shall not be the loser for having destroyed that check.”
“The man on the table,” Nick said sternly, “must be turned over to the law.”
Charlie Mee bowed graciously. “We are done with him. He is yours. The price he would have received for his half of the jade shall go to the dead man’s relatives as indemnity.”
“All right,” said Nick. “You deliver him. I’ll go ahead and prepare Inspector Glennon.” From the table came a moan, and Deming called out weakly, “What are you going to do with me? What are you going to do with me? God, don’t cut me with those pins anymore!” “You,” Nick said in English, “are not going to be cut any more. You are going to burn!” And he went out to find his cab.



THE RAY OF MADNESS, by Captain S. P. Meek
A knock sounded at the door of Dr. Bird’s private laboratory in the Bureau of Standards. The famous scientist paid no attention to the interruption but bent his head lower over the spectroscope with which he was working. The knock was repeated with a quality of quiet insistence upon recognition. The Doctor smothered an exclamation of impatience and strode over to the door and threw it open to the knocker.
“Oh, hello, Carnes,” he exclaimed as he recognized his visitor. “Come in and sit down and keep your mouth shut for a few minutes. I am busy just now but I’ll be at liberty in a little while.”
“There’s no hurry, Doctor,” replied Operative Carnes of the United States Secret Service as he entered the room and sat on the edge of the Doctor’s desk. “I haven’t got a case up my sleeve this time; I just came in for a little chat.”
“All right, glad to see you. Read that latest volume of the Zeitschriftfor a while. That article of Von Beyer’s has got me guessing, all right.”
Carnes picked up the indicated volume and settled himself to read. The Doctor bent over his apparatus. Time and again he made minute adjustments and gave vent to muttered exclamations of annoyance at the results he obtained. Half an hour later he rose from his chair with a sigh and turned to his visitor.
“What do you think of Von Beyer’s alleged discovery?” he asked the operative.
“It’s too deep for me, Doctor,” replied the operative. “All that I can make out of it is that he claims to have discovered a new element named ‘lunium,’ but hasn’t been able to isolate it yet. Is there anything remarkable about that? It seems to me that I have read of other new elements being discovered from time to time.”
“There is nothing remarkable about the discovery of a new element by the spectroscopic method,” replied Dr. Bird. “We know from Mendeleff’s table that there are a number of elements which we have not discovered as yet, and several of the ones we know were first detected by the spectroscope. The thing which puzzles me is that so brilliant a man as Von Beyer claims to have discovered it in the spectra of the moon. His name, lunium, is taken from Luna, the moon.”
“Why not the moon? Haven’t several elements been first discovered in the spectra of stars?”
“Certainly. The classic example is Lockyer’s discovery of an orange line in the spectra of the sun in 1868. No known terrestrial element gave such a line and he named the new element which he deduced helium, from Helos, the sun. The element helium was first isolated by Ramsey some twenty-seven years later. Other elements have been found in the spectra of stars, but the point I am making is that the sun and the stars are incandescent bodies and could be logically expected to show the characteristic lines of their constituent elements in their spectra. But the moon is a cold body without an atmosphere and is visible only by reflected light. The element, lunium, may exist in the moon, but the manifestations which Von Beyer has observed must be, not from the moon, but from the source of the reflected light which he spectro-analyzed.”
“You are over my depth, Doctor.”
“I’m over my own. I have tried to follow Von Beyer’s reasoning and I have tried to check his findings. Twice this evening I thought that I caught a momentary glimpse on the screen of my fluoroscope of the ultra-violet line which he reports as characteristic of lunium, but I am not certain. I haven’t been able to photograph it yet. He notes in his article that the line seems to be quite impermanent and fades so rapidly that an accurate measurement of its wave-length is almost impossible. However, let’s drop the subject. How do you like your new assignment?”
“Oh, it’s all right. I would rather be back on my old work.”
“I haven’t seen you since you were assigned to the Presidential detail. I suppose that you fellows are pretty busy getting ready for Premier McDougal’s visit?”
“I doubt if he will come,” replied Carnes soberly. “Things are not exactly propitious for a visit of that sort just now.”
Dr. Bird sat back in his chair in surprise.
“I thought that the whole thing is arranged. The press seems to think so, at any rate.”
“Everything is arranged, but arrangements may be cancelled. I wouldn’t be surprised to hear that they were.”
“Carnes,” replied Dr. Bird gravely, “you have either said too much or too little. There is something more to this than appears on the surface. If it is none of my business, don’t hesitate to tell me so and I’ll forget what you have said, but if I can help you any, speak up.”
Carnes puffed meditatively at his pipe for a few minutes before replying.
“It’s really none of your business. Doctor,” he said at length, “and yet I know that a corpse is a chatterbox compared to you when you are told anything in confidence, and I really need to unload my mind. It has been kept from the press so far; but I don’t know how long it can be kept muzzled. In strict confidence, the President of the United State acts as though he were crazy.”
“Quite a section of the press has claimed that for a long time,” replied Dr. Bird, with a twinkle in his eye.
“I don’t mean crazy in that way, Doctor, I mean really crazy. Bugs! Nuts! Bats in his belfry!”
Dr. Bird whistled softly.
“Are you sure, Carnes?” he asked.
“As sure as may be. Both of his physicians think so. They were non-committal for a while, especially as the first attack waned and he seemed to recover, but when his second attack came on more violently than the first and the President began to act queerly, they had to take the Presidential detail into their confidence. He has been quietly examined by some of the greatest psychiatrists in the country, but none of them have ventured on a positive verdict as to the nature of the malady. They admit, of course, that it exists, but they won’t classify it. The fact that it is intermittent seems to have them stopped. He was bad a month ago but he recovered and became, to all appearances, normal for a time. About a week ago he began to show queer symptoms again and now he is getting worse daily. If he goes on getting worse for another week, it will have to be announced so that the Vice-President can take over the duties of the head of the government.”
“What are the symptoms?”
“The first we noticed was a failing of his memory. Coupled with this was a restlessness and a habit of nocturnal prowling. He tosses continually on his bed and mutters and at times leaps up and rages back and forth in his bedchamber, howling and raging. Then he will calm down and compose himself and go to sleep, only to wake in half an hour and go through the same performance. It is pretty ghastly for the men on night guard.”
“How does he act in the daytime?”
“Heavy and lethargic. His memory becomes a complete blank at times and he talks wildly. Those are the times we must guard against.”
“Overwork?” queried the Doctor.
“Not according to his physicians. His physical health is splendid and his appetite unusually keen. He takes his exercise regularly and suffers no ill health except for a little eye trouble.”
Dr. Bird leaped to his feet.
“Tell me more about this eye trouble, Carnes,” he demanded.
“Why, I don’t know much about it, Doctor. Admiral Clay told me that it was nothing but a mild opthalmia which should yield readily to treatment. That was when he told me to see that the shades of the President’s study were partially drawn to keep the direct sunlight out.”
“Opthalmia be sugared! What do his eyes look like?”
“They are rather red and swollen and a little bloodshot. He has a tendency to shut them while he is talking and he avoids light as much as possible. I hadn’t noticed anything peculiar about it.”
“Carnes, did you ever see a case of snow blindness?”
The operative looked up in surprise.
“Yes, I have. I had it myself once in Maine. Now that you mention it, his case does look like snow blindness, but such a thing is absurd in Washington in August.”
Dr. Bird rummaged in his desk and drew out a book, which he consulted for a moment.
“Now, Carnes,” he said, “I want some dates from you and I want them accurately. Don’t guess, for a great deal may depend on the accuracy of your answers. When was this mental disability on the part of the President first noticed?”
Carnes drew a pocket diary from his coat and consulted it.
“The seventeenth of July,” he replied. “That is, we are sure, in view of later developments, that that was the date it first came on. We didn’t realize that anything was wrong until the twentieth. On the night of the nineteenth the President slept very poorly, getting up and creating a disturbance twice, and on the twentieth he acted so queerly that it was necessary to cancel three conferences.”
Dr. Bird checked off the dates on the book before him and nodded.
“Go on,” he said, “and describe the progress of the malady by days.”
“It got progressively worse until the night of the twenty-third. The twenty-fourth he was no worse, and on the twenty-fifth a slight improvement was noticed. He got steadily better until, by the third or fourth of August, he was apparently normal. About the twelfth he began to show signs of restlessness which have increased daily during the past week. Last night, the nineteenth, he slept only a few minutes and Brady, who was on guard, says that his howls were terrible. His memory has been almost a total blank today and all of his appointments were cancelled, ostensibly because of his eye trouble. If he gets any worse, it probably will be necessary to inform the country as to his true condition.”
When Carnes had finished, Dr. Bird sat for a time in concentrated thought.
“You did exactly right in coming to me, Carnes,” he said presently. “I don’t think that this is a job for a doctor at all—I believe that it needs a physicist and a chemist and possibly a detective to cure him. We’ll get busy.”
“What do you mean, Doctor?” demanded Carnes. “Do you think that some exterior force is causing the President’s disability?”
“I think nothing, Carnes,” replied the Doctor grimly, “but I intend to know something before I am through. Don’t ask for explanations: this is not the time for talk, it is the time for action. Can you get me into the White House to-night?”
“I doubt it, Doctor, but I’ll try. What excuse shall I give? I am not supposed to have told you anything about the President’s illness.”
“Get Bolton, your chief, on the phone and tell him that you have talked to me when you shouldn’t have. He’ll blow up, but after he is through exploding, tell him that I smell a rat and that I want him down here at once with carte blanche authority to do as I see fit in the White House. If he makes any fuss about it, remind him of the fact that he has considered me crazy several times in the past when events showed that I was right. If he won’t play after that, let me talk to him.”
“All right, Doctor,” replied Carnes as he picked up the scientist’s telephone and gave the number of the home of the Chief of the Secret Service. “I’ll try to bully him out of it. He has a good deal of confidence in your ability.”
* * * *
Half an hour later the door of Dr. Bird’s laboratory opened suddenly to admit Bolton.
“Hello, Doctor,” exclaimed the Chief, “what the dickens have you got on your mind now? I ought to skin Carnes alive for talking out of turn, but if you really have an idea, I’ll forgive him. What do you suspect?”
“I suspect several things, Bolton, but I haven’t time to tell you what they are. I want to get quietly into the White House as promptly as possible.”
“That’s easy,” replied Bolton, “but first I want to know what the object of the visit is.”
“The object is to see what I can find out. My ideas are entirely too nebulous to attempt to lay them out before you just now. You’ve never worked directly with me on a case before, but Carnes can tell you that I have my own methods of working and that I won’t spill my ideas until I have something more definite to go on than I have at present.”
“The Doctor is right, Chief,” said Carnes. “He has an idea all right, but wild horses won’t drag it out of him until he’s ready to talk. You’ll have to take him on faith, as I always do.”
Bolton hesitated a moment and then shrugged his shoulders.
“Have it your own way, Doctor,” he said. “Your reputation, both as a scientist and as an unraveller of tangled skeins, is too good for me to boggle about your methods. Tell me what you want and I’ll try to get it.”
“I want to get into the White House without undue prominence being given to my movements, and listen outside the President’s door for a short time. Later I will want to examine his sleeping quarters carefully and to make a few tests. I may be entirely wrong in my assumptions, but I believe that there is something there that requires my attention.”
“Come along,” said Bolton. “I’ll get you in and let you listen, but the rest we’ll have to trust to luck on. You may have to wait until morning.”
“We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it,” replied the Doctor. “I’ll get a little stuff together that we may need.”
In a few moments he had packed some apparatus in a bag and, taking up it and an instrument case, he followed Bolton and Carnes down the stairs and out onto the grounds of the Bureau of Standards.
“It’s a beautiful moon, isn’t it?” he observed.
Carnes assented absently to the Doctor’s remark, but Bolton paid no attention to the luminous disc overhead, which was flooding the landscape with its mellow light.
“My car is waiting,” he announced.
“All right, old man, but stop for a moment and admire this moon,” protested the Doctor. “Have you ever seen a finer one?”
“Come on and let the moon alone,” snorted Bolton.
“My dear man, I absolutely refuse to move a step until you pause in your headlong devotion to duty and pay the homage due to Lady Luna. Don’t you realize, you benighted Christian, that you are gazing upon what has been held to be a deity, or at least the visible manifestation of deity, for ages immemorial? Haven’t you ever had time to study the history of the moon-worshipping cults? They are as old as mankind, you know. The worship of Isis was really only an exalted type of moon worship. The crescent moon, you may remember, was one of her most sacred emblems.”
Bolton paused and looked at the Doctor suspiciously.
“What are you doing—pulling my leg?” he demanded.
“Not at all, my dear fellow. Carnes, doesn’t the sight of the glowing orb of night influence you to pious meditation upon the frailty of human life and the insignificance of human ambition?”
“Not to any very great degree,” replied Carnes dryly.
“Carnesy, old dear, I fear that you are a crass materialist. I am beginning to despair of ever inculcating in you any respect for the finer and subtler things of life. I must try Bolton. Bolton, have you ever seen a finer moon? Remember that I won’t move a step until you have carefully considered the matter and fully answered my question.”
Bolton looked first at the Doctor, then at Carnes, and finally he looked reluctantly at the moon.
“It’s a fine one,” he admitted, “but all full moons look large on clear nights at this time of the year.”
“Then you have studied the moon?” cried Dr. Bird with delight. “I was sure—”
He broke off his speech suddenly and listened. From a distance came the mournful howl of a dog. It was answered in a moment by another howl from a different direction. Dog after dog took up the chorus until the air was filled with the melancholy wailing of the animals.
“See, Bolton,” remarked the Doctor, “even the dogs feel the chastening influence of the Lady of Night and repent of the sins of their youth and the follies of their manhood, or should one say doghood? Come along. I feel that the call of duty must tear us away from the contemplation of the beauties of nature.”
He led the way to Bolton’s car and got in without further words. A half-hour later, Bolton led the way into the White House. A word to the secret service operative on guard at the door admitted him and his party, and he led the way to the newly constructed solarium where the President slept. An operative stood outside the door.
“What word, Brady?” asked Bolton in a whisper.
“He seems worse, sir. I doubt if he has slept at all. Admiral Clay has been in several times, but he didn’t do much good. There, listen! The President is getting up again.”
From behind the closed door which confronted them came sounds of a person rising from a bed and pacing the floor, slowly at first, and then more and more rapidly, until it was almost a run. A series of groans came to the watchers and then a long drawn out howl. Bolton shuddered.
“Poor devil!” he muttered.
Dr. Bird shot a quick glance around.
“Where is Admiral Clay?” he asked.
“He is sleeping upstairs. Shall I call him?”
“No. Take me to his room.”
The President’s naval physician opened the door in response to Bolton’s knock.
“Is he worse?” he demanded anxiously.
“I don’t think so, Admiral,” replied Bolton. “I want to introduce you to Dr. Bird of the Bureau of Standards. He wants to talk with you about the case.”
“I am honored, Doctor,” said the physician as he grasped the scientist’s outstretched hand. “Come in. Pardon my appearance, but I was startled out of a doze when you knocked. Have a chair and tell me how I can serve you.”
Dr. Bird drew a notebook from his pocket.
“I have received certain dates in connection with the President’s malady from Operative Carnes,” he said, “and I wish you to verify them.”
“Pardon me a moment, Doctor,” interrupted the Admiral, “but may I ask what is your connection with the matter? I was not aware that you were a physician or surgeon.”
“Dr. Bird is here by the authority of the secret service,” replied Bolton. “He has no connection with the medical treatment of the President, but permit me to remind you that the secret service is responsible for the safety of the President and so have a right to demand such details about him as are necessary for his proper protection.”
“I have no intention in obstructing you in the proper performance of your duties, Mr. Bolton,” began the Admiral stiffly.
“Pardon me, Admiral,” broke in Dr. Bird, “it seems to me that we are getting started wrong. I suspect that certain exterior forces are more or less concerned in this case and I have communicated my suspicions to Mr. Bolton. He in turn brought me here in order to request from you your cooperation in the matter. We have no idea of demanding anything and are really seeking help which we believe that you can give us.”
“Pardon me, Admiral,” said Bolton. “I had no intention of angering you.”
“I am at your service, gentlemen,” replied Admiral Clay. “What information did you wish, Doctor?”
“At first merely a verification of the history of the case as I have it.”
Dr. Bird read the notes he had taken down from Carnes and the Admiral nodded agreement.
“Those dates are correct,” he said.
“Now, Admiral, there are two further points on which I wish enlightenment. The first is the opthalmia which is troubling the patient.”
“It is nothing to be alarmed about as far as symptoms go, Doctor,” replied the Admiral. “It is a rather mild case of irritation, somewhat analogous to granuloma, but rather stubborn. He had an attack several weeks ago and while it did not yield to treatment as readily as I could have wished, it did clear up nicely in a couple of weeks and I was quite surprised at this recurrent attack. His sight is in no danger.”
“Have you tried to connect this opthalmia with his mental aberrations?”
“Why no, Doctor, there is no connection.”
“Are you sure?”
“I am certain. The slight pain which his eyes give him could never have such an effect upon the mind of so able and energetic a man as he is.”
“Well, we’ll let that pass for the moment. The other question is this: has he any form of skin trouble?”
The Admiral looked up in surprise.
“Yes, he has,” he admitted. “I had mentioned it to no one, for it really amounts to nothing, but he has a slight attack of some obscure form of dermatitis which I am treating. It is affecting only his face and hands.”
“Please describe it.”
“It has taken the form of a brown pigmentation on the hands. On the face it causes a slight itching and subsequent peeling of the affected areas.”
“In other words, it is acting like sunburn?”
“Why, yes, somewhat. It is not that, however, for he has been exposed to the sun very little lately, on account of his eyes.”
“I notice that he is sleeping in the new solarium which was added last winter to the executive mansion. Can you tell me with what type of glass it is equipped?”
“Yes. It is not equipped with glass at all, but with fused quartz.”
“When did he start to sleep there?”
“As soon as it was completed.”
“And all the time the windows have been of fused quartz?”
“No. They were glazed at first, but the glass was removed and the fused quartz substituted at my suggestion about two months ago, just before this trouble started.”
“Thank you, Admiral. You have given me several things to think about. My ideas are a little too nebulous to share as yet but I think that I can give you one piece of very sound advice. The President is spending a very restless night. If you would remove him from the solarium and get him to lie down in a room which is glazed with ordinary glass, and pull down the shades so that he will be in the dark, I think that he will pass a better night.”
Admiral Clay looked keenly into the piercing black eyes of the Doctor.
“I know something of you by reputation, Bird,” he said slowly, “and I will follow your advice. Will you tell me why you make this particular suggestion?”
“So that I can work in that solarium to-night without interruption,” replied Dr. Bird. “I have some tests which I wish to carry out while it is still dark. If my results are negative, forget what I have told you. If they yield any information, I will be glad to share it with you at the proper time. Now get the President out of that solarium and tell me when the coast is clear.”
The Admiral donned a dressing gown and stepped out of the room. He returned in fifteen minutes.
“The solarium is at your disposal, Doctor,” he announced. “Shall I accompany you?”
“If you wish,” assented Dr. Bird as he picked up his apparatus and strode out of the room.
In the solarium he glanced quickly around, noting the position of each of the articles of furniture.
“I presume that the President always sleeps with his head in this direction?” he remarked, pointing to the pillow on the disturbed bed.
The Admiral nodded assent. Dr. Bird opened the bag which he had packed in his laboratory, took out a sheet of cardboard covered with a metallic looking substance, and placed it on the pillow. He stepped back and donned a pair of smoked glasses, watching it intently. Without a word he took off the glasses and handed them to the Admiral. The Admiral donned them and looked at the pillow. As he did so an exclamation broke from his lips.
“That plate seems to glow,” he said in an astonished voice.
Dr. Bird stepped forward and laid his hand on the pillow. He was wearing a wrist watch with a radiolite dial. The substance suddenly increased its luminescence and began to glow fiercely, long luminous streamers seeming to come from the dial. The Doctor took away his hand and substituted a bottle of liquid for the plate on the pillow. Immediately the bottle began to glow with a phosphorescent light.
“What on earth is it?” gasped Carnes.
“Excitation of a radioactive fluid,” replied the Doctor. “The question is, what is exciting it. Somebody get a stepladder.”
While Bolton was gone after the ladder, the Doctor took from his bag what looked like an ordinary pane of glass.
“Take this, Carnes,” he directed, “and start holding it over each of those panes of quartz which you can reach. Stop when I tell you to.”
The operative held the glass over each of the panes in succession, but the Doctor, who kept his eyes covered with the smoked glasses and fastened on the plate which he had replaced on the pillow, said nothing. When Bolton arrived with the ladder, the process went on. One end and most of the front of the solarium had been covered before an exclamation from the Doctor halted the work.
“That’s the one,” he exclaimed. “Hold the glass there for a moment.”
Hurriedly he removed the plate from the pillow and replaced the phial of liquid. There was only a very feeble glow.
“Good enough,” he cried. “Take away the glass, but mark that pane, and be ready to replace it when I give the word.”
From the instrument case he had brought he took out a spectroscope. He turned back the mattress and mounted it on the bedstead.
“Cover that pane,” he directed.
Carnes did so, and the Doctor swung the receiving tube of the instrument until it pointed at the covered pane. He glanced into the eyepiece, and then held a tiny flashlight for an instant opposite the third tube.
“Uncover that pane,” he said.
Carnes took down the glass plate and the Doctor gazed into the instrument. He made some adjustments.
“Are you familiar with spectroscopy, Admiral?” he asked.
“Somewhat.”
“Take a squint in here and tell me what you see.”
The Admiral applied his eye to the instrument and looked long and earnestly.
“There are some lines there, Doctor,” he said, “but your instrument is badly out of adjustment. They are in what should be the ultra-violet sector, according to your scale.”
“I forgot to tell you that this is a fluoroscopic spectroscope designed for the detection of ultra-violet lines,” replied Dr. Bird. “Those lines you see are ultra-violet, made visible to the eye by activation of a radioactive compound whose rays in turn impinge on a zinc blende sheet. Do you recognize the lines?”
“No, I don’t.”
“Small wonder; I doubt whether there are a dozen people who would. I have never seen them before, although I recognize them from descriptions I have read. Bolton, come here. Sight along this instrument and through that plate of glass which Carnes is holding and tell me what office that window belongs to.”
Bolton sighted as directed up at the side of the State, War and Navy Building.
“I can’t tell exactly at this time of night, Doctor,” he said, “but I’ll go into the building and find out.”
“Do so. Have you a flashlight?”
“Yes.”
“Flash it momentarily out of each of the suspected windows in turn until you get an answering flash from here. When you do, flash it out of each pane of glass in the window until you get another flash from here. Then come back and tell me what office it is. Mark the pane so that we can locate it again in the morning.”
“It is the office of the Assistant to the Adjutant General of the Army,” reported Bolton ten minutes later.
“What is there in the room?”
“Nothing but the usual desks and chairs.”
“I suspected as much. The window is merely a reflector. That is all that we can do for to-night, gentlemen. Admiral, keep your patient quiet and in a room with glass windows, preferably with the shades drawn, until further notice. Bolton, meet me here with Carnes at sunrise. Have a picked detail of ten men standing by where we can get hold of them in a hurry. In the mean time, get the Chief of Air Service out of bed and have him order a plane at Langley Field to be ready to take off at 6 A. M. He is not to take off, however, until I give him orders to do so. Do you understand?”
“Everything will be ready for you, Doctor, but I confess that I don’t know what it is all about.”
“It’s the biggest case you ever tackled, old man, and I hope that we can pull it off successfully. I’d like to go over it with you now, but I’ll be busy at the Bureau for the rest of the night. Drop me off there, will you?”
At sunrise the next morning, Bolton met Dr. Bird at the entrance to the White House grounds.
“Where is your detail?” he asked.
“In the State, War and Navy Building.”
“Good. I want to go to the solarium, put a light on the place where the President’s pillow was last night, and mark that pane of quartz we were looking through. Then we’ll join the detail.”
Dr. Bird placed the light and walked with Carnes across the White House grounds. Bolton’s badge secured admission to the State, War and Navy Building for the party and they made their way to the office of the Assistant to the Adjutant General.
“Did you mark the pane of glass through which you flashed your light last night, Bolton?” asked the Doctor.
The detective touched one of the panes.
“Good,” exclaimed the Doctor. “I notice that this window has hooks for a window washer’s belt. Get a life belt, will you?”
When the belt was brought, the Doctor turned to Carnes.
“Carnes,” he said, “hook on this life saver and climb out on the window ledge. Take this piece of apparatus with you.”
He handed Carnes a piece of apparatus which looked like two telescopes fastened to a base, with a screw adjustment for altering the angles of the barrels.
Carnes took it and looked at it inquiringly.
“That is what I was making at the Bureau last night,” explained Dr. Bird. “It is a device which will enable me to locate the source of the beam which was reflected from this pane of glass onto the President’s pillow. I’ll show you how to work it. You know that when light is reflected the angle of reflection always equals the angle of incidence? Well, you place these three feet against the pane of glass, thus putting the base of the instrument in a plane parallel to the pane of glass. By turning these two knobs, one of which gives lateral and the other vertical adjustment, you will manipulate the instrument until the first telescope is pointing directly toward the President’s pillow. Now notice that the two telescope barrels are fastened together and are connected to the knobs, so that when the knobs are turned, the scopes are turned in equal and opposite amounts. When one is turned from its present position five degrees to the west, the other automatically turns five degrees to the east. When one is elevated, the other is correspondingly depressed. Thus, when the first tube points toward the pillow, the other will point toward the source of the reflected beam.”
“Clever!” ejaculated Bolton.
“It is rather crude and may not be accurate enough to locate the source exactly, but at least it will give us a pretty good idea of where to look. Given time, a much more accurate instrument could have been made, but two telescopic rifle sights and a theodolite base were all the materials I could find to work with. Climb out, Carnesy, and do your stuff.”
Carnes climbed out on the window and fastened the hooks of the life saver to the rings set in the window casings. He sat the base of the instrument against the pane of glass and manipulated the telescope knobs as Dr. Bird signalled from the inside. The scientist was hard to please with the adjustment, but at last the cross hairs of the first telescope were centered on the light in the solarium. He changed his position and stared through the second tube.
“The angle is too acute and the distance too great for accuracy,” he said with an air of disappointment. “The beam comes from the roof of a house down along Pennsylvania Avenue, but I can’t tell from here which one it is. Take a look, Bolton.”
The Chief of the Secret Service stared through the telescope.
“I couldn’t be sure, Doctor,” he replied. “I can see something on the roof of one of the houses, but I can’t tell what it is and I couldn’t tell the house when I got in front of it.”
“It won’t do to make a false move,” said the Doctor. “Did you arrange for that plane?”
“It is waiting your orders at the field, Doctor.”
“Good. I’ll go up to the office of the Chief of Air Service and get in touch with the pilot over the Chief’s private line. There are some orders that I wish to give him and some signals to be arranged.”
* * * *
Dr. Bird returned in a few minutes.
“The plane is taking off now and will be over the city soon,” he announced. “We’ll take a stroll down the Avenue until we are in the vicinity of the house, and then wait for the plane. Carnes will take five of your men and go down behind the house and the rest of us will go in front. Which building do you think it is, Bolton?”
“About the fourth from the corner.”
“All right, the men going down the back will take station behind the house next to the corner and the rest of us will get in front of the same building. When the plane comes over, watch it. If you receive no signal, go to the next house and wait for him to make a loop and come over you again. Continue this until the pilot throws a white parachute over. That is the signal that we are covering the right house. When you get that signal, Carnes, leave two men outside and break in with the other three. Get that apparatus on the roof and the men who are operating it. Bolton and I will attack the front door at the same time. Does everybody understand?”
Murmurs of assent came from the detail.
“All right, let’s go. Carnes, lead out with your men and go half a block ahead so that the two parties will arrive in position at about the same time.”
Carnes left the building with five of the operatives. Dr. Bird and Bolton waited for a few minutes and then started down Pennsylvania Avenue, the five men of their squad following at intervals. For three-quarters of a mile they sauntered down the street.
“This should be it, Doctor,” said Bolton.
“I think so, and here comes our plane.”
They watched the swift scout plane from Langley Field swing down low over the house and then swoop up into the sky again without making a signal. The party walked down the street one house and paused. Again the plane swept over them without sign. As they stopped in front of the next house a white parachute flew from the cockpit of the plane and the aircraft, its mission accomplished, veered off to the south toward its hangar.
“This is the place,” cried Bolton. “Haggerty and Johnson, you two cover the street. Bemis, take the lower door. The rest come with me.”
Followed closely by Dr. Bird and two operatives, Bolton sprinted across the street and up the steps leading to the main entrance of the house. The door was barred, and he hurled his weight against it without result.
“One side, Bolton,” snapped Dr. Bird.
The diminutive Chief drew aside and Dr. Bird’s two hundred pounds of bone and muscle crashed against the door. The lock gave and the Doctor barely saved himself from sprawling headlong on the hall floor. A woman’s scream rang out, and the Doctor swore under his breath.
“Upstairs! To the roof!” he cried.
Followed by the rest of the party, he sprinted up the stairway which opened before him. Just as he reached the top his way was barred by an Amazonian figure in a green bathrobe.
“Who th’ divil arre yer?” demanded an outraged voice.
“Police,” snapped Bolton. “One side!”
“Wan side, is it?” demanded the fiery haired Amazon. “The divil a stip ye go until ye till me ye’er bizness. Phwat th’ divil arre yer doin’ in th’ house uv a rayspictable female at this hour uv th’ marnin’?”
“One side, I tell you!” cried Bolton as he strove to push past the figure that barred the way.
“Oh, ye wud, wud yer, little mann?” demanded the Irishwoman as she grasped Bolton by the collar and shook him as a terrier does a rat. Dr. Bird stifled his laughter with difficulty and seized her by the arm. With a heave on Bolton’s collar she raised him from the ground and swung him against the Doctor, knocking him off his feet.
“Hilp! P’lice! Murther!” she screamed at the top of her voice.
“Damn it, woman, we’re on—”
Dr. Bird’s voice was cut short by the sound of a pistol shot from the roof, followed by two others. The Irishwoman dropped Bolton and slumped into a sitting position and screamed lustily. Bolton and Dr. Bird, with the two operatives at their heels, raced for the roof. Before they reached it another volley of shots rang out, these sounding from the rear of the building. They made their way to the upper floor and found a ladder running to a skylight in the roof. At the foot of the ladder stood one of Carnes’ party.
“What is it, Williams?” demanded Bolton.
“I don’t know, Chief. Carnes and the other two went up there, and then I heard shooting. My orders were to let no one come down the ladder.”
As he spoke, Carnes’ head appeared at the skylight.
“It’s the right place, all right, Doctor,” he called. “Come on up, the shooting is all over.”
Dr. Bird mounted the ladder and stepped out on the roof. Set on one edge was a large piece of apparatus, toward which the scientist eagerly hastened. He bent over it for a few moments and then straightened up.
“Where is the operator?” he asked.
Carnes silently led the way to the edge of the roof and pointed down. Dr. Bird leaned over. At the foot of the fire escape he saw a crumpled dark heap, with a secret service operative bending over it.
“Is he dead, Olmstead?” called Carnes.
“Dead as a mackerel,” came the reply. “Richards got him through the head on his first shot.”
“Good business,” said Dr. Bird. “We probably could never have secured a conviction and the matter is best hushed up anyway. Bolton, have two of your men help me get this apparatus up to the Bureau. I want to examine it a little. Have the body taken to the morgue and shut up the press. Find out which room the chap occupied and search it, and bring all his papers to me. From a criminal standpoint, this case is settled, but I want to look into the scientific end of it a little more.”
“I’d like to know what it was all about, Doctor,” protested Bolton. “I have followed your lead blindly, and now I have a housebreaking without search-warrant and a killing to explain, and still I am about as much in the dark as I was at the beginning.”
“Excuse me, Bolton,” said Dr. Bird contritely; “I didn’t mean to slight you. Admiral Clay wants to know about it and so does Carnes, although he knows me too well to say so. As soon as I have digested the case I’ll let you know and I’ll go over the whole thing with you.”
* * * *
A week later Dr. Bird sat in conference with the President in the executive office of the White House. Beside him sat Admiral Clay, Carnes and Bolton.
“I have told the President as much as I know, Doctor,” said the Admiral, “and he would like to hear the details from your lips. He has fully recovered from his malady and there is no danger of exciting him.”
“I cannot read Russian,” said Dr. Bird slowly, “and so was forced to depend on one of my assistants to translate the papers which Mr. Bolton found in Stokowsky’s room. There is nothing in them to definitely connect him with the Russian Union of Soviet Republics, but there is little doubt in my mind that he was a Red agent and that Russia supplied the money which he spent. It would be disastrous to Russia’s plans to have too close an accord between this country and the British Empire, and I have no doubt that the coming visit of Premier McDougal was the underlying cause of the attempt. So much for the reason.
“As to how I came to suspect what was happening, the explanation is very simple. When Carnes first told me of your malady, Mr. President, I happened to be checking Von Beyer’s results in the alleged discovery of a new element, lunium. In the article describing his experiments, Von Beyer mentions that when he tried to observe the spectra, he encountered a mild form of opthalmia which was quite stubborn to treatment. He also mentions a peculiar mental unbalance and intense exhilaration which the rays seemed to cause both in himself and in his assistants. The analogy between his observations and your case struck me at once.
“For ages the moon has been an object of worship by various religious sects, and some of the most obscene orgies of which we have record occurred in the moonlight. The full moon seems to affect dogs to a state of partial hypnosis with consequent howling and evident pain in the eyes. Certain feeble minded persons have been known to be adversely affected by moonlight as well as some cases of complete mental aberration. In other words, while moonlight has no practical effect on the normal human in its usual concentration, it does have an adverse effect on certain types of mentality and, despite the laughter of medical science, there seems to be something in the theory of ‘moon madness.’ This effect Von Beyer attributed to the emanations of lunium, which element he detected in the spectra of the moon, in the form of a wide band in the ultra-violet region.
“I obtained from Carnes a history of your case, and when I found that your attacks grew violent with the full moon and subsided with the new moon, I was sure that I was on the right track, although I had at that time no way of knowing whether it was from natural or artificial causes that the effect was being produced. I interviewed Admiral Clay and found that you were suffering from a form of dermititis resembling sunburn, and that convinced me that an attack was being made on your sanity, for an excess of ultra-violet light will always tend to produce sunburn. I inquired about the windows of your solarium, for ultra-violet light will not pass through a lead glass. When the Admiral told me that the glass had been replaced with fused quartz, which is quite permeable to ultra-violet and that the change had been almost coincident with the start of your malady, I asked him to get you out of the solarium and let me examine it.
“By means of certain fluorescent substances which I used, I found that your pillow was being bathed in a flood of ultra-violet light, and the fluoro-spectroscope soon told me that lunium emanations were present in large quantities. These rays were not coming to you directly from their source, but one of the windows of the State, War and Navy Building was being used as a reflector. I located the approximate source of the ray by means of an improvised apparatus, and we surrounded the place. Stokowsky was killed while attempting to escape. I guess that is about all there is to it.”
“Thank you, Doctor,” said the President. “I would be interested in a description of the apparatus which he used to produce this effect.”
“The apparatus was quite simple, Sir. It was merely a large collector of moonlight, which was thrown after collection onto a lunium plate. The resultant emanations were turned into a parallel beam by a parabolic reflector and focused, through a rock crystal lens with an extremely long focal length, onto your pillow.”
“Then Stokowsky had isolated Von Beyer’s new element?” asked the President.
“I am still in doubt whether it is a new element or merely an allotropic modification of the common element, cadmium. The plate which he used has a very peculiar property. When moonlight, or any other reflected light of the same composition falls on it, it acts on the ray much as the button of a Roentgen tube acts on a cathode ray. As the cathode ray is absorbed and an entirely new ray, the X-ray, is given off by the button, just so is the reflected moonlight absorbed and a new ray of ultra-violet given off. This is the ray which Von Beyer detected. I thought that I could catch traces of Von Beyer’s lines in my spectroscope, and I think now that it is due to a trace of lunium in the cadmium plating of the barrels. Von Beyer could have easily made the same mistake. Von Beyer’s work, together with Stokowsky’s opens up an entirely new field of spectroscopic research. I would give a good deal to go over to Baden and go into the matter with Von Beyer and make some plans for the exploitation of the new field, but I’m afraid that my pocketbook wouldn’t stand the trip.”
“I think that the United States owes you that trip, Dr. Bird,” said the Chief Executive with a smile. “Make your plans to go as soon as you get your data together. I think that the Treasury will be able to take care of the expense without raising the income tax next year.”



THE TERRIBLE TENTACLES OF L-472, by Sewell Peaslee Wright
It was a big mistake. I should not have done it. By birth, by instinct, by training, by habit, I am a man of action. Or I was. It is queer that an old man cannot remember that he is no longer young.
But it was a mistake for me to mention that I had recorded, for the archives of the Council, the history of a certain activity of the Special Patrol—a bit of secret history1 which may not be mentioned here. Now they insist—by “they” I refer to the Chiefs of the Special Patrol Service—that I write of other achievements of the Service, other adventures worthy of note.
Perhaps that is the penalty of becoming old. From commander of the Budi, one of the greatest of the Special Patrol ships, to the duties of recording ancient history, for younger men to read and dream about. That is a shrewd blow to one’s pride.
But if I can, in some small way, add luster to the record of my service, it will be a fitting task for a man grown old and gray in that service; work for hands too weak and palsied for sterner duties.
But I shall tell my stories in my own way; after all, they are my stories. And I shall tell the stories that appeal to me most. The universe has had enough and too much of dry history; these shall be adventurous tales to make the blood of a young man who reads them run a trifle faster—and perhaps the blood of the old man who writes them.
This, the first, shall be the story of the star L-472. You know it to-day as Ibit, port-o’-call for interplanetary ships, and source of ocrite for the universe, but to me it will always be L-472, the world of terrible tentacles.
My story begins nearly a hundred years ago—reckoned in terms of Earth time, which is proper, since I am a native of Earth—when I was a young man. I was sub-commander, at the time, of the Kalid, one of the early ships of the Special Patrol.
We had been called to Zenia on special orders, and Commander Jamison, after an absence of some two hours, returned to the Kalid with his face shining, one of his rare smiles telling me in advance that he had news—and good news.
He hurried me up to the deserted navigating room and waved me to a seat.
“Hanson,” he said. “I’m glad to be the first to congratulate you. You are now Commander John Hanson, of the Special Patrol Ship Kalid!”
“Sir.” I gasped, “do you mean—”
His smile broadened. From the breast pocket of the trim blue and silver uniform of our Service he drew a long, crackling paper.
“Your commission,” he said. “I’m taking over the Borelis.”
It was my turn to extend congratulations then; the Borelis was the newest and greatest ship of the Service. We shook hands, that ancient gesture of good-fellowship on Earth. But, as our hands unclasped, Jamison’s face grew suddenly grave.
“I have more than this news for you, however,” he said slowly. “You are to have a chance to earn your comet hardly.”
I smiled broadly at the mention of the comet, the silver insignia, worn over the heart, that would mark my future rank as commander, replacing the four-rayed star of a sub-commander which I wore now on my tunic.
“Tell me more, sir,” I said confidently.
“You have heard of the Special Patrol Ship Filanus?” asked my late commander gravely.
“Reported lost in space,” I replied promptly.
“And the Dorlos?”
“Why—yes; she was at Base here at our last call,” I said, searching his face anxiously. “Peter Wilson was Second Officer on her—one of my best friends. Why do you ask about her, sir?”
“The Dorlos is missing also,” said Commander Jamison solemnly. “Both of these ships were sent upon a particular mission. Neither of them has returned. It is concluded that some common fate has overtaken them. The Kalid, under your command, is commissioned to investigate these disappearances.
“You are not charged with the mission of these other ships; your orders are to investigate their disappearance. The course, together with the official patrol orders, I shall hand you presently, but with them go verbal orders.
“You are to lay and keep the course designated, which will take you well out of the beaten path to a small world which has not been explored, but which has been circumnavigated a number of times by various ships remaining just outside the atmospheric envelope, and found to be without evidence of intelligent habitation. In other words, without cities, roads, canals, or other evidence of human handiwork or civilization.
I believe your instructions give you some of this information, but not all of it. This world, unnamed because of its uninhabited condition, is charted only as L-472. Your larger charts will show it, I am sure. The atmosphere is reported to be breatheable by inhabitants of Earth and other beings having the same general requirements. Vegetation is reported as dense, covering the five continents of the world to the edges of the northern and southern polar caps, which are small. Topographically, the country is rugged in the extreme, with many peaks, apparently volcanic, but now inactive or extinct, on all of its five large continents.”
“And am I to land there, sir?” I asked eagerly.
“Your orders are very specific upon that point,” said Commander Jamison. “You are not to land until you have carefully and thoroughly reconnoitered from above, at low altitude. You will exercise every possible precaution. Your specific purpose is simply this: to determine, if possible, the fate of the other two ships, and report your findings at once. The Chiefs of the Service will then consider the matter, and take whatever action may seem advisable to them.” Jamison rose to his feet and thrust out his hand in Earth’s fine old salute of farewell.
“I must be going, Hanson,” he said. “I wish this patrol were mine instead of yours. You are a young man for such a responsibility.”
“But,” I replied, with the glowing confidence of youth, “I have the advantage of having served under Commander Jamison!”
He smiled as we shook again, and shook his head.
“Discretion can be learned only by experience,” he said. “But I wish you success, Hanson; on this undertaking, and on many others. Supplies are on their way now; the crew will return from leave within the hour. A young Zenian, name of Dival, I believe, is detailed to accompany you as scientific observer—purely unofficial capacity, of course. He has been ordered to report to you at once. You are to depart as soon as feasible: you know what that means. I believe that’s all—Oh, yes! I had almost forgotten.
“Here, in this envelope, are your orders and your course, as well as all available data on L-472. In this little casket is—your comet, Hanson. I know you will wear it with honor!”
“Thank you, sir!” I said, a bit huskily. I saluted, and Commander Jamison acknowledged the gesture with stiff precision. Commander Jamison always had the reputation of being something of a martinet.
When he had left, I picked up the thin blue envelope he had left. Across the face of the envelope, in the—to my mind—jagged and unbeautiful Universal script, was my name, followed by the proud title: “Commander, Special Patrol Ship Kalid.” My first orders!
There was a small oval box, of blue leather, with the silver crest of the Service in bas-relief on the lid. I opened the case, and gazed with shining eyes at the gleaming, silver comet that nestled there.
Then, slowly, I unfastened the four-rayed star on my left breast, and placed in its stead the insignia of my commandership.
Worn smooth and shiny now, it is still my most precious possession.
* * * *
Kincaide, my second officer, turned and smiled as I entered the navigating room.
“L-472 now registers maximum attraction, sir,” he reported. “Dead ahead, and coming up nicely. My last figures, completed about five minutes ago, indicate that we should reach the gaseous envelope in about ten hours.” Kincaide was a native of Earth, and we commonly used Earth time-measurements in our conversation. As is still the case, ships of the Special Patrol Service were commanded without exception by natives of Earth, and the entire officer personnel hailed largely from the same planet, although I have had several Zenian officers of rare ability and courage.
I nodded and thanked him for the report. Maximum attraction, eh? That, considering the small size of our objective, meant we were much closer to L-472 than to any other regular body.
Mechanically, I studied the various dials about the room. The attraction meter, as Kincaide had said, registered several degrees of attraction, and the red slide on the rim of the dial was squarely at the top, showing that the attraction was coming from the world at which our nose was pointed. The surface-temperature gauge was at normal. Internal pressure, normal. Internal moisture-content, a little high. Kincaide, watching me, spoke up:
“I have already given orders to dry out, sir,” he said.
“Very good, Mr. Kincaide. It’s a long trip, and I want the crew in good condition.” I studied the two charts, one showing our surroundings laterally, the other vertically, all bodies about us represented as glowing spots of green light, of varying sizes; the ship itself as a tiny scarlet spark. Everything shipshape: perhaps, a degree or two of elevation when we were a little closer—
“May I come in sir?” broke in a gentle, high-pitched voice.
“Certainly, Mr. Dival,” I replied, answering in the Universal language in which the request had been made. “You are always very welcome.” Dival was a typical Zenian of the finest type: slim, very dark, and with the amazingly intelligent eyes of his kind. His voice was very soft and gentle, and like the voice of all his people, clear and high-pitched.
“Thank you,” he said. “I guess I’m over-eager, but there’s something about this mission of ours that worries me. I seem to feel—” He broke off abruptly and began pacing back and forth across the room.
I studied him, frowning. The Zenians have a strange way of being right about such things; their high-strung, sensitive natures seem capable of responding to those delicate, vagrant forces which even now are only incompletely understood and classified.
“You’re not used to work of this sort,” I replied, as bluffly and heartily as possible. “There’s nothing to worry about.”
“The commanders of the two ships that disappeared probably felt the same way, sir,” said Dival. “I should have thought the Chiefs of the Special Patrol Service would have sent several ships on a mission such as this.”
“Easy to say,” I laughed bitterly. “If the Council would pass the appropriations we need, we might have ships enough so that we could send a fleet of ships when we wished. Instead of that, the Council, in its infinite wisdom, builds greater laboratories and schools of higher learning—and lets the Patrol get along as best it can.”
“It was from the laboratories and the schools of higher learning that all these things sprang,” replied Dival quietly, glancing around at the array of instruments which made navigation in space possible.
“True,” I admitted rather shortly. “We must work together. And as for what we shall find upon the little world ahead, we shall be there in nine or ten hours. You may wish to make some preparations.”
“Nine or ten hours? That’s Earth time, isn’t it? Let’s see: about two and a half enaros.”
“Correct,” I smiled. The Universal method of reckoning time had never appealed to me. For those of my readers who may only be familiar with Earth time measurements, an enar is about eighteen Earth days, an enaren a little less than two Earth days, and an enaro nearly four and a half hours. The Universal system has the advantage, I admit, of a decimal division; but I have found it clumsy always. I may be stubborn and old-fashioned, but a clock face with only ten numerals and one hand still strikes me as being unbeautiful and inefficient.
“Two and a half enaros,” repeated Dival thoughtfully. “I believe I shall see if I can get a little sleep now; I should not have brought my books with me, I’m afraid. I read when I should sleep. Will you call me should there be any developments of interest?”
I assured him that he would be called as he requested, and he left.
“Decent sort of a chap, sir,” observed Kincaide, glancing at the door through which Dival had just departed.
“A student,” I nodded, with the contempt of violent youth for the man of gentler pursuits than mine, and turned my attentions to some calculations for entry in the log.
* * * *
Busied with the intricate details of my task, time passed rapidly. The watch changed, and I joined my officers in the tiny, arched dining salon. It was during the meal that I noticed for the first time a sort of tenseness; every member of the mess was unusually quiet. And though I would not, have admitted it then, I was not without a good deal of nervous restraint myself.
“Gentlemen,” I remarked when the meal was finished, “I believe you understand our present mission. Primarily, our purpose is to ascertain, if possible, the fate of two ships that were sent here and have not returned. We are now close enough for reasonable observation by means of the television disc, I believe, and I shall take over its operation myself.
“There is no gainsaying the fact that whatever fate overtook the two other Patrol ships, may lay in wait for us. My orders are to observe every possible precaution, and to return with a report. I am going to ask that each of you proceed immediately to his post, and make ready, in so far as possible, for any eventuality. Warn the watch which has just gone off to be ready for instant duty. The disintegrator ray generators should be started and be available for instant emergency use, maximum power. Have the bombing crews stand by for orders.”
“What do you anticipate, sir?” asked Correy, my new sub-commander. The other officers waited tensely for my reply.
“I don’t know, Mr. Correy,” I admitted reluctantly. “We have no information upon which to base an assumption. We do know that two ships have been sent here, and neither of them have returned. Something prevented that return. We must endeavor to prevent that same fate from overtaking the Kalid—and ourselves.”
* * * *
Hurrying back to the navigating room, I posted myself beside the cumbersome, old-fashioned television instrument. L-472 was near enough now to occupy the entire field, with the range hand at maximum. One whole continent and parts of two others were visible. Not many details could be made out.
I waited grimly while an hour, two hours, went by. My field narrowed down to one continent, to a part of one continent. I glanced up at the surface temperature gauge and noted that the hand was registering a few degrees above normal. Correy, who had relieved Kincaide as navigating officer, followed my gaze.
“Shall we reduce speed, sir?” he asked crisply.
“To twice atmospheric speed,” I nodded. “When we enter the envelope proper, reduce to normal atmospheric speed. Alter your course upon entering the atmosphere proper, and work back and forth along the emerging twilight zone, from the north polar cap to the southern cap, and so on.”
“Yes, sir!” he replied, and repeated the orders to the control room forward.
I pressed the attention signal to Dival’s cubicle, and informed him that we were entering the outer atmospheric fringe.
“Thank you, sir!” he said eagerly. “I shall be with you immediately.”
In rapid succession I called various officers and gave terse orders. Double crews on duty in the generator compartment, the ray projectors, the atomic bomb magazines, and release tubes. Observers at all observation posts, operators at the two smaller television instruments to comb the terrain and report instantly any object of interest. With the three of us searching, it seemed incredible that anything could escape us. At atmospheric altitudes even the two smaller television instruments would be able to pick out a body the size of one of the missing ships.
Dival entered the room as I finished giving my orders.
“A strange world, Dival,” I commented, glancing towards the television instrument. “Covered with trees, even the mountains, and what I presume to be volcanic peaks. They crowd right down to the edge of the water.”
He adjusted the focusing lever slightly, his face lighting up with the interest of a scientist gazing at a strange specimen, whether it be a microbe or a new world.
“Strange…strange…” he muttered. “A universal vegetation…no variation of type from equator to polar cap, apparently. And the water—did you notice its color, sir?”
“Purple,” I nodded. “It varies on the different worlds, you know. I’ve seen pink, red, white and black seas, as well as the green and blue of Earth.”
“And no small islands,” he went on, as though he had not ever heard me. “Not in the visible portion, at any rate.”
I was about to reply, when I felt the peculiar surge of the Kalid as she reduced speed. I glanced at the indicator, watching the hand drop slowly to atmospheric speed.
“Keep a close watch, Dival,” I ordered. “We shall change our course now, to comb the country for traces of two ships we are seeking. If you see the least suspicious sign, let me know immediately.”
He nodded, and for a time there was only a tense silence in the room, broken at intervals by Correy as he spoke briefly into his microphone, giving orders to the operating room.
Perhaps an hour went by. I am not sure. It seemed like a longer time than that. Then Dival called out in sudden excitement, his high, thin voice stabbing the silence:
“Here, sir! Look! A little clearing—artificial, I judge—and the ships! Both of them!”
“Stop the ship, Mr. Correy!” I snapped as I hurried to the instrument. “Dival, take those reports.” I gestured towards the two attention signals that were glowing and softly humming and thrust my head into the shelter of the television instrument’s big hood.
Dival had made no mistake. Directly beneath me, as I looked, was a clearing, a perfect square with rounded corners, obviously blasted out of the solid forest by the delicate manipulation of sharply focused disintegrator rays. And upon the naked, pitted surface thus exposed, side by side in orderly array, were the missing ships!
I studied the strange scene with a heart that thumped excitedly against my ribs.
What should I do? Return and report? Descend and investigate? There was no sign of life around the ships, and no evidence of damage. If I brought the Kalid down, would she make a third to remain there, to be marked “lost in space” on the records of the Service?
Reluctantly, I drew my head from beneath the shielding hood.
“What were the two reports, Dival?” I asked, and my voice was thick. “The other two television observers?”
“Yes, sir. They report that they cannot positively identify the ships with their instruments, but feel certain that they are the two we seek.”
“Very good. Tell them, please, to remain on watch, searching space in every direction, and to report instantly anything suspicious. Mr. Correy, we will descend until this small clearing becomes visible, through the ports, to the unaided eye. I will give you the corrections to bring us directly over the clearing.” And I read the finder scales of the television instrument to him.
He rattled off the figures, calculated an instant, and gave his orders to the control room, while I kept the television instrument bearing upon the odd clearing and the two motionless, deserted ships.
* * * *
As we settled, I could make out the insignia of the ships, could see the pitted, stained earth of the clearing, brown with the dust of disintegration. I could see the surrounding trees very distinctly now: they seemed very similar to our weeping willows, on Earth, which, I perhaps should explain, since it is impossible for the average individual to have a comprehensive knowledge of the flora and fauna of the entire known Universe, is a tree of considerable size, having long, hanging branches arching from its crown and reaching nearly to the ground. These leaves, like typical willow leaves, were long and slender, of rusty green color. The trunks and branches seemed to be black or dark brown: and the trees grew so thickly that nowhere between their branches was the ground visible.
“Five thousand feet, sir,” said Correy. “Directly above the clearing. Shall we descend further?”
“A thousand feet at a time, Mr. Correy,” I replied, after a moment’s hesitation. “My orders are to exercise the utmost caution. Mr. Dival, please make a complete analysis of the atmosphere. I believe you are familiar with the traps provided for the purpose?”
“Yes. You propose to land, sir?”
“I propose to determine the fate of those two ships and the men who brought them here,” I said with sudden determination. Dival made no reply, but as he turned to obey orders, I saw that his presentiment of trouble had not left him.
“Four thousand feet, sir,” said Correy.
I nodded, studying the scene below us. The great hooded instrument brought it within, apparently, fifty feet of my eyes, but the great detail revealed nothing of interest.
The two ships lay motionless, huddled close together. The great circular door of each was open, as though opened that same day—or a century before.
“Three thousand feet, sir,” said Correy.
“Proceed at the same speed,” I replied. Whatever fate had overtaken the men of the other ships had caused them to disappear entirely—and without sign of a struggle. But what conceivable fate could that be?
“Two thousand feet, sir,” said Correy.
“Good,” I said grimly. “Continue with the descent, Mr. Correy.”
Dival hurried into the room as I spoke. His face was still clouded with foreboding.
“I have tested the atmosphere, sir,” he reported. “It is suitable for breathing by either men of Earth or Zenia. No trace of noxious gases of any kind. It is probably rather rarified, such as one might find on Earth or Zenia at high altitudes.”
“One thousand feet, sir,” said Correy.
I hesitated an instant. Undoubtedly the atmosphere had been tested by the other ships before they landed. In the case of the second ship, at any rate, those in command must have been on the alert against danger. And yet both of those ships lay there motionless, vacant, deserted.
I could feel the eyes of the men on me. My decision must be delayed no further.
“We will land, Mr. Correy,” I said grimly. “Near the two ships, please.”
“Very well, sir,” nodded Correy, and spoke briefly into the microphone.
“I might warn you, sir,” said Dival quietly, “to govern your activities, once outside: free from the gravity pads of the ship, on a body of such small size, an ordinary step will probably cause a leap of considerable distance.”
“Thank you, Mr. Dival. That is a consideration I had overlooked. I shall warn the men. We must—”
At that instant I felt the slight jar of landing. I glanced up; met Correy’s grave glance squarely.
“Grounded, sir,” he said quietly.
“Very good, Mr. Correy. Keep the ship ready for instant action, please, and call the landing crew to the forward exit. You will accompany us, Mr. Dival?”
“Certainly, sir!”
“Good. You understand your orders, Mr. Correy?”
“Yes, sir!”
I returned his salute, and led the way out of the room, Dival close on my heels.
* * * *
The landing crew was composed of all men not at regular stations; nearly half of the Kalid’s entire crew. They were equipped with the small atomic power pistols as side-arms, and there were two three-men disintegrator ray squads. We all wore menores, which were unnecessary in the ship, but decidedly useful outside. I might add that the menore of those days was not the delicate, beautiful thing that it is to-day: it was comparatively crude, and clumsy band of metal, in which were imbedded the vital units and the tiny atomic energy generator, and was worn upon the head like a crown. But for all its clumsiness, it conveyed and received thought, and, after all, that was all we demanded of it.
I caught a confused jumble of questioning thoughts as I came up, and took command of the situation promptly. It will be understood, of course, that in those days men had not learned to blank their minds against the menore, as they do to-day. It took generations of training to perfect that ability.
“Open the exit,” I ordered Kincaide, who was standing by the switch, key in the lock.
“Yes, sir,” he thought promptly, and unlocking the switch, released the lever.
The great circular door revolved swiftly, backing slowly on its fine threads, gripped by the massive gimbals which, as at last the ponderous plug of metal freed itself from its threads, swung the circular door aside, like the door of a vault.
Fresh clean air swept in, and we breathed, it gratefully. Science can revitalize air, take out impurities and replace used-up constituents, but if cannot give it the freshness of pure natural air. Even the science of to-day.
“Mr. Kincaide, you will stand by with five men. Under no circumstances are you to leave your post until ordered to do so. No rescue parties, under any circumstances, are to be sent out unless you have those orders directly from me. Should any untoward thing happen to this party, you will instantly reseal this exit, reporting at the same time to Mr. Correy, who has his orders. You will not attempt to rescue us, but will return to the Base and report in full, with Mr. Correy in command. Is that clear?”
“Perfectly,” came back his response instantly; but I could sense the rebellion in his mind. Kincaid and I were old friends, as well as fellow officers.
I smiled at him reassuringly, and directed my orders to the waiting men.
“You are aware of the fate of the two ships of the Patrol that have already landed here,” I thought slowly, to be sure they understood perfectly. “What fate overtook them, I do not know. That is what we are here to determine.”
“It is obvious that this is a dangerous mission. I’m ordering none of you to go. Any man who wishes to be relieved from landing duty may remain inside the ship, and may feel it no reproach. Those who do go should be constantly on the alert, and keep in formation; the usual column of twos. Be very careful, when stepping out of the ship, to adjust your stride to the lessened gravity of this small world. Watch this point!” I turned to Dival, motioned him to fall in at my side. Without a backward glance, we marched out of the ship, treading very carefully to keep from leaping into the air with each step.
Twenty feet away, I glanced back. There were fourteen men behind me—not a man of the landing crew had remained in the ship!
“I am proud of you men!” I thought heartily: and no emanation from any menore was ever more sincere.
* * * *
Cautiously, eyes roving ceaselessly, we made our way towards the two silent ships. It seemed a quiet, peaceful world: an unlikely place for tragedy. The air was fresh and clean, although, as Dival had predicted, rarefied like the air at an altitude. The willow-like trees that hemmed us in rustled gently, their long, frond-like branches with their rusty green leaves swaying.
“Do you notice, sir,” came a gentle thought from Dival, an emanation that could hardly have been perceptible to the men behind us, “that there is no wind—and yet the trees, yonder, are swaying and rustling?”
I glanced around, startled. I had not noticed the absence of a breeze.
I tried to make my response reassuring:
“There is probably a breeze higher up, that doesn’t dip down into this little clearing,” I ventured. “At any rate, it is not important. These ships are what interest me. What will we find there?”
“We shall soon know,” replied Dival. “Here is the Dorlos; the second of the two, was it not?”
“Yes.” I came to a halt beside the gaping door. There was no sound within, no evidence of life there, no sign that men had ever crossed that threshold, save that the whole fabric was the work of man’s hands.
“Mr. Dival and I will investigate the ship, with two of you men,” I directed. “The rest of the detail will remain on guard, and give the alarm at the least sign of any danger. You first two men, follow us.” The indicated men nodded and stepped forward. Their “Yes, sirs” came surging through my menore like a single thought. Cautiously, Dival at my side, the two men at our backs, we stepped over the high threshold into the interior of the Dorlos.
The ethon tubes overhead made everything as light as day, and since the Dorlos was a sister ship of my own Kalid, I had not the slightest difficulty in finding my way about.
There was no sign of a disturbance anywhere. Everything was in perfect order. From the evidence, it would seem that the officers and men of theDorlos had deserted the ship of their own accord, and—failed to return.
“Nothing of value here,” I commented to Dival. “We may as well—”
There was a sudden commotion from outside the ship. Startled shouts rang through the hollow hull, and a confused medley of excited thoughts came pouring in.
With one accord the four of us dashed to the exit, Dival and I in the lead. At the door we paused, following the stricken gaze of the men grouped in a rigid knot just outside.
Some, forty feet away was the edge of the forest that hemmed us in. A forest that now was lashing and writhing as though in the grip of some terrible hurricane, trunks bending and whipping, long branches writhing, curling, lashing out—
“Two of the men, sir!” shouted a non-commissioned officer of the landing crew, as we appeared in the doorway. In his excitement he forgot his menore, and resorted to the infinitely slower but more natural speech. “Some sort of insect came buzzing down—like an Earth bee, but larger. One of the men slapped it, and jumped aside, forgetting the low gravity here. He shot into the air, and another of the men made a grab for him. They both went sailing, and the trees—look!”
But I had already spotted the two men. The trees had them in their grip, long tentacles curled around them, a dozen of the great willow-like growths apparently fighting for possession of the prizes. And all around, far out of reach, the trees of the forest were swaying restlessly, their long, pendulous branches, like tentacles, lashing out hungrily.
“The rays, sir!” snapped the thought from Dival, like a flash of lightning. “Concentrate the beams—strike at the trunks—”
“Right!” My orders emanated on the heels of the thought more quickly than one word could have been uttered. The six men who operated the disintegrator rays were stung out of their startled immobility, and the soft hum of the atomatic power generators deepened.
“Strike at the trunks of the trees! Beams narrowed to minimum! Action at will!”
The invisible rays swept long gashes into the forest as the trainers squatted behind their sights, directing the long, gleaming tubes. Branches crashed to the ground, suddenly motionless. Thick brown dust dropped heavily. A trunk, shortened by six inches or so, dropped into its stub and fell with a prolonged sound of rending wood. The trees against which it had fallen tugged angrily at their trapped tentacles.
One of the men rolled free, staggered to his feet, and came lurching towards us. Trunk after trunk dropped onto its severed stub and fell among the lashing branches of its fellows. The other man was caught for a moment in a mass of dead and motionless wood, but a cunningly directed ray dissolved the entangling branches around him and he lay there, free but unable to arise.
The rays played on ruthlessly. The brown, heavy powder was falling like greasy soot. Trunk after trunk crashed to the ground, slashed into fragments.
“Cease action!” I ordered, and instantly the eager whine of the generators softened to a barely discernible hum. Two of the men, under orders, raced out to the injured man: the rest of us clustered around the first of the two to be freed from the terrible tentacles of the trees.
His menore was gone, his tight-fitting uniform was in shreds, and blotched with blood. There was a huge crimson welt across his face, and blood dripped slowly from the tips of his fingers.
“God!” he muttered unsteadily as kindly arms lifted him with eager tenderness. “They’re alive! Like snakes. They—they’re hungry!”
“Take him to the ship,” I ordered. “He is to receive treatment immediately,” I turned to the detail that was bringing in the other victim. The man was unconscious, and moaning, but suffering more from shock than anything else. A few minutes under the helio emanations and he would be fit for light duty.
* * * *
As the men hurried him to the ship, I turned to Dival. He was standing beside me, rigid, his face very pale, his eyes fixed on space.
“What do you make of it, Mr. Dival?” I questioned him.
“Of the trees?” He seemed startled, as though I had aroused him from deepest thought. “They are not difficult to comprehend, sir. There are numerous growths that are primarily carnivorous. We have the fintal vine on Zenia, which coils instantly when touched, and thus traps many small animals which it wraps about with its folds and digests through sucker-like growths.
“On your own Earth there are, we learn, hundreds of varieties of insectivorous plants: the Venus fly-trap, known otherwise as the Dionaea Muscipula, which has a leaf hinged in the median line, with teeth-like bristles. The two portions of the leaf snap together with considerable force when an insect alights upon the surface, and the soft portions of the catch are digested by the plant before the leaf opens again. The pitcher plant is another native of Earth, and several varieties of it are found on Zenia and at least two other planets. It traps its game without movement, but is nevertheless insectivorous. You have another species on Earth that is, or was, very common: the Mimosa Pudica. Perhaps you know it as the sensitive plant. It does not trap insects, but it has a very distinct power of movement, and is extremely irritable.
“It is not at all difficult to understand a carniverous tree, capable of violent and powerful motion. This is undoubtedly what we have here—a decidedly interesting phenomena, but not difficult of comprehension.”
It seems like a long explanation, as I record it here, but emanated as it was, it took but an instant to complete it. Mr. Dival went on without a pause:
“I believe, however, that I have discovered something far more important. How is your menore adjusted, sir?”
“At minimum.”
“Turn it to maximum, sir.”
I glanced at him curiously, but obeyed. New streams of thought poured in upon me. Kincaide…the guard at the exit…and something else.
I blanked out Kincaide and the men, feeling Dival’s eyes searching my face. There was something else, something—
I focused on the dim, vague emanations that came to me from the circlet of my menore, and gradually, like an object seen through heavy mist, I perceived the message:
“Wait! Wait! We are coming! Through the ground. The trees…disintegrate them…all of them…all you can reach. But not the ground…not the ground.…”
“Peter!” I shouted, turning to Dival. “That’s Peter Wilson, second officer of the Dorlos!”
Dival nodded, his dark face alight.
“Let us see if we can answer him,” he suggested, and we concentrated all our energy on a single thought: “We understand. We understand.”
The answer came back instantly:
“Good! Thank God! Sweep them down, Hanson: every tree of them. Kill them…kill them…kill them!” The emanation fairly shook with hate. “We are coming…to the clearing…wait—and while you wait, use your rays upon these accursed hungry trees!”
Grimly and silently we hurried back to the ship. Dival, the savant, snatching up specimens of earth and rock here and there as we went.
* * * *
The disintegrator rays of the portable projectors were no more than toys compared with the mighty beams the Kalid was capable of projecting, with her great generators to supply power. Even with the beams narrowed to the minimum, they cut a swath a yard or more in diameter, and their range was tremendous; although working rather less rapidly as the distance and power decreased, they were effective over a range of many miles.
Before their blasting beams the forest shriveled and sank into tumbled chaos. A haze of brownish dust hung low over the scene, and I watched with a sort of awe. It was the first time I had ever seen the rays at work on such wholesale destruction.
A startling thing became evident soon after we began our work. This world that we had thought to be void of animal life, proved to be teeming with it. From out of the tangle of broken and harmless branches, thousands of animals appeared. The majority of them were quite large, perhaps the size of full-grown hogs, which Earth animal they seemed to resemble, save that they were a dirty yellow color, and had strong, heavily-clawed feet. These were the largest of the animals, but there were myriads of smaller ones, all of them pale or neutral in color, and apparently unused to such strong light, for they ran blindly, wildly seeking shelter from the universal confusion.
Still the destructive beams kept about their work, until the scene changed utterly. Instead of resting in a clearing, the Kalid was in the midst of a tangle of fallen, wilting branches that stretched like a great, still sea, as far as the eye could see.
“Cease action!” I ordered suddenly. I had seen, or thought I had seen, a human figure moving in the tangle, not far from the edge of the clearing. Correy relayed the order, and instantly the rays were cut off. My menore, free from the interference of the great atomic generators of the Kalid, emanated the moment the generators ceased functioning.
“Enough. Hanson! Cut the rays; we’re coming.”
“We have ceased action; come on!”
I hurried to the still open exit. Kincaide and his guards were staring at what had been the forest; they were so intent that they did not notice I had joined them—and no wonder!
A file of men were scrambling over the debris; gaunt men with dishevelled hair, practically naked, covered with dirt and the greasy brown dust of the disintegrator ray. In the lead, hardly recognizable, his menore awry upon his tangled locks, was Peter Wilson.
“Wilson!” I shouted; and in a single great leap I was at his side, shaking his hand, one arm about his scarred shoulders, laughing and talking excitedly, all in the same breath. “Wilson, tell me—in God’s name—what has happened?”
He looked up at me with shining, happy eyes, deep in black sockets of hunger and suffering.
“The part that counts,” he said hoarsely, “is that you’re here, and we’re here with you. My men need rest and food—not too much food, at first, for we’re starving. I’ll give you the story—or as much of it as I know—while we eat.”
I sent my orders ahead; for every man of that pitiful crew of survivors, there were two eager men of the Kalid’s crew to minister to him. In the little dining salon of the officers’ mess, Wilson gave us the story, while he ate slowly and carefully, keeping his ravenous hunger in check.
“It’s a weird sort of story,” he said. “I’ll cut it as short as I can. I’m too weary for details.
“The Dorlos, as I suppose you know, was ordered to L-472 to determine the fate of the Filanus, which had been sent here to determine the feasibility of establishing a supply base here for a new interplanetary ship line.
“It took us nearly three days, Earth time, to locate this clearing and the Filanus, and we grounded the Dorlos immediately. Our commander—you probably remember him, Hanson: David McClellan? Big, red-faced chap?”
I nodded, and Wilson continued.
“Commander McClellan was a choleric person, as courageous a man as ever wore the blue and silver of the Service, and very thoughtful of his men. We had had a bad trip; two swarms of meteorites that had worn our nerves thin, and a faulty part in the air-purifying apparatus had nearly done us in. While the exit was being unsealed, he gave the interior crew permission to go off duty, to get some fresh air, with orders, however, to remain close to the ship, under my command. Then, with the usual landing crew, he started for the Filanus.
“He had forgotten, under the stress of the moment, that the force of gravity would be very small on a body no larger than this. The result was that as soon as they hurried out of the ship, away from the influence of our own gravity pads, they hurtled into the air in all directions.”
Wilson paused. Several seconds passed before he could go on.
“Well, the trees—I suppose you know something about them—reached out and swept up three of them. McClellan and the rest of the landing crew rushed to their rescue. They were caught up. God! I can see them…hear them…even now!
“I couldn’t stand there and see that happen to them. With the rest of the crew behind me, we rushed out, armed only with our atomic pistols. We did not dare use the rays; there were a dozen men caught up everywhere in those hellish tentacles.
“I don’t know what I thought we could do. I knew only that I must do something. Our leaps carried us over the tops of the trees that were fighting for the…the bodies of McClellan and the rest of the landing crew. I saw then, when it was too late, that there was nothing we could do. The trees…had done their work. They…they were feeding.…
“Perhaps that is why we escaped. We came down in a tangle of whipping branches. Several of my men were snatched up. The rest of us saw how helpless our position was…that there was nothing we could do. We saw, too, that the ground was literally honeycombed, and we dived down these burrows, out of the reach of the trees.
“There were nineteen of us that escaped. I can’t tell you how we lived—I would not if I could. The burrows had been dug by the pig-like animals that the trees live upon, and they led, eventually, to the shore, where there was water—horrible, bitter stuff, but not salty, and apparently not poisonous.”
We lived on these pig-like animals, and we learned something of their way of life. The trees seem to sleep, or become inactive, at night. Not unless they are touched do they lash about with their tentacles. At night the animals feed, largely upon the large, soft fruit of these trees. Of course, large numbers of them make a fatal step each night, but they are prolific, and their ranks do not suffer.
“Of course, we tried to get back to the clearing, and the Dorlos; first by tunneling. That was impossible, we found, because the rays used by the Filanus in clearing a landing place had acted somewhat upon the earth beneath, and it was like powder. Our burrows fell in upon us faster than we could dig them out! Two of my men lost their lives that way.
“Then we tried creeping back by night; but we could not see as can the other animals here, and we quickly found that it was suicide to attempt such tactics. Two more of the men were lost in that fashion. That left fourteen.
“We decided then to wait. We knew there would be another ship along, sooner or later. Luckily, one of the men had somehow retained his menore. We treasured that as we treasured our lives. To-day, when, deep in our runways beneath the surface, we felt, or heard, the crashing of the trees, we knew the Service had not forgotten us. I put on the menore; I—but I think you know the rest, gentlemen. There were eleven of us left. We are here—all that is left of the Dorlos crew. We found no trace of any survivor of the Filanus; unaware of the possibility of danger, they were undoubtedly, all the victims of…the trees.”
Wilson’s head dropped forward on his chest. He straightened up with a start and an apologetic smile.
“I believe, Hanson,” he said slowly, “I’d better get…a little…rest,” and he slumped forward on the table in the death-like sleep of utter exhaustion.
* * * *
There the interesting part of the story ends. The rest is history, and there is too much dry history in the Universe already.
Dival wrote three great volumes on L-472—or Ibit, as it is called now. One of them tells in detail how the presence of constantly increasing quantities of volcanic ash robbed the soil of that little world of its vitality, so that all forms of vegetation except the one became extinct, and how, through a process of development and evolution, those trees became carniverous.
The second volume is a learned discussion of the tree itself; it seems that a few specimens were spared for study, isolated on a peninsula of one of the continents, and turned over to Dival for observation and dissection. All I can say for the book is that it is probably accurate. Certainly it is neither interesting nor comprehensible.
And then, of course, there is his treatise on ocrite: how he happened to find the ore, the probable amount available on L-472—or Ibit, if you prefer—and an explanation of his new method of refining it. I saw him frantically gathering specimens while we were getting ready to leave, but it wasn’t until after we had departed that he mentioned what he had found.
* * * *
I have a set of these volumes somewhere; Dival autographed them and presented me with them. They established his position, I understand, in his world of science, and of course, the discovery of this new source of ocrite was a tremendous find for the whole Universe; interplanetary transportation wouldn’t be where it is to-day if it were not for this inexhaustible source of power.
Yes, Dival became famous—and very rich.
I received the handshakes and the gratitude of the eleven men we rescued, and exactly nine words of commendation from the Chief of my squadron: “You are a credit to the Service, Commander Hanson!”
Perhaps, to some who read this, it will seem that Dival fared better than I. But to men who have known the comradeship of the outer space, the heart-felt gratitude of eleven friends is a precious thing. And to any man who has ever worn the blue and silver uniform of the Special Patrol Service, those nine words from the Chief of Squadron will sound strong.
Chiefs of Squadrons in the Special Patrol Service—at least in those days—were scanty with praise. It may be different in these days of soft living and political pull.
1 Editors Note: See “The Forgotten Planet” July 1930 issue of Astounding Stories.



THE APE-MEN OF XLOTLI, by David R. Sparks
CHAPTER I
Kirby did not know what mountains they were. He did know that the Mannlicher bullets of eleven bad Mexicans were whining over his head and whizzing past the hoofs of his galloping, stolen horse. The shots were mingled with yelps which pretty well curdled his spine. In the circumstances, the unknown range of snow mountains towering blue and white beyond the arid, windy plateau, offering he could not tell what dangers, seemed a paradise. Looking at them, Kirby laughed harshly to himself.
As he dug the heels of his aviator’s boots into the stallion’s flanks, the animal galloped even faster than before, and Kirby took hope. Then more bullets and more yelps made him think that his advantage might prove only temporary. Nevertheless, he laughed again, and as he became accustomed to the feel of a stallion under him, he even essayed a few pistol shots back at the pack of frantic, swarthy devils he had fooled.
Three hours ago he had been eating a peaceful breakfast with his friend and commandant, Colonel Miguel de Castanar, in the sunlit patio of the commandant’s hacienda. Castanar, chief of the air patrol for the district, had waxed enthusiastic over the suppression of last spring’s revolutionists and the cowed state of up-country bandits. Captain Freddie Kirby, American instructor of flying to Mexican pilots in the making, had agreed with him and asked for one of the Wasps and three days’ leave with which to go visiting in Laredo. The simple matter of a broken fuel line, a forced landing two hundred kilometres from nowhere, and the unlucky proximity of the not-so-cowed horsemen, were the things which had changed the day from what it had been to what it was.
The one piece of good fortune which had befallen him since the bandits had surrounded the wrecked Wasp, looted it, and taken its lone pilot prisoner, was the break he was getting now. During the squadron’s first halt to feed, he had knocked down his guards and made a bolt for the grazing stallion. So far, the attempt was proving worth while.
* * * *
On and on the stallion lunged toward the white mountains. Kirby’s eyes became red rimmed now from fatigue and the glare of the sun and the dust of the pitilessly bare plateau. A negligible scalp wound under his mop of straw-colored hair, slight as it was, did not add to his comfort. But still he would not give up, for the horse, as if it sensed what its rider needed most, was making directly for a narrow ravine which debouched on the plateau from the nearest mountain flank.
It was the promise of cover afforded by the jagged rocks and jungle growth of that ravine which kept hope alive in Kirby’s throbbing brain.
The stallion was blown and staggering. Foam from the heavily bitted mouth flashed back in great yellow flakes against Kirby’s dust-caked aviator’s tunic. But just the same, the five mile gallop had carried both horse and rider beyond range of any but the most expert rifle shot. And Kirby knew that if his own splendid mount was almost ready to crash, the horses of his pursuers must be in worse shape still. So for the third time since the fight had begun, he laughed. This time there was no harshness, but only relief, in the sound which came from his dry lips.
Ten minutes later, he flung himself out of his saddle. Like the caress of a vast, soothing hand, the shadowed coolness of the ravine lay upon him. As his feet struck ground, they splashed in the water overflowing from a spring at the base of an immense rock. At once Kirby dropped the reins on the stallion’s neck, giving him his freedom, and as the horse lowered his head to drink, Kirby stooped also.
There was cover everywhere. Kirby’s first move after pulling both himself and the horse away from the spring, was to glance up the long, deeply shaded canyon which he had entered—a gash hacked into the breast of the steep mountain as by a titanic ax. Then, reassured as to the possibilities for a defensive retreat, he glanced back toward the dazzling, bare plateau.
It was what he saw taking place amongst the sombreroed bandits out there which made the grin of satisfaction fade from his broad mouth. His last glance backward, before bolting into the canyon mouth, had showed him a ragged squadron of men left far behind, yet galloping after him still. But now—
Presently a puzzled frown made wrinkles in Freddie Kirby’s wide sunburned forehead. He relaxed his grip upon the heavy Luger, which, in his big hands, looked like a cap pistol, and rubbed his eyes.
But he was not mistaken. The horsemen had halted! Out there on the glaring, alkali-arid plateau, they were standing as still as so many statues. Looking toward the canyon mouth which had swallowed their quarry, they certainly were, but they were halted as completely as men struck dead.
“Huh,” Kirby grunted, and scratched behind his ear.
The next second he swung around to look at his horse, uncertain what he was going to do next, but aware of the fact that right now, with a lot of unknown country between himself and Castanar’s sunlit patio, the stallion was going to be a friend in need.
As he turned, however, prepared to take up the loose reins, something else happened. The stallion let out a neigh as shrill as a trumpet blast. As Kirby jumped, grabbed for the bridle, his fingers found empty air. Like a crazy animal the stallion leaped past him, barely missing him. Out toward the plain the horse jumped, out and away from the shaded canyon mouth, out toward the spot where other horses waited. And despite the animal’s blown condition, the speed he put into his retreat left Kirby dazed.
After a helpless, profanity-filled second, Kirby scratched behind his ear again. As certain as the fact that almost his sole hope of getting back to civilization depended upon the stallion, was the fact that the brute did not intend to stop running until he dropped.
“Now what in the hell ever got into his crazy head?” Kirby muttered grimly.
Then he turned around to glance up the shadow-filled slash of a canyon, and sniffed.
“Huh!”
Faintly in the air had risen an odor the like of which he had never encountered in his life. A combination, it was, of the unforgetable stench which hangs over a battlefield when the dead are long unburied, and of a fragrance more rare, more heady, more poignantly sweet than any essence ever concocted by Parisian perfumer.
With the drifting scent came a sound. Faint, carrying from a distance, the rumble which Kirby heard was almost certainly that of a geyser.
There was no telling what had brought the troop of horsemen to a halt, but after a time Kirby knew that the cause of his horse’s sudden departure must have been a whiff of the strange perfume.
* * * *
For a long time he stood still, watching the crazy stallion dwindle in size, watching the line of unexpectedly timid bandits. Then, when it became apparent that the horsemen were going to stay put either until he came out, or showed that he never was coming out, he shrugged, and swung on his heel so that he faced up the canyon.
The odor was dying away now, and the geyser rumble was gone. In Kirby’s heart came a mingled feeling of tense uneasiness and fascinated curiosity. Momentarily he was almost glad that his horse had bolted, and that his pursuers were blocking any lane of retreat except that offered by the canyon. If things had been different, the queer behavior of the Mexicans, the unaccountable actions of his horse and the equally strange growth of his own uneasiness might have made him uncertain whether he would go up the canyon or not. Now it was the only thing to do, and Kirby was glad because, fear or no fear, he wanted to go on.
“I wonder,” he said out loud as he started, “just what the denizens of First Street in Kansas would say to a layout like this!”
CHAPTER II
At the end of an hour he was still wondering.
At midday the canyon was chill and dank, lit only by a half light which at times dwindled to a deep dusk as the rock walls beetled together hundreds of feet above his head. Always when he stumbled through one of the darkest passages, he heard and half saw immense gray bats flapping above him. In the half-lit reaches, he hardly took a step without seeing great rats with gray coats, yellow teeth, and evil pink eyes. But rats and bats combined were not as bad as the snakes. They were almost white, and nowhere had he seen rattlers of such size. If his caution relaxed for a second, they struck at him with fangs as long and sharp as needles.
The tortured, twisted cedars, the paloverdi, occatilla, cholla, opunti, through which he edged his laborious way, all offered an almost animate, armed hostility.
Altogether this journey was the least sweet he had taken anywhere. Yet he went on.
Why had eleven Mexican bandits refused to advance even to within decent rifle range of the canyon’s mouth? What was there about the putrid yet gorgeous perfume that had made the stallion go off his nut, so to speak?
After a time, Kirby veered away from a fourteen-foot rattler which flashed in a loathsome coil on his left hand. Hungry, weakened by all he had been through since breakfast time, he plodded doggedly on.
But a moment later he stumbled past a twisted cedar, and then stopped, forgetting even the snakes.
At his feet lay the bleached skeleton of a man.
Beside the right hand, in a position which indicated that only the final relaxation of death had loosened his grip upon a precious object, lay a cylinder, carefully carved, of rich, yellow gold.
Of the science of anthropology Kirby knew enough to make him sure that the dolicocephalic skull and characteristically shaped pelvic and thigh bones of the skeleton had belonged to a white man.
As for the cylinder—But he was not so sure what that was.
Regardless of the dry swish of a rattler’s body on the rocks behind him, he lifted the object from the spot in which it had lain for no man knew how long. Of much the size and shape of an old-time cylindrical wax phonograph record, the softly gleaming thing weighed, he judged, almost two pounds.
Two pounds of soft, virgin gold of a quality as fine as any he had seen amongst all the treasures brought out of Mexico, Yucatan, and Peru combined!
But the gold was not the only thing. If Kirby was human enough to think in terms of treasure, he was also enough of an amateur anthropologist to hold his breath over the carvings on the yellow surface.
First he recognized the ancient symbols of Sun and Moon. And then a representation, semi-realistic, semi-conventionalized, of Quetzalcoatl, the Feathered Serpent, known in all the annals of primitive Mexican religions.
Good enough.
But the mere symbols by no means told the whole story of the cylinder. The workmanship was archaic, older than any Aztec art Kirby knew, older than Toltec, older far, he ventured to guess, than even earliest archaic Mayan carvings.
God, what a find!
For a moment it seemed almost impossible that he, Freddie Kirby, native of Kansas, unromantic aviator, should have been the one to discover this relic of an unknown, lost race. Yet the cylinder of gold was there, in his hand.
After a long minute Kirby looked around him, then listened.
From up the canyon came the provocative rumble of the geyser. It was closer now, and Kirby, glancing at his watch which had been spared to him in the Wasp’s crash, noted that just forty-four minutes had passed since the last eruption. There was nothing to be done about the bleached skeleton. So, tucking the precious cylinder into his tunic, Kirby headed on up the gash of a canyon.
Far away indeed seemed the neat, maple-shaded asphalt street, the rows of parked cars and farm wagons, the telephone office and drug store and bank, of the Kansas town where he had grown up.
Time passed until again he heard the geyser, and again was dizzied by the perfume. As the fragrance—close and powerful now—died away, he flailed with one arm at a two-foot bat which flapped close to his head.
And then he trudged his dogged way around a deeply shadowed bend, and found the chasm not only almost wholly dark, but narrower than it had been at any previous point.
“Holy mackerel,” Kirby groaned.“Phew! If this keeps up, I—”
He stopped. His jaw dropped.
“Oh, hell!”
The beetling walls narrowed in until the gash was scarcely fifteen feet wide. Further progress was barred by a smooth wall which rose sheer in front of him.
Kirby did not know how many seconds passed before he made out through the gloom that the wall was man-made and carved with the same symbols of Sun, Moon, and Feathered Serpent, which ornamented the cylinder of gold. But when he did realize at last, the shout with which he expressed his feeling was anything but a groan.
It simply meant that the skeleton which once had been a man, had almost surely found the golden cylinder beyond the wall and not in the canyon. And if the dead man had passed that smooth, carved barrier, another man could do it!
Kirby jumped forward, began to search in the darkness for some hidden entrance.
Minute after minute passed. He gave another cry. He saw a long, upright crack in the stone surface, and a quick push of his hands made the stones in front of him give almost an inch.
All at once his shoulder was planted, and behind that square shoulder was straining all the muscle of his two hundred pound body. The result was all that he desired. When he ceased pushing, a slab of rock gaped wide before him, giving entrance to a pitch dark tunnel.
For a moment he held the portal back, then, releasing his pressure, he stepped into the dark passage. By the time a ponderous grating of rocks assured him that the door had swung shut of its own weight, he had produced matches and struck a light.
The puny flame showed him a curving passage hewn smoothly through the heart of bedrock. Before the flare died he walked twenty feet, and as another match burned to his fingers, he found the right hand curve of the passage giving way to a left hand twist. After that he dared use no more of his precious matches. But just when the darkness was beginning to wear badly on his nerves, he uttered a low cry.
As he increased his rapid walk to a run, the faint light he had suddenly seen ahead of him grew until it became a circular flare of daylight which marked the tunnel’s end.
Out of the passage Kirby strode with shoulders square and head up, his cool, level, practical blue eyes wide with wonder. Out of the tunnel he strode into the valley of the perfumed geyser.
“God above!”
The words were vibrant with hoarse reverence. He saw the sunlight of a cliff-surrounded diminutive Garden of Eden. He saw a vale of flowering grass, of palms and live oaks, saw patches of lilies so huge as to transcend belief, and dizzying clumps of tree cactus almost as tall as the palms themselves.
What was more, he saw in the center of this upland, cliff-guarded valley, a gaping black orifice which every faculty of judgment told him was the mouth of the geyser of perfume. And beside it, outstretched on a smooth sheet of rock which glistened as though coated with a layer of clear, sparkling glass, he saw—
Kirby blinked his eyes rapidly, hardly believing what he saw.
On the glistening rock lay the perfectly preserved figure of a Spanish Conquistadore in full armor. Morion and breast-plate were in place, and glistened as though they had been burnished this morning. And the Spaniard’s dark, handsome, bearded face! Kirby saw instantly that no decay had touched it, that even the hairs of the beard were perfect. The whole armor-clad corpse gleamed softly with a covering of the same glassy substance which covered the rock.
Kirby glanced at his watch, saw that twelve minutes must elapse before the geyser spouted again. Then his eyes narrowed. He remained standing where he was, hard by the mouth of the tunnel, knowing that a wise man would conduct cautiously his exploration of this valley of wonders.
Arsenic! Silicon!
The two words stood out sharply in his thought. In Africa existed plenty of springs whose waters contained enough arsenic to bring death to those who drank. Might not the Spaniard’s presence here be explained, then, by assuming that the geyser water was charged with a strong arsenic content, and, in addition, with some sort of silicon solution which, left to dry in the air, hardened to glass?
Lord, what a discovery to take back with him to Kansas! Almost it made the discovery of the golden cylinder pale by comparison. Why, the commercial uses to which this silicon water might be put were almost without limit, and the owner of the concession might confidently expect to make millions!
It was while Kirby stood there, breathless and jubilant, waiting for the geyser to spout, that he began to feel that he was being watched.
Suddenly, with a start, he shot a sweeping glance over the whole grove. But that did no good. He saw nothing save sunlight and waving green leaves.
Eleven days were to pass before he discovered all that was to be involved in that sensation of being gazed at by unseen eyes.
CHAPTER III
At the beginning of the eleventh morning in the valley, Kirby had again posted himself close to the mouth of the black tunnel, and again felt that hidden eyes were observing him.
But this morning differed from the first morning, because now, for the first time, he was ready to do something about the watcher or watchers. Exploration of the whole valley had not helped. Therefore, there lay at his feet a considerable coil of rope, the manufacture of which from plaited strands of the tough grass in his Eden had taken him whole days. With what patience he could find, he was waiting for the gigantic spout of milky-colored, perfumed water which would mean that the geyser had gone off and would erupt no more for exactly forty-four minutes.
Eleven days in the valley!
While he waited, Kirby considered them. Who had made the beautiful footprints beside him, when he had slept at last after his arrival here? Why had so many of the queer, fuzzy topped shrubs with immense yam-shaped roots, which grew here been taken away during that first sleep, and during all his other periods of sleep? Who had taken them? Early in his stay, he had learned that the tuberlike roots were good to eat and would sustain life, and he supposed that the unseen people of the valley took them for food. But who were these people of the valley?
Who had laid beside him during his first sleep the immense lily with perfume like that which came with the milky geyser spray—that spray of death and delight mingled? Why had someone scratched a line in the earth from him directly to the distant orifice of the geyser? Was this, as he believed, a signal to come not only to the edge of the orifice, but to lower himself down into its depths? And if the line were intended as a signal, did the persons who came to the valley while he slept, always eluding him, wish him well or mean to do him harm?
Last question of all: had the beautiful girl’s face he believed he had seen just once, been real or an hallucination? It had been while he was kneeling at the very edge of the geyser cone, staring down its many colored throat, that the vision had appeared. Misty white amidst the green gloom, the face had been turned up to him, smiling, its lips forming a kiss, and its great eyes beckoning. Had the face been real or a dream?
Eleven days in the valley! Now, with his braided rope ready at last, he was going to do something which might help to answer his questions.
Kirby reached out and began to run his grass rope, yard by yard, through his hands, searching carefully for any flaw. A canyon wren made the air sweet above him, while the morning sun began to wink and blink against the shadows which still lay against the face of the guardian cliffs. Kirby glanced at his watch and got up.
Crossing beyond the mouth of the geyser, he grinned good morning at his friend the Conquistadore, and marched on into the shade of the live oak which grew nearest the geyser. Here he made one end of his rope fast to the gnarled trunk, inspected his pistol, patted his tunic to make sure that the cylinder of gold was safe, then stood by to await the geyser.
With the passing of three minutes there came from the still empty orifice a sonorous rumbling. Kirby grinned.
From deep in the earth issued a sound of fizzing and bubbling, and then, to the accompaniment of subterranean thunder, burst loose the milky, upward column which had never ceased to awe the man who watched so eagerly this morning. As the titanic jet leaped skyward now, the slanting rays of the sun caught it, and turned the water, fanning out, into a fire opal, into a sheet of living color.
Kirby, hard headed to the last, drew from the supply in one pocket of his tunic, a strip of one of the tuberlike roots, and munched it.
The thunder ceased. The waters receded.
After that Kirby hesitated not a second. Promptly he moved forward, flung his coil of line down into the geyser tunnel, and swung on to the line. By the time he had swallowed the last bite of his breakfast, the world he knew had been left behind, and he was climbing down to a new.
It became at once apparent that the gorgeously colored, glassy-smooth throat glowed with tints which were unfamiliar to him. He could perceive these new shades of color, yet had no name for them.
As he stopped after fifty feet to breathe, the color phenomenon made him wonder if the tuber roots he had been eating had affected his vision; then decided they had not. In addition to food value, the roots had some power to stimulate courage and a slight mental exhilaration. But the drug had proved non-habit forming, and Kirby knew that his powers of perception were not now, and never had been, affected.
He swung down further.
Just a moment after he began that progress was when things began to happen to him. First he heard what seemed to be the low titter of a human voice laughing sweetly. Next came a far off, unutterably lovely strumming of music. And then he realized that, at a depth of about a hundred feet, he was hanging level with a hole which marked the mouth of another tunnel.
This new tunnel sloped down into the earth on his right hand. The floor and walls were glassy smooth, and the angle of descent was steep, but by no means as steep as the drop of the vertical geyser shaft in which he now hung.
Laughter, music, the new tunnel suddenly aroused an excitement which made him quiver.
“When I saw her,” he gasped, “she was standing here, in the mouth of this tunnel, looking up at me!”
Violently, Freddie Kirby forgot the maple-shaded street of his Kansas town, forgot everything but desire to reach the mouth of the new tunnel, where the girl of the exquisite face and beckoning lips had stood. Tightening his grip on the rope, he began to swing himself back and forth like a pendulum.
It seemed probable that when the geyser water shot up past the horizontal tunnel, its force was so great that no water at all entered. He redoubled his efforts to widen his swing.
Then his feet scraped on the floor, and in a second he had alighted there. He still hung stoutly to his line, however, for the tunnel sloped down sharply enough, and was slippery enough, to prohibit the maintenance of footing unaided.
The music which issued from the depths of that stunningly mysterious passage swelled to a crescendo—and stopped. Kirby clung there to his precarious perch, his feet slipping on the glass under them with every move he made, and feelings stirred in his heart which had never been there before.
Then, as silence reigned where the music had been, something prompted him to look up. The next instant he stifled a cry.
With widening eyes he saw the flash of a white arm and the gleam of a knife hovering over the spot where his taut rope passed out of the geyser opening into the sunshine of the outer world. Again he stifled a cry. For crying out would do no good. While the suppressed sound was still on his lips, the knife flickered.
Then Kirby was shooting downward, the severed line whipping out after him. The first plunge flung him off his feet. A long swoop which he took on his back dizzied him. But as the fall continued, he was able to slow it a little by bracing arms and legs against the tunnel walls.
“Holy Jeehosophat!” he gurgled.
But there seemed to be no particular danger. The slide was as smooth as most of the chutes he had ever encountered at summer swimming pools. If ever the confounded spiral passage came to an end, he might find that he was still all right. As seconds passed and he fell and fell, it seemed that he was bound for the center of the earth. It seemed that—
He swished around a multiple bend, and eyes which had been accustomed to darkness were blinded by light.
It was light which radiated in all colors—blue, yellow, browns, purples, reds, pinks, and then all the new colors for which he had no name. Somehow Kirby knew that he had shot out of the tunnel, which emerged high up in the face of a cliff, and that he was dropping through perfumed, brilliant air resonant with the sound of birds and insects and human cries. The funny thing was that the pull of gravity was not right, somehow, and he was dropping fairly slowly. From far below, a body of what looked like water was sweeping up to meet him. Kirby closed his eyes.
When he opened them again, his whole body was stinging with the slap of his impact, and he found that it was water which he had struck. The proof of it lay in the fact that he was swimming, and was approaching a shore.
But such water! It was milky white and perfumed as the geyser flow had been, and it seemed luminous as with a radium fire. Had he not realized presently that the fluid probably contained enough arsenic to finish a thousand like him, he would have thought of himself as bathing in the waters of Paradise.
But then he began to forget about the poison which might already be at work upon him.
Ahead of him, stretched out in the gorgeous, colored light, ran a beach which was backed by heavy jungle. And on the beach stood the lovely creatures, all clad in shimmering, glistening garments, whose flutelike cries had come to him as he fell.
Kirby looked, and became almost powerless to continue his swim. The beauty of those frail women was like the reputed beauty of bright angels. That paralyzing effect of wonder, however, did not last long.
The girls moved forward to the water’s edge, and, laughing amongst themselves, beckoned to him with lovely slender hands whose every motion was a caress.
“Be not afraid,” called one in a curious patois dialect, about five-sixths of which seemed made up of Spanish words, distorted but recognizable.
“The water would kill you,” called another, “as it killed the Spaniard in armor. But we are here to save you. I will give you a draught to drink which will defeat the poison. Come on to us!”
Kirby’s heart was almost literally in his mouth now, because the girl who promised him salvation was she whose lips had formed a kiss at him from the green-gloomy throat of the geyser.
His feet struck a shale bottom. Panting, he stood up and was conscious of the fact that despite his forlornly dripping and dishevelled condition, he was tall and straight and big, and that for some reason all of the girls on the gleaming sand, and one girl in particular, were anxious to receive him here.
The one girl had drawn a small, gleaming flask of gold from the misty bodice of her gown, and was holding it out while she laughed with red lips and great, dazzling dark eyes.
“Pronto!” she called in pure Spanish, and other girls echoed the word. “Oh,”went on the bright owner of the flask,“we thought you would never have done with your work on the rope. It took you so long!”
* * * *
Kirby left the smooth lake behind him and stood dripping on the sand. The moment the air touched his clothes, he felt that they were stiffening slightly. Yet the sensation brought no terror. He could not feel terror as he faced the girls.
“Give him the flask, Naida!” someone exclaimed.
“Ah, but the Gods have been kind to us!” echoed another.
The girl with the flask made a gesture for silence.
“Is it Naida you are called?” Kirby put in quickly, and as he spoke the Spanish words, the roll of them on his tongue did much to make him know that he was sane and awake, and not dreaming, that this was still the Twentieth Century, and that he was Freddie Kirby.
Answering his question, Naida nodded, and gave him the flask.
“A single draught will act as antidote to the poison,” she said.
“I drink,” said Kirby as he raised the flask, “to the many of you who have been so gracious as to save me!”
A flashing smile, a blush was his answer. And then he had wetted his lips with, and was swallowing, a limpid liquid which tasted of some drug.
“Enough!” Naida ordered in a second.
As she reached for the flask, her companions closed in as though a ceremony of some sort had been completed.
“Is it time to tell him yet, Naida?”piped one of the girls, younger than the rest, whom someone had called Elana.
“Oh, do begin, Naida,” chorused two more. “We can’t wait much longer to find out if he is going to help us!”
Kirby turned to Naida, while a soothing sensation crept through him from the draught he had taken.
“Pray tell me what it is that I am to be permitted to do for you. I can promise you that the whole of my life and strength, and such intelligence as I possess, is yours to command.”
Excited small cries and a clapping of hands answered him. As for Naida, her face lighted with glowing joy.
“Oh, one who could say that, mustbe the friend and protector of whom we have stood in such bitter need!”
“What,” asked Kirby, “is this need which made one of you cut my rope, so that I should come here?”
A momentary silence was broken only by the hum of insects in the perfumed air, and by the golden thrilling of a bird back in the jungle. Then Kirby beheld Naida bowing to him.
“So be it,” she said in a voice low and flutelike. “I will speak now since you request it. Already you have seen that you are here in our world because we conspired amongst ourselves to bring you here. Our reason—”
She paused, looked deep into his eyes.
“Amigo,” she continued slowly, “we whom you see here are the People of the Temple. For more centuries than even our sages can tell, our progenitors have dwelt here, where you find us, knowing always of your outer world, but remaining always unknown by it. But now the time has come when those of us who are left amongst our race need the help of one from the outer races we have shunned. Dangers of various orders confront us who have waited here for your coming. When we first discovered you in the Valley of the Geyser, the idea came to me that we must make you understand our troubles, and ask of you—”
But then she stopped.
As Kirby stared at her, the gentleness of her expression was replaced by a swift strength which made her majestic.
The next moment bedlam reigned upon the beach.
“They are after us!” gasped one of the girls in terror. “Quick, Naida! Quick! Quick!”
* * * *
Whatever it was that threatened, Naida did not need to be told that the need for action was pressing. She shouted at her companions some order which Kirby did not understand. From a pouch at her side, she snatched out a greyish, spherical vegetable substance which looked almost like a tennis ball. Then she braced herself as if to withstand an assault.
“Stand back!” she cried to Kirby.
He had long ago ceased to wonder at anything that might happen here. Disappointed that Naida’s story had been interrupted, wondering what was wrong, he obeyed Naida’s order to keep clear.
As he fell back and stood motionless, there came from behind a dense screen of shrubs which would have resembled aloe and prickly pear bushes, save that they were as big as oak trees, a ghastly howling. The next second, hopped and hurtled across the beach toward the girls, a group of hair-covered, shaggy creatures which were neither apes nor men. The faces, contorted with lust, were hideously leathery and brown, the foreheads small and beetling, and the mouths enormous, with immense yellow teeth.
Helpless, Kirby realized that Naida and all the others had clapped over their faces curious masks which seemed to be made of some crystalline substance, and that now others had armed themselves with the tennis balls. And that was the last observation he made before the battle opened furiously.
With a cry muffled behind her mask, Naida leaped out in front of her squadron and cut loose her queer vegetable ball with whizzing aim and force.
Full into the snarling face of one of the ape-men the thing smashed, filling the air all about the creature with a yellow, mistlike powder. Kirby was half deafened by the yells of rage and terror which went up from the entire attacking band. The creature who had been hit fell to his knees the while he made agonized tearing movements at his face and uttered shrill, jabbering yelps.
Other balls flashed instantly from Naida’s ranks, and each brought about the same ghastly result as the first. But then Kirby saw that the whole jungle seethed with the hairy, awful men.
“Keep back!” Naida shrieked at him through her mask. “We have no mask for you. If the powder from our fungi touches you, it will be the end!”
* * * *
With gaps in the advancing line filled as soon as each screeching ape went down, the attackers leaped on until Kirby knew they would be upon the girls in a matter of seconds. A sweat broke out on his neck.
But then an idea gripped him, and suddenly, without even a last glance at Naida, he leaped away even as she had commanded.
A great boulder lay on the shore fifty yards away. Toward it Kirby streaked as though he had become coward. But he had not turned coward.
By the time he reached the shelter which would protect him from the fungus mist, a turning point had come in the battle. The ape-men had closed in on the girls, were swarming about them, and the mist balls had almost ceased to fly. But the thing which gave Kirby hope was that the apes were not attempting to harm the girls. They seemed victors, but they were not committing atrocities.
It was the sharp intuition that something like this might happen which had sent Kirby fleeing from the fight. He believed he might yet prove useful.
The thickest group of attackers were jostling about Naida. As the screams and sobs of the girls quivered out, mingled with the guttural roaring of the men, Naida was shut off by a solid wall of aggressors.
Then Kirby saw her again. But now two of the most powerful of the ape-men had caught her up and was carrying her. Her kicking and writhing and biting accomplished nothing. The apes were headed directly back to the jungle.
Now, however, most of the yellow mist had disappeared, and that was all Kirby had been waiting for. With a growling shout, he tore out from behind his boulder, his Luger ready. Naida’s captors were in full retreat, and other pairs of men were snatching up other girls and hopping after them. Toward Naida Kirby ran madly but not blindly.
“Naida! Naida!” he bellowed.
He got in two strides for every one the apes made.
“Naida!” he shouted, and at last saw her look at him.
Her face was pallid with loathing and terror. As her glimmering dark eyes met his, they flashed a plea which made his heart thrash against his lungs.
With a final roar of encouragement Kirby closed in on the hair-covered men, and fired instantly a shot which caught one full in the heart. The creature wavered on its legs, looked at the unexpected enemy with dismayed, swinish little red eyes, and relaxing his hold upon Naida, dropped without making a sound.
After that—
But suddenly Kirby found himself unable to comprehend fully the other terrific results of his intervention. Before the echoes of his shot died, there came to him the rumble of what seemed to be tons of falling rock. In the bright air a slight mist was precipitated. To all of which was added the effect upon the ape-men of fear of a weapon and a type of fighter utterly new to them.
Kirby had fired believing that he would have to fight other ape-men when the first fell. But not so. Instead of that—
He blinked rapidly as he took in the scene.
Naida had been released. Lying on the sand beside the dead ape-man, she was looking up at him in stupefied wonder. And her other captor, instead of remaining to fight, had clapped shaggy hands over his ears, and was leaping headlong for the protection of the jungle!
Moreover, the soprano cries of the girls and the deep howls of the men were rising everywhere, and everywhere the ape-men were dropping their captives and plunging away after their leader.
“Huh,” Kirby muttered aloud, and wondered what the citizens of Kansas would have to say about this.
Naida looked at the dead and bleeding ape-man and shuddered, and then at the score or so of others brought down by the puff balls. Then she looked up at Kirby, raised her arms for his support, and smiled up into his brown face.
Kirby forgot Kansas, lifted her, warm and alive, radiantly beautiful, in his arms.
“Our friends the enemies,” she whispered as she remained for a second in his embrace and then drew away, “will attack no more this day—thanks to you.”
There was no possible need for another shot, Kirby saw. In terrified silence, the first of the apes had already floundered behind the prickly pear andaloe bushes, and the last stragglers were using all the power in their legs to catch up. On the beach, Naida’s followers were picking themselves up, and already a few of them had burst into ringing laughter.
“Come on, all of you,” Naida said to them, and, including Kirby in her glance, added, “We may as well go to the caciques now, and have it over with.”
CHAPTER IV
It was with Naida at his side and the other girls grouped about them, that they started their journey to the “caciques,” whoever they might be, “to have it over with,” whatever that might mean. As they strode along in silence, Kirby did what he could to straighten out in his mind the many curious things which had happened since he sat testing his rope in the upper world this morning.
In final analysis, it seemed to him that, extraordinary as his experience had been, there was nothing so much out of the way about it, after all. The only unusual thing was the existence of this inhabited pocket in the earth. For the rest, the strange colors to which he could not put a name, were simply some manifestation of infra-reds and ultra-violets. And then the startling effect of his single shot at the ape-men—that was simply the old story of savage creatures running from a new weapon and a new enemy; naturally the shot had sounded loud in this enclosed cavern. Lastly, the pull of gravity down here seemed upset somehow. But why should it not seem so, at this distance within the earth? The American was no scientist; the conclusions he reached seemed very reasonable to him.
All told, the last thing Kirby found he needed to do was pinch himself to see if he was awake.
A place of indefinite extent, the cavern seemed to be exactly what he had already judged it—a giant pocket within the earth. The ceiling, or the sky, was of some kind of natural glass—no doubt the same kind which was crackling on his clothes now—and from it emanated the brilliant, many colored glow which lighted the cavern. Radium? Perhaps it was that. Perhaps the rays were cast off from some other element even less understood than mysterious radium. As for the plant and animal life with which the cavern teemed, it was amazing.
But Kirby did not give himself up to silent observation any longer.
“Will you finish telling me,” he asked of Naida, “about the task I am to perform for you here?”
Naida, walking with lithe strides along a path jungle-hemmed on both sides, smiled at him.
“You are to be our leader.”
“Yes?”
Now both Naida and the other girls became sober.
“You will lead us in a revolt.”
“Ah!” Kirby whistled softly.
“In a revolt against the caciques—the wise men—whose kind have governed the People of the Temple since the beginning.”
Her statement was received with acclaim by the whole troop, who crowded close around, the while they smiled at Kirby.
“You mean I am to lead a revolt,” he asked, “against these same caciques whom we are going now to face?”
Naida nodded emphatically.
“Yes, if revolt proves necessary. And it probably will.”
“Hum.” Kirby scratched behind his ear. “You’d better tell me what you can about it.”
Then, as they hurried on, Naida spoke rapidly.
The situation before the People of the Temple was that for a long time now, the only children to be born had been girls. Worse still, not even a girl had been born during a period equal to sixteen upper-world years. The only remaining members of a race which had flourished in this underground land for countless thousands of years, consisted of the caciques, a handful of aged people, and the thirty-four girls, including Naida, who accompanied Kirby now.
On one hand was promised extinction through lack of reproduction. On the other, even swifter and more terrible extinction at the hands of the ape-men, whom Naida called the Worshippers of Xlotli, the Rabbit God, the God of all bestiality and drunkenness.
It was the menace of the ape-men, rather than the less appalling one of lack of reproduction, which was making the most trouble now. Ages ago, when the People of the Temple had flourished as a race, they had been untroubled by the Worshippers of Xlotli. But now the ape-men were by far the stronger; and they desired the girls who had been born as the last generation of an ancient race. The battle of this morning had been only one of many.
Dissension between the caciques, who ruled the People of the Temple, and their girl subjects, had arisen on the subject of the best way of dealing with the ape-man menace.
Some time ago, Naida, heading a council of all the girls, had proposed to the caciques that support be sought amongst the people of the upper world. This would be done judiciously, by bringing to the lower realm a few men who were wise and strong, men who would make good husbands, and who could fight the ape-men.
This proposal the priests had promptly quashed. They would never receive, they said, any members of the teeming outer races from whom the People of the Temple had so long been hidden. Those few who had blundered into the Valley of the Geyser during the centuries, and who had never escaped, were enough. Better, said the caciques, that a compromise be arranged with the subjects of the Rabbit God.
Flatly then, the priests had proposed that some of the girls, the number to be specified later, should be given to the ape-men, and peace won. During the time of reprieve which would thus be afforded, prayers and sacrifices could be offered the Lords of the Sun and Moon, and to Quetzalcoatl, the Feathered Serpent. In answer to these prayers, the Gods would surely send the aged people who alone were left as prospective parents, a generation of sons.
Once the priests’ program of giving up some of the girls to the ape-men had been made definite, it had not taken Naida and the others long to decide that they would never submit. And then, while matters were at an acute stage, a tall, blond white man had come to the Valley of the Geyser—Kirby.
* * * *
As Naida had finished her story, Kirby mustered a smile despite the soberness which had come upon him.
“So the white man came,” he repeated after her, “and all of you decided forthwith to stage your revolt.”
“Why not?” Naida answered. “We observed you until we were sure you possessed the qualities of leadership we wanted. After that, we did what we could to coax you to come here.”
Kirby grinned at that.
“Now,” Naida ended simply, “we will go to the caciques. If they accept you, and grant our requests to them, there will be peace. If they rage, it will be war.”
Suddenly she drew closer to Kirby as they swung along, and slipped her hand into his, looking up at him in silent entreaty.
“How much farther,” he asked in a voice which became sharp, “until we reach the headquarters of these caciques?”
“They live in a castle which our ancestors built ages ago on a protected plateau,” Naida answered tensely. “It is a good distance still, but we will cover it soon enough.”
They crossed now one edge of a shadow-filled forest composed principally of immense, pallid palmlike trees. Farther on, the path wound through a belt of swampy land covered by gigantic reeds which rustled above their heads with a glassy sound, and by things which looked like the cat-tails of the upper world, but were a hundred times larger. Everywhere hovered odd little creatures like birds, but with teeth in their long snouts and small frondlike growths on each side of their tails. About some swamp plants with very large blooms resembling passion flowers, flitted dragon flies of jeweled hues and enormous size, and under the flowers hopped strange toadlike creatures equipped with two pair of gauzy wings.
Finally, through a tunnel composed of ferns a hundred feet high, they emerged to a still densely overgrown but higher country which Naida said was a part of the Rorroh forest.
In the forest, Kirby gained a hazy impression of bronzy, immense cycads and what appeared to be tree chrysophilums with gorgeous blossoms. Then he received a much clearer impression of other trees with blossoms of bright orange yellow and very thick petals, each tipped with a glassy sharp point. The disconcerting thing about the tree was that, as they approached, the scaly limbs began to tremble and wave, and suddenly lashed out as though making a human effort to snatch at the bright travelers.
Naida and all the others hurried along without offering comment, and Kirby asked no questions.
Once he thought he saw a group of gorilla creatures parallelling their course back amongst the forest growth, but if Naida observed the animals, she paid no attention. The one thing which had any effect upon the company was the appearance, presently, of two vast, birdlike creatures. As these things approached, Naida signaled to all to crouch beneath the shelter of a tall rock beside the path.
Enormous, the birds had bat wings, and carried with them, as they approached, the stink of putrid flesh. The long beaks were overfull of sharp teeth. The heads, set upon bodies of glistening white-grey, were black. Reddish grey eyes searched the jungle as the creatures flapped along. But, the Pterodactyls—if they were that—passed above Naida’s band without offering attack, and presently Naida gave the command to advance again.
* * * *
In time, they came to a chasmlike gorge across which was suspended a slender long thread of a bridge. Not far above the bridge, a considerable river emptied itself into the gorge in a mirrorlike ribbon. Kirby could not hear the torrent fall—or rather could not hear it strike any solid bottom. But from somewhere in the unlighted, unfathomed depths of the abyss rose strange bubbling and whistling sounds.
At the bridge, Naida paused and pointed to the land across the river. And as Kirby looked in the direction indicated, he beheld a rocky eminence rising for several hundred feet straight up from the expanse of a level, tree and grass covered plain. Atop of the plateau, glimmered the complex towers and turrets, the crenellated walls of a castle which, in its grey antiquity, seemed as old as the race of men.
“It is behind those walls that the caciques dwell,” Naida said quickly.“It is behind the castle, in a series of separate houses, that the older members of the race dwell. We shall go and look upon them presently. But first we will force an interview with the caciques.”
In silence Kirby took her hand, and, with the others following, they moved out upon the swaying, perilous causeway which hung above the chasm. After that, the trip across the plain to the foot of the plateau cliffs was quickly accomplished.
Here, however, Kirby thought they must face trouble, for he found that the great walls, of a sparkling, almost glassy smoothness, shot up to a height of at least three hundred feet, and that no path of any sort was visible.
“We’re here,” he said, “but how can we get up?”
But understanding began to dawn as Naida laughed, and produced from the pouch at the side of her gauzy dress four pliable discs of a substance which resembled rubber.
“You are very strong, are you not?”she asked.
“Yes.”
“Then you will have no trouble in following us up the cliff. Our Serpent God, Quetzalcoatl, taught us how to climb long ago.”
With that she handed Kirby the set of vacuum discs, and producing another for herself, moistened them in a pool of water close at hand. Then, as all of the girls followed her action, she strapped them to her hands and feet, and in a moment they had begun the ascent.
“Why,” Kirby said presently, “with these things you could hang by your feet and walk on a smooth ceiling!”
Naida laughed, and they worked their way upward.
When the climb was accomplished and the discs were put away, Kirby found himself standing on the outer edge of a mediaeval paradise, of a magnificent plateau partly fortified by nature, partly by the hand of man.
“Ah!” he cried in deep admiration, then followed Naida.
The building—the castle—in the near distance, resembled a castle of Spain, save that there was greater beauty and subtlety of architecture. Turreted on all four corners, constructed of material which looked like blocks of natural glass, the fairylike structure was crowned by a gigantic tower of something which resembled obsidian. Up and up this tower soared until its gleaming black tip seemed almost to touch the glassy-radiant sky of the cavern.
No people showed themselves, and Kirby saw that the bronze-studded portals set in the front of the castle were closed.
Admiringly, he glanced at the surrounding land laid out in checkerboard patches of gardens and orchards where grew a bewildering variety of unknown fruits and blooms. Butterflies drifted past, and the air was freighted with the scent of flowers. Inside a walled enclosure, Kirby saw a good-sized plot heavily grown with the plant on which he had been subsisting. As they passed this ground, each of the girls, Naida leading, made a strange little bowing, gliding genuflection, and Kirby wondered.
Now, however, new sights distracted him as they crossed a port drawbridge above a deep moat which was a fairyland of aquatic plants. Although not a sound had come from the castle, the great entrance doors were swinging back.
“Be ready,” Naida whispered, “for almost anything. The doors are being opened by some of the palace guard. I have little doubt that word was long ago rushed to the caciques that we are come to them with an upper-world man!”
Kirby answered with a nod. Then they passed the outer doors, passed inside, and Kirby blinked at what he saw.
In a long hall decorated bewilderingly with a carven frieze in which appeared all of the symbols common to early Mexican religions, and many new ones, stood a row of bright suits of armor of the Sixteenth Century. From each suit peered the glassy face and shovel beard of a dead Conquistadore.
So this was what happened to intruders from the upper world! The Conquistadore who kept his long watch beside the geyser was not the only one! Kirby felt an involuntary chill prickle up his back. But he was not given long to think before Naida, ignoring the gruesome array, clasped his arm.
“Look! Behold!”
And Kirby saw that with almost magical silence the whole wall at the end of the corridor was sliding back to reveal an enormous amphitheatre in the center of which stood a vast circular table. Ranged in a semicircle about that table, stood fifteen incredibly ancient men clad in long, glistening grey robes. Blanched beards trailed down the front of the garments until they all but touched the floor.
The caciques!
Kirby, on the threshold of the amphitheatre, squared his shoulders and held his head high. Then with Naida on his right, his own eyes boring unyieldingly into the smouldering, narrowed eyes which stared at him, he advanced.
But in front of him the priests moved suddenly. From Naida burst a shriek. In the radiant glare of the council room flashed the long, thin, cruel blade of a sacrificial knife.
The cacique who had whipped it from his robe flew at Kirby with a condor swoop, talon-hands outstretched, his wrinkled, bearded face contorted with fury.
CHAPTER V
Before Kirby was more than half set to fight, the priest was clawing at his throat, and a gnarled old fist was poised to drive the knife in a death stroke.
Kirby did the only thing he could do quickly—sprang to one side. The move saved him. The knife whipped past his shoulder, and the cacique nearly fell. But it had been a close enough squeak for all that.
Nor was it over. After Kirby the priest sprang with unexpected agility, and before Kirby could snatch at his pistol the talon-hands were lunging at his throat once more.
With the gasps of the girls ringing in his ears, Kirby bunched himself for another side leap only to find the cacique all over him like an octopus. Momentarily the knife hung above his chest, and Kirby, dismayed at the powers of his opponent, almost felt that the thing must plunge before he could break the octopus hold.
But he had no intention of being defeated, and now he was getting used to the fight. The priest’s left arm swiftly clenched about his neck and shoulders, and the right arm, with the knife, attempted a drive through to the heart. Suddenly, however, Kirby lurched sideways and backward, and as the octopus grip slackened for a flash, he himself got a wrestler’s grip that left him ready to do business. As the priest broke free, he slid around in an attempt to fasten himself on Kirby’s back. Quickly, tensely Kirby doubled, and knew that he had done enough. The cacique shot over his shoulders, described a somersault in midair, and landed with a sharp crack of head and shoulders against unyielding stone.
From the semicircle of other priests went up a gasp. From Naida came a strangled cry of joy. Kirby made one leap for the knife which had fallen from the cacique’s hand as he slumped into unconsciousness, and then he straightened up with the weapon safe in his possession.
“There, you old billygoat,” he croaked in English, “maybe you won’t try any more fast ones for awhile.”
A second later he stepped over the sprawled body to stand beside Naida.
Upon the wrinkled countenances of the remaining caciques was stamped a look of dismay and hatred which boded no good. It was plain to Kirby that in battering up the man detailed to kill him, he had committed a desecration of first order.
“Is there anyone else who cares to fight?” he flung at them in Spanish, showing a contempt as great as their rage.
The response he got was instant. From one old gullet, then from others, came choking, snarling sounds which presently became words. By those words Kirby heard himself cursed with a vituperation which made him, even in his temporary triumph, feel grave.
But he did not let that soberness trouble him long. For the main point now was that no one made a move to fight further, which was what he had expected. He had flung them the challenge, knowing that he was possessed of their knife, and suspecting that it was their only weapon. The belief that no one would care to try a barehanded conflict, no matter what insult was waiting to be avenged, seemed justified as none of the caciques advanced, and as even the cursing presently ceased.
“No?” Kirby asked. “There is to be no more fighting?”
One of the caciques now came forward a few steps.
“No,” he answered with a lameness which was not to be denied. “But you, a criminal interloper in our realm, have been marked as a victim for sacrifice, and from this there is no power in the universe which can save you.”
Kirby, after a reassuring glance at Naida, looked at the floored priest who was sitting up now, looking stupidly about, and feeling himself all over, and Kirby suppressed a grin.
“Ah, I am to be sacrificed, eh? But what happens until that time comes? Listen my Wise Ones—”
He stabbed a finger at them, and his eyes flashed.
“Listen! What you mean to say is that I have defeated you, and you must lay off me until you can launch another attack. But I have a few things to say to that. One is that I am not going to permit myself to be sacrificed. Another is that I demand, right here and now, that you begin to discuss with me certain agreements which are going to regulate the future conduct of affairs in this world to which I have come.”
A low exclamation answered that, but it came from no priest. They remained sullen and staggered. It was Naida who murmured, and there was excitement and pleasure in her voice. Suddenly she placed her lips against Kirby’s ear.
“You must not treat with them,” she said. “Tell them you want to see the Duca, and will destroy them all unless he comes!”
Understanding burst over Kirby. The Duca! Then these men were only the representatives of a High Priest, the Duca!
“Yes,” he repeated resolutely to the assembled greybeards, “a meeting is going to be held in this chamber of council at once. But I will not deal with you! Do you understand me? I must see the Duca. I leave it to you to decide whether you will summon him, or force me to fight my way through to wherever he is staying.”
“The Duca!”
The words burst in dismay from the gimlet-eyed cacique who had said there would be no more fighting. He looked at Naida, well aware of the fact that it was her interference which had made Kirby extend his demand. And his look was black.
Kirby slid between Naida and the cacique.
“Yes,” he spat out, “the Duca! Will you summon him, or—”
He did not repeat what he would do as an alternative. A second passed in silence. It seemed as if the cacique who had been speaking was ready to burst.
“Answer me!” Kirby thundered.
And then the priest obeyed.
“Very well,” he growled in a voice which quaked with rage. “I obey. But you will wish you had never made the demand!”
The next second he swung on his heel, and leaving his company behind as a guard, headed toward a stair which led upward from one side of the amphitheatre, and which was protected by a door of heavy, grilled metal work. The stairway seemed to be spiral, and was all enclosed. Kirby realized that it must lead into the tall and beautiful tower of obsidion which he had seen outside.
“Oh,” Naida whispered as looks and smiles of approval came from all of the girls, “you have been magnificent! Mark now, what we must do. You must be the one to state our terms, because you have already won a victory for us. Tell the Duca that we will not submit to any compromise with the ape-men, and least of all will we let any of our number go to the ape-men.”
A deep flush crept into Kirby’s cheeks at thought of what he would like to do to the man who had proposed that sacrifice.
“Then tell him,” Naida continued,“that we want men brought to our world from the world above. And finally tell him we will live under his dictatorship no longer, and hereafter demand a voice in all councils affecting temporal affairs.”
“All right,” Kirby spoke grimly.“I’ll tell him. Naida, is this high priest we’re waiting for, the one who proposed sacrifice of some of you to the apes?”
Naida nodded.
Next moment, she, Kirby, and all the others, including the row of glowering caciques, became silent. At sounds from above, all looked toward the grilled doorway to the tower. Then Kirby realized that all of the girls, as well as the caciques, were dropping to their knees.
“No!” he commanded quickly. “Get up! You must not abase—”
He had not finished, and Naida had scarcely risen, when the heavy door swung on noiseless hinges.
The light in the amphitheatre seemed to become more intense. Then, against the great glow, Kirby beheld majesty, beheld one who represented the apotheosis of priestly rank and power.
Clad in robes of filmy material which glimmered white beside the gray robes of his underlings, the Duca wore about his waist the living flame of a girdle composed of alternate cut diamonds and blood red rubies each larger than a golf ball. And Kirby, searching for comparisons, realized that the Duca’s face, upheld to others, would be as remarkable as his jewels must be when compared to ordinary gems. It was a chiseled face, seamed by a thousand wrinkles, which a god might have carved from ivory before endowing it with the flush and glow of life. A mane of snow white hair cascaded back from a tremendous forehead to fall about thin but square shoulders and mingle with the downward sweep of pure white beard. The eyes, black as polished jet, flamed now with the glare of baleful fires.
As Naida, stealing close to Kirby, trembled, and even the abased caciques trembled, Kirby himself felt as if icy water was trickling over him.
He fought the sensation off. For suddenly he knew that in spite of first impressions which made the man seem a living god, the old Duca was human. And what was more, he was in the wrong. All of which being true, the thing to do was keep a level head and fight.
All at once Kirby spoke across the silence in the great room.
“I have sent for you,” he said, weighing words carefully.
“And I,”—the Duca’s voice was mellow and deep—“have come. But I am not here because you summoned me.”
“Oh!” Kirby let sarcasm edge his words. “Well, I won’t quibble about your motives for coming. Did my messenger tell you why we are here and demand your presence?”
“Your messenger,” the old man said calmly, “told me.”
“Very well. Do you consent to listen to Naida’s and my terms? If you willlisten—”
“But wait a moment,” the Duca interrupted, still calmly, but with a look in his eyes which Kirby did not like.“Are you asking me, to my face, whether I will listen to terms which you offer as self-styled victor of a battle with my caciques?”
Kirby nodded. His apprehension increased.
“Ah,” said the Duca softly. And then, amazingly, a smile deepened every wrinkle of his parchment face.“But do you not remember that I said I had not come here because you summoned me?”
“Yes,” Kirby said solidly. “I remember very well.”
“The thing which brought me here was the failure of my followers to accomplish an assignment which I had given them—namely, that of ending your life.”
“Hum.” Kirby scratched behind his ear. “You are not interested in arranging terms of peace, then.”
“I am here,”—suddenly the Duca’s voice filled the room—“to do that which my priests were unable to do. And the moment has come when the Gods will no longer trifle with you. You dog! You thieving intruder! You—”
Swiftly the Duca plunged one withered but still powerful hand into the folds of his robe above the flaming girdle. Then his hand flashed out, and in it he held—
But Kirby did not get to see.
A strangled cry of terror smote his ears. Naida leaped toward him from one side, while Elana, the lovely youngest girl, sprang from another direction, hurled Naida aside, and stopped in front of Kirby.
Through the glaring room flickered a tiny red serpentine creature which the Duca hurled from a crystalline tube in his hand. As the minute snake struck Elana’s breast, she gave a choked cough, and then, as she half turned to smile at both Naida and Kirby over her shoulder, her eyes went blank, and she collapsed gently to the polished stones of the floor—dead.
A second later came squirming out from under her the ghastly, glimmering little snake which had struck.
Slowly, while every mortal in the room stood paralyzed, Kirby stepped forward and set his heel upon the writhing thing. When he raised his boot, the snake was only a blotch on the floor.
The Duca was standing as still as girls and caciques. The laughter with which he had started to greet what he had thought would be Kirby’s extermination had faded to a look of wonder—and fear. He was an easy mark.
Up to him Kirby rolled, and with all the force of soul and muscular body, drove his fist into the Duca’s face.
“By God,” he roared, “you want war, and you shall have it!”
The Duca was simply out—not dead. Since Kirby did not want him dead, he did not strike again, but swung back from the sprawled body, faced Naida, and pointed to the tower door.
“Up there!” he snapped. “Seize the tower. I have a reason!”
At the Duca’s crashing downfall, had come to the caciques a tension which made Kirby know they would not be dummy figures much longer. His eyes never left them.
“Quick, Naida!” he snapped again.“We must hold the tower!”
Naida, all of the girls, were staring dazedly at Elana, dead.
“The tower!” she choked. “But we cannot go there. It is the Duca’s!”
“Because it is the Duca’s,” Kirby said firmly, “is exactly why we must hold it. Come, Naida, please—”
And then he saw comprehension begin to dawn at last.
He also saw two of the caciques glide from the wooden line, and slink toward him past the unconscious Duca, stealthily.
As Naida suddenly cried out to her companions, pushed at two of them, and then darted like a rainbow nymph toward the silent and forbidding upward spiral of steps, Kirby faced the gliding caciques.
One he clutched with viselike hands, and lifted him. As the other shrieked and sprang, he was mowed down by the hurtling body of his fellow priest which Kirby flung forward mightily.
The rest of the caciques were howling. While Naida waited beside the tower door, the other girls flashed up the steps. The Duca still lay where he had fallen, a thread of blood oozing from his mouth. Kirby, after his last look over all, solemnly stooped and gathered in his arms the limp, radiant little body of the girl who had given her life that her friends might be left with a leader.
A moment later, he was standing on the steps. Naida, unopposed by the still stupefied caciques, swung shut the tower door and shot a double bolt.
“Naida—” Kirby whispered as he held Elana closer to him, “oh, I am so sorry that we could have won only at such a price.”
As Naida stooped to kiss the pale little forehead with its halo of golden hair, sobs came. But then she raised her eyes, and they were, for Kirby, alight with the message that she could and would accept Elana’s sacrifice, because she would gladly have made it herself.
“We will not forget,” she whispered.“Carry her tenderly, and come.”
For better, for worse, the Duca’s tower was theirs.
CHAPTER VI
At the end of an hour, Kirby was taking a turn of guard duty at the foot of the steps, while the others remained with Elana in a chamber above. To Kirby, with things thus far along, it seemed that the seizure of the tower had proved a shrewd stroke.
It seemed that the tower was to the Duca what hair was to Sampson. From Naida had come the information that the Duca lived hidden within the great shaft of obsidion, and appeared but seldom even before his caciques. Apparently a large part of his hold upon his subjects was maintained by the mystery with which he kept himself surrounded. And now his retreat was lost to him! Such had been the moral effect of the loss upon both Duca and caciques, that his whole first hour had gone by without their doing anything.
Kirby, standing just around the first turn of the winding stairway, presently cocked his ears to listen to the conclave being held in the amphitheatre.
“Why not starve them out, O Holy One?” he heard one of the caciques ask of the Duca, only to be answered by a growl of negation.
The Duca, Kirby had gathered before this, wanted to fight.
“But there is no food in the tower, is there?” the cacique still pressed on, and this time he was supported by other voices.
“No,” the Duca rumbled back. “But am I to be deprived of my retreat, left here like a common dog amongst other dogs, while these accursed fiends starve slowly to death? No! I tell you, you must fight for me!”
But he had told them so several times before and nothing had happened. Kirby grinned at the thought of the caste the Duca was losing by being driven to this belittling parley.
“Holy One,” exclaimed a new priest in answer to the urge to fight, “what can we do against the golden haired fiend? The stairs are so narrow that he could defend them alone. And then there are the gates of bronze. If we could shatter the first, at the foot of the steps, we should only encounter others. The Duca must remember that his tower was built to withstand attack.”
“Even so,” the Duca snapped back,“it must be attacked! I—”
But then he fell silent, having been made so by the sounds of dissension which arose amongst his caciques. Kirby, laughing to himself, turned away from his listening post, and tip-toed up the steps.
After he had closed and bolted behind him three of the bronze portals so feared by the caciques, he turned to the entrance of the chamber in which he had left Naida and the others. Here all was silent, and he found his friends grouped about a couch on which lay Elana. Feeling the solemnity of the moment, he would have taken his place quietly amongst the mourners.
Naida, however, came to him at once, and in a low voice asked for news from the amphitheatre, and when Kirby answered that the caciques were unanimously in favor of leaving them alone until they starved, she exclaimed:
“Oh, then it is good news!”
After that, however, a shadow of doubt flickered in her great eyes.
“And yet, is it? It means temporary immunity, of coarse. But—starvation!”
Kirby assured her with a grin.
“If we had to starve we might worry. But there is more food here than the Duca thinks. Look!”
From a bulging pocket of his tunic he fished a strip of the roots on which he had subsisted so comfortably. Naida’s eyes widened, and several of the girls gave low cries.
“Yes,” Naida exclaimed, “but such food! Why—why, do you know what you are offering us? Why, this is the sacred Peyote! Only the Duca eats it, and, at rare intervals, his priests.”
Kirby was really startled now.
“But surely you and the others have taken quantities of the stuff away from the Valley of the Geyser. Do you mean—”
“Because we gathered the Peyote does not mean that we have ever tasted it. We gather it for the Duca. To taste would be complete, utter sacrilege. Have you been eating it?”
Inwardly Kirby was chuckling at this added proof of the buncumbe with which the Duca—and other Ducas—had fooled all.
“Of course I’ve been eating the Peyote.”
“And—and nothing has happened to you?” Naida asked.
“Hardly. I certainly haven’t been blasted by the Lords of the Sun and Moon, or the Serpent either!”
Naida and all the others were silent. The conflict between their reverence for the food and their clear desire to eat it, now that it was become the food of their leader, was pathetic.
Kirby put one of the strips in Naida’s hand.
“Why not?” he asked. “We have bested the Duca in fair fight. We have seized his tower. Why not eat his food?”
As he had hoped it would, the suggestion at last settled the matter. A moment later, as Naida nibbled her first bite, she smiled.
“Why, it—it’s good!”
With the question of provisions settled at least for a time, Kirby’s next thought was of the tower. The present lull of peace seemed made for exploration.
“Come along,” he said to Naida,“we’ve plenty to do,” and then, when he explained, they set out, accompanied by Nini, a cousin of Naida’s, and Ivana, a younger sister.
All of the others remained with little Elana.
* * * *
While they climbed spiral stairs, Naida explained that the chamber they had just left was used by the Duca as a place in which he prayed before and after contacts with caciques or subjects. A sort of halfway station between earth and heaven, as it were, where the Duca might be purged of any sullying influence gained from human relationships.
At thought of the rank, egotistical hypocrisy implied by the story, Kirby smiled grimly. Then they came to a new door, heavier than that which barricaded the prayer chamber. Unlocked, the thing swung ponderously at Kirby’s push, and with the three girls pressing close beside him, he entered—and stopped.
“Naida!” he gasped.
“Oh, oh!” she cried, and while Nini and Ivana gasped, she clapped her hands in an instinctive, feminine reaction of joy. “But there are things here which I believe none but the Ducas of our race have ever seen! Oh! Why, the sacred girdle is as nothing compared to this display!”
By “display” she meant a treasure which took Kirby’s breath away, which made his heart act queerly.
The walls of the chamber were fashioned of polished blocks of obsidion on which stood out in heavy bas-relief a maze of decorative figures fashioned of pure, beaten gold—the same kind of gold which had gone into the making of the cylinder of gold. With his first glance at the gorgeously wrought motifs of Feathered Serpent and Sun and Moon symbols, Kirby knew to a certainty whence the golden cylinder had come originally.
But even the gold—literally tons of it there must have been—was nothing compared to the gems.
They were spread out in blinding array upon a great table in the center of the room. There were pearls as big as turkey eggs and whiter, softer than the light of a June morning growing in the East. There were rubies. One amongst the many was the size of a baseball and glowed like the heart of a red star. The least of the two or three hundred gems would have outclassed the greatest treasures of the Crown jewels of England and Russia combined.
Most overwhelming of all, however, was the jewel which rested against a square of black cloth all its own in the center of the table. While his heart still acted queerly, while Naida, Nini, and Ivana hung back, delighted, but still too bewildered to move, Kirby advanced and took gingerly in his hands a single white diamond about eighteen inches long, and almost as wide and deep as it was long.
The thing was carved with exquisite cunning to a likeness of the living head of Quetzalcoatl, the Feathered Serpent.
Kirby dared not guess how many pounds the carven hunk of flashing, blue-white carbon weighed. He knew only that like it there was no other diamond in the world, and that the thing was real. Naida and the two girls were silent now, and suddenly Kirby realized that to their awe of the gem was added awe of deepest religious nature. Slowly he put the diamond head of the Serpent back upon its square of cloth.
“We—we had heard that this thing existed,” Naida said presently, voice hushed, “but no one except the holy men of our race has ever beheld it.”
“But, what is it?” Kirby asked.“Whence came it?”
However, when Naida would have answered, he interrupted.
“But wait! Tell me as we go. We could stay here for the rest of our lives without much trouble, but we’ve got to cover the rest of the tower and get back to the others.”
* * * *
It was after they had closed the door to the treasure room that Naida told him the story.
“There is not so much to tell,” she began. “The diamond itself is so gorgeous that it is hard to talk about. But here is the story. A great many ages ago one of the Ducas of our race found the diamond, decided to carve it into a perfect likeness of the head of the Serpent God. All of the craftsmen of the race helped him and when they were done, they took their image to Quetzalcoatl himself, and showed him what they had done.
“Quetzalcoatl was pleased. So pleased, that he promised all of the wise men that he would cease to prey upon them as he had in the past, and henceforward would take his toll of sacrifice from the ape-men alone. Them he hated and would continue to hate because they worshipped not him but Xlotli.
“And so it came about,” Naida went on slowly, looking up at Kirby as they still mounted wide steps to the upper reaches of the tower, “that our people gained immunity from a God which had always before harmed and destroyed them. Our race presently began to build this castle here on the high plateau, and Quetzalcoatl kept his compact with them. He still comes out of his chasm at intervals and preys upon the ape-men, but no one of our race has seen him for thousands of years, and he has always let us alone. And there is the whole myth and explanation of why the great diamond is revered among us as a holy of holies.”
They had mounted to a new door which Kirby guessed might give entrance to the Duca’s living quarters. But he was in no mood to open it at once.
“Wait a minute,” he said as they all paused. “You say that, although none of your race has seen Quetzalcoatl since the diamond head was carved, he still comes out of his chasm and makes trouble for the ape-men. Just what does that mean?”
“Why—” Naida looked at him wonderingly.“I mean what I have said. The Serpent comes out of his chasm and—”
“What chasm?” Kirby asked sharply.
“Why, the one we crossed this morning. It extends to the far reaches of our country, beyond the Rorroh forest, where the ape-men dwell but which our people never visit. It is in that distant part of the chasm that the Serpent dwells.”
“But—but—Oh, good Lord!” Kirby whistled softly. “Naida, do you mean to tell me that Quetzalcoatl was not simply a mythical monster, but an actual, living serpent which is alivenow?”
Naida and the others shrugged.
“Why not?” she answered. “Sometimes we have captured a few ape-men, and they tell us stories of how Quetzalcoatl kills them. They say he is very much alive.”
“But,” Kirby mumbled in increasing wonder, “is this living creature the same which your ancestors worshipped first as long ago, perhaps, as a million years?”
“That,” Naida answered unhesitatingly,“I’m not sure of. Our caciques believe that the Serpent, although it lives longer than any other sentient thing, finally dies and is succeeded by a new Serpent which is reproduced by itself, within its own body.”
So overwhelming did Kirby find this unexpected sequel to their discovery of the great diamond head, so staggered was he by the fact that Quetzalcoatl, of Aztecan myth, might exist as a sentient creature here in this cavern world, that he had little heart left for exploring other wonders.
Nevertheless, he presently pushed open the new door before which they had paused, and behind it found, as he had expected, the Duca’s living quarters.
These were as severe as the jewel chamber had been gorgeous. A thin pallet spread upon a frame of wood formed the bed, and beside it stood a single stiff chair. That was all. The walls of glistening obsidion were bare.
There was, however, a door in one circular wall, and as Kirby flung this open, his previous disappointment changed to delight. For shelves along the walls of the small chamber held roll after roll of parchment covered with script. And in one corner lay six undamaged, almost new Mannlichers and several hundred rounds of ammunition!
“Naida,” he exclaimed, “do you know what those are?”
“I suppose that they are weapons of the sort you used against the ape-men this morning?”
Kirby grinned.
“They are the same kind I used, and then some. With these weapons we can do what we never could with the smaller one. How did they get here?”
“They came when I was much younger,” Naida answered with a shade of sadness in her voice. “The men who had them penetrated the Valley of the Geyser, coming by a different route from the one you followed. When the Duca learned they were there, he sent such men of the race as were still able to fight to kill them. That order of the Duca’s was one of the first things to turn me against him. The men were not harming us, and they should have been permitted to go away. But the Duca insisted that they be killed, and in the fight were lost eight of our youngest and strongest men.”
Kirby stooped to inspect the rifles.
“Has no one learned to use these weapons?”
“No,” Naida answered. “The Duca kept them for himself.”
“We think,” put in Ivana, “that he hoped to learn to use them, and was afraid for us to have the knowledge.”
Kirby filled one of the magazines, and felt the heft of the gun with pleasure.
“Very well,” he said. “It looks to me as though your time to learn the art of shooting has come at last. Come, I think we had better be getting back downstairs.”
Kirby took three guns himself, and with the others lugging the rest, they started back. The parchment rolls, he decided, must be left for examination later on.
They were all elated when they rejoined the girls in the prayer chamber, and high spirits were still further increased by the report, promptly given, that all had remained quiet in the amphitheatre. Save only for the presence of Elana, radiant and calm in death, the give and take of questions would have been accompanied by actual gaiety.
But the time of peace did not last much longer. While Naida was in the midst of answering incessant questions about the wonders of the jewel chamber, Kirby heard a sound from below, and suddenly went over to the downward-winding steps.
“Listen,” he called sharply back to the others.
He had not been mistaken. Many footsteps echoed from the amphitheatre, and he made out that the caciques were coming toward the bolted gate at the foot of the steps. While he listened, and Naida came eagerly to his side, silence fell.
But then clear words came up to them.
“Let the upper-world man come to the foot of the steps,” called the Duca.“I have an offer to make him!”
CHAPTER VII
To himself Kirby chuckled. Such real entreaty filled the Duca’s voice that there seemed no danger of further treachery from him at the moment.
With a grin, Kirby took Naida’s hand and led her down the steps, unbolting each bronze gate but the last.
“What do you want?” he asked in a cool voice a moment later, when he stopped on the final step and faced the Duca from behind the protection of the final gate.
Clearly the parley was going to be a blunt one.
“I want you to leave our world,” the Duca rumbled promptly.
He was drawn up in a posture intended to display dignity. But his left cheek, where Kirby had hammered him, was pulpy and discolored, and somehow he seemed to Kirby more than ever merely human.
“Under what conditions am I to leave?”
“If you will vacate my tower at once,” the Duca said with a flush of eagerness which he could not conceal,“I will permit Naida and one of my caciques to escort you back to the Valley of the Geyser. I will also give you directions by which you may travel in safety from there to the outer world.”
Kirby, wanting more details, made himself seem thoughtful.
“And what will happen to me, and to the girls, if I decline?”
Encouraged, the Duca made an impressive gesture.
“You will be left in the tower to die of starvation. Mine is not a complicated offer. It should require no complicated decision. What is your answer?”
Kirby dropped his carefully assumed mask of thought.
“My answer is this,” he lashed out.“I will not leave! The tower is ours, and we will hold it until you have accepted Naida’s peace terms on your priestly oath!”
“But if you stay in the tower you will starve!” thundered the Duca.
“No, we won’t starve! We won’t starve because we eat the food of Ducas!”
In silence, Kirby took from his pocket a strip of the sacred Peyote and bit off one end of it. Suddenly the hush in the amphitheatre became complete. As he watched Kirby chewing, the Duca gasped and choked.
“Moreover,” Kirby announced with slow emphasis, “I have taken possession of the weapons which you took from men of the upper world, and which have already sent men of your race to their death. I have no wish to kill either you or your caciques, but if you do not presently discuss peace with me, you will certainly find yourself embroiled in a struggle more bitter than the mild one of this morning.”
With that said, he swung on his heel, and taking Naida’s hand again, started with her up the steps.
“I have nothing more to say,” he called over his shoulder to a Duca whose white haired majesty had been stripped from him.
“We’re getting on,” he whispered to Naida a moment later. “The best thing for us is just to sit still now, and wait.”
With the questions he wanted to ask Naida about her world becoming insistent, he found himself, as a matter of fact, glad for the prospect of further respite. As both of them rejoined the girls in the Duca’s prayer chamber, the first thing he did was to take from his tunic the cylinder of gold which he had found in the canyon.
“What is this, Naida?” he asked, hoping to start talk that would make all of them forget the Duca and politics, and at the same time help him to learn much that he wished to know.
But a queer thing happened. Naida’s reaction to the carven gold was as unexpected as it was marked.
“Oh!” she cried in a voice which suddenly trembled with surprise, with blank dismay. Somehow, the cylinder of gold brought to her face things which not even the Serpent’s head of the diamond had evoked.
The prospect of a long session of talk began to fade out in Kirby’s mind.
“But Naida, whatever is there about this fragment of gold to startle you as it does?”
By this time all of the thirty-odd other girls had come flocking about them, and all were staring at the cylinder as fascinatedly as Naida.
“Do you see what he has there?”Naida finally asked, ignoring Kirby in her continued excitement.
“Do we see?” answered the girl she had addressed. “Naida, surely it is the carving which was lost!”
Naida was quivering with feeling now.
“Do you realize what it means to our cause that it should have been returned to us in this way?”
The girl to whom she had spoken, and the others, simply looked at her, but in one face after another presently dawned awe and joy.
Kirby stood still, puzzled and interested, until at last Naida was recovered enough to speak to him.
“Where did you get this thing which you call ‘a fragment of gold’?” she asked in a hushed voice.
“I found it,” Kirby answered, “lying beside the skeleton of an upper-world man, while I was ascending the canyon which brought me to the Valley of the Geyser.”
“And you do not know what the cylinder is? But no, of course you could not.”
“What is it, Naida?”
Naida glanced at her friends, then laid her hand on Kirby’s.
“Next to the great diamond, it is the most cherished possession of our race. In some respects it is even more holy than the Serpent’s head. The cylinder happens to be the first work in gold which was ever produced by our people. It was made when the race was new. It was because our first wise men had found they could create things of beauty like this cylinder, that they decided to attempt the creation of the Serpent’s head, which is supposed to have brought all of our blessings upon us.”
Kirby thought he was beginning to understand the excitement which his introduction of the cylinder had created. He also thought he could see what Naida had meant by implying that the cylinder could be made to aid their cause.
“Tell me,” he asked in a mood approaching reverence, “how the cylinder came to be lying beside a dead man’s bones.”
“It was stolen,” Naida answered in the breathless silence which the others were keeping. “When I was very young, an upper-world man found his way here, and the Duca captured and meant to sacrifice him. But while they were leading him to the temple where such special ceremonies are held—the building stands on another plateau, beyond this—the man broke away. Some of the priests in the procession were carrying the cylinder, for it was an occasion of great importance. The prisoner knocked them down, got the cylinder away from them, and finally escaped by the same route over which you came.”
“And he escaped,” said Kirby wonderingly,“only to be killed by a rattlesnake before he ever reached the civilized world. But do you mean that you never knew your sacred cylinder was so close to you all these years?”
Naida shook her head.
“We never got to the canyon of which you speak, for a special reason which I shall explain some day. And besides that, I think the Duca was afraid of this man who fought so bravely. So he counted the cylinder as lost. And that is one of the reasons why he killed the men with the rifles, who appeared in the Valley a few years later.”
Kirby looked at her thoughtfully. The mood for discussing all the wonders of this lower world, which had made him bring out the cylinder originally, had quite vanished.
“I suppose,” he said, “that anyone who was responsible for the return of the cylinder to its rightful owners, would be held in some respect?”
Naida nodded vigorously, while little lightnings of excitement flickered in her eyes.
“He might be held in more than respect.”
“What, then, do you suggest that we do next?”
Again the small lightnings darted, and Naida reached for the cylinder.
“Do you mind if I take it for a moment?”
“Of course not.”
Promptly then she faced around.
“Wait here, everyone,” she ordered.
And with that she waved the cylinder in a flashing little arc before their eyes, and darted to the door.
It was all so unexpected that she was gone before Kirby could speak. Slowly, with all of the suddenly gay company of girls following after him, he went to the doorway, and stood on the steps leading to the amphitheatre.
A minute passed. He heard voices downstairs. He heard Naida’s voice ringing clearly, though he could not distinguish her words. He heard a great cry from a score of male throats. More minutes passed. Words that were low and tense poured out in a rumbling volume. Above the rumble, Naida’s voice presently sounded again, clear and sweet, but incisive. Then, when no more than five or six minutes had gone, Kirby heard the clang of the bronze gate at the foot of the steps, heard light, swift footsteps ascending.
“Naida!” he called softly.
She flashed upward toward him around the last curve in the stairway. Straight to his outstretched arms she went.
“It is done! It is done!” she whispered.
“Tell us!” cried first one girl and then others.
Naida drew away from Kirby at last.
“I told the Duca,” she said to all of them, “that our leader would keep the cylinder for a period of time equal to one upper-world year. If the Duca grants all the terms of peace which we will ask of him, and if he accepts the upper-world man as our temporal ruler, and all goes well for a year, then we will consider replacing the cylinder where it belongs.”
“And what,” Kirby asked exultantly,“does the Duca say?”
Suddenly, without warning, Naida dropped before him on one knee, and from that position gazed up at him laughing.
“He says he will make you our King, to govern all temporal affairs within our realm! He is waiting for you to come and hold a conclave now.”
“What?”
Still kneeling half in fun, half in sincere reverence, Naida held out the precious, potent cylinder of gold.
“Guard it carefully!” she exclaimed.“So long as you keep it away from the Duca, making him hope to win it back, he will consent to almost anything. Yes, he is waiting with the caciques in the amphitheatre now; waiting to draw up terms of peace.”
CHAPTER VIII
To be King amongst these people! A queer sensation tugged at Kirby’s heart as he descended the steps with Naida at his right, and all of her—and his—dainty and gracious friends following after. Yet, intense as his emotion was, never for a second was he able to doubt the evidence of his senses which told him that all of this was real. As they descended the black steps of the tower, Naida’s sweetness, her grace, the warm humanity of her, made him humble with gratitude for the extraordinary fortune which had come to him, an unromantic aviator born in Kansas.
Then they were standing in the brilliant light of the amphitheatre, and the Duca, surrounded by his caciques, was advancing to meet them.
It was not a long conference which followed. Kirby saw from the start that the Duca was indeed ready to come to terms. So treasured an object, it seemed, was the cylinder of gold, that the mere fact that Kirby possessed it made the Duca respect the possessor, whether he would or no. With this initial advantage, it did not take long to make demands and win acceptance.
It was agreed that some systematic campaign of extermination should be planned and carried out against the ape-men. Further, the project for eventually bringing other upper-world men to the realm was accepted. Most notable of all, it was agreed that while the Duca should retain a voice in the regulation of temporal affairs, Kirby should possess an absolute veto over his word.
Naida said there must be some formal ceremony to celebrate Kirby’s ascendency to power. To this the Duca consented, and established the date as a fortnight hence, and the place as the temple on the plateau beyond the plateau of the castle, where the Ducas had been invested with their robes of state from time immemorial. At the end, it was decided that little Elana should be left in the prayer chamber until a burial ceremony could be held on the morrow.
* * * *
In less than an hour, Kirby, Naida, and the others withdrew from the amphitheatre to return to the regular dwelling places of the girls. Deep in his mind, Kirby did not know how sincere the Duca was, and fear lingered, somehow, but he put it aside for the present.
As they came out of the castle, proceeding in a gay procession across the drawbridge above the moat of beautiful aquatic plants, Kirby saw that the light from the glass sky was fading to a glow like that of spring twilight in the upper world. Naida answered his question about the phenomenon by saying that day and night in the cavern corresponded to the same period above. What quality of the glass sky gave out light, she did not know, but it seemed definite that the element was sensitive to the presence of light in the upper world, and when the sun sank there, the glow faded here.
A flower embroidered path led them around the castle to a group of little crystalline houses all overgrown with bougainvillea vines and honeysuckle. In front of the first, Naida paused, and while the others went on to the other houses, she looked at Kirby.
“It is Elana’s dwelling,” she said simply, “and it will be vacant now. Elana would want you to take it. Will you, please?”
The twilight was deepening swiftly. Kirby nodded reverently, then drew close to Naida.
“Naida?”
“Yes?”
He took her hand.
“I can stay here, I can consent to become, after a fashion, a King, only if you will reign with me as Queen. Will you, Naida? Will you love me as I have learned to love you during this single day in Paradise?”
She did not answer. But presently Kirby’s mind went blank for sheer joy. For then Naida raised her face, and he kissed her lips.
It made no difference then that, despite the day’s victory, Kirby could see trouble ahead, and feared, rather than rejoiced at, the Duca’s too easy acceptance of terms. The future could take care of itself. This moment in the dusk belonged to him and Naida.
* * * *
The two weeks which passed for Kirby after that particular twilight sped quickly. During the first morning, all attended the ceremony which was held for Elana’s burial in the plot of gardened ground where lay her ancestors. Ensuing mornings were devoted to conferences in the amphitheatre with Duca and caciques.
After the fourth day Kirby, at Naida’s insistence, moved into splendid quarters in the castle—a suite of chambers across the amphitheatre from those in which the caciques dwelt. In practically forcing the move on Kirby, Naida won his consent finally by agreeing to have their wedding ceremony performed on the day of his coronation; then she would come to the castle with him.
The afternoons of that first fortnight before the wedding and coronation were spent in hunting and fishing. Also Kirby and Naida visited often the aged people of the race, who dwelt in crystalline, vine covered houses like those of the girls, but removed from them. Naida’s relatives were dead, but she had relatives there, and to all these aged ones, who sat living in the past, she did what she could to explain present developments in the affairs of the younger generation.
Last but not least, Kirby set aside certain hours each afternoon which he devoted to the formation of a rifle squad amongst the girls. Six rifles he had, and in turn he trained each of the girls in their use, having set up a range at the foot of the plateau cliffs. The results he gained made him feel that the day would come soon enough when he would dare launch an offensive against the ape-people; and especially pleasing was the sense of power over the Duca which he gained. The Duca showed no sign of treachery. Yet Kirby did not trust him. Never did he quite forget the misgivings which had lingered in his mind after the first conclave.
As for his relationship with Naida, that grew with every moment they could steal to spend with each other. And side by side with their growing knowledge of each other grew, for Kirby, an increasing store of knowledge of the realm.
He learned, amongst other things, what seemed the origin of the worship of the Serpent, Quetzalcoatl, amongst primitive Mexican races. The time had been when the People of the Temple had mingled freely with the races above them; and, that they might have ready means of egress to the world, they had built the tunnel through which Kirby had entered the Valley of the Geyser. Thus, going and coming as they did, they had spread their cult of the worship of Quetzalcoatl; and when, eventually, strife arose between the peoples of upper world and lower, and the People of the Temple withdrew to their realm, they left behind them the Serpent myth which was to live through countless centuries.
The tunnel, Naida said, had been abandoned when her people left the upper world once and for all, and its use for any reason prohibited. This, Naida gave as the reason why none of them went near the tunnel now, and why the cylinder of gold had lain in the canyon undiscovered. It was the explanation she had promised on the day in the tower, when first she saw the cylinder.
So the days passed, until the day set aside for wedding and coronation dawned. On that morning, Kirby, having concluded a long conference with the Duca, was walking with Naida in the gardens outside the castle.
“Tell me,” he said to her: “do you yourself believe that this Serpent has the powers of a God?”
Naida looked at him quickly, a sudden fright in her eyes.
“I believe the Serpent exists to-day, somewhere in the distant reaches of the chasm, beyond the Rorroh forest.”
“Yes, but do you believe the Serpent is God?”
Actually frightened now, she looked swiftly about. But when she saw that they were alone, confidence returned.
“No!” she exclaimed. “I do not believe Quetzalcoatl is a god. I believe he is the most terrible creature anywhere in our realm, and that men first worshipped him through fear. I believe our race would be better a hundred times if they had never made him their God.”
Kirby whistled.
“Then you do not believe that the Ducas of past ages talked with him. You do not believe it was Quetzalcoatl’s pleasure over the great diamond which made him cease preying on your people?”
“No! Long habit makes me show respect for these myths, and adhere to the customs of our cult, but I do not believe. I think our race gained immunity for the Serpent’s ravages, not through a compact with Quetzalcoatl, but because our builders were intelligent enough to erect the castle up here on the plateau, where Quetzalcoatl could not reach them. To tell the truth, I think the whole cult is false and wrong, and I wish Quetzalcoatl were dead and gone from the world!”
Kirby smiled. In spite of Naida’s reverence for certain features of the cult, he had long suspected that her true feelings were those she had just expressed. And he was glad for this new bond of understanding between them. He glanced at her with understanding and perfect trust.
“Naida, since we have talked so frankly, there is one more thing which I must bring out.”
She looked up at him.
“What is it?”
“The Duca.”
She drew closer, her perfumed body brushing his, her great eyes caressing him.
“Naida, I am afraid of the man.”
“And so am I!” she confessed suddenly.
“It has all been too easy,” Kirby said in a slow voice. “There is no doubt whatever that our possession of the cylinder of gold has had great influence on the Duca, and yet—”
He paused, taking her hand.
“And yet,” she went on for him,“you do not believe he would have conceded what he has, unless he intends to make trouble?”
Kirby nodded twice, emphatically.
“Well, you have trained all of us to use the rifles.”
He smiled gravely at her understanding.
“Yes, I have. And your skill, and that of the others, with the rifles, will always help us. Yet even so—”
Closer still she drew now, and there was sadness in her eyes.
“I think I see,” she said in a voice which choked. “When do you think he will make a move to start trouble?”
Kirby hesitated, then drew a long breath.
“To-day!”
“On—on the day of our union?”Naida echoed in dismay. “Can you tell where or how he will strike at us?”
Kirby shook his head.
“There are a hundred things he could do. Naida, I—I—Well, somehow I am afraid of the ceremony this afternoon—the wedding ceremony!”
He felt a little shiver go through her, and would have taken her in his arms, save that a gay cry rang in the garden then.
“Naida, Naida!” It was her cousin, Nini, a bronze-haired youngster as elfin and Pucklike as her name. “I thought we should never find you! Do you realize this is your wedding day, and that you’re acting as if there was nothing to be done?”
Nini darted a mocking glance at Kirby, who grinned.
“Do come, Naida!” cried another girl.“Your gown is ready, and we want you to ourselves for awhile.”
Other girls joined them, some singing and some carrying an obligato on the sweet, flutelike instruments which Kirby had first heard as he hung in the throat of the geyser. In front of them all, Kirby laughed and kissed Naida on the forehead. But as he took leave of her thus, he whispered:
“We must not let our guard relax for a second this afternoon. And I think there is a more definite precaution which I will take, besides.”
CHAPTER IX
Some hours later, Kirby smiled with tight-lipped satisfaction at thought of that precaution which he had taken. What it was only he, Nini, Ivana, and three other girls knew, which secrecy pleased him as much as the precautionary measure itself.
Seated alone in a dimly-lighted, thick-walled cell of the ancient temple in which the dual ceremony of wedding and coronation would take place, he was waiting for the moment when the festivities would begin. Thus far the Duca had done nothing. Yet Kirby’s uneasiness would not leave him, and he continued to be thankful that, if trouble should start, the Duca might not find as many trumps in his hand as he expected.
A couple of hours after Kirby had left Naida and the other girls in the garden, all had begun the two-mile journey from the castle to the small plateau on which stood this temple, where the ceremony would be held. Now, while Kirby waited alone, the Duca and his caciques had gone to another wing of the temple. Naida, attended by her bridesmaids, had been assigned to a cell of their own, and the rest of the girls were waiting in the nave of the temple. Unable to attend the walk from their plateau to this, the old people of the race had remained in their crystal houses.
With ten minutes more to wait, Kirby rose from a bench on which he had been seated, and began to pace his cell. It was this archaic pile of stone, he finally decided, which was causing his depression. Unlike the bright and cheerful castle, this place, older than any other building in the realm, was squat, thick-walled, and gloomy. Here, in the dusky cells which lined labyrinthine corridors, the early generations of the race had found protection from outside dangers. All of which was all right, Kirby thought, but just the same he wished he had insisted upon being wedded in the brilliant and cheerful amphitheatre.
But presently he stopped pacing and faced the door of his cell. Then he breathed a sigh of relief.
From down the twisting corridors which wound out to the central nave, stole the high sweetness of soprano voices, the whisper of flutes, and the mellow resonance of little gongs of jade and gold. It was the signal for which he had waited.
It had been the Duca’s instructions that he should come out into the temple when the music began, and meet Naida there. Both would advance to the altar, and when they were in place, the Duca would come to them. Kirby, therefore, after a glance at the blue trousers and tunic of tanager scarlet which the girls had made for him, opened the door of his cell, and stepped out.
In a moment he traversed the windings of the corridor, and halted under a flat arch at one side of the temple nave.
As he paused so, to await the appearance of Naida and her bridesmaids under a similar arch directly across the temple, he held his breath. Not even nymphs could be as graceful as were the twenty-six girls who were performing the dance of Life Immortal, which tradition decreed should be given before the ceremony by which, in this realm, two souls were wedded. The flash of rainbow gowns was like the swirling of light in a sky at dawning. The music of voices, flutes, and the little gongs of jade, would have stirred the souls of the dead.
If only the confounded sense of approaching disaster would leave him, Kirby thought grimly, this would be a magnificent moment. As it was, he turned his eyes away from the girls, and began to examine the temple.
Just as Naida had told him the case would be, he found both sides of the nave surrounded by arches similar to the one under which he was standing. Everywhere, dim and tortuous corridors led to cells like the one he had just left. Then, in one end of the nave, loomed a closed door from behind which the Duca and caciques would appear when the couple to be wedded were in place, before the altar.
The altar itself, a rectangular mass of some jadelike stone, stood at a distance of perhaps twenty paces in front of the closed door. On top of the greenish stones, resting on a cushion of some crimson material, flashed the crown which would be used at the coronation. Kirby’s eyes widened as he beheld a single rose-cut diamond two inches in diameter, mounted in an exquisitely simple bandeau of wrought gold. But, a moment later, even the crown which would be his—if nothing happened—seemed only a bauble compared to the other prize which he had won in this world beneath the world.
Naida!
He realized that the dance was ended, the music stilled, and that the rainbow garbed girls had formed a double line in the center of the temple. Suddenly his heart beat fast, and for just a moment, as he dared look full and deeply at Naida, and she smiled back at him across the distance, he even forgot to be depressed.
But even as he advanced to meet her, his uneasiness returned.
Now the girls were singing again, their voices raised in a triumphant chorale as beautiful as Naida’s face with its warm red lips and smiling eyes, as beautiful as her wedding gown that might have been woven, in its filminess, of mist from the sea. The bridesmaids, silent, their lovely faces alight, paused. But Naida came on.
From her floated to Kirby a fragrance more overwhelming than even the perfume of the geyser. Presently he felt her hand on his arm, and at last they stood side by side. Now again, his premonition of evil left him for a flash; but again it returned.
“I love you,” he whispered.
“I love you.”
“But I am still afraid.”
Naida’s smile faded.
“And I too. Oh, I’ve been terribly afraid! We will keep our guard!”
“Yes.”
In front of them, on the altar, the crown diamond winked and shimmered in a dim light. The swelling chorus of triumph, in which the bridesmaids had joined now, made the whole temple ring. Slowly, while Naida moved easily beside him, Kirby began to march to the altar.
Then it was done, and they were halted. After both of them had given a lingering glance at the crown whose diamond shimmered now within their reach, they raised their eyes to the closed door behind the altar.
The thing was swinging open. An inch it moved, two inches.
Kirby waited, never taking his eyes away from the widening crack. With a crashing final volume of sound, the chorus swept magnificently to its climax. Then the door was flung wide.
Still Kirby stood stiffly before the altar, with Naida drawn up splendidly beside him. After two seconds, however, he moved.
Duca and caciques were not standing in the corridor.
In the semi-darkness, the only figures visible there were squatting, grotesque things whose bodies were covered with whitish hair and whose leathery faces were disfigured by gashes of mouths filled with enormous teeth.
A feeling of standing face to face with final disaster, turned Kirby sick. As he jerked back from the altar, sweeping a paralyzed Naida with him, the ape-men let out gibbering howls, half-human. With gigantic, hopping strides, the foremost rank of the creatures swung forward, straight into the temple.
CHAPTER X
Kirby, already falling back toward the other girls, caught Naida up in his arms, and ran.
“Nini!” he bellowed. “Ivana! Get the rifles!”
While the two whom he had ordered sprang to a corridor, and four others followed, Kirby fell in with the others and dropped Naida on her feet. Sick as he was, there was still a ray of hope, because the hard-headed precaution he had taken against treachery this morning was to have Nini and Ivana bring the rifles here and hide them.
The first of the ape-men, snarling, laughing, had hopped beyond the altar, and the yellow foam of madness was slavering from his jaws. Over his shoulder he howled some jargon which made his hairy legion struggle to catch up with him.
“Have you got any puff balls?”Kirby snapped at Naida.
She shook her head numbly, just as Nini and Ivana swung forward with the Mannlichers.
“No. But you had sense enough to bring the rifles! Oh, what does it mean?”
“The Duca has sold himself out to the ape-man! He was helpless against us, and has brought them to destroy us for him. Here, Ivana, give me a rifle! Everyone for herself!”
The next moment he had a Mannlicher at his shoulder.
As the thing kicked, an ape who would have reached him in two more jumps crashed over with his heart torn out, the temple echoed with sound which threatened to rip its solid walls apart, and bright flashes at Kirby’s right and left told him that other rifles were getting under way.
He fired again, twice more, slaughtering an ape with each shot. The five other rifles were creating havoc.
Blocked by a dozen torn and bleeding bodies on the floor, the reenforcements which still poured from the corridor, began to mill around amongst themselves, and the forward charge slowed down. All the panic which had sent the ape-men scuttling from the beach at their first experience of gunfire, seemed ready to break loose again now.
Kirby felt it was good enough for the work of a minute.
“Get into line as I showed you how!”he shouted. “Rifles in the front rank, the others behind them. We’re all right now! Keep firing!”
“Keep behind me!” he ordered Naida, still unarmed.
Then he placed a shell in the chest of one brute who was broader and heavier than the others—a leader—and saw that he had increased the demoralization; and from the hastily-formed front rank a volley leaped hot and jagged.
Then the rout which had threatened broke loose. As eight ape-men slumped into blubbering, bleeding heaps, the milling remainder of the horde turned, and in a fighting, scrambling frenzy attempted to get back to the corridor.
Kirby let his triumph take the form of thoughts about what he would do to the Duca when that personage could be rounded up.
“Follow after them!” he ordered.“Don’t stop until we have located the Duca. He is the one we must settle—”
But he never finished.
As he himself, holding fire for a second, prepared to follow up the retreat, he found himself confronted by the utterly unexpected.
A voice unquestionably the Duca’s began to shout orders at the ape-men from somewhere down the corridor! And, riot or no riot, the tones of that voice seemed to inspire the creatures with more fear than the rifle fire.
So suddenly the change came, that by the time Kirby flung his rifle again to his shoulder, the crazy retreat had been halted, and as he fired again, the ape-men swung in their tracks and began to charge!
There was no time to guess by what power the Duca had turned the tables. There was not even time for orders. Kirby fired twice, knowing that the ape-men had been infused with some spirit which would bring them on in spite of rifle fire.
Naida, unarmed, cried out behind him, and he shoved his gun at her.
“Take it!”
He had just inserted a new clip. He handed her others.
“Fire for your lives!” he shouted to the girls.
“But you!” Naida gasped. “You are unarmed!”
“I’ll be all right.”
On the floor lay a jagged, hand-chipped knife of obsidion which had fallen as some ape died. Kirby grabbed it.
In another second the flood of ape-men had burst in all its fury over him. Crashing, thundering shots were dinning in his ears, animal death screams and the Valkyrie battle cries of the girls filled the temple. He could not tell how many of the apes were fighting him. As a cave-man’s club whizzed past his head, he drove his knife once, and yanked it dripping from hairy, yielding flesh to plunge it again. A sudden side-step carried him away from another assailant. He dropped the knife to snatch the gigantic club of one of the creatures he had killed.
Quicker in every movement than the ape-men, he laid on, right and left, with such power that blood spurted in a dozen places, and heads were split open on every side. And because of his speed, the frantic, clumsy blows and knife thrusts which were directed at him proved harmless.
A terrific drive which smashed a snarling face into pulp, left Kirby free for a second, and he emerged from the first round of battle ready to cut in and help the girls. But then he saw that he had gotten separated from the main body.
“Naida!” he called. “Naida!”
A series of shots answered him, and as several apes fell, a gap was opened through which he saw her conducting a well ordered retreat of all the girls toward the dark corridors surrounding the temple. Again Kirby fell to with his club, swinging, hacking, fighting with his whole strength to catch up. He made headway, and hope began to come again. The ape-men would not kill, or even harm, the girls. What they wanted was to carry them off. If he and Naida together could get their party rounded up in the corridors, the chances were good.
“Naida!” he shouted again. “Coming!”
Battering down an ape in front of him, he jumped up on the corpse, and saw that already the vanguard of girls had reached the first sheltering corridor. Naida had been cut off from the others by eight or ten apes. But even so her fire made her mistress of the situation, and she seemed all right.
It was just as Kirby started to jump down from the corpse that he saw something which put another complexion on the matter, and left him frozen where he was.
Behind Naida, directly in the path in which her slavering aggressors were slowly forcing her, a huge stone slab in the temple floor had begun to tilt up as if it were a trapdoor raised by an invisible hand. Within the yawning opening, Kirby caught a glimpse of stone steps winding down into blackness.
In a flash he saw that it was Naida, and her alone, that the ape-men were after. The Duca’s determination was to capture her, and it was the presence of this trapdoor, making capture possible, which had brought on the second charge of the apes.
A scream, high and wild, from Naida released Kirby from his trance of horror. He leaped off the corpse, and smashed a suddenly presented skull like an egg shell. Momentarily he saw Naida, too terrified to fire, staring at the open trapdoor. Kirby felled two apes and felt their blood on his arms.
“Ivana!” he yelled. “Help Naida, for God’s sake!”
An answering shout, not from Ivana alone but from many girls, encouraged him, and he swung his club with a speed and force which would let nothing stand before him. But then another scream from Naida rang in his ears.
“Naida!” he shouted. “It’s all right! We’re coming!”
He knew, though, that it wasn’t all right. Fighting like a maniac, he opened another lane down which he glimpsed her. Fighting still, in a last terrific effort to force his way down the lane to her side, he saw the black opening gape at her feet; and, as Naida screamed again, a dozen hairy arms reached it at once, twisted the empty rifle out of her hands, and lifted her shining body as if it had been a feather.
Shouts and murderous fire were coming from the other girls, and Kirby swung his club as never before. But even as he fell upon the last two or three apes which kept him away from Naida, those who had snatched her, bolted down the steps.
Kirby was left with the memory of Naida’s great eyes fixed upon his, fear-filled, beseeching his protection. In a second, the ponderous trapdoor crashed into place, and she was gone.
CHAPTER XI
Dazed and grief-stricken, Kirby stood in the bloody, corpse-filled nave of the temple, surrounded by thirty-two girls whose faces were blanched and most of whose eyes were tear-bright. The fight was over, and they were assembled to decide what must be done, but for a time no one spoke.
Gaining the trapdoor just as it was pinioned from beneath, Kirby had torn at it with bare hands. But that had been hopeless. Then he had begun to fight again. But that had been hopeless also. With howls and screams they started to retreat, and it had not taken Kirby long to find out that every part of their raid had been carefully planned, even to this retreat under fire. Straight into the damp black tunnel which led away from the corridor behind the altar, the ape-men had leaped. And Kirby, in hot pursuit, had heard the Duca’s voice driving them on. Too much the soldier to follow in that darkness where the Duca knew every foot of the way, and he knew nothing, Kirby had seen that he must go back to the girls and take stock.
Now he looked at the strewn ape corpses, smelled the corrosive reek of burned powder, and tried to put aside his grief.
“The Duca,” he said at last, “must have been planning this with the apes ever since the first morning in the castle.”
Ivana, Naida’s sister, nodded.
“The Duca brought the ape-people here, kept them in the tunnel, and then herded them back when their work was done. I suppose it was one of the caciques who opened the door when the time was right.”
“Does anyone think we ought to try the tunnels now?” Kirby asked.
Several girls shook their heads. He knew that already they felt he had been wise in giving up the pursuit. Ivana spoke.
“If the Duca and his horde stay underground, we shouldn’t have a chance against them. And if they don’t, we’re better here.”
Kirby shot a searching glance at her, somehow sure that her thoughts were running parallel with his.
“You don’t think they’re going to stay here, do you?”
“No, and you don’t either,” Ivana answered.
“It seems to me that they will retreat into the Rorroh as fast as they can,” Kirby then observed.
“And do you think the Duca and all the caciques will go with the apes?”This time it was Nini who spoke, and with the council so well launched, Kirby began to feel better.
“I think,” he answered Nini, “that the Duca has gone over to Xlotli altogether. We fooled him to-day. Instead of killing or capturing us all, he—he only got Naida. But he won’t give up. I think he is taking the apes off to some place from which he can launch a new attack. And we’ve got to stop him before he is ready to deliver another blow.”
“What do you mean?” Ivana now asked.
“Do you know where the villages of the ape-people are?”
“Yes. None of us has been very far into the Rorroh, but I could guess where some of the villages may stand.”
Silence fell after that, but Kirby knew from the glint in Ivana’s eyes, and the quick breaths which other girls drew, that they understood.
“Ivana,” he said suddenly, “will you go with me into the Rorroh jungle, and stay with me, facing down every danger it may conceal, until we have found Naida and brought her back?”
A flush of life crept into Ivana’s pallid cheeks.
“Yes!”
Kirby faced the other girls, all of them keyed up now.
“Nini, will you go?”
Nini, bronze-haired, dainty nymph of a girl, who had yet the stamina of a man, looked at him with brave eyes. Then her hands tightened on her rifle, and she stepped forward.
“When will you have us start?” Ivana asked in a low voice.
“Now!” Kirby answered, and, taking up the rifle which lay beside him—the same with which Naida had fought—he looked at the other girls.
“There is not one of you,” he said slowly, “who would not go willingly on this quest. But the pursuit party must be small and mobile. And there is another duty. To all of you I leave the care of the castle and the plateau. Take the three rifles I shall leave behind, do what you can to reassure the old people, and hold the plateau safe until we return.”
A murmur of girls’ voices sounded in the temple. Kirby motioned to Nini and Ivana, and followed by a low cheer, they moved off together.
The night was on them, where they crouched in a cave above a swiftly flowing river. Kirby, rifle across his knees, sat peering out across the black, invisible stretches of the forest. His nostrils quivered to this mingled smells of fresh growth and fetid decay of the grotesque land. In his ears shrilled the creaking and scraping of insects, the flap of unseen wings, the distant bellowing grunt of some unseen, unknown animal.
“I cannot sleep,” Ivana said presently, from back in the cave.
“Hush,” he whispered, “you will wake Nini.”
“But I am already awake!” came her answer. “I—I cannot forget the white snakes which slid from that tree when you tried to cut firewood.”
“Hush,” Kirby murmured again.“Presently the moon will rise on the earth above, and light will come here. Even if the jungle is terrible, were you not born with courage? Go to sleep now, both of you, because you must relieve me soon.”
As silence fell again, he knew that the real thing behind their nervousness was their ghastly doubt about what the night was bringing to Naida. But none of them spoke of Naida. So sickening were the possibilities that Kirby would not permit conjecture to occupy even his mind when, at length, the sound of even breathing told him that Nini and Ivana slept.
After dreary passing of an hour, a faint light grew over the jungle, silver and clear, and Kirby let his mind run back to the two deserted ape-men communities which they had found and searched before dusk sent them to the cave. From the signs of hasty departure, it looked as though a far-reaching order had taken the brutes away from their dwellings, and sent them—somewhere.
That somewhere seemed likely to be the great central community which Ivana said was rumored to exist in the far reaches of the Rorroh. The problem was how to locate the community through the hideous country. But Kirby presently drove the question from his head. To-morrow’s evils could best be faced when morrow dawned.
Enough light had grown now so that the swirling bosom of the river, and a strip of sand directly below the cliff in which their cave was set, were visible. As Kirby let his eyes wander to the lush growth beyond the sand, he heard something which made him stir uneasily. Some creature which suggested power and hugeness immeasurable was moving there.
The brush parted, and he saw plainly an animal with the bulk of a two-story house. On two feet the nightmare thing stood, as lightly as a cat, and then came down on all four feet as it ambled out on the sand and extended into the lapping river a tremendous beak studded with teeth. A smell of crushed weeds and the musty odor like that of a lion house filled the night. The tyranosaur—it was more like a tyranosaur than anything else—breathed heavily and guzzled in great mouthfuls of water.
Kirby sat perfectly still. He hoped the thing would go away. But the tyranosaur did not go away. All at once it hissed loudly and stood up, its eyes glowing green and baleful, and Kirby leaned forward.
From the water was slithering another creature with a gigantic, quivering, jelly body. Kirby saw to his horror that, in addition to four short legs with webbed, claw-tipped feet, there sprouted from the body a number of octopus tentacles. From the scabrous mottle of the head, cruel, unintelligent, bestial eyes glared at the rearing tyranosaur.
One of the serpentine tentacles whipped out, slapped against the tyranosaur’s fore-shoulder to call forth a hiss and a short bellow. Then other tentacles waved in the moonlight, and in a flash the tyranosaur was enmeshed as by a score of slimy cables. He was not altogether helpless. Suddenly the steam shovel of a beak buried itself in the jelly body of the water animal, and there spurted out a flood of inky liquid. The water animal emitted a sickening gurgle. But the tyranosaur’s advantage was only temporary. Closer and closer drew the ugly, scabrous tentacles. The tyranosaur never had a chance. Its green eyes flared, the shovel beak plunged and slashed, but never for a second did the tentacles relax. As Kirby stared, he saw the water animal begin to back up, dragging its gigantic enemy with it. For a second the whole night was hideous with the sound of hisses, gurgles, dashing water. Then the river boiled once and for all, and both animals sank in its depths.
Kirby chafed cold hands together and shivered a little, then turned to see if Nini and Ivana had heard the struggle.
Fortunately, however, they still slept. And as if this peace which was upon them were an omen of good, the jungle continued quiet for the next hour. Kirby wakened them at last, and after a snatched nap, was in turn awakened.
The three of them started again when the first glimmerings of dawn came to the forest. Of food there was plenty—fruits which grew in profusion, and some roots which Nini grubbed out of the earth. Having started along the first trail which they encountered beside the river bank, they ate as they walked.
* * * *
Kirby judged they had kept their steady gait for more than two hours before a slight widening of the trail roused him from the preoccupation into which he had fallen.
“See there,” he exclaimed to both girls, and pointed at a grove of trees with fanlike leaves which towered up to the right of the trail. “What are those big bundles fastened to the lower limbs?”
Ivana glanced at Nini, who nodded as if in answer to a question.
“This must be one of the places where the ape-people leave their dead,”Nini answered. “The bundles—But come over to them.”
Kirby forced his way ahead until he stood beneath a huge, unsavory bundle wrapped in roughly woven brown fibre, and wedged in a fork between two limbs. Judging from the ugly odor which overhung the grove, there could be no question about what the bundle contained. Nini and Ivana, glancing at the scores of similar bundles which burdened the trees of the whole grove, made wry faces. Kirby slung his rifle in the crook of his arm, and nodded toward the trail.
“There must be a village somewhere near,” he said.
A mile farther on they found what they were seeking, a colony of seventy or eighty conical dwellings of mud and thatch, which were ranged in a double circle about a central common of bare, well-trodden earth. It took no long reconnaissance to discover that the town was deserted completely of all inhabitants.
Ivana beckoned and darted to one of the nearest huts, and Kirby, following her, found lying on the uneven earth floor within, a half-skinned animal which resembled a small antelope. An obsidion knife beside the carcass, the disordered condition of a couch of grass, the sour odor of recent animal occupancy, all told their story.
“The owner left in a hurry,” Kirby observed aloud.
Nini, who had gone beyond, to a larger hut which might have belonged to a king ape, called out excitedly to them.
“A great number of apes have eaten a hurried meal here!”
Kirby entered the shadowed, foul-smelling interior of the central hut to find her statement true. Broken meats, some raw, some cooked, lay on the dirt floor, and scattered bits of fruit were mingled with them. The ashes of a burned out fire at the hut entrance were cold, but had not been for long.
“Do you think—” Ivana began.
“I think the whole of the Duca’s horde came this way, fed, and went on, taking everyone with them,” Kirby finished.
“But which direction did they take?”asked Nini, who was standing at the door of the big hut and had already begun to examine the crowding, green, inscrutable walls of jungle which foamed up to the clearing on all sides.
No less than seven trails wound away into the dark country beyond, and Kirby saw that the question would not be an easy one.
Having hastily circled the clearing and peered down one trail after another without finding a clue, he knew that it was the Duca’s intelligence which had made the ape-people depart without leaving even tracks behind them. He did not like the situation.
“Well,” he rumbled to his companions,“we may as well take our choice. One chance in seven of coming out right!”
But the words were hardly out of his mouth before he pulled himself up with a jerk, and cursed himself for having given in.
“Ivana! Nini!” Sharpness, a sudden ring of hope edged his voice. “Am I seeing things, or is that—”
As he pointed to a huge aloe bush down one of the trails to their left, they started to run. Then Kirby knew that he was not seeing things. What his first inspection of the trails had failed to show, he saw plainly now.
Tied loosely to one branch of the aloe bush, almost concealed amidst the deep green of foliage, was a bit of white cloth! In a second Kirby was holding out to his companions a tiny strip of Naida’s wedding gown.
“She knew we would come!” He stared down the trail with narrowed, keen eyes.
How Naida had contrived to leave her signal was more than they knew. The fact that she had done so, sent all three of them down the trail at driving speed.
An hour passed, then another, and the morning which had been barely born when they first took the trail, wore on to the sultriness and vast, colored light of a tropical noon. Twice the main trail forked, and twice they found an unobtrusive bit of cloth to guide them beyond the works. When the hands of Kirby’s still useful watch pointed to twelve, they paused to eat and rest. Then they pushed on.
Meanwhile, the country through which they passed left Kirby with a clear understanding of why Naida and her people had shunned the Rorroh forest down the centuries of time.
Just one thing which stuck in his head was the sight of a small creature like a marmoset, sticking an inquisitive nose into the heart of a sickly-sweet plant which resembled a terrestrial nepenthe. No sooner had the little pink snout touched the green and maroon splotched petals, than the plant writhed, closed its leaves, and swallowed the monkey whole. Little squeaks of agony and terror sounded for a moment, and ceased.
At midafternoon they paused in a spot where a forest of trees with whorled tops were slowly being strangled to death by immense orchids of every conceivable shape and color, and by a kind of creeping mistletoe which grew almost as they watched. Here also, the ground was covered with fluffy, grey-green moss which seethed constantly as if it were a carpet of maggots. Both Ivana and Nini warned Kirby on his life not to touch or go near the moss, and a moment later he knew why.
From the forest came the flash of a small, five-toed horse being pursued by some animal with a hyena head that barked. At the edge of the mossy glade the hyena swerved aside, but the terrified horse plunged straight out on the carpet of moss. Instantly the air was filled with the sound of animal screams, and a series of tiny, muffled explosions. A cloud of greenish-red mist swirled about the horse. Quivering, still screaming, the animal went down on its knees, and as the reddish green smoke fell on him and settled, it became a mass of growing moss spores.
Before Kirby’s eyes, the pitiful animal was covered by a shroud of green that spread over him and cloaked him, licking over all with tiny sounds like far off muffled drums as fresh spore cases developed and burst. The screams died. Even as Kirby drew the girls to him and they passed on, the horse’s nostrils, eyes, mouth were filled with choking green moss; and he lay still.
On and on, deeper into the jungle Kirby pushed, and never for a moment did his companions falter. But the way was not so easy now, for nerves were jaded, muscles sore, and no human will could have been powerful enough to cast aside the growing fear for Naida.
Fear came finally to a head when, toward dusk, Kirby sighted a fork ahead of them, approached it confidently to look for Naida’s sign, and found nothing.
“Oh Lord!” he muttered, and realized that it was the first time any of them had spoken for long.
“There must be something to guide us!” Ivana exclaimed as she searched with questing eyes through the swiftly deepening gloom of evening.
Nini, making an effort to keep up hope in spite of the paleness which came to her lovely face, darted down both paths, glancing as she went at every bush and shrub. But she returned in a moment, and as she shook her head, her great eyes were somber.
Kirby grunted, scratched behind his ear. Then, however, he stifled an exclamation, and clutched at the hands of both girls.
On one of the two trails appeared suddenly in the dusk an ape-creature. Kirby saw at once that the thing was small—a female undoubtedly—and that it had spied them and was moving toward them with all speed. And borne in upon him most certainly was the fact that the ape-woman was making signals of peace. In her outstretched hand flickered through the gloom a strip of cloth that was gauzy and white.
Again—a strip of Naida’s gown.
“If you know any words of her tongue, call to her,” Kirby said sharply.
Ivana obeyed. All three of them started forward. The ape-woman, after returning the hail in creaking gutturals, came up to them, and with an unexpected look of pathos and entreaty in her face, began to address the girls with a flood of talk.
Word after creaking word she poured out while Nini and Ivana listened in silence. Finally Kirby could stand the suspense no longer.
“What is it, Ivana? What does she say? Your eyes are lighting up with hope! Tell me—”
Ivana smiled and turned toward him, while the ape-woman still looked her entreaty.
“She says,” Ivana announced bluntly,“that she and the other women amongst their people, do not want any of the girls of our race to be taken by their males. Already the men are quarreling about Naida. They will not look at their own women. Naida told this woman that we would be following, and sent her to lead us to the place where the ape-people are assembling!”
Kirby felt his lips tightening in a grim smile at the thought that jealousy was not unknown even to the semi-human creatures of this neither world. He looked at Nini and Ivana during a stretched out second. Then he moved.
“Good,” he snapped. “We go on at once.”
That was his only recognition of what was surely one of the important happenings of a lifetime. But for all that, his tired brain, which so lately had felt the chill of black depression, was suddenly set on fire with triumph and thanksgiving.
CHAPTER XII
As they marched rapidly, the ape-woman, who called herself Gori, succeeded in making them understand that most of the ape-tribes, commanded by the Duca and his caciques, were assembled in the central community toward which they were heading, that grave danger of some sort threatened Naida, and that the need for haste was great. But what the danger was, the two girls could not understand.
“We can’t make out what is going to happen—what they plan to do to-night,” Ivana whispered at last to Kirby. “All Gori says is that we must rescue Naida and take her away, and must take the Duca away so that he cannot influence the men any more. And she keeps repeating that we must hurry.”
“And you can’t find out what we must rescue Naida from?”
Ivana shook her head.
“I’m afraid we’re facing something of an appalling nature, as dangerous to ourselves as to Naida. But I know nothing more.”
By the time the silver glow which corresponded to moonlight flooded the jungle, Gori had left the open trail, and was leading them across country which humans could not have negotiated without the guidance she offered. Advancing cautiously always, she stopped for long seconds at a time to reconnoitre, shifting her huge ears about and changing their shape, twitching her nostrils, and glancing hither and thither with bright little eyes. Sometimes they passed immense spike-tipped flowers ten feet in diameter, with fleshy yellow leaves which gave out a nauseating stench. Vines with long, recurved thorns and blossoms of deep scarlet, laced the undergrowth together and made passing dangerous. Fire-flies drifted past, and all above and about them flapped moths as big as bats.
Kirby, his clothes almost torn from his body, sweat pouring from every pore, heard the labored breathing of the girls, and wondered how they could hang on. But they did, and after a long time, Gori, halting in the midst of a slight clearing, held up a warning hand.
A queer sensation came over Kirby. As he stared and listened, he realized that the twinkles he saw far ahead were not fire-flies, as he had thought, but lights. In the frosted moon glow, Nini and Ivana drew close, and Kirby clasped their hands and pressed them for a second. Too tired to exult further he was, even though they seemed close to their goal of goals.
Gori swung her hairy arm in a signal, and with rifles clasped carefully, they began to advance. When, five minutes later, they stood in the heart of a rank glade beyond which they could see nothing, Gori spoke to the two girls in her creaking whisper, and Nini laid a restraining hand on Kirby’s.
“We have gone as far as Gori dares! She says we must climb a tree here, and watch what will go on in a clearing just beyond this thicket.”
“And we still don’t know what we’re getting into,” Kirby muttered.
But at any rate they had reached the end of their march.
Exultation did come to Kirby now, but still he was too completely fagged, as were both girls, to give much sign. Gori pointed to a tree some fifty feet away, which shot up to a great, foliage-crowned height. They moved toward it, and in a moment were climbing, Gori first, the girls after her, and Kirby last.
“Here we are,” Ivana presently whispered, at the same time drawing herself out on a limb just beneath one on which Gori and Nini had crawled.
Kirby found himself hedged in by tasselated leaves through which he could not see. The foliage thinned, however, and soon Ivana halted, perched herself in a comfortable position. Kirby, making himself at ease beside her, and seeing that Nini and Gori were in place, turned his eyes slowly, expectantly downward.
At first, all that he saw from his bird’s-eye perch, was a circular clearing two hundred yards across, which was surrounded on all sides by lowering jungle. In the exact center of the circle, like a splotch of ink on gray paper, there gaped a deep hole which might have measured six feet in diameter. Around this hole, eight poles as tall and stout as telephone poles stood up in bristling array. The moonlight showed that the whitish earth of the clearing was tamped smooth as though thousands of creatures had danced or walked about there for centuries. But not a living form was visible.
A grunt of disappointment escaped Kirby after that one look. When he looked beyond the clearing, however, a change came to his feelings.
A quarter of a mile away, lights were twinkling—the same ones which had been visible on the last stretch of the journey. And the moonlight touched the little conical roofs of fully two hundred huts of the ape-people. No sound was audible save the soughing of night wind in the trees, the shrilling of insects. Nevertheless, there stole over Kirby all at once a feeling that the great ape-village was crowded to overflowing. What was more, he felt himself touched by an eery sensation—familiar these days—of evil to come.
Ivana, seated with her rifle across her knees, stirred on the limb beside him.
“Oh,” she whispered suddenly, “I am afraid of this place!”
Kirby took her hand.
“I know. Maybe it is the sensation of all the legions of the apes herded together so silently in their village. I wish we knew what to expect from them. I wish—”
But he broke off, and called softly to Nini on the limb above. She looked down with a drawn expression about her mouth.
“Are you all right?” Kirby whispered.
“Yes. But—Well, are both of youall right? Gori says we have reached here in time, but I—” A gasp of uneasiness escaped her, and Kirby heard Ivana echo it. “There is something about that black, silent hole out there in the clearing, and about those poles sticking up like fangs, that makes me terribly, terribly afraid. Oh, what are they planning? Where is Naida? What are they going to do to her?”
Kirby whistled in a low key. He had not thought about the black hole in the clearing.
“Hum,” he muttered, “that’s interesting. Ivana, Nini, what do you suppose—”
But he got no answer. Gori’s twitching lips grimaced them to silence.
The next instant, the stillness of the night was hurled aside by a howling, gurgling shout from a hundred, a thousand hysterically distended ape throats. With the sickening sound came from the village the sullen roaring of drums.
* * * *
Ten minutes later, a Kirby who was cold with apprehension and wonder looked down from his leaf-crowned height at such a spectacle as he knew human eyes had never before seen. The shouting had died away, the drums were silenced. Crammed into the clearing, their foul, hairy bodies packed close together, the silver light glinting against rolling red eyes and grinning white teeth, stood fully a thousand apes!
Once the first tumult of shouting in the village had died, they had come on in silence, and in orderly procession. Those who bore the drums—huge gourds with heads of stretched skin—had formed a line entirely around the outer diameter of the circular clearing. Then others, lugging vats of a dark, heady-smelling liquor, had deposited their burden beside the drums, and formed a second circle. The balance of the thousand had crowded itself together as best it might, leaving bare the center of the clearing with its black hole and fangs of poles. Kirby, looking down at these legions, did not wonder that cold sweat wetted his back.
Capable of thinking about only one thing—Naida—he was trying with all his strength not to think. Ivana, her face blanched in the light which filtered their camouflage of leaves, sat rigid, her hands locked about her cold rifle. On the branch above, Nini and Gori were as still as mummies. No one had spoken since the vanguard of apes had appeared.
But at last Nini leaned close to Kirby.
“Have you any idea of what all this means?”
A draught of hot night air carried up a stench of drunkenness, and the goaty odor of massed animal bodies.
“No,” Kirby whispered. “I suppose, from Gori’s having brought us here, that Naida is going to appear somehow. We’ve simply got to trust that Gori knows what she is about.”
“But listen—” Ivana suppressed a shudder. “Suppose they should bring Naida here presently to force her to take part in some ceremony at which we can only guess. Gori, who thinks we can work miracles, supposes we can rescue Naida. But I—I’m not so certain. Is there anything we can do?”
It was exactly that question which had made Kirby fight to keep himself from thinking. His face turned gray before he answered. But answer he did, finally.
“Yes, there is one thing we can do, Ivana. We’ve got to be frank with each other, and so far, this is the onlything I’ve been able to figure out. If Naida is brought here, and they make any move to harm her or torture her, we can, and we will, shoot her quickly, before harm or pain comes.”
A grim silence settled once more. During the last miles of march in the jungle, there had persisted in Kirby’s heart the hope that there would be at least something favorable in whatever situation they might encounter. His spirits were so low now that he dared not speak again.
Amongst the noiseless sea of ape-men below them came, every now and again, a little ripple of motion as some anthropoid shadow fell out of his place, approached the liquor vats, and swilled down the black brew, a quart at a gulp. But mostly there was little commotion. Ivana drew a sibilant breath and said that she wished something would happen.
“I wish,” Kirby answered tensely,“that we knew what is going to happen.”
But the nightmare waiting was not to go on forever. Kirby leaned forward and pointed.
It was only instinct that had made him know action must come. For a second, no change in the expression of the ape-men, no movement in their crammed ranks, was visible. Then, however, a queer, subdued grunting rumbled deep down in many throats, and those who had faced the hundred-foot space in the center of the clearing squatted down on their hams.
In the back of the crowd necks were craned. The stronger shoved the weaker in an effort to get a better view of the cleared stage, and a few ape-men who had been drinking hurried on unsteady legs to their places.
“The drums!” Kirby whispered then.
With almost military precision, the scores of leather-faced creatures who had led the procession into the clearing, clasped the skin-headed gourds to their shaggy bellies, and stood with free arm raised as though awaiting a signal. Nini moved in her position, and Kirby felt Ivana shiver and edge close to him.
From the front rank of the crowd, there sprang up a great male creature with the face of a gargoyle and the body of a jungle giant. Just once he reeled on his feet, as though black alcohol had befuddled him, then he steadied himself, flung both arms above his head, and rolled out a command which burst upon Kirby’s ears like thunder.
It was as if the whole cavern of the lower world, and the whole of the round earth itself, had been rocked uneasily, dreadfully by the bellowing, crashing explosion of the drums. Maddened by the turmoil he had let loose, the gargoyle-faced giant ape-man leered about him with blood-shot, drunken eyes, and beat on his cicatrized chest with massive fists. Suddenly he let out a bellow. Straight up into the air he sprang in a wild leap. When he came down, he was dancing, and the portentious, the sickeningly mysterious ceremony for which such solemn preparation had been made, was begun.
Kirby drew a rasping breath. Knowing that there must be some definite reason for the dance having begun just when and as it had, he looked beyond the solitary dancing giant, on beyond the crowded legions of the apes, toward the village. There, where the main trail from the community approached the clearing, he saw precisely the thing which he had both hoped desperately and dreaded terribly to find.
Headed directly toward the clearing, moving down the trail with slow, majestic pace, came a procession headed by a bodyguard of ape-men and augmented by other men whose nakedness was covered by unmistakable, unforgetable priestly robes of gray.
All at once the ape-people in the clearing began to scuffle apart, opening a lane down which the procession might pass to the central stage with its dancer, its ink spot orifice, and its fangs of tall poles. Kirby, watching the congregation, watching the majestic approach of gray robes through the night, wiped away from his forehead a sweat of fear.
“I think,” Nini called in a voice pitched high to outsound the drums,“that the—the Duca is with them!”
“Yes.” Kirby pointed jerkily. “In the middle of the procession, there, surrounded by his caciques!”
The Duca!
Yet his approach did not hold Kirby. Directly behind the priests were emerging now from the jungle a new company of ape-men. Squinting his eyes, Kirby saw that two of them were lugging on a pole across their shoulders a curious burden—a sort of monstrous bird cage of barked withes. Crouched on the floor of the cage in a little motionless, white heap—
But Kirby closed his eyes. Ivana, cowering against him, gulped as though she were going to be sick. Nini leaned down from above and looked at them with dilated eyes. Although none of them spoke, all knew that they had found Naida at last.
Kirby was the first to pull himself up. Opening his eyes, he stared long at the white gowned, motionless shape within the cage. Next summing up the whole situation—the cage surrounded by an armed band, the clearing crammed with a thousand ape-men—he shook his head. Afterward, he made a quick movement with his hands.
Ivana, seeing that movement, seeing the expression on his face, started out of her daze.
“No! No! Oh, there must be some other way out for her! There must—”
Her cry, half a shriek, did not change Kirby’s look. What he had done with his hands was to throw a shell into the chamber of his rifle. Now he held the rifle grimly, ready to carry it to his shoulder.
The procession with the bodyguard of ape-men at its head, the renegade Duca and his caciques following next, and the cage bringing up the rear, advanced relentlessly down the lane to the central stage. The gargoyle-faced ape-man who held the stage alone danced with increasing wildness, writhing, twisting, with weird suppleness. Upon the dancing giant the procession bore down, and before him it finally halted.
The halt left the Duca and the king ape facing each other, and the ape ended his dance. After each had given a salute made by raising their arms, both Duca and the king ape turned to face the creatures who were standing with the cage slung across their shoulders. Whereupon the bearers of the cage advanced with it until they stood between two of the tall poles. There, facing the ominous hole in the center of the clearing, with a pole on either side of them, the ape-men lowered the cage to the ground.
Kirby felt his last hope and courage ebbing. Now he noticed that each pole was equipped with a rope which passed through a hole near its top, like a thread through the eye of a needle. And while he stared at the dangling ropes, the ape-men made one end of each fast to a ring in the top of the cage. The next instant they leaped back, and began to heave at the other end of the lines.
From the drums came a quicker pounding, a more head-splitting volume of thunder. Over all the ape-people who watched the show, passed a shiver of what seemed to be whole-souled, ecstatic satisfaction. Slowly, as the two ape-men heaved hard, the cage swung off the ground, and slowly rose higher and higher into the moonlit air.
When finally the thing hung high above the heads of the multitude, swaying midway between its tall supports, the ape-men who had done the hoisting fastened their lines to cleats on the poles. Then they turned to the Duca and the giant king who stood behind them, executed a queer, lumbering bow, and fell back to the rear.
The next moment it seemed as though every creature in the clearing—men and those who were only half men—had gone crazy. The king flung himself into the air as if he were a mass of bounding rubber. Following his lead, the whole assembly let out howls that drowned even the drums, and then began to sway, to squirm, to leap, even as their king was doing before them.
The caciques and the Duca joined in the madness of foul dancing as heartily as any there. Their eyes were flaming, their long robes flapping, their beards streaming.
On his perch in the tree Kirby muttered an oath which was lost, swept away like a breath, in the shrieking turmoil of sound. Then he turned to Ivana.
“They’ve brought Naida here to sacrifice her.”
“But why?” Ivana’s sweet face was frozen in lines of horror. “I’ve been able to guess what was going to happen to her. But—sacrifice. Why will it be that?”
“Don’t you see?” Looking up to include Nini, Kirby found his hands quivering against his rifle. “It is easy to understand. In the temple yesterday, what the Duca hoped to do was to kidnap most, or all, of the girls for the ape-people. But he was able to get only Naida. The first result was that the ape-men started to quarrel over the one girl. From what Gori says, trouble started on all sides at once. It became inadvisable to let Naida live. So the Duca, in his shrewdness, planned a sacrifice. By sacrificing Naida, he rids himself of a source of contention amongst the ape-men. He also hopes his act will win favor from his Gods, and make them help him when he is ready to launch a new attempt to captureall the girls.”
Ivana and Nini looked at each other, then at Kirby, and horror was etched deeper into their faces.
“I think,” gulped Ivana, “that you—are right. I—begin to understand.”
Nini leaned close to them.
“Tell us, then, how this sacrifice is to be made.”
Silent at that, Kirby presently made a heavy gesture toward the maelstrom of howling, leaping animals below them.
“I couldn’t guess at first. Now I think I can. They have placed her in that cage and swung it high above the black hole you were afraid of. What can that mean except that she is to be offered to—to—”
It was a monstrous theory which had stunned his hope and courage, and to voice the thing in words was too gruesome.
His bare suggestion, however, made Ivana pass a hand limply over her forehead and look at him with blank, stricken eyes. Nini tottered so uncertainly that Gori, who had remained motionless and silent throughout, had to steady her with muscular arms. If it was impossible for Kirby to utter his fears aloud, he had no need to speak to make them understood.
“And—and we can do nothing?”Nini choked at last.
“You can see for yourself how she is surrounded. If we had been able to get here sooner, we might have done something. Now—”
Kirby’s voice trailed off, and he gave an agonized look at his rifle.
The terrific dance in the clearing was going forward with madness which increased second by second. It had been a general debauch at first, with the whole thousand of the apes bellowing and squirming. Now a change was becoming apparent. Red eyes which had caught the glare of ultimate madness, focused upon the caciques, the Duca, and the great king, all of whom were swaying together on the central stage. As they looked, the horde of ape-men broke loose with a heightened frenzy of noise and movement too overwhelming for Kirby to follow. He leaned forward, making an effort to see what actions of Duca and king could be so influencing the congregation. And then he saw.
Both of those central figures, the one with hair-covered giant’s body and evilly grimacing face, the other with white robes and whipping silver hair, were definitely emulating the motions of a serpent!
It was as if the angles and joints had disappeared from their bodies. They were become gliding lengths of muscle as swift, as loathsome in their supple dartings and coilings as any snake lashing across the expanses of primeval jungle. Lost in what they did, unconscious of the nightmare, demoniac legion before which they danced, they had eyes only for the empty, ominous hole beneath Naida’s cage. As they circled the hole, drawing ever and ever closer to it, they opened and closed their arms with the motion of great serpent jaws biting and striking.
“God in Heaven!” Kirby cried in a voice which shrilled with horror and then broke.
It was not alone the Duca’s dance which had wrung the shout from him. As Nina and Ivana shrieked and cowered, as Gori twitched, gasped, buried her head in trembling arms, Kirby knew that Naida was fully aware of what was going on—had been, perhaps, from the beginning.
Slowly, numbly she raised herself from her huddled position, rose to her knees, and clutching with despairing hands at the sides of her cage, looked out from between the bars.
The king and Duca edged closer to the hole until they were dancing upon its very brink. From that position, they stared down into the depths, their faces tense and strained. And then their look became radiant, exalted, joyous. Suddenly the Duca leaped back. He shrieked something at the gargoyle ape, and they flung their arms high in a commanding, mighty signal which was directed across the nightmare legion of ape-men, to the drums.
As Kirby winced in expectancy, the drums ceased to roar. Over the night smashed a hideous concussion of silence, deafening, absolute. And the ape-men—all of them—and the Duca, his caciques, and the king, ceased to dance. As if a whirlwind had hurled them, the caciques scattered in all directions. The Duca, having already leaped back from the gaping orifice, suddenly turned and ran with blurred speed over to the slobbering, deadly still front rank of the congregation. An instant later the king crouched down beside him, and the whole stage was left bare and deserted.
Kirby gave one look at Naida, found her staring down, deeper and deeper down, into the hole which yawned beneath her so blackly. Then Kirby lowered his eyes until he, too, stared at the opening.
Amidst the pressing silence there stole from the earth an uneasy sound as of some immense thing waking and stirring. Came a hissing note as of escaping steam. The tribes of the ape-men waited in silent rapture. Kirby saw Naida still looking down, and felt Ivana crouch against him, fainting. He held his rifle tighter, and continued to stare.
Something red, like two small flames, licked up above the edge of the pit. Then Kirby gasped and all but went limp. Up and out into the moonlight slid a glistening white lump that moved from side to side and licked at the night with flickering black and red tipped forked tongue.
The glistening white lump was the head of Quetzalcoatl, buried God of the People of the Temple. It was wider and bigger than an elephant’s, and the round snake body could not have been encircled by a man’s two arms. Kirby guessed at the probable length of the Serpent in terms of hundreds of feet.
Sick, numb, he glanced at Naida, who was still staring silently, and hitched his rifle half up to his shoulder. But he did not look down the sights yet. Although it was time, and more than time, that he fired, he would not do it until the last possible second, when nothing else remained.
Slowly from the hole slid a fifteen or twenty-foot column of the body, and Quetzalcoatl, thus reared, looked about him with a pair of eyes immense and not like snake’s eyes, but heavily lidded and lashed; eyes that stared in a wise, evil way; eyes glittering and round and black as ink. After a time the mouth opened in a silent snarl, showing great white fangs and recurved simitars of teeth. The head was snow white, leperous in its scabby, scaly roughness, with here and there a patch of what looked like greenish fungus. From the rounded body trailed a short, unnatural, sickening growth of—feathers. Old and evil and very wise the Feathered Serpent seemed as his forked tongue flickered in and out and he stared at the ape horde, who stared back silently.
He seemed in no hurry to devote his attention to the cage set forth for his delectation. The black eyes rolled beneath their lashes, staring now at the Duca in his robes, and again at the huddled ape-people. But after ghastly seconds, Quetzalcoatl at last had seen enough.
Again the moonlight glinted against simitar teeth as the great, white, puffy mouth yawned in its silent snarl. Quetzalcoatl reared his head a little higher, slid further from his hole, and then looked up at the dangling cage of barked withes.
In Kirby’s mind stirred cloudily a remembrance of moments in the past: the feel of Naida’s first kiss, her look as they advanced to the altar in the temple. Then he saw things as they were now, with Naida surrounded by all the tribes of the apes, and with Quetzalcoatl staring from beneath heavily lidded lashes at the whiteness of her.
Suddenly Kirby stirred to free his shoulder of Ivana’s supine weight against it, and he made himself look down his rifle. He let the breath half out of his lungs, and nursed the trigger.
But he did not fire.
All at once he started so violently that he almost hurtled from the tree. Suddenly, trembling, he lowered his rifle.
“Oh, thank God!” he yelped in the silence of the night.
The idea which had transformed him was perhaps the conception of a lunatic. But it was still an idea, and offered a chance.
Again Kirby peered down his rifle. But he no longer aimed at Naida. As Quetzalcoatl lifted white fangs, Kirby aimed deliberately at him, and turned loose his fire.
With the first shot, the Serpent lurched back from the cage, snapped his jaws, and closed evil, black eyes. From one lidded socket squirted dark blood. As a second and third shot crashed into the cavernous fanged mouth, and others ripped into the flat skull, Quetzalcoatl seemed dazed. His head wavered back and forth and his hiss filled the night, but he did nothing.
But all at once Kirby felt that he was going to do something in a second, and a great calm came upon him. He quickly jammed home a fresh clip of shells.
“Nini! Ivana! Fire at the Serpent. Give him everything you’ve got! Do you understand? Fire! He thinks that the ape-people have hurt him, and he will be after them in a second. If we have any luck, he will do to them what we never could have done, and maybe destroy himself at the same time! Me, I’m going down there and get Naida now!”
CHAPTER XIII
No sooner did Kirby see comprehension in the girls’ faces than he swung around and let go of his perch. As he crashed, caught the next limb below him, and let go to crash to another, he had all he could do to suppress a yelp of joy. For all at once every voice in the ape congregation was raised in howls and screams of devastated terror.
He did not care how he got down from the tree. Seconds and half seconds were what counted. From the last limb above the ground he swung into space, and a split second later staggered to his feet, clutched his rifle, and started for the clearing. His lungs seemed collapsed and both ankles shattered. He did not care. Not when the ape screams were growing louder with every step he took. Not when he heard Nini and Ivana pouring down from their tree a continuation of the scorching fire he had started.
Panting, his breath only half regained, but steeled to make the fight of his life, he tore from the jungle into the clearing just in time to see a twisting, pain-convulsed seventy-foot coil of white muscle lash up and strike Naida’s cage a blow which knocked it like a ball in the air. Naida screamed and hung to the bars.
But she was all right. It was not against her that Quetzalcoatl was venting his wrath: the blow had been blind accident. As Kirby stood at the clearing’s edge, he knew to a certainty that Quetzalcoatl’s reaction to sudden pain had been all he had dared hope.
In front of him forty or fifty ape-bodies lay in a crushed heap. While yard after yard of the Serpent’s bleached length streamed out of the hole, the hundreds of feet of coils already in the clearing suddenly whipped about a whole squadron of ape-men, and with a few constrictions annihilated them as if they had been ants. Across the clearing, the leperous head reared up as high as the trees and swooped down, fangs gleaming. The howls of the ape-men trying to flee, the screams of those who had been caught, rose until they became all one scream.
But Kirby had not left the safety of the tree merely to get a ringside view of carnage. He faced his next, his final task unhesitatingly. Straight out he leaped from the shadows of the jungle into the clearing, out into the presence of the beleagured, screaming ape-men. Well enough he knew that those creatures, despite their frenzy, might sight him and fall upon him at any second; well enough he knew that a single flick of the white coils all over the clearing could crush him instantly. But the time to worry about those hazards would be when they beset him. With a yell as piercing as any in the whole bedlam, Kirby rushed forward.
High up in the moonlit vault of the night, swaying between the two poles which supported it, hung the white cage which was Naida’s prison. By the time Kirby had sprinted fifty yards, he knew that his yells had reached Naida. For she staggered to her knees and looked straight at him. A second later, though, he realized that the almost inevitable recognition of him by ape-men had come to pass.
Eight or ten of the creatures, left unmolested for a second by the Serpent, halted in the mad run they were making for the sheltering jungle, and while one pointed with hairy arm, the others let out shrieks. Kirby gritted his teeth in something like despair. Then he realized that the worst danger—Quetzalcoatl’s blurred coils—was not threatening him so far. And he went on, straight toward the ape-men.
He did not look where, how, or at whom he struck. All he knew was that his rifle blazed, and as he clubbed at soft flesh with the butt, blood spurted, and new screams filled the night. He felt and half saw big, stinking bodies going down, and clawed his way forward, around them, over them. Then he felt no more bodies, and knew that he was through. A little farther he ran over the trampled earth, and stopped and looked up.
The howls of the living, the shrieks of the dying deafened him. Renewed shots from the rifles in the tree, made the Serpent lash about in a dazzling white blur, smashing trees, apes, everything in its path. But Kirby, finding himself still safe, scarcely heard or saw. His eyes, turned upward, saw one thing only.
“Naida!”
She had snapped two of the withes of the cage and was leaning forward through the opening. Her face was livid with horror and exhaustion, but she was able to look at him with eyes that glowed.
“You—you came!” she gasped. “You came to me!”
In a flash Kirby jumped over to the poles and began to cast off one of the lines which held the cage aloft.
“Get ready for a bump!” he shouted, as he lowered away, arms straining.
Paying out the one line left the cage suspended from the second, but let it sweep from its position between the poles, down toward one pole. As the thing struck the tall support, Kirby bounded over to stand beneath it, only too sharply aware of the death waiting for him on every side, but ignoring it. Naida still hung suspended a good twenty feet above him, but there was no time to let go the other line. He braced himself and held up his arms.
“Jump!” he yelled.
Then he saw the white gown sweeping down toward him, felt the crash of a soft body against his, and staggered back. Recovered in a tenth of a second, he drew a deep breath, and looked at Naida beside him, tall and brave, unhurt.
“Are you able to run?” he snapped, and then, the moment she nodded, motioned toward the jungle.
Behind them, in front, on all sides, rose screams so horrible that he wondered even then if he would ever forget. As he started to run, he realized that when Naida had finally landed in his arms, the nearest squirming loop of the Serpent had been no more than four yards away, and that, right now, if their luck failed, a single unfortunate twist of the incredible hundreds of feet of white muscle could still end things for them.
* * * *
But luck was not going to fail. Somehow Kirby knew it as they sprinted side by side, and the sheltering jungle loomed closer every second. And a moment later, something beside his own inner faith made him know it, too.
“Look, Naida! Look!” he screeched all at once.
At the upper end of the clearing, where an unthinkable slaughter was going on, there leaped out from amongst a surging mass of apes, leaped out from almost directly beneath a downward smashing blur of white snake folds, a figure which Kirby had not seen or thought about for many seconds.
The Duca’s robe hung in tatters from his body. Blood had smeared his white hair. His eyes were those of a man gone mad from fear. And as he escaped the tons of muscle which so nearly had engulfed him, he began to run even as Kirby felt himself running.
Straight toward him and Naida, Kirby saw the man spurt, but whether the mad eyes recognized them or not, he could not tell, nor did he care. All at once his feeling that they would escape the clearing, became conviction.
For suddenly the same single twitch of Quetzalcoatl’s vast folds which might have finished them, if luck had not held, put an end to the Duca’s retreat. At one moment the man’s path was clear. The next—
Kirby, running for dear life, gasped, and heard Naida cry out beside him.
The great loops flashed, twisted, and where had been an open way for the Duca, loomed a wall of scaly white flesh. The living wall twitched, closed in; and as the Duca dodged and leaped to no avail, a cry shrilled across the night—a cry that cut like a knife.
Kirby saw no more. But it was likely that most, if not all, of the caciques had gone with the Duca.
Somehow, anyhow, in but a few seconds more, Kirby dove into the spot from which he had left the jungle to enter the clearing. As Naida pressed against him, winded but still strong, he found his best hopes for immediate retreat realized, for Gori, Nini, and Ivana, down from their tree, ran toward them.
“She is all right,” he said with a gesture which cut short the outbursts ready to come. “But we’ve got to keep going. Ivana, tell Gori that her people are gone, wiped out, but that if she will cast her lot with us, we will not forget what she has done. Come on!”
With Gori leading them they ran, stumbling, recovering themselves, stumbling again. To breathe became an agony. But not until many minutes later, when they plowed into the cover of a fern belt whose blackness not even the moonlight had pierced, did Kirby call a halt.
Here he swept a final glance behind him, listened long for sounds of pursuit, and relaxed a little only when none came to disturb the night stillness. However, that relaxation, now that he permitted it at last, meant something.
The complete silence gave him final conviction that what he had said about the whole ape-people being destroyed was true. As for the Serpent—well, perhaps he was destroyed even as they were. Perhaps not. In any case the grip which Quetzalcoatl held upon the imagination of the People of the Temple had been destroyed by this night’s work, and that was what counted most. The Serpent would be worshipped no longer.
Kirby reached out in the darkness and found Naida’s hand.
“Come along,” he said to all of the party. “I think the past is—the past. And with Gori to guide us out of the jungle, and our own brains to guide us through the jungle of self-government after that, I think the future ought to be bright enough.”
Ivana and Nini both chuckled as they moved again, and Gori, hearing her name spoken in a kindly voice, twitched her ears appreciatively. Naida drew very close to Kirby.
“What are you thinking about?” she asked presently.
“The—temple,” he answered.
“About the crown which probably is still lying on the altar there?”
Kirby looked up in surprise.
“Why, I had forgotten about that!”
“What was it, then?”
“But what could I have been thinking about except how you looked when we came together in that gloomy place, and walked forward, side by side?Now have I told you enough?”
Naida laughed.
“There is so much to be done!”Kirby exclaimed then. “As soon as possible, we must climb to the Valley of the Geyser, go on into the outer world, and there seek carefully for men who are willing, and fit, to come here. And that is only one task. Others come crowding to me every second. But first—”
“What?” Naida asked softly.
“The temple. Naida, we will reach the plateau sometime to-morrow. All of the girls who kept watch there will be waiting for us, and it will be a time of happiness. May we not, then, go to the temple? There will be no priests. But we will make our pledges without them. Tell me, may I hope that it will be so—to-morrow?”
Naida did not answer at once. She did not even nod. But presently her shoulder, still fragrant with faint perfume, brushed his. She clasped his hand then, and as they walked on in silence, Kirby knew.



THE FLOATING ISLAND OF MADNESS, by Jason Kirby
Above us curved the pale, hot bowl of cloudless sky; below us stretched the rolling, tawny wastes of the great Arabian Desert; and away to the east, close to the dipping horizon, scudded the tiny speck we were following. We had been following it since dawn and it was now close to sunset. Where was it leading us? Should we go on or turn back? How much longer would our gas and oil hold out? And just where were we? I turned and saw my questions reflected in the eyes of my companions, Paul Foulet of the French Sureté and Douglas Brice of Scotland Yard.
“Too fast!” shouted Brice above the roar of our motors. I nodded. His gesture explained his meaning. The plane ahead had suddenly taken on a terrific, unbelievable speed. All day it had traveled normally, maintaining, but not increasing, the distance between us. But in the last fifteen minutes it had leaped into space. Fifteen minutes before it had been two miles in the lead; now it was barely visible. A tiny, vanishing speck. What could account for this burst of superhuman speed? Who was in that plane? What was in that plane?
I glanced at Foulet. He shrugged non-committally, waving a courteous hand toward Brice. I understood; I agreed with him. This was Brice’s party, and the decision was up to him. Foulet and I just happened to be along; it was partly design and partly coincidence.
* * * *
Two days before I had been in Constantinople. I was disheartened and utterly disgusted. All the way from the home office of the United States Secret Service in Washington I had trailed my man, only to lose him. On steamships, by railway, airplane and motor we had traveled—always with my quarry just one tantalizing jump ahead of me—and in Constantinople I had lost him. And it was a ruse a child should have seen through. I could have beaten my head against a wall.
And then, suddenly, I had run into Foulet. Not ten days before I had talked to him in his office in Paris. I had told him a little of my errand, for I was working on the hunch that this man I was after concerned not only the United States, but France and the Continent as well. And what Foulet told me served only to strengthen my conviction. So, meeting him in Constantinople was a thin ray of light in my disgusted darkness. At least I could explode to a kindred spirit.
“Lost your man!” was his greeting. And it wasn’t a question; it was a statement.
“How did you know?” I growled. My humiliation was too fresh to stand kidding.
“Constantinople,” said Foulet amiably. “You always lose them in Constantinople. I’ve lost three here.”
“Three?” I said, “Like mine!”
“Exactly,” he nodded. Then he lowered his voice. “Come to my hotel. We can talk there.”
“Now,” he continued fifteen minutes later as we settled ourselves in his room, “you were very circumspect in Paris. You told me little—just a hint here and there. But it was enough. You—the United States—have joined our ranks—”
“You mean—”
“I mean that for a year we, the various secret service organizations of the Continent—and that includes, of course, Scotland Yard—have been after—Well, to be frank, we don’t know what we’re after. But we do know this. There is a power—there is someone, somewhere, who is trying to conquer the world.”
“Are you serious?” I glanced at him but the tight lines of his set mouth convinced me. “I beg your pardon,” I murmured. “Go ahead.”
“I don’t blame you for thinking it was a jest,” he said imperturbably, “But, to prove I know what I’m talking about, let me tell you what this man has done whom you have been pursuing. He has done one of two things. Either he has proved himself a dangerous revolutionary or he has engineered the failure of a bank or chain of banks—”
“We can’t prove it,” I interrupted.
“No,” said Foulet, “Neither can we. Neither can Scotland Yard—or the secret services of Belgium or Germany or Italy or Spain. But there you are—”
“You mean that in all these countries—?”
“I mean that for a year—probably longer—these countries have been and are being steadily, and systematically, undermined. The morale of the people is being weakened; their faith in their government is being betrayed—and someone is behind it. Someone who can think faster and plan more carefully than we—someone whose agents we always lose in Constantinople! I’ll wager you lost your man from a roof-top.”
I nodded, my disgust at my own stupidity returning in full force. “There was a lower roof and a maze of crisscross alleys,” I muttered. “He got away.”
“Was there an airplane anywhere around?” asked Foulet.
I glanced at him in surprise. What good would an airplane have been on a roof-top ten feet wide by twelve feet long? Then I remembered. “There was an airplane,” I said, “but it was a long way off, and I could scarcely see it; but the air was very still and I heard the motor.”
Foulet nodded, “And if you had had a pair of glasses,” he said gently, “You would have seen that the airplane had a glider attached to it. There is always an airplane—and a glider—when we lose our men from the roofs of Constantinople.”
“But that must be coincidence!” I insisted. “Why, I was on that roof right on the fellow’s heels—and the airplane was at least five miles away!”
Foulet shrugged, “Coincidence—possibly,” he said, “but it is our only clue.”
“Of course,” I murmured thoughtfully, “you have never been able to follow—”
Foulet smiled, “Can you imagine where that airplane would be by the time we climbed down off our roofs and got to a flying field and started in pursuit?”
* * * *
We descended for dinner. Foulet’s story had restored my self-confidence somewhat—but I was still sore. Of course Foulet connecting my vanishing man with that disappearing airplane was absurd—but where had the man gone? Was my supposition that he had jumped to a lower roof, climbed a wall and run through the maze of alleyways in half a minute in any way less absurd?
We were halfway through dinner when Brice appeared. Brice was one of the best men in Scotland Yard and I had known him many years. So, evidently, had Foulet, for his eyes flickered faintly with pleased surprise at the sight of him. Brice came directly to our table. He was bursting with victorious joy. I could feel it somehow, although his face, carefully schooled to betray no emotion, was placid and casual.
All through the remainder of the meal I could feel the vibrations of his excitement. But it was only at the very end that he confided anything—and his confidence only served to make the excitement and sense of impending thrill greater.
Just as he was rising to leave he shoved a tiny strip of paper across the table to me with a sidelong glance at Foulet. “Another roof-top,” I read scrawled in pencil. “If you like, meet me at the flying field before dawn.” If I liked! I shoved the paper across to Foulet who read it and carelessly twisted it into a spill to light his cigar. But his hand shook ever so slightly.
Needless to say we went to the flying field shortly after midnight. Bruce was there, pacing up and down restlessly. Near him was a huge tri-motored biplane, its motor humming in readiness.
“I’ve put a man on the trail in my place,” Brice told us briefly. “Somebody else is going to lose the scent on a roof-top—and I’m going to watch.”
* * * *
We settled to our wait. To me it seemed absurdly hopeless. The flying field was on a slight rise. Below us spread the dark shadow that was Constantinople. There was no moon to give it form and substance—it was just a lake of deeper darkness, a spreading mass of silent roof-tops and minarets. How did Brice expect to see his quarry escape? Suppose he fled during the night? And even with daylight—
The first streaks of dawn found us still waiting, our ears strained for the hum of an airplane motor. But hardly had the golden rim of the sun appeared over the horizon when it came. It came from the east—straight out of the golden glory of the sun. Nearer and nearer it came; an airplane—alone.
“It hasn’t got the glider,” muttered Foulet and his tone was tinged with disappointment. But hardly had he spoken when, from one of the myriad roof-tops below us, rose a swift streak of shadow. So fast it flew, with such unbelievable speed, that to our eyes it was little more than a blur; but—
“The glider!” Brice gasped. “My God! How did he do it?” We stared, silent with amazement. The airplane, that only a second before had flown alone, now was towing a glider—a glider that had arisen, as if by magic, from the housetops!
Another instant and we had piled into the cockpit of the tri-motored plane and were off on our pursuit. That pursuit that led us on and on till, as the sun sank behind us, we found ourselves above the illimitable, tawny wastes of the great Arabian Desert.
And now—what? All day long, as I have said, the plane we were pursuing had maintained, but never increased, the distance between us. Each hour had brought us renewed hope that the next hour would bring capture—or at least some definite clue, some shred of information. But the plane, still towing its glider, had gone on and on, steadily, imperturbably. And we dared not open fire and attempt to bring it down for fear of destroying our one meager chance of following it to its destination.
And now it had vanished. Suddenly, unaccountably it had taken on that terrific burst of speed which I have described. In ten minutes it had become a speck on the far horizon—in another instant it was gone. We were alone. Night was falling. If we turned back our gas might bring us to safety. If we went on—what?
I turned to my companions. Foulet still maintained his non-committal attitude, but Brice was deeply disappointed and worried. His ruddy English face was knotted in a scowl and his blue eyes were dark. Quickly he jerked his head back. We understood. Of course, turning back was the only thing to do; to go on was absurd. Our quarry had totally disappeared. But it was heart-breaking. Once again we had been fooled and outwitted. Our disappointment filled that tiny cockpit like a tangible mist. Brice threw over the stick with a gesture of disgust. In response our right wing lifted a bit, seemed to shake itself, then settled—and the plane continued on its course. Brice’s eyes flickered with surprise. He shoved the stick back, threw it over again, but toward the opposite side. Obediently our left wing lifted as if to bank, a shudder passed through it, it dropped, the plane leveled, and went on.
Foulet leaned forward, his eyes were gleaming, his face flushed and eager. “Climb!” he yelled above the roar of the motors. “Up!” Brice nodded—but it was no use. That plane was like a live thing; nothing we could do would swerve it from its course. We stared at one another. Were we mad? Were we under a hypnotic spell? But our minds were clear, and the idea of hypnosis was absurd, for we had tried to turn back. It was the machine that refused to obey.
Again Foulet leaned forward. “Drop!” he shouted. Brice nodded, but the plane refused to respond. On and on, straight as a die, it sped.
“Try slowing the motor,” I yelled into Brice’s ear and both Foulet and I leaned forward to watch results.
The motors slowed. Gradually the roaring, pounding hum lessened, and our speed continued! The whine of the wind in the wires abated not one whit! The speedometer on our instrument board climbed!
Brice turned. His face, in the deepening dusk, was a blur of pasty white. His hands hung at his sides. The motors purred, pulsed, were silent. The plane, unaided, unguided, flew alone!
* * * *
We sat hushed and unbelieving in that terrible, deathlike silence. Our ears, attuned all day to the deafening roar of the motors, felt as if they would burst in the sudden, agonizing stillness. There was not a sound save the whine of the wind in the wires as the plane sped on. Above us curved the illimitable arch of darkening sky. Below us lay the empty stretch of blank desert.
We didn’t speak. I know that I, for one, could not bring my voice to break that ominous stillness. Silently we sat there, watching, waiting.... The quick darkness of the desert fell like a velvet curtain. The stars burst forth as if lit by an invisible hand. Foulet stirred, leaned forward, gasped. My eyes followed his gaze. Before our plane spread a path of light, dull, ruddily glowing, like the ghost of live embers. It cut the darkness of the night like a flaming finger—and along it we sped as if on an invisible track!
“The speed of that other plane,” muttered Brice, breaking that utter silence, “This was it!”
Foulet and I nodded. Well could I imagine that we were travelling at that same terrific, impossible speed. And we were helpless—helpless in the clutch of—what? What power lay behind this band of light that drew us irresistibly toward it?
The ruddy pathway brightened. The light grew stronger. Our speed increased. The whine of the wires was tuned almost past human hearing. The plane trembled like a live thing in the grip of inhuman forces. A great glowing eye suddenly burst from the rim of the horizon—the source of the light! Instinctively I closed my eyes. What power might that eye possess? The same thought must have struck Brice and Foulet for they ducked to the floor of the cockpit, pulling me with them.
“Take care!” Brice muttered, “It might blind us.”
We sat huddled in that cockpit for what seemed an eternity, though it couldn’t have been more than two minutes. The glare increased. It threw into sharp, uncanny relief every tiny detail of the cockpit and of our faces. The light was as powerful as a searchlight, but not so blinding. It had a rosy, diffused quality that the searchlight lacks.
* * * *
In that eternity of tense waiting I tried to collect my thoughts. I told myself that I must keep steady, that I must keep my mind clear. I struggled to get a grip on myself; the light, the steady flying without power, the boundless, horrible silence had shaken me. But there was more to come. I knew it. We all knew it. And it was not physical strength that would pull us through—it was wits. We must hold steady. Thank God we all had years of training—war experience, peace experience, countless life-and-death adventures—behind us. It would all count now. It would all help us to keep out brains clear and cool. Wits, I thought again, only our wits would stand between us and—what?
The ground wheels of the plane struck something solid; rolled; stopped! The light snapped off. The sudden blackness, falling like a blanket of thick fur, choked me. In that first dazed, gasping instant I was conscious of only one thing. The plane was no longer in motion. But we had not dropped; of that I was sure. We were still, as we had been, close to two thousand feet above the earth!
Then came the sound of running feet and a confused blur of voices. The door of the cockpit was thrown open. A man leaned in, his hand on the jamb.
“Inspector Brice,” he said quietly. “Monsieur Foulet. Lieutenant Ainslee. We are glad to welcome you.” His words were courteous, but something in his tone sent a tingling chill down my spine. It was cold, as soulless as the clink of metal. It was dull, without life or inflection. But there was something else—something I could not name.
I was nearest the door and scrambled out first. To my surprise it was not dark. We were enveloped by a radiance, rosy as the broad ray had been, but fainter, like the afterglow of a sunset. By this light I could make out, vaguely, our surroundings. We seemed to be on a plateau; a great flat space probably an acre in extent, surrounded by a six-foot wall. Behind us there was a wide gateway through which our airplane had just come and across which workmen were dropping bars made of some material like cement. Before us, dotting this acre or so of plateau, were small, domed structures made of the same cement-like material. In the center of the plateau rose a larger domed building with a segment of its roof open to the stars and through this opening I could see the shadowy suggestion of a great lamp. There was the source of that powerful magnetic ray!
Foulet and Brice scrambled out and stood beside me. They said never a word, but I knew that every sense was alert.
“If you will follow me,” that same cold, expressionless voice murmured. I turned to look at the man. He was not bad looking, clean shaven, well tailored. He swung his eyes to meet my gaze and as he did so that same chill fled along my spine. His eyes—what was the matter with them? They were dark—brown or black—and as shiny as shoe buttons. But there was no gleam of expression in them. Their shine was the glitter of polished glass.
Without a word we followed him across the small cleared space where our airplane stood, past a row of the small, domed structures to a low door cut in the white wall of the great central building. At the doorway he turned.
“I am taking you to the Master,” he said; then, over his shoulder he added. “There is no means of escape—we are two thousand feet above the earth!” And he laughed—a quick, short cackle of crazy laughter. I felt the breath catch in my throat and the short hairs prickle at my neck. Foulet gripped my arm. Through my coat I could feel the chill of his fingers, but his grasp steadied me.
We walked on, following our guide. Down a narrow passageway, through a low arched door into a small room, evidently an ante-chamber to a larger room beyond. Without a word our guide left us, passing through another door which he closed after him.
Brice and Foulet and I exchanged looks, but we were silent. It might be we were watched. It might be that the very walls had ears. We could trust nothing.
Our guide returned. “The Master,” he said and flung open a wide door.
We found ourselves in a large room filled with paraphernalia of all sorts: wires, lights, laboratory tables cluttered with test tubes and apparatus—and in the midst of this ordered chaos stood a man, his gleaming eyes watching us fixedly.
At first I was conscious of nothing but his eyes. Large, coal black and shiny with that peculiar, expressionless gloss I had noted in the eyes of our guide. Later I realized that he was of slight build, meticulously neat, with a tiny black waxed mustache and a carefully trimmed Van Dyke beard.
“Welcome to my floating island,” he said gravely, never swerving those shiny eyes for an instant. “We have hoped long for your coming.” He paused, noiselessly rubbing his hands, and watching us. We stared back, fascinated by that glossy, fixed gaze. “There is much to tell you,” he went on, “and to ask you.” He permitted himself a slow smile that spread his lips but failed to reach his eyes. “During your stay here,” he continued, “which I hope will be both long and profitable, you will become my slaves and will know me as Master. But before you come under my domination you may know my name.”
For the first time he moved his eyes. His glance swept the room as if to assure himself we were alone. He stepped, as swiftly and softly as a cat, over to the door through which we had entered, opened it, spoke to our guide who was waiting in the ante-room, closed it and returned. He faced us, his lips smiling and his eyes as blank as polished agate.
“My name,” he said softly, “is Algernon—Frederick—Fraser!” He paused and watched us. Behind me I felt Foulet start; I heard Brice’s quickly suppressed gasp. My own throat closed on words that might have been fatal. Algernon Frederick Fraser! Was it possible? Could it be?
Five years before Fraser had suddenly burst on the world of science. He had made some amazing discoveries regarding the power of light; discoveries that would reorganize the living conditions of the world. For a week or two the papers were filled with the man’s amazing genius; then no more was heard of him. Had he died? What was the story?
* * * *
Two years passed and even the name of Fraser was forgotten. Then suddenly it burst forth again in the headlines of the world. Fraser had disappeared! Fraser had vanished! But not as a brilliant genius of science; he had gone as an escaped lunatic! After his amazing burst of fame his mind snapped. Somehow the story had been kept out of the press.
Fraser was incarcerated in a quiet, very private asylum, and that was all. All—until he escaped. When that happened the story couldn’t be hushed any longer. The press was informed, the people were warned. He became known as the Mad Menace. The police and secret service organizations of the world searched for him. His name became a byword. Where had he gone? What would he do? What was his scheme? For he was still the astounding scientific genius. That portion of his mind was untouched. At the time of his escape the physicians in charge of the case assured the press that Fraser’s scientific mind was every bit as sound as ever.
And that was all. Aside from his god Science he was a maniac—inhuman, cruel, unreasoning. What would such a man do loosed in the world? What might he not do? Was it possible that it was this man who stood before us now with his eyes fastened upon us so intently and his lips spread in that little, empty smile? Suddenly I knew! Those eyes! Those eyes were the shiny, vacuous, soulless eyes of a madman!
“I see,” he said softly, “that you have heard of me. But it is three years since your world has seen me—yes?” He laughed—a low laugh that seemed to freeze the air around him. “They call me mad.” His smile faded, his eyes bored through us like steel needles. “I am not mad! No madman could do what I have done in three years!” For the first time an expression flickered in his eyes—a crafty gleam of vanity that flared instantaneously. “Would you like to see?” He leaned toward us. We bowed, but it was Brice who spoke.
“Very much, Doctor Fraser—”
“Don’t call me that!” The man whirled like a tiger ready to spring. “Don’t call me that! I am Master here! Call me Master! Say it.” His voice rose to a shriek. “Say it—Master!”
I clamped my teeth against the bloodless horror of that maniacal voice. It chilled my veins. Again I felt the hair rise on my scalp. Brice bowed quietly; and his eyes, serene and blue, met Fraser’s fairly.
“Of course, Master.” His low English voice soothed the bristling silence. “I am sure I speak for Monsieur Foulet and Lieutenant Ainslee when I say that we would be most deeply interested in your achievements.”
Fraser was placated. He relaxed. He softly rubbed his hands while a smug, crafty smile flitted across his lips. “You will follow me,” he murmured.
He led the way back through the ante-room and down the passageway till we stood again under the stars, and again I was struck by the strange light, warm and faint and rosy like a sunset afterglow. As if he read my thought Fraser turned to me.
“I will show you first the source of this rosy light; that, I believe, will explain a great deal.” He led the way down one of the narrow pathways between the low, domed houses—if they could be called houses, for they were little larger than kennels. At the six-foot wall that surrounded this plateau he paused. “Would you like to look over the wall?” he asked.
For the space of a breath we hesitated. Was this a trap? Through my mind flashed the words of the man who had guided us to Fraser. “You are two thousand feet above the earth,” he had said. Was that true? And if it were, might not Fraser push us over the wall? But instantly logic came to my rescue. Fraser had brought us here, and he could have brought us for but one thing: to question us. Would he be apt to do us harm before those questions were asked? And besides, would Fraser’s brilliantly subtle mind stoop so low as to destroy enemies by pushing them over a wall?
“Thank you,” we murmured simultaneously. “This whole achievement is of tremendous interest to us,” Foulet added.
Fraser chuckled. “It will be of greater interest—later,” he said, and his blank, glittering eyes rested on first one of us, then another with a cold, satisfied gleam. Then he lifted his hand and opened a square door in the wall about the size of a port-hole. To my surprise the little door swung back as lightly as a feather and made scarcely a sound as it slammed against the wall itself. Again Fraser answered my unspoken thought.
“It has only substance,” he said with his vain smirk. “No weight whatever. This entire platform together with its huts is lighter than air. If I should tear loose this little door it would float out of my hands instantly and go straight up to the stars. The substance—I have called it Fleotite—is not only lighter than air but lighter than ether.”
“But we are not floating,” said Brice; “we are stationary. Is the lightness of your Fleotite counteracted by the weight of the men and machines?”
Fraser shook his head. “Not entirely,” he said. “But first look through this little window. Then I will explain.”
Eagerly we pressed forward. Our danger was almost forgotten in our interest. This was amazing—stupendous! Together, shoulder to shoulder, we gazed through the aperture. We were suspended in space! Above us shone the blue-black Arabian night, and beneath us—far, far beneath—lay the sands of the desert looking rosy and warm in that same dull red glare of light that, to a fainter degree, gave us the effect of afterglow. But we were not floating; we were anchored as securely as a ship riding in a calm harbor.
We turned back to Fraser, amazed, awed, bursting with questions. Madman he might be, but he had wrought a miracle.
“I will explain,” he said and his eyes gleamed with pride. “Of course you know of my tremendous discoveries connected with the power of light. At any rate, five years ago, the scientific world on earth thought they were tremendous. In reality that was nothing to my amazing strides in the past three years. There is nothing that cannot be done with light! Nothing!” For the first time Fraser’s eyes became alive. They were illumined. His whole body seemed to radiate light and fire and genius. We listened, fascinated.
“Take, for instance,” he continued eagerly, “that ray with which I drew you and your plane to me. That ray is the pure power of magnetism. At full strength it will draw anything to it instantly. Fortunately the power can be regulated: I can switch a lever in my laboratory and draw things to me, via the ray, at any speed I wish—one hundred, two hundred, a thousand miles an hour.”
“How far can you throw the ray?” asked Foulet, and I knew he was thinking of that glider that rose from the roof-tops of Constantinople. Fraser also knew he was thinking of that.
“I did not draw the glider,” he said quietly. “The airplane I sent did that. My airplanes carry batteries of this ray. In the beginning I found gliders to be more practical for my purposes than airplanes. For one thing they were silent. My only problem was that of getting them off the ground. Once they were in the air I could manage everything. It was this problem that inspired this discovery and perfection of the ray. But, you asked how far I can throw the ray? This main lamp, that I operate myself from here, is effective at two hundred miles. At one hundred miles it enjoys its full power.”
“And you can draw anything to you,” asked Brice, “within the radius of the magnetic ray?”
“Anything in the air,” answered Fraser. “But of course I must use caution. Great caution. If I drew planes to me indiscriminately I would draw attention to myself; my secret and my location here would leak out. No. That must not be. So the only planes I bring are my own—and yours.” He paused and his black eyes, again glassy, swept over us. “It is a compliment I pay you,” he said finally. “You have become too troublesome. You know too much. Sooner or later the time would come when you would combine your forces. That would be a nuisance. So I decided to bring you here.”
“Suppose,” asked Foulet curiously, “we hadn’t fallen into your trap? Suppose we had turned back before reaching the point where your ray is effective?”
Fraser shook his head and that smug, offensive smile appeared again. “You were trapped from the beginning, though you didn’t know it,” he said. “The plane you were following was equipped with batteries of the ray which, while not as powerful as the lamp I have here, were still powerful enough to hold you to the course we choose you to run. But enough of the ray,” he added impatiently. “There are one or two other things I want to explain and then—” he paused and the pause, somehow, was alive with menace. What was he going to do after he had finished treating us as honored guests? For the third time he answered my unspoken question. His eyes narrowed till they were black, glittering slits. His voice, as he leaned toward us, was no more than a hissing whisper.
“Slaves!” he said, and his lips twisted. “How will you like to be slaves of Mad Algy Fraser?” He laughed—a chuckle that started in his throat and rose and rose till it seemed to shatter my ear-drums. I felt my teeth grinding together and my nails bit my palms in my effort to control my nerves against the strain of that maniacal glee. Suddenly he sobered. His laugh died instantly like a radio that had been snapped off. “Listen and I will tell you. I will tell you everything because it is necessary for you to know so that you may work for me intelligently and you will remember better and be of greater use to me if I tell you now while you are yet—sane!”
“Sane!” The exclamation sprang from the three of us simultaneously. I felt a cold chill start between my shoulder blades. For an instant my breath choked in my throat. My heart paused—and then raced. What did he mean? What was he going to do to us? What scheme had he evolved in his crazed brain?
“I have perfected a serum”—his tone was professional, cold; he might have been talking to a class in a lecture room—”a serum that robs the patient of every vestige of human emotion—and therefore sanity. All his intellect, his memories, however, remain, to serve him in carrying out my orders. He loses all his will to live and resist, and becomes nothing but an automaton, whose complete mental equipment is at my command.”
There was silence. His glassy black eyes, blank and soulless, swept over us. His mouth curled in that smug, complacent smile. He had us with our shoulders to the floor. He knew it—and he knew we knew it. There was no possible way we could escape. We were two thousand feet above the earth. Our plane wouldn’t get a quarter of a mile before the magnetic ray would bring it back. Parachute? Even supposing we could get parachutes where would we go? Drop two thousand feet into the middle of the Arabian Desert?
My brain raced. Never before had I been in such a tight place. And soon—if Fraser had his way—I wouldn’t even have a mind to think with! I felt choked, stifled. Was there no way out? It seemed to me that a blanket—a soft, terrible blanket of uncontrollable circumstance—was being folded around me, robbing me of the use of my limbs, paralyzing me, numbing me. And out of this terrible helplessness came again Fraser’s voice.
“I have told you enough,” he said suavely, “so that you may have a faint idea of my power. I will send you now to Doctor Semple who will administer the serum and place you under the ‘nourishment ray.’ This is another of my discoveries,” he added casually. “It is a ray which allows the patient to absorb, through the shell of the skin, sufficient nourishment, both solid and liquid, to last for twenty-four hours.”
* * * *
Five minutes later we stood in a small room that might have been the office of an up-to-date physician anywhere in the world. Across the polished top of a mahogany desk Dr. Semple stared at us, his eyes, like the eyes of our guide and Fraser, polished and expressionless. But now we understood. Those eyes were expressionless because there was nothing to give them expression. I tried to force my mind to comprehend the almost incomprehensible. We were among men who were not men! We were fast in the power of human beings who possessed no trace of humanity, who had become nothing but scientific Robots even though they still had bodies of flesh and blood! It was unbelievable! My hands grew cold and my brain hot at the thought. Yet, gazing into the bright, enamelled eyes of Dr. Semple, I knew it was true.
Carefully, scientifically, we were prepared for our injections. And with every mechanical move of the doctor my mind seemed to take on fresh speed as it raced toward some solution to our terrible problem. My eyes flew around the tiny office searching for some means of escape. Doctor Semple turned to prepare the syringe. Behind his back Brice gestured frantically. Somehow I understood. In my pocket was a flask—a flask I had filled with drinking water in Constantinople. Bewildered, I handed it over to him.
The doctor turned, swabbed a patch of iodine on our arms, reached for the syringe. As he leaned over, Foulet thrust forward a foot. The doctor tripped, sprawled full length on the floor. Foulet and I quickly stooped to pick him up, standing between him and Brice—shielding his eyes so that he could not see. We fumbled to give Brice time. We apologized and soothed. Out of the tail of my eye I could see Brice working like lightning—emptying out the syringe of that villainous liquid, filling it with clear water.
* * * *
It was done! We raised the doctor to his feet; gave his clothes a final brush. But as we stood back I know my hands were trembling and I had to clamp my teeth to keep them from chattering. Were we out of danger yet? Would the doctor discover our ruse? And, if we got out of his office without receiving the terrible injection, could we successfully fool Fraser and his “slaves” into believing we were mad? Fool them until we got a chance to escape? Could we simulate that glassy stare? Were we sufficiently good actors to get away with it? The questions pounded and raced through my brain in that instant when Doctor Semple turned again to his desk and picked up the syringe.
But the miracle happened! Mechanically he gave us the injection—never suspecting that it was not the devilish liquid he had put in, but only clear water! Then he stepped back and watched us. Cold chills raced up and down my spine. What were we supposed to do now? What was the action of the serum? Did it act at once or slowly? Was it supposed to make us sick? Did it send us to sleep? How could we simulate symptoms when we had no idea what these symptoms were supposed to be? But the cold voice of the doctor cut sharply across my agonized questions.
“You will lie down here,” he said, opening a door into a room whose trails were lined with bunks, like an opium den. “In half an hour I will come for you. By that time—” His lips spread in that same travesty of a smile Fraser had employed.
We filed into the room and the door closed behind us. Obediently we lay down on the narrow bunks. We dared not speak. We scarcely dared glance at each other. We must act, at all times, as if we were observed. Might not Fraser have a ray that could penetrate walls? Might he not, even now, know that we had outwitted the doctor and had not received the fatal injection? And what then? Suppose Fraser himself superintended another injection? I pulled my thoughts back from the terrible supposition. One thing at a time. So far all had gone well. I lay down on the bunk and closed my eyes.
Half an hour later we heard the door open. Now, I, thought, when I look up, I am supposed to be mad! I struggled to make my mind a blank. I tried to force into my eyes that peculiar, brilliant, shiny, vacant expression I had noticed. Would I succeed?
I raised my eyes. The doctor was standing before us. With a gesture he bade Foulet go to him. I watched beneath lowered lids. Thank God he had called Foulet first. Foulet had dabbled in the psychology of insanity. Foulet would know how to act, and I would ape him. Coldly, mechanically Doctor Semple ran him through a few tests. I watched with bated breath. The doctor nodded. Foulet had passed!
It was my turn. I did exactly as Foulet had done—and succeeded! I had to turn away swiftly so that the doctor wouldn’t see the gleam of triumph in my supposedly mad eyes.
He motioned to Brice. But just as Brice stepped forward the door opened and Fraser came into the room. For an instant everything reeled. We were gone! But even in that terrible instant of despair I remembered to keep my eyes blank. No trace of expression must appear or we were lost. I stretched my lips in that travesty of a smile I had seen the others use. Fraser stared at us, one after the other. He nodded.
“It is well,” he said slowly and distinctly as if he were talking to small children. “Your names will still be as they were.” We stared at him blankly and again he nodded. “You have forgotten your names—ah! Yours,” he pointed to me, “was Ainslee, and it still is. And you are Monsieur Foulet. But Brice—” he paused. My heart hung in my breast, suspended there with terror. What was the matter with Brice? What did Fraser suspect—or know? He turned to the doctor. “You will give Inspector Brice another injection,” he said. “The Inspector has a strong mind, and a clever one. A normal injection would not be enough.”
It seemed to me that my blood froze. In that terrible instant it ran, like tingling ice, through my veins. Brice! The brainiest man in Scotland Yard! For Fraser was right. Brice had more brains than Foulet and I together. And in another half hour Brice would be no better than an idiot! For I didn’t fool myself. Even Brice couldn’t outwit Doctor Semple twice.
“You will follow me,” said Fraser, turning to Foulet and me. “I will put you under the nourishment ray while Doctor Semple attends to Brice.” Obediently, with slightly shuffling, gait and vacant eyes we followed him into an adjoining room, leaving Brice behind. I didn’t even trust myself to glance at him as we left. But my heart was in my boots. When would we see him again? And what would he be?
The room we entered was dark, but instantly Fraser switched on a mellow, orange-colored light, that flooded the room with a deep, warm glow.
“Strip yourselves and sit down,” he said, pointing to deep lounging chairs that filled the room. “You will do nothing. Relax and allow the light to bathe you. In half an hour I will come back with instructions.”
We obeyed, I imitating blindly every vague, mechanical movement of Foulet’s. We settled ourselves in the comfortable chairs and Fraser left us. He had told us to relax—but to do anything else would have been impossible. The light soothed us, eased us; gave us, somehow, a penetrating sensation of peace and complete comfort. It flowed around us, warming us, lulling us to a delicious dreamy state that was neither waking nor sleeping. It wiped out danger; it wiped out Time; nothing existed but this warm and relaxing sense of utter satisfaction and peace.
Through this mist of contentment came Fraser’s voice, “That is all!” The light faded gradually, and as gradually we came to ourselves. “You will dress,” directed Fraser in the same clear, clipped manner, “and you will come to me in my laboratory.”
Fifteen minutes later we stood before him, vacant-eyed and solemn. Fraser fastened his black, polished eyes upon us. “You will tell me,” he said distinctly, “all you know.”
We were silent. How could we tell him all we knew when we were supposed to have forgotten everything? Was this a trap? Or did our inside secret service information come under the general head of Science? But before these questions had actually formed in my mind I remembered that several times Fraser had answered my questions before they were asked. Might he be a mind reader? Best to take no chances! I made my conscious mind as blank as possible and gazed back at him. At my side Foulet made a vague and uncertain noise in his throat.
“Your countries are afraid of me?” Fraser leaned forward, that smug, vain smile curling his lips. “Your countries know there is a power abroad stronger than they? They feel that between the twin horns of economic pressure and the red menace they will be tossed to destruction?
“Destruction?” repeated Foulet with all the vacant inflection of idiocy.
“Tossed?” I asked imitating Foulet. But instantly I wondered if we were taking the right tack for Fraser’s eyes grew red with fury.
“Answer me!” he raged. “Tell me that your countries know that soon I shall be master of the world! Tell me they are afraid of me! Tell me that in the last three years I have slowly gained control of commerce, of gold! Tell me that they know I hold the economic systems of the world in the hollow of my hand! Tell me that not a government on earth but knows it is hanging on the brink of disaster! And I—I put it there! My agents spread the propaganda of ruin! My agents crashed your Wall Street and broke your banks! I! I! I! Mad Algy Fraser!” He stopped, gasping for breath. His face was scarlet. His eyes glowed like red coals. Suddenly he burst into a cascade of maniacal laughter, high, insane, terrible.
It took all my control to keep my eyes blank, my face devoid of expression. Out of the tail of my eye I saw Foulet smiling, a vague, idiotic smile of sympathy with Fraser’s glee. But suddenly the glee died—as suddenly as if a button had snapped off the current. He leaned forward, his black eyes devouring our faces.
“They are afraid of me?” It was a whisper, sharply eager. “The world knows I am Master?”
“Master,” repeated Foulet. It wasn’t quite a question, yet neither was it sufficiently definite as an answer to arouse Fraser’s suspicions. To my relief it satisfied him. The congested blood drained out of his face. His eyes lost their glare. He turned and for several minutes tramped up and down the laboratory lost in thought. At last he came back to us.
“I have changed my mind,” he muttered. “Come with me.”
Without a word we followed him, out through the door and down the passageway. Out of the building he led us. The air was stirring with the first breath of dawn and along the horizon glowed a band of pure gold where the sun would soon rise. When he had walked some thirty yards from the laboratory Fraser paused. With his toe he touched a spring in the platform. A trap door instantly yawned at our feet. I suppressed a start just in time, but through my body shot a thrill of fear. My muscles tensed. My heart raced. What now? Where could a trap door, two thousand feet above the earth lead? Was he going to shove us into space because we refused to answer his questions?
“Go down,” Fraser ordered.
For the space of a breath we hesitated. To disobey meant certain and instant death at the hands of this soulless maniac. But to obey—to drop through this trap-door—also meant death. I took a step forward. Could we overpower him? But what if we did? There were others here beside Fraser. How many others I had no idea, but surely enough to make things impossible for Foulet and me. Yet we dared not even hesitate. To hesitate implied thinking—and a man robbed of his brain cannot think! There was no way out. Together Foulet and I stepped to the brink of the yawning hole....
For an instant we were almost blinded by a glare of rosy light that seemed to burst upon us from the earth so far below. Here was the source of that strange afterglow! Away beneath us, evidently on the sands of the Arabian desert, glowed four red eyes sending forth the rosy rays that converged at the center of the floating platform. Instantly I comprehended Fraser’s scheme. The Fleotite he had invented, and of which the platform and buildings were made, was lighter than air. It followed, therefore, that if it were not anchored in some way it would instantly rise. So Fraser had anchored it with four of his magnetic rays! He had told us that he could regulate the pulling power of the ray, so what he had obviously done was to calculate to a nicety the lift of the Fleotite against the magnetism of the rays.
But instantaneously with this thought came another. Fraser was urging us into the glow of the magnetic ray! If once our bodies came entirely within the ray we would be yanked from the platform and dashed to death—sucked to destruction on the sands below.
In my ear I heard Fraser’s fiendish chuckle. “The instinct of fear still holds, eh? My serum can destroy your conscious mind—but not your native fear? Cowards! Fools! But I am not going to push you off. Look!” With his foot he pressed another lever which, while it did not shut off any of the light, seemed to deflect the ray. “Fools!” he said again scornfully. “Go down!”
* * * *
Then it was I saw where he was sending us! Thirty feet below the platform there swung a small cabin, attached by cables and reached by a swinging steel ladder. As I looked a door in the roof slid back. “Climb down!” ordered Fraser again. There was nothing to do but obey. Accustomed as I was to flying, inured as I had become to great heights, my head reeled and my hands grew icy as I swung myself through that trap door and felt for a footing on the swinging ladder. Suppose Fraser turned the ray back on us as we climbed down? Suppose he cut the ladder? But instantly my good sense told me he would do neither. If he had meant to kill us he could have done it easier than this. No, somewhere in his mad head, he had a reason for sending us down to this swinging cabin.
Five minutes later Foulet and I stared at each other in the cramped confines of our prison. The tiny door in the roof, through which we had dropped, was closed. The steel ladder had been pulled up. We were alone. Alone? Were there no eyes that watched us still, or ears that listened to what we might say? Foulet evidently shared my sense of espionage, for, without even a glance at me, he lay down on the hard floor of our bare little cabin and, to all intents and purposes, fell asleep.
For a few minutes I stood staring at him, then followed his example. As I relaxed I realized I was tremendously weary. The cumulative exhaustion of the past thirty-six hours seemed to crowd upon me with a smothering sense of physical oppression. I looked at my watch and wound it. Five o’clock. Through the narrow slits near the roof of our swinging cell I could see the changing light of dawn, melting in with the rosy glow from the magnetic rays. My eyelids drooped heavily....
When I awoke Foulet was standing near me, his arms folded across his chest, scowling thoughtfully. He nodded as he saw my open eyes, but when I started to speak he shook his head sharply. With his gesture there flooded back to me the feeling that we were watched—even through the walls of our aerial prison and the floor of the platform above us.
I sat up and, clasping my knees with my hands, leaned against the wall. There must be a way out of this for us! All my life I had worked on the theory that if you thought hard enough there was a way out of any difficulty. But this seemed so hopeless! No matter how hard we thought the mad mind of Fraser would always be one jump ahead of us! And maybe we didn’t dare even think! If Fraser were able to read minds—as I was nearly sure he was—then hadn’t we better keep our minds blank even down here? But an instant’s thought showed me the flaw in my logic. Fraser could, without much doubt, read minds—when those minds were close to him. If he could read minds at a distance then he wouldn’t need to ask us for information.
But why had he put us here? I burrowed around for the answer. Had he guessed we had outwitted Doctor Semple and not taken the mad serum after all, and was this punishment? No, if Fraser had guessed that he would simply have given us more serum, as he had Brice. Brice! Where was poor Brice now? Was he an idiot, with blank face and shiny, soulless eyes? My mind shuddered away from the thought, taking refuge in my first question: Why were we here? What was Fraser going to do with us?
We lost all track of time. In spite of my winding it my watch stopped and the hours slipped by uncounted. Night came, and another dawn and another night. Twice our roof was lifted and our tiny swinging cell filled with the orange light of the nourishment ray. But we saw no one nor did anyone speak to us. The third day passed in the same isolated silence. Occasionally Foulet or I would utter a monosyllable; the sound of our voices was comforting and the single words would convey little to a listener.
But as the hours of the third night slowly passed the atmosphere in our tiny swinging cell grew tense. Something was going to happen. I could feel it and I knew by Foulet’s eyes that he felt it too. The air was tight, electrical. Standing on tiptoe, I glued my eyes to the narrow slit which was our only ventilation. But I could see nothing. The brilliant rosy glow blinded me. I couldn’t even see the huge platform floating above our heads.
Then, suddenly, our roof slid back. The magnetic ray was deflected. Above us, in the opening of the trap-door, leered the bright, mad eyes of Fraser.
“Good evening,” he said mockingly. “How do you feel?” We smiled hesitantly. Something in his voice made me feel he was addressing us as sane men and not idiots. But why? Weren’t we supposed to be idiots when he put us down there?
“You ought to feel all right,” Fraser went on critically. “The first dose of that serum lasts only three days. It’s cumulative,” he added with his professional air. “In the beginning an injection every three days. Then once a week and so on. There’s a man who has been with me for three years who needs treatment only once every three months. Well, are you ready to talk?”
So that was it! He had put us down here till the supposed effects of that serum had worn off; and now we were to talk; tell him everything his agents had been risking their lives to find out! We were to sell out our countries to him; betray all the secrets we had sworn by eternity to keep! If we did as he demanded both France and the United States would be at his mercy—and he had no mercy! He was not a man; he was a cruel, power-loving, scientific machine. I clamped my teeth. Never would I talk! I had sworn to protect my country’s secrets with my life—and my vow would be kept!
“You will talk?” Fraser asked again, his voice suddenly suave and beseeching. “For those who talk there are—rewards.”
“Let down the ladder,” said Foulet, in a quiet, conversational tone. “It will be easier to discuss this—”
Fraser’s eyes narrowed to gleaming slits. He smiled craftily. “The ladder will be let down—when you talk.”
“And if,” suggested Foulet, “we don’t wish to talk?”
Fraser’s lips stretched in a wider grin. His white teeth gleamed. His shiny black eyes glittered. In that warm, rosy light he looked like a demon from hell. He held out his hand. In it shone a long, slender instrument.
“This knife,” he said softly, “Will cut the steel cables that connect you to this platform—as if they were cheese! You will talk?” Beside me I heard Foulet gasp. Swiftly my imagination conjured up the picture of our fate. Our determined refusal to divulge the secrets of our respective countries; the severing, one by one, of the four cables holding us to the platform; the listing of our swinging cell; the tipping, the last, terrible plunge two thousand feet. But it would be swift. The power of the magnetic ray would give us no time to think—to suffer. It would be a merciful end....
“Let us up,” bargained Foulet. “We will talk.” Fraser laughed.
“None of that,” he said slyly. “You talk from there and if your information doesn’t dove-tail with what I already know—” he flourished the steel knife suggestively.
We were caught! No amount of bluff would save us now. Fraser demanded that truth, facts, actual information—and he wouldn’t be fooled by anything spurious. Foulet’s shoulder touched mine as we peered up through the roof of our cell at our mad captor. We spoke together:
“There is nothing to say.”
The assured smile left Fraser’s lips. His eyes glittered red. His whole mad face was contorted with fury. A volley of oaths poured through his twisted mouth. With a gesture of insane rage he pulled the nearest cable to him and slashed it with the knife!
Our cell tilted. Foulet and I were thrown in a heap on the floor. We sprang up to face Fraser again through the roof. His mad eyes glared down at us, soul-chilling, maniacal.
“Talk!” he snarled. “Talk—or I’ll slice another!” He drew the second cable to him, holding it in readiness.
I clenched my teeth. Beside me I could see the muscles of Foulet’s jaw working. Talk? Never!
“Talk!” screamed Fraser. “Talk!” Our silence and our white faces were his only answer. There was a gleam of the knife in the rosy light. Our cell lurched, quivered, then caught. Would it hold with only two cables? It was hanging on its side. We were standing on what had been the wall. Through the opening in the roof we could see nothing but rosy light and distant stars. How strong were the cables? Could they hold against the pull of the magnetic ray? We could feel the pull now; feel the strain on the cables above us. If Fraser cut the third one—
“Talk!” his voice came, hoarse with fury. “Talk now! You can’t see me,” he went on; “but I’m pulling the third cable toward me. I’m raising the knife. Will you talk?”
Standing on that quaking wall Foulet and I stared at each other. How long would it be? One second? Half a minute? Thank God it would be quick! This was the worst now. This eternity of waiting.... “I’m cutting it!” yelled Fraser—and with his words the cell lurched, swung, whirled like a spinning top. Foulet and I were tossed around like dried peas in a pod.
Suddenly the thing steadied. Two steel hooks were clamped on the edge of the opening in what had been the roof, and Brice stared at us through the aperture!
“Quick!” he gasped. “There’s not a second to lose. Don’t stare! Quick, I say. I’ve got the ladder here. It’s steel and it’ll hold. Climb up.”
Dumbly we obeyed. Our heads were whirling, our bodies bruised and mashed by the shaking up. Blindly, dizzily we climbed up the ladder, scrambled out on the platform. Solid footing again! As Brice loosed the ladder and pulled it up, there was a snap. The last cable had gone! The cell shot down to earth with a speed that must have reduced it to a powder. Foulet and I stared after it, dazed, unbelieving. Brice’s whisper hissed in our ears.
“Listen carefully,” he gripped our shoulders. “I’m not mad. They shot the stuff into me, but I found an antidote in Semple’s office and used it right away. Now listen to me! Our plane is over there,” he pointed across the platform. “It’s all ready to take off. They think they’re sending me off on an errand for them at dawn. It’s ready for a long trip. Go there; get in; and if any one questions you tell them it’s orders. They won’t, though. No one gives orders here but Fraser.” Brice nodded toward a dark heap beside the trap-door.
“You killed him?” asked Foulet.
“Stunned him,” said Brice. “He may come to at any moment and if he does—”
“Suppose we bind him and take him in the plane?” I suggested.
Brice shook his head. “Leave him here. It’s safer. Now go. Get in the plane and take off—”
“And not wait for you?” I gasped, “You’re crazy—”
“I’ll be there. You can pick me up later. There’s no time to explain—but you’ll know. Take off; then circle around and come back. But watch out!” He gave us both a shove toward the plane, the dim shadow of which we could see across the platform.
We took a step toward it, and then turned back. How could we go without Brice? But he had vanished. And in the shadow of the trap door Fraser groaned.
We waited no longer. To hesitate was to court death. Deliberately, as if we were acting under orders, we walked toward the plane. As Brice had said, it was in readiness. Evidently he was to have started at once. We climbed in, our hearts in our throats. A mechanic stepped forward. The propeller roared. But, above the roar of the propeller we heard a yell of fury—and Fraser, dazed and reeling, came stumbling across the platform toward us!
Foulet took the controls. The plane taxied across the platform, swooped into space. But it was not till it had risen and steadied that I realized the complete idiocy of our forlorn hope of escape. What fools we were! And Brice—Brice must, in truth, be mad! How could we get away? How could we ever escape the terrific power of the magnetic ray? That ray that Fraser worked himself from his laboratory—the ray that had drawn us first across the desert to this floating island of madness! It would be a matter of seconds before Fraser would reach it and turn it on us. There was no escape—none!
In despair I looked back at the platform. To eyes ignorant of its horror it would have been an amazing and gorgeous sight. The crimson lamps of the magnetic ray bloomed like huge desert flowers on the sand two thousand feet below us; the rays flamed up with the glory of an Italian sunset and, poised in space like a dark butterfly, floated the huge platform bathed in its rosy light. It was beautiful. It was unbelievable. It was horrible. I gazed, fascinated. When would Fraser reach the lamp? When would he turn it on? I stared at the dark shadow that I knew was the laboratory building. My eyes strained through the growing distance. When would the glow come? That glow that meant our death!
Suddenly I gasped. The light had gone! The great lamps down on the desert floor were out! Darkness, swift, comforting, wrapped us in velvet folds.
“Brice!” I yelled. “Brice has cut off the lamps—he’s released the platform. God! Look—Foulet!” My voice tore through my throat; my eyes burned with sudden, blinding emotion. In the soft darkness of the starry night I could see the platform waver, topple, rise! It rose straight up, tilting and swaying in the light breeze. What was it Fraser had said? If it was released it would go straight to the stars! It was on its way!
But Brice! Where was Brice? Was he on that terrible rising island? I strained my eyes through the darkness. Already Foulet had banked the plane—we were circling; turning back. A tiny white speck took shape beneath the rising island. A parachute! Brice was safe!
* * * *
Ten minutes later we slid along the hard desert sand and came to a stop. Brice came running over toward us. Foulet and I climbed out of the plane to meet him. Silently we gripped hands. It was a solemn moment. Beside us reared the great plane that would take us back to safety—back to the familiar life we knew and loved. Around us stretched the trackless wastes of the Great Arabian Desert—and above, somewhere between us and the stars, soared the floating island of madness.
“They believed I was mad,” said Brice as we climbed back into the plane. “I watched Fraser. I spied on the men. There were about thirty up there, and finally I saw where they regulated those lamps. The rest was easy—all except the minute when I found Fraser kneeling beside that trap-door slicing the cables. For a second I thought it was all up.”
“You got us just in time,” I muttered. But you can’t be grateful with an Englishman. They won’t stand for it.
“Oh, bosh,” Brice murmured, as the plane swung its nose toward that far distance that was home. “Well, it’s all over—but it’s a story that can never be told. The fate of Mad Fraser will have to remain a mystery—for no one would believe us if we told them!”



THE CORPSE ON THE GRATING, by Hugh B. Cave
t was ten o’clock on the morning of December 5 when M. S. and I left the study of Professor Daimler. You are perhaps acquainted with M. S. His name appears constantly in the pages of the Illustrated News, in conjunction with some very technical article on psycho-analysis or with some extensive study of the human brain and its functions. He is a psycho-fanatic, more or less, and has spent an entire lifetime of some seventy-odd years in pulling apart human skulls for the purpose of investigation. Lovely pursuit!
For some twenty years I have mocked him, in a friendly, half-hearted fashion. I am a medical man, and my own profession is one that does notsympathize with radicals.
As for Professor Daimler, the third member of our triangle—perhaps, if I take a moment to outline the events of that evening, the Professor’s part in what follows will be less obscure. We had called on him, M. S. and I, at his urgent request. His rooms were in a narrow, unlighted street just off the square, and Daimler himself opened the door to us. A tall, loosely built chap he was, standing in the doorway like a motionless ape, arms half extended.
“I’ve summoned you, gentlemen,” he said quietly, “because you two, of all London, are the only persons who know the nature of my recent experiments. I should like to acquaint you with the results!”
He led the way to his study, then kicked the door shut with his foot, seizing my arm as he did so. Quietly he dragged me to the table that stood against the farther wall. In the same even, unemotional tone of a man completely sure of himself, he commanded me to inspect it.
For a moment, in the semi-gloom of the room, I saw nothing. At length, however, the contents of the table revealed themselves, and I distinguished a motley collection of test tubes, each filled with some fluid. The tubes were attached to each other by some ingenious arrangement of thistles, and at the end of the table, where a chance blow could not brush it aside, lay a tiny phial of the resulting serum. From the appearance of the table, Daimler had evidently drawn a certain amount of gas from each of the smaller tubes, distilling them through acid into the minute phial at the end. Yet even now, as I stared down at the fantastic paraphernalia before me, I could sense no conclusive reason for its existence.
I turned to the Professor with a quiet stare of bewilderment. He smiled.
“The experiment is over,” he said. “As to its conclusion, you, Dale, as a medical man, will be sceptical. And you”—turning to M. S.—”as a scientist you will be amazed. I, being neither physician nor scientist, am merely filled with wonder!”
He stepped to a long, square table-like structure in the center of the room. Standing over it, he glanced quizzically at M. S., then at me.
“For a period of two weeks,” he went on, “I have kept, on the table here, the body of a man who has been dead more than a month. I have tried, gentlemen, with acid combinations of my own origination, to bring that body back to life. And ... I have—failed!
“But,” he added quickly, noting the smile that crept across my face, “that failure was in itself worth more than the average scientist’s greatest achievement! You know, Dale, that heat, if a man is not truly dead, will sometimes resurrect him. In a case of epilepsy, for instance, victims have been pronounced dead only to return to life—sometimes in the grave.
“I say ‘if a man be not truly dead.’ But what if that man is truly dead? Does the cure alter itself in any manner? The motor of your car dies—do you bury it? You do not; you locate the faulty part, correct it, and infuse new life. And so, gentlemen, after remedying the ruptured heart of this dead man, by operation, I proceeded to bring him back to life.
“I used heat. Terrific heat will sometimes originate a spark of new life in something long dead. Gentlemen, on the fourth day of my tests, following a continued application of electric and acid heat, the patient—”
Daimler leaned over the table and took up a cigarette. Lighting it, he dropped the match and resumed his monologue.
“The patient turned suddenly over and drew his arm weakly across his eyes. I rushed to his side. When I reached him, the body was once again stiff and lifeless. And—it has remained so.”
The Professor stared at us quietly, waiting for comment. I answered him, as carelessly as I could, with a shrug of my shoulders.
“Professor, have you ever played with the dead body of a frog?” I said softly.
He shook his head silently.
“You would find it interesting sport,” I told him. “Take a common dry cell battery with enough voltage to render a sharp shock. Then apply your wires to various parts of the frog’s anatomy. If you are lucky, and strike the right set of muscles, you will have the pleasure of seeing a dead frog leap suddenly forward. Understand, he will not regain life. You have merely released his dead muscles by shock, and sent him bolting.”
The Professor did not reply. I could feel his eyes on me, and had I turned, I should probably had found M. S. glaring at me in honest hate. These men were students of mesmerism, of spiritualism, and my commonplace contradiction was not over welcome.
“You are cynical, Dale,” said M. S. coldly, “because you do not understand!”
“Understand? I am a doctor—not a ghost!”
But M. S. had turned eagerly to the Professor.
“Where is this body—this experiment?” he demanded.
Daimler shook his head. Evidently he had acknowledged failure and did not intend to drag his dead man before our eyes, unless he could bring that man forth alive, upright, and ready to join our conversation!
“I’ve put it away,” he said distantly. “There is nothing more to be done, now that our reverend doctor has insisted in making a matter of fact thing out of our experiment. You understand, I had not intended to go in for wholesale resurrection, even if I had met with success. It was my belief that a dead body, like a dead piece of mechanism, can be brought to life again, provided we are intelligent enough to discover the secret. And by God, it is still my belief!”
* * * *
That was the situation, then, when M. S. and I paced slowly back along the narrow street that contained the Professor’s dwelling-place. My companion was strangely silent. More than once I felt his eyes upon me in an uncomfortable stare, yet he said nothing. Nothing, that is, until I had opened the conversation with some casual remark about the lunacy of the man we had just left.
“You are wrong in mocking him, Dale,” M. S. replied bitterly. “Daimler is a man of science. He is no child, experimenting with a toy; he is a grown man who has the courage to believe in his powers. One of these days....”
He had intended to say that some day I should respect the Professor’s efforts. One of these days! The interval of time was far shorter than anything so indefinite. The first event, with its succeeding series of horrors, came within the next three minutes.
* * * *
We had reached a more deserted section of the square, a black, uninhabited street extending like a shadowed band of darkness between gaunt, high walls. I had noticed for some time that the stone structure beside us seemed to be unbroken by door or window—that it appeared to be a single gigantic building, black and forbidding. I mentioned the fact to M. S.
“The warehouse,” he said simply. “A lonely, God-forsaken place. We shall probably see the flicker of the watchman’s light in one of the upper chinks.”
At his words, I glanced up. True enough, the higher part of the grim structure was punctured by narrow, barred openings. Safety vaults, probably. But the light, unless its tiny gleam was somewhere in the inner recesses of the warehouse, was dead. The great building was like an immense burial vault, a tomb—silent and lifeless.
We had reached the most forbidding section of the narrow street, where a single arch-lamp overhead cast a halo of ghastly yellow light over the pavement. At the very rim of the circle of illumination, where the shadows were deeper and more silent, I could make out the black mouldings of a heavy iron grating. The bars of metal were designed, I believe, to seal the side entrance of the great warehouse from night marauders. It was bolted in place and secured with a set of immense chains, immovable.
This much I saw as my intent gaze swept the wall before me. This huge tomb of silence held for me a peculiar fascination, and as I paced along beside my gloomy companion, I stared directly ahead of me into the darkness of the street. I wish to God my eyes had been closed or blinded!
He was hanging on the grating. Hanging there, with white, twisted hands clutching the rigid bars of iron, straining to force them apart. His whole distorted body was forced against the barrier, like the form of a madman struggling to escape from his cage. His face—the image of it still haunts me whenever I see iron bars in the darkness of a passage—was the face of a man who has died from utter, stark horror. It was frozen in a silent shriek of agony, staring out at me with fiendish maliciousness. Lips twisted apart. White teeth gleaming in the light. Bloody eyes, with a horrible glare of colorless pigment. And—dead.
I believe M. S. saw him at the very instant I recoiled. I felt a sudden grip on my arm; and then, as an exclamation came harshly from my companion’s lips, I was pulled forward roughly. I found myself staring straight into the dead eyes of that fearful thing before me, found myself standing rigid, motionless, before the corpse that hung within reach of my arm.
And then, through that overwhelming sense of the horrible, came the quiet voice of my comrade—the voice of a man who looks upon death as nothing more than an opportunity for research.
“The fellow has been frightened to death, Dale. Frightened most horribly. Note the expression of his mouth, the evident struggle to force these bars apart and escape. Something has driven fear to his soul, killed him.”
I remember the words vaguely. When M. S. had finished speaking, I did not reply. Not until he had stepped forward and bent over the distorted face of the thing before me, did I attempt to speak. When I did, my thoughts were a jargon.
“What, in God’s name,” I cried, “could have brought such horror to a strong man? What—”
“Loneliness, perhaps,” suggested M. S. with a smile. “The fellow is evidently the watchman. He is alone, in a huge, deserted pit of darkness, for hours at a time. His light is merely a ghostly ray of illumination, hardly enough to do more than increase the darkness. I have heard of such cases before.”
He shrugged his shoulders. Even as he spoke, I sensed the evasion in his words. When I replied, he hardly heard my answer, for he had suddenly stepped forward, where he could look directly into those fear twisted eyes.
“Dale,” he said at length, turning slowly to face me, “you ask for an explanation of this horror? There isan explanation. It is written with an almost fearful clearness on this fellow’s mind. Yet if I tell you, you will return to your old skepticism—your damnable habit of disbelief!”
I looked at him quietly. I had heard M. S. claim, at other times, that he could read the thoughts of a dead man by the mental image that lay on that man’s brain. I had laughed at him. Evidently, in the present moment, he recalled those laughs. Nevertheless, he faced me seriously.
“I can see two things, Dale,” he said deliberately. “One of them is a dark, narrow room—a room piled with indistinct boxes and crates, and with an open door bearing the black number 4167. And in that open doorway, coming forward with slow steps—alive, with arms extended and a frightful face of passion—is a decayed human form. A corpse, Dale. A man who has been dead for many days, and is now—alive!”
M. S. turned slowly and pointed with upraised hand to the corpse on the grating.
“That is why,” he said simply, “this fellow died from horror.”
His words died into emptiness. For a moment I stared at him. Then, in spite of our surroundings, in spite of the late hour, the loneliness of the street, the awful thing beside us, I laughed.
He turned upon me with a snarl. For the first time in my life I saw M. S. convulsed with rage. His old, lined face had suddenly become savage with intensity.
“You laugh at me, Dale,” he thundered. “By God, you make a mockery out of a science that I have spent more than my life in studying! You call yourself a medical man—and you are not fit to carry the name! I will wager you, man, that your laughter is not backed by courage!”
I fell away from him. Had I stood within reach, I am sure he would have struck me. Struck me! And I have been nearer to M. S. for the past ten years than any man in London. And as I retreated from his temper, he reached forward to seize my arm. I could not help but feel impressed at his grim intentness.
“Look here, Dale,” he said bitterly, “I will wager you a hundred pounds that you will not spend the remainder of this night in the warehouse above you! I will wager a hundred pounds against your own courage that you will not back your laughter by going through what this fellow has gone through. That you will not prowl through the corridors of this great structure until you have found room 4167—and remain in that room until dawn!”
There was no choice. I glanced at the dead man, at the face of fear and the clutching, twisted hands, and a cold dread filled me. But to refuse my friend’s wager would have been to brand myself an empty coward. I had mocked him. Now, whatever the cost, I must stand ready to pay for that mockery.
“Room 4167?” I replied quietly, in a voice which I made every effort to control, lest he should discover the tremor in it. “Very well, I will do it!”
It was nearly midnight when I found myself alone, climbing a musty, winding ramp between the first and second floors of the deserted building. Not a sound, except the sharp intake of my breath and the dismal creak of the wooden stairs, echoed through that tomb of death. There was no light, not even the usual dim glow that is left to illuminate an unused corridor. Moreover, I had brought no means of light with me—nothing but a half empty box of safety matches which, by some unholy premonition, I had forced myself to save for some future moment. The stairs were black and difficult, and I mounted them slowly, groping with both hands along the rough wall.
I had left M. S. some few moments before. In his usual decisive manner he had helped me to climb the iron grating and lower myself to the sealed alley-way on the farther side. Then, leaving him without a word, for I was bitter against the triumphant tone of his parting words, I proceeded into the darkness, fumbling forward until I had discovered the open door in the lower part of the warehouse.
And then the ramp, winding crazily upward—upward—upward, seemingly without end. I was seeking blindly for that particular room which was to be my destination. Room 4167, with its high number, could hardly be on the lower floors, and so I had stumbled upward....
* * * *
It was at the entrance of the second floor corridor that I struck the first of my desultory supply of matches, and by its light discovered a placard nailed to the wall. The thing was yellow with age and hardly legible. In the drab light of the match I had difficulty in reading it—but, as far as I can remember, the notice went something like this:
WAREHOUSE RULES
No light shall be permitted in any room or corridor, as a prevention against fire.
No person shall be admitted to rooms or corridors unless accompanied by an employee.
A watchman shall be on the premises from 7 P.M. until 6 A.M. He shall make the round of the corridors every hour during that interval, at a quarter past the hour.
Rooms are located by their numbers: the first figure in the room number indicating its floor location.
I could read no further. The match in my fingers burned to a black thread and dropped. Then, with the burnt stump still in my hand, I groped through the darkness to the bottom of the second ramp.
Room 4167, then, was on the fourth floor—the topmost floor of the structure. I must confess that the knowledge did not bring any renewed burst of courage! The top floor! Three black stair-pits would lie between me and the safety of escape. There would be no escape! No human being in the throes of fear could hope to discover that tortured outlet, could hope to grope his way through Stygian gloom down a triple ramp of black stairs. And even though he succeeded in reaching the lower corridors, there was still a blind alley-way, sealed at the outer end by a high grating of iron bars....
* * * *
Escape! The mockery of it caused me to stop suddenly in my ascent and stand rigid, my whole body trembling violently.
But outside, in the gloom of the street, M. S. was waiting, waiting with that fiendish glare of triumph that would brand me a man without courage. I could not return to face him, not though all the horrors of hell inhabited this gruesome place of mystery. And horrors must surely inhabit it, else how could one account for that fearful thing on the grating below? But I had been through horror before. I had seen a man, supposedly dead on the operating table, jerk suddenly to his feet and scream. I had seen a young girl, not long before, awake in the midst of an operation, with the knife already in her frail body. Surely, after those definite horrors, no unknowndanger would send me cringing back to the man who was waiting so bitterly for me to return.
Those were the thoughts pregnant in my mind as I groped slowly, cautiously along the corridor of the upper floor, searching each closed door for the indistinct number 4167. The place was like the center of a huge labyrinth, a spider-web of black, repelling passages, leading into some central chamber of utter silence and blackness. I went forward with dragging steps, fighting back the dread that gripped me as I went farther and farther from the outlet of escape. And then, after losing myself completely in the gloom, I threw aside all thoughts of return and pushed on with a careless, surface bravado, and laughed aloud.
* * * *
So, at length, I reached that room of horror, secreted high in the deeper recesses of the deserted warehouse. The number—God grant I never see it again!—was scrawled in black chalk on the door—4167. I pushed the half-open barrier wide, and entered.
It was a small room, even as M. S. had forewarned me—or as the dead mind of that thing on the grate had forewarned M. S. The glow of my out-thrust match revealed a great stack of dusty boxes and crates, piled against the farther wall. Revealed, too, the black corridor beyond the entrance, and a small, upright table before me.
It was the table, and the stool beside it, that drew my attention and brought a muffled exclamation from my lips. The thing had been thrust out of its usual place, pushed aside as if some frenzied shape had lunged against it. I could make out its former position by the marks on the dusty floor at my feet. Now it was nearer to the center of the room, and had been wrenched sidewise from its holdings. A shudder took hold of me as I looked at it. A living person, sitting on the stool before me, staring at the door, would have wrenched the table in just this manner in his frenzy to escape from the room!
The light of the match died, plunging me into a pit of gloom. I struck another and stepped closer to the table. And there, on the floor, I found two more things that brought fear to my soul. One of them was a heavy flash-lamp—a watchman’s lamp—where it had evidently been dropped. Been dropped in flight! But what awful terror must have gripped the fellow to make him forsake his only means of escape through those black passages? And the second thing—a worn copy of a leather-bound book, flung open on the boards below the stool!
The flash-lamp, thank God! had not been shattered. I switched it on, directing its white circle of light over the room. This time, in the vivid glare, the room became even more unreal. Black walls, clumsy, distorted shadows on the wall, thrown by those huge piles of wooden boxes. Shadows that were like crouching men, groping toward me. And beyond, where the single door opened into a passage of Stygian darkness, that yawning entrance was thrown into hideous detail. Had any upright figure been standing there, the light would have made an unholy phosphorescent specter out of it.
I summoned enough courage to cross the room and pull the door shut. There was no way of locking it. Had I been able to fasten it, I should surely have done so; but the room was evidently an unused chamber, filled with empty refuse. This was the reason, probably, why the watchman had made use of it as a retreat during the intervals between his rounds.
But I had no desire to ponder over the sordidness of my surroundings. I returned to my stool in silence, and stooping, picked up the fallen book from the floor. Carefully I placed the lamp on the table, where its light would shine on the open page. Then, turning the cover, I began to glance through the thing which the man before me had evidently been studying.
And before I had read two lines, the explanation of the whole horrible thing struck me. I stared dumbly down at the little book and laughed. Laughed harshly, so that the sound of my mad cackle echoed in a thousand ghastly reverberations through the dead corridors of the building.
It was a book of horror, of fantasy. A collection of weird, terrifying, supernatural tales with grotesque illustrations in funereal black and white. And the very line I had turned to, the line which had probably struck terror to that unlucky devil’s soul, explained M. S.’s “decayed human form, standing in the doorway with arms extended and a frightful face of passion!” The description—the same description—lay before me, almost in my friend’s words. Little wonder that the fellow on the grating below, after reading this orgy of horror, had suddenly gone mad with fright. Little wonder that the picture engraved on his dead mind was a picture of a corpse standing in the doorway of room 4167!
I glanced at that doorway and laughed. No doubt of it, it was that awful description in M. S.’s untempered language that had made me dread my surroundings, not the loneliness and silence of the corridors about me. Now, as I stared at the room, the closed door, the shadows on the wall, I could not repress a grin.
But the grin was not long in duration. A six-hour siege awaited me before I could hear the sound of human voice again—six hours of silence and gloom. I did not relish it. Thank God the fellow before me had had foresight enough to leave his book of fantasy for my amusement!
I turned to the beginning of the story. A lovely beginning it was, outlining in some detail how a certain Jack Fulton, English adventurer, had suddenly found himself imprisoned (by a mysterious black gang of monks, or something of the sort) in a forgotten cell at the monastery of El Toro. The cell, according to the pages before me, was located in the “empty, haunted pits below the stone floors of the structure....” Lovely setting! And the brave Fulton had been secured firmly to a huge metal ring set in the farther wall, opposite the entrance.
I read the description twice. At the end of it I could not help but lift my head to stare at my own surroundings. Except for the location of the cell, I might have been in they same setting. The same darkness, same silence, same loneliness. Peculiar similarity!
And then: “Fulton lay quietly, without attempt to struggle. In the dark, the stillness of the vaults became unbearable, terrifying. Not a suggestion of sound, except the scraping of unseen rats—”
I dropped the book with a start. From the opposite end of the room in which I sat came a half inaudible scuffling noise—the sound of hidden rodents scrambling through the great pile of boxes. Imagination? I am not sure. At the moment, I would have sworn that the sound was a definite one, that I had heard it distinctly. Now, as I recount this tale of horror, I am not sure.
But I am sure of this: There was no smile on my lips as I picked up the book again with trembling fingers and continued.
“The sound died into silence. For an eternity, the prisoner lay rigid, staring at the open door of his cell. The opening was black, deserted, like the mouth of a deep tunnel, leading to hell. And then, suddenly, from the gloom beyond that opening, came an almost noiseless, padded footfall!”
This time there was no doubt of it. The book fell from my fingers, dropped to the floor with a clatter. Yet even through the sound of its falling, I heard that fearful sound—the shuffle of a living foot! I sat motionless, staring with bloodless face at the door of room 4167. And as I stared, the sound came again, and again—the slow tread of dragging footsteps, approaching along the black corridor without!
I got to my feet like an automaton, swaying heavily. Every drop of courage ebbed from my soul as I stood there, one hand clutching the table, waiting....
And then, with an effort, I moved forward. My hand was outstretched to grasp the wooden handle of the door. And—I did not have the courage. Like a cowed beast I crept back to my place and slumped down on the stool, my eyes still transfixed in a mute stare of terror.
I waited. For more than half an hour I waited, motionless. Not a sound stirred in the passage beyond that closed barrier. Not a suggestion of any living presence came to me. Then, leaning back against the wall with a harsh laugh, I wiped away the cold moisture that had trickled over my forehead into my eyes.
It was another five minutes before I picked up the book again. You call me a fool for continuing it? A fool? I tell you, even a story of horror is more comfort than a room of grotesque shadows and silence. Even a printed page is better than grim reality!
And so I read on. The story was one of suspense, madness. For the next two pages I read a cunning description of the prisoner’s mental reaction. Strangely enough, it conformed precisely with my own.
“Fulton’s head had fallen to his chest,” the script read. “For an endless while he did not stir, did not dare to lift his eyes. And then, after more than an hour of silent agony and suspense, the boy’s head came up mechanically. Came up—and suddenly jerked rigid. A horrible scream burst from his dry lips as he stared—stared like a dead man—at the black entrance to his cell. There, standing without motion in the opening, stood a shrouded figure of death. Empty eyes, glaring with awful hate, bored into his own. Great arms, bony and rotten, extended toward him. Decayed flesh—”
I read no more. Even as I lunged to my feet, with that mad book still gripped in my hand, I heard the door of my room grind open. I screamed, screamed in utter horror at the thing I saw there. Dead? Good God, I do not know. It was a corpse, a dead human body, standing before me like some propped-up thing from the grave. A face half eaten away, terrible in its leering grin. Twisted mouth, with only a suggestion of lips, curled back over broken teeth. Hair—writhing, distorted—like a mass of moving, bloody coils. And its arms, ghastly white, bloodless, were extended toward me, with open, clutching hands.
It was alive! Alive! Even while I stood there, crouching against the wall, it stepped forward toward me. I saw a heavy shudder pass over it, and the sound of its scraping feet burned its way into my soul. And then, with its second step, the fearful thing stumbled to its knees. The white, gleaming arms, thrown into streaks of living fire by the light of my lamp, flung violently upwards, twisting toward the ceiling. I saw the grin change to an expression of agony, of torment. And then the thing crashed upon me—dead.
With a great cry of fear I stumbled to the door. I groped out of that room of horror, stumbled along the corridor. No light. I left it behind, on the table, to throw a circle of white glare over the decayed, living-dead intruder who had driven me mad.
My return down those winding ramps to the lower floor was a nightmare of fear. I remember that I stumbled, that I plunged through the darkness like a man gone mad. I had no thought of caution, no thought of anything except escape.
And then the lower door, and the alley of gloom. I reached the grating, flung myself upon it and pressed my face against the bars in a futile effort to escape. The same—as the fear-tortured man—who had—come before—me.
I felt strong hands lifting me up. A dash of cool air, and then the refreshing patter of falling rain.
* * * *
It was the afternoon of the following day, December 6, when M. S. sat across the table from me in my own study. I had made a rather hesitant attempt to tell him, without dramatics and without dwelling on my own lack of courage, of the events of the previous night.
“You deserved it, Dale,” he said quietly. “You are a medical man, nothing more, and yet you mock the beliefs of a scientist as great as Daimler. I wonder—do you still mock the Professor’s beliefs?”
“That he can bring a dead man to life?” I smiled, a bit doubtfully.
“I will tell you something, Dale,” said M. S. deliberately. He was leaning across the table, staring at me. “The Professor made only one mistake in his great experiment. He did not wait long enough for the effect of his strange acids to work. He acknowledged failure too soon, and got rid of the body.” He paused.
“When the Professor stored his patient away, Dale,” he said quietly, “he stored it in room 4170, at the great warehouse. If you are acquainted with the place, you will know that room 4170 is directly across the corridor from 4167.”
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