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1: The Nervousness of Private Richards
Francis Marlowe
1870-1944
Warwick Examiner and Times, 22 Dec 1897
British author of many short stories and some novels. The half-dozen stories which follow are in order of publication
THE men of the 'Scorpions' were certainly nervous. Nothing else could account for the frequent accidents that happened in the regiment.
The epidemic, the only one on record, occurred during the Iast British campaign in New Zealand. It began with a murderous assault on one of the Benlriea, Private Richards, who was found by the sergeant of the guard lying senseless outside the guardroom, with a terrible gash in his head. Inside the guard-room no sound had been heard, but it was generally concluded that poor Richards had fallen a victim to the hate of a prowling native.
It was lucky for the wounded man that the sergeant's visit of inspection had not been longer delayed. Even as it was, he was scarcely alive, and it was many weeks before he was discharged from the infirmary.
In the meantime Captain Wilson, of Richards' company, was acting in a manner which, whatever its intention, was not calculated to inspire the men with confidence. That hellish instrument of torture, the cat, had not yet been abolished in the army, and Captain Wilson was in the habit of wandering round the encampment at night in a pair of felt shoes, and endeavouring to surprise the sentries. If bhe fousd one of them drowsy, or in any way lacking in vigilance, he instantly caused him to be relieved of his duty, and ! the next morning the offender received three dozen lashes from the cat.
As discipline this was all very well, but as a method of endearing himself to the men— well, it would have been very easy to adopt a better.
It was curious, however, to note the mixture of characteristics in Captain Wilson; despite his harshness in matters of discipline, it was noticed that he called every day at the hospital to inquire after Richards, and that his good nature even extended to a daily visit to the married quarters to look after the invalid's wife and child.
These visits, when the men came to sum up things, were put to the credit of his account as against the severity of his discipline. There is little doubt that, had the balance been against him, his account would have been speedily settled. There was a tradition, which was now very fresh in the minds of the 'Scorpions,' of a certain subaltern who took a particular pride, whenever .he was orderly officer, in sending men before the commanding officer on the slightest occasion, and always making a point of seeing that each offender had his full share of the 'cat.' In the first little skirmish with the natives, this subaltern was particularly unlucky, for he fell, shot through the neck, though his face was ever to the foe.
For the present, however, Captain Wilson, thanks to his generous anxiety for Richards and his family, was safe from similar ill luck ; but he was, to say the least, indiscreet in being so regular in his visits to Mrs Richards. Sympathy is all very well, but it has its limits, and when the object is a pretty woman, people will talk.
It was unfortunate, perhaps, for Captain Wilson that Mrs. Richards was an exceedingly pretty little woman, for his visits to her, especially as it was whispered that be had been seen with her out of lines, soon began to be regarded with the suspicion that they were not altogether due to a disinterested desire for her well-being during her husband's illness.
Soon the camp had other things to talk about; the natives were unceasing in harassing it; the 'potting' of a sentry was an everyday occurrence, and men looked forward to their spell on guard with a certain degree of apprehension. It was no uncommon thing for the guard to be turned out at the report of a rifle shot more than once during the night.
Sometimes the nerves of the sentry were the cause of the atarm, sometimes a marauding native was found writhing in his death agony, and once or twice an officer was wounded as the result of a desire on the part of the sentry to get his blow in first; but as the officers who suffered on these occasions were not particular favourites with the men, the sentry's promptness in dealing with an intruder, though he received a severe caution from the colonel, did not make him any less popular with rank and file.
It was while the camp was thus set by the ears that Private Richards was again marked for duty. Certain wise ones of the regiment hazarded the opinion that it were a good thing for three people had Richards' wound proved fatal, for though guarded as Captain Wilson and Mrs. Richards were in their manner and discreet in their language, yet certain things had leaked out which caused the respectability of the married quarters to lift its skirts in passing Mrs. Richards.
There were certain choice spirits also who could command unlimited beer as a return for the funny stories concerning the case with which they regaled their companions in the canteen. For, though there were no actual proof that Captain Wilson had acted any part save that of a generous though indiscreet benefactor, yet he received the benefit of every doubt.
But with Private Richards there was no doubt. To outward seeming he was the most unsuspicious of men, and nobody had dared to hint at the rumours of the camp. Yet he knew no more than all the rest of the regiment. Like the rest of the regiment, he had no actual proof of his wife's infidelity, but, unlike it, his suspicions were of older date. Though Captain Wilson knew it not, Private Richards had recognised the man who had attempted his life outside the guardroom. To put the truth of that matter briefly, Captain Wilson was suspicious of him, determined to get rid of him, and hoping that the natives would be credited with the murder.
Matters stood thus when Richards for the first time since his illness was marked for guard. The sergeant, in reading over his orders to him, expressed a hope that the ill-luck of his last guard would not he repeated.
'But I'd advise, vovi to keep a sharp look-out,' he concluded, 'the natives are getting very bold.'
Richards looked a dangerous customer for anyone to tackle, In height he was over six feet, and in strength, despite his recent illness, he was the equal of any man in the regiment. He had been about an hour on duty, and he was standing inside his sentry box peering, now straight before him and now through the view holes on either side of his box, into the darkness.
It was evident that he did not again intend to he surprised. Suddenly he saw a figure emerge from the darkness on his right and stealthily make its way towards the sentry hox. Richards looked steadily at the figure for about ten seconds, and then, with a grim smile of satisfaction, he prepared himself.
As stealthily as the advancing figure he slung his rifle over his shoulder, and then listened, holding his breath. About a half a minute had passed when Richards heard a soft footfall just outside his box.
One step forward, and he had the prowler by the throat, and before his captive could raise his voice the sentry's hand was over his mouth. The man struggled, but in Richards grip he was helpless.
The sentry's next move was strange. He lifted his captive in his arms, and, still with one hand on his mouth, he marched forward with deliberate calmness, as if resuming his guard. When he was about forty yards from his sentry-box he stopped. Then he did a curious thing. In a loud, clear voice, which penetrated to the guard-room, he called out 'Halt; who goes there?'
A moment's pause, and then, as if in one action he flung his captive from him, and seized his rifle. A shout from the freed man was lost in the report of the weapon.
The echo of the shot had scarcely died away when the door of the guard-room was flung open, and, silhouetted in a flood of light, the sergeant of the guard and two men could be seen advancing.
They found Richards reloading his rifle, and further on, in a lifeless heap, lay Captain Wilson, shot through the heart.
The sergeant's report to the colonel the next morning summed up the evidence upon which the court-martial discharged Richards later.
'You see, sir,' said the sergeant, 'your orders, which I repeated to Richards, were "Shoot, if the first challenge is not answered." We all heard Richards challenge, but we heard no reply. He may have been quick to shoot, but naturally he would be a bit nervous, for, if you remember, sir, he was nearly killed by them beastly natives the last time he was on guard.'
____________________
2: The Hand of Fate
Francis Marlowe
Ovens and Murray Advertiser (Beechworth) 23 April 1898
"PARDON, m'sieu'! M'sieu' is a doctor?" The dapper, business-like little manager of the Hotel Royale seemed to have lost all his briskness and stood trembling and shaking his hands hvsterically before Richard Mumford as he ascended the hotel step.
Dr Richard Mumford admitted his profession, thereby causing a momentary smile of relief to flit across the small manager's face. Then as Mumford still continued to advance, the terrified little man skipping on in front of him, pouring out in a very avalanche of words the misfortune which had befallen him and his hotel, and wound up by beseeching "m'sieu" to accompany him to the first floor and save his establishment from the ineradicable blotch of having a suicide die within its walls; besides, "madame," the wife of the dying man was inconsolable.
Dr Mumford drew his inferences, and the manager's disconnected story, as he led the way upstairs, assured him that he was correct. The tragedy, which had reached its climax at the hotel had had its beginning at the Casino. The story was common enough at Monte Carlo. As it was in the beginning, is now, and ever shall be.
The sight which met his eyes when he entered the room shocked Mumford, though it might have been expected that such a scene was not novel to hini. Lying across the bed was a figure of a tall man clothed in evening dress. His shirt front showed little of white, for it was soaked in his life-blood. His head lay helplessly to one-side, betraying in his throat the wound from which his life was ebbing. On the floor lay a razor be-smeared with blood. All this Mumford noted, and the same all-comprehensive glance showed him the figures of two women, who completed the tragic tableau.
One of these women, evidently a maid, stood in the middle of the floor staring helplessly at the figure on the bed. She moved her head nnd looked at the doctor as he entered, but showed no sign of intelligence. The other woman knelt in a huddled-up position by the side of the bed, holding one of the wounded man's hands in hers. She was sobbing miserably, and was too much engrossed in her sorrow to notice the opening of the door.
Dr Mumford halted suddenly. There was something disturbingly familiar about the head of the kneeling woman, crowned with its profusion of gorgeous, copper-coloured hair. He turned to the manager as if to address a question to him, but as he did so his eye caught the face of the man on the bed. The face was somewhat distorted, and its unwonted pallor had also added to the change, but it left Dr Mumford no doubt of the identity of the man. It was Carruthers, and the kneeling woman was his wife, Nellie Carruthers.
The doctor's breath came quickly for a moment or two, then he recovered his serenity.
"When did this happen— how long ago?" he whispered to the manager.
"It is not yet five minutes," the small man replied.
"The lady must he removed ; call someone to help the maid."
The manager disappeared through the door on this errand, and Mumford stepped up to the maid.
"Wilson," he said, gently touching her on the shoulder The maid looked at him in a bewildered fashion, but she recognised him.
"Dr Mumford," she murmured.
"Look to your mistress. I shall come and see her presently," he replied. Then he turned towards the bed. The sobbing had ceased and the woman's head had fallen forward. Just then the manager and a stalwart-looking maid appeared at the door. Wilson came forward.
"She has only fainted," said the doctor. "Let her have some sal volatile and I'll come as soon as I can."
He disengaged the unconscious woman's hand tenderly from her husband's, and then the two women carried her from the room.
As Dr. Mumford pursued his rapid yet careful examination of the wounded man his mind was mainly occupied in wondering at his strange situation. It was six months since he had seen Carruthers, and he had never expected to see him again, certainly not in Monte Carlo, and under such peculiar circumstances.
He knew Carruthers was a man who gambled heavily and who often lost, but he also knew that he had a large income. His losses must have been heavier than had been suspected, and his present unhappy position argued that he had reached the end of his resources. It was a tragic business altogether.
An examination of the wound showed him that, although it was ugly-looking, it was not dangerous if immediately attended to. One of the large veins had been cut and much blood had been lost, but with promptness and skill nothing was to be feared.
As he worked with deft fingers, Richard Mumford unconsciously found himself recalling the tragedy of his own life. That was six years ago, and, strangely enough, the man whose life was now in his hands was the unconscious instrument of it.
Six years before Richard Mumford was just acquiring the nucleus of the practice which now made him one of the wealthiest of London's doctors. He was clever and had many friends, and when he met and loved Nolly Wyndham he had sufficient faith in his future to ask her to share it with him. Nelly returned his love and shared his faith, and probably her parents might i have been persuaded to look at the matter from her point of view, if Arthur Carruthers had not laid his much sought after money-bags and his heart at her disposal.
Nelly's parents did their duty according to their lights. A husband with a future was good, but a husband who had no need to trouble about the future was better, so Nelly was amiably but firmly coerced into a marriage with Carruthers.
For five years Mumford saw nothing of her, and then he was continually thrown into her company at social functions, and he often spread his legs under Carruthers' table. The inevitable followed. It had been pleasant to imagine that they could meet occasionally. Nelly's sheet-anchor had been her wifely duty to her husband; Mumford's, his care for Nelly's reputation. But they found that they had anchored in a quicksand ; they were ever drifting— Mumford saw whither.
There was one clear course, and he took it. That was six months ago, and now circumstances had brought them together again under the same roof. They were in the hands of Fate, which played with resolutions. How would it end? His heart thumped painfully as the idea of Carruthers' death occurred to him.
The little manager, who was watching and admiring his skilful handling of the case, wondered to see him tremble. It required all Mumford's resolution to master his nerves, but he could not rid himself of the suggestion that Carruthers might die.
Presently he found himself thinking how completely he had the power of life and death in his hands. The man whose throat he fingered would live or die, just as he desired. How easy it was! A little awkwardness, a little delay, and Carruthers would never again open his eyes, aud Nelly would be his. Mumford felt faint, irresolute, his hands trembled somewhat. It was horrible, this idea. It was murder. But the temptation; he could not withstand it if Carruthers' throat were under his hands another minute. With a tremendous effort of will he concluded the operation successfully.
Then he sat down and looked at the little manager. "He'll be all right now," he said in a tremulous voice; "but you'll have to send for another doctor, as I have to return to London to-night."
"The patient you came to visit will live, then?" enquired the manager.
"Yes," replied Mumford briefly.
The manager was quite his dapper self again and was profuse in his thanks that his hotel had been saved from a scandal, but Dr. Mumford cut him short.
"Don't mention my name to Mrs Carruthers," he said; "see that the other doctor, whom you had better send for at once, gives her every attention. Mr Carruthers will get on now."
He turned to take a last look at his patient ere he departed. Half in curiosity he placed his hand over the wounded man's heart. Suddenly he seemed to stiffen and stood as if turned to stone. A moment passed. The manager looked somewhat frightened.
"Well?" he asked.
"The man's dead," said Dr. Mumford solemnly; "his heart was weak."
The two men stood staring silently at each other.
"You must break the news to Mrs Carruthers," said the doctor at last. "Take my card to her. I shall not return to London just yet."
The manager departed on his melancholy errand.
____________________
3: The Wickham Aeroplane
Francis Marlowe
Daily News (Perth) 15 Feb 1910
The Pall Mall Magazine Feb 1910
FROM the golf links by the sandhills of Littlehampton an eerie, throbbing sound rose suddenly and disturbed the serenity of a calm May evening; It floated seaward on a light land breeze, and here and there among the tawny grass and sand it roused a martin or a plover to troubled flight.
Following the unusual sound came a hurried opening-out movement among a score or so of men who, for some time, had been grouped about a queer-shaped machine which stood about two hundred yards inland on tho links.
As they stepped away from it this machine darted swiftly upward, and, while the humming pulsations of a powerful engine mingled with the shrill whirr of a lifting fan it hovered for a moment above its starting-place, and then, like some strange, new bird, went skimming down the wind.
Half a mile away it described a graceful curve.iand returned on a downward slant that landed it, lightly almost as a snowflake, beside the men who had surrounded It two minutes before. When it touched the earth a young man stepped from it— a young man slightly built and with a grave, cleanshaven, clever face— and stood silent, but with a quiet smile, listening to the tumultuous congratulations that beset him.
The machine was Wlckham's aeroplane, and the young man was Oliver Wickham, its inventor, who had just given it a last trial trip before an attempt on the morrow to win the rich prize offered for the flrst heavier than air airship to cross the English Channel.
Oliver Wickham had not the faintest doubt of his ability to annex the coveted prize. Confident that he was far in advance of other ambitious aviators, ho had not hurried his preparations for the flight across the Channel; he did not allow his enthusiasm to outrun the caution and businesslike thoroughness with which he had conducted every stage of his experiments.
Other inventors had allowed themselves to be beguiled to public displays of their half-fledged airships, and had been concerned with them in a series of ridiculous antics, but none of them had succeeded in coaxing their queer-looking machines to do anything that in the least resembled flying. The least lucky of these inventors lost their lives through their temerity; some of them contented themselves thereafter with writing books and magazine articles on 'The Art' of Flying' and 'How to Fly,' while a few continued their experiments in seclusion.
While all these unsuccessful attempts at practical aviation were occupying public attention Oliver Wickham was industriously and unobtrusively experimenting. Finally he succeeded in constructing a flier, but it was not until he had satisfied himself beyond all doubt that he had conquered the air that he emerged from his obscurity.
At the first demonstration of his aeroplane he amazed the world with its simplicity of construction and its bird-like ease of motion. With it he secured prizes that for years had been awaiting the successful aviator.
His flier fulfilled every condition laid down for the award of these prizes: he carried a passenger a stipulated distance; he flew at a specified speed; he turned within a certain defined area, and he rose to any height which the provisions of a prize demanded. Altogether, in tests which he regarded as mere preliminary flights, he won prizes amounting to £30,000; and then prepared to show the actual possibilities of his aeroplane by carrying a passenger across the Channel, and making a point-to-point flight of two hundred miles.
Thus it was that he and his flier were now on the golf links at Littlehampton, with all in readiness for his essay across the Channel. He had arrived there without advertisement, and this accounted for the small number of spectators at his last trial flight; but the judges appointed by the donors of the mammoth prize for a successful flight across the Channel had made all their arrangements, and next day all the world would be agog to know if the Wickham aeroplane had fulfilled its inventor's expectations.
Except In one particular Oliver Wickham made no attempt to keep secret the construction of his aeroplane. He willingly allowed it to be photographed and Inspected, and he was always ready to explain its principles to any one interested in aviation. His one reservation was in regard to the engine tthat furnished the motive power; this, he readily explained, was his own invention, and combined phenomenal lightness with immense horse-power.But he courteously declined to answer any question as to its construction.
In spite of its wonderful and graceful mastery of the air, the aeroplane presented a most unwieldy and awkward appearance when it rested on the earth before and after flight. Very much like three great box kites braced together it looked; those forward and behind acting as rudders; while the central one had longer and broader planes and carried the engine and a seat designed to hold two persons. From the engine two shafts projected— one perpendicular, to the lifting fan, the other horizontal, to the propelling fans in front. Flanking the seat were three levers, and with these every motion of the flier could be controlled and directed.
Undoubtedly the Wickham aeroplane was the nearest approach to the ideal flying machine that had yet been invented. Already several Governments had attempted to purchase its patent rights, but Oliver Wickham had withstood all offers. It was his intention, however, if he successfully accomplished a flight across the Channel, to conclude negotiations for its sale to the, British War Office.
ii
THE MAJORITY of the men who stood around the Wickham aeroplane on the Littlehampton golf links were newspaper correspondents, whose business It was to send descriptive reports of Oliver Wlckham's flights to the papers they represented. A group of them stood questioning him now, gleaning material for an interview that would be published next day as the inventor's forecast of the cross-Channel flight.
'Why did you choose Littlehampton for your starting-point, Mr. Wickham?' one man asked him. 'It would be a shorter flight from Folkstone or Dover.'
'I am not much concerned about the distance!' replied Wickham, with quiet confidence; 'my flier can cover that without difficulty. I chose Littlehampton because it struck me as a quiet and convenient place, where there would be less chance of having my start hampered by large crowds than at the places you mention.'
'You feel sure of getting safely to France, then?' was another question.
'Certainly,' was the reply; 'I shall land at Boulogne, on the spot I have selected, and when the necessary formalities have been completed with the judges there I shall at once fly back here.'
'What! You will do the double journey?' exclaimed several of the newspaper correspondents.
'Yes; why not?' was the smiling answer. 'I want to be in London to-morrow night, and I look on my flier as the safest and quickest means of crossing the Channel. Of course,' he added, 'an accident may upset all my plans, but I do not expect one.'
While the inventor was thus occupied with the newspaper correspondents the other men who stood about were listening with undisguised interest to a tall, bearded, powerful man of middle age who held their attention with a description of the ease with which tho Wickham aeroplane could be handled in tho air. This was a Colonel Borisoff, a Russian of charming manners, who, since the appearance of the Wickham flier, was known everywhere as a keen aviator.
On the day that Wickham made his first public flight Borlsoff Introduced himself to the Inventor, and so ingratiated himself that his suggestion that he should act as passenger in tests that required that the aeroplane should carry the double burden was unhesitatingly accepted. Thereafter he had accompanied Wickham in many of his flights, and on several occasions had been allowed to use the levers under the inventor's tutoring hands. The reward of his faith In the flier was that he was to be the passenger on Its first flight across the Channel.
Tall and handsome, the Russian was a commanding figure, and towered over his hearers as he spoke rapidly and excitedly. His slightly foreign accent grew more pronounced, and his smouldering black eyes flamed above his hawk-like nose as he enthusiastically recounted his own experience of steering the Wickham flier.
'If you do not fly too close to the ground,' he exclaimed, 'It is entirely without danger. To me, as I handled the levers, the feeling of security and control was as great as if I had been riding my bicycle. Once only I had a thrill of nerves; I had got too near some trees, and curved, perhaps too sharply, to avoid them; the machine tilted and dropped, but the danger was over In a second, for by the time Wickham, who had been watching me, got his hands on the lever, it had recovered itself and swept on like a gull skimming the waves. If we had been closer to the ground when she dropped there was danger, but high In the air there is none.'
Just here Wickham moved away from the newspaper men, and signalled to his two assistants to run the aeroplane into a temporary wooden shed that had been erected to shelter it. Borlsoff saw the movement, and swung sharply round.
'Ah, Wickham,' he cried, with genial entreaty, 'do not put your beautiful bird to rest yet. If it would not weary you I should like just one short flight. I would ask to go alone, but that I know that, with so much at stake tomorrow you would not care to risk it in my inexperienced hands.'
Oliver Wickham stood irresolute a mdment and looked across the dun sandhills to where the sun was setting on a golden horizon.
'It's a bit late,' he said doubtfully.
'Late!' cried Borisoff, with a gay laugh. 'Why, there's a full hour of daylight yet, and we can be back and have your flier in the shed inside a quarter of an hour. Come along; just a short spin; it will refresh my confidence and get me in trim for our great flight to-morrow. Besides, these gentlemen would be glad to see how easily the beauty carries a double load.'
There was a chorus of entreaty to Wickham at Borisoff's smiling appeal to the onlookers.
'All right, then,' said the inventor, pleasantly; 'I will be glad enough to have a trip with you, now that I know our friends here are not in a hurry to get away. You are such an enthusiast, Colonel Borlsoff, that you forget that the part of spectator might become wearisome.'
'Ah, Wickham,' replied Borisoff, with mock sadness, 'you will, never realise the value of advertisement. To be really successful you must lose no opportunity of thrusting yourself before the public eye.'
As he spoke he followed the young inventor to the aeroplane, and from his seat in it chatted animatedly with the spectators while preparations were made for another flight.
At last Wickham seated himself also, braced his feet against a stay that served as a foot-rest, and leaned forward to the engine. A second later the throb of the motor and the shrill whirr of the lifting fan again disturbed the evening stillness.
As the flier rose swiftly from the earth Borieoff looked down with a beaming smile on the upturned faces. 'Au revoir, gentlemen,' ho cried; 'do not be alarmed if—'
His concluding words were lost— drowned in the cheer that uprose from the throats of the men below as the flier shot westward at an amazing speed.
'Lord! she's a wonder!' cried the War Office expert, admiringly. 'That's a forty-mile pace.'
His exclamation passed unnoticed; the others were watching in enthralled silence the airship's graceful, unfaltering flight. A mile away, she inclined upward and soared easily to a height of two hundred feet.
'She's turning now,' exclaimed a newspaper man, taking this move for a preliminary to a swooping curve.
But, no! Steadily she pursued a direct westerly course, swept swiftly over the village of Clymplng, cleared the square tower of Clymplng's ancient church by well over a hundred feet, and still showed no indication of turning.
Suddenly she took a wide sweep toward the sea.
'Now she comes!' was the cry. But again the movement was misleading; she sailed on and on, steadfastly, surely; and soon, while the watchers murmured with amazement and admiration, she became a mere speck between sky and sea.
The War Office expert lifted a pair of field glasses that were slung byy his side, and gazed intently seaward through them.
'By Jove!' he muttered softly, 'there's no doubt about her crossing the Channel; she's simply a marvel.'
He stared silently through the glasses for a minute or so, then he lowered them and looked around him with a slightly puzzled expression on his face. There were many faces on which this expression was reflected, for the airship was no longer visible to the naked eye, and impatience for her return was growing into uneasiness.
'Any sign of her turning?' a newspaper correspondent at his elbow asked him.
'Not a sign,' he 'answered, with a troubled air. 'I cannot quite understand it. Wickham said it was only, going to be a short trip, but he's well out to sea now. I can scarcely see the aeroplane with my glasses.'
By this time the airship's prolonged flight was the subject of general excited discussion. It was useless to attempt any longer to follow her course, and though a telescope or a field-glass was occasionally turned anxiously sea. ward there was nothing to the gleaned of her from the closest search of the horizon.
Many suggestions were advanced to account for Wlckham's delay in returning. One, that was strongly supported, was that there was something amiss with the steering gear, and the flier was therefore beyond Wlckham's control. The theory that the inventor had extended hla fight to an unpremeditated trial trip across the Channel was q-ulckly scouted when It was pointed out that the aeroplane was heading almost due west when it was last seen.
Eventually some one recalled Colonel Borlsoffs parting words: 'Do not too alarmed.' TheWar Office expert caught eagerly at this straw of reassurance. 'Yes,' he exclaimed, 'Borlsoff certainly did say something like that He was trying to tell us something, but I did not quite hear what it was.' ? There was no one who could supply the missing words, but the phrase, 'Do not be alarmed,' was in the end
accepted as being Intended to apply to some such situation as had now arisen, and 'for a time all disquieting feelings were held In check. Thus matters stood for a time, and glasses were again turned seaward, tfut soon the growing dusk dimmed the horizon, the stars gleamed palely through a cloud-fleeked sky, and the watchers lowered useless glasses and turned Wank faces on each other, hesl. tatlng to name the fear that gripped them. Slowly, reluctant to acknowledge the hopelessness of expecting the flier's re. turn, the men moved toward the wooden shed and stood about It In groups,, talk, ing In hushed voices. Half an hour passed thus, and then, through the darkness, there was an oxodus of the newspaper correspondents. They had agreed that it would be indeed a marvellous thing, a thing past hoping for, if Wickham, supposing he wore safe, should find his way back to his starting-point. They hurried, therefore, to send the story of his thrilling flight and disappearance to their various offices, from whence messages were in hot haste despatched— by telephone, telegraph, and cable— to the coastwise towns of France and the South of England, reporting the news just received from Littlehampton and urgently demanding instant notification, and an interview with Wickham on his experience, from whatever point at which the aeroplane might chance to land.
This duty done, the newspaper men returned to the shed on the golf links but found it deserted by all except the dnventor'a two assistants, who refused to despair of his return.
As long as It was possible for them to get news to their papers the newspaper men kept vigil with the faithful two, but it was all to no purpose, for in the mornIng the newspapers of tho world told their readers that the Wickham aeroplane and its inventor had disappeared as though they had never existed.
_____________________
4: Tested
Francis Marlowe
Australian Worker 15 July 1931
'IT'S pretty hopeless."
Tom Randolph frowned at the pistol with which he had just managed to score an 'outer' on the small target.
'It is,' John Forsyth said, gravely, lifting his pistol. He pressed the trigger, and scored his third successive bull's-eye.
Tom Randolph's hand trembled when he took his next shot. He almost missed the target.
'It's no good, Jack,' he exclaimed. 'I can't shoot this afternoon. Let's drop it.'
But again Forsyth raised his pistol, and put another bull's-eye to his credit.
'You're in great form today, Jack,' Randolph commented.
'Not so bad,' Forsyth answered. 'The truth is, Tom, this gossip about you and Nellie has annoyed me, and each time I pull this trigger I feel as if I were clipping out one of the scandal-mongering tongues.'
Randolph seated himself and fingered his pistol.
'Of course, Jack, you are naturally cut up about it,' he said; 'but it is a matter you can't treat seriously until you discover the writer of that letter. Perhaps, for the present, the best thing to do is that I should visit you less frequently— give no food for gossip.'
'No, no, Tom, that won't do at all. That method would be an insult to Nellie as well as to you. We'll let things go on as they are, but if I hear any more of the scandal it will be bad for the gossiper.'
And he thought bitterly of the letter he had received that morning, which hinted at guilty relations between his wife and his friend, Tom Randolph.
That afternoon he met Randolph as usual at the shooting gallery, where pistol practice was an abiding amusement of the two men. Forsyth produced the letter, and handed it to Randolph. He was engaged in loading his pistol while Randolph read it, so did not notice the sudden paling of his friend's face.
The two men were life-long friends, and when John Forsyth married that event did not cause him to see less of Randolph. It had pleased him to note that his chum and his wife had rapidly become friends, and he had never even suspected the light in which others might view their friendship until this anonymous 'damned good-natured friend' had stepped in with his vile suggestion.
Even then he did not for an instant doubt his wife or his friend. He would have despised himself for entertaining a momentary suspicion. He felt he could not discuss the letter with his wife, but he took this first opportunity of showing it to Randolph, with the view of enlisting his help in discovering its author.
When Randolph read the letter he felt that a crisis was upon him. And yet he knew that his fears were unreasoning; that there was not the faintest suspicion of him in Forsyth's heart. But he was glad to take the first opportunity of leaving him. He wanted to think out the best means of dealing with a situation that threatened dangerous developments.
There was one thing— Nellie knew nothing of the anonymous letter. She must be told of it— warned of their danger. Perhaps with discretion the looming exposure might be averted.
JOHN FORSYTH returned home much disturbed in mind.
That his wife's honor should be aspersed, even in an anonymous letter, was unbearable. He would have given much for a five-minute interview with the blackguardly writer!
His thoughts reverted to Tom Randolph. Tom had tried to treat the matter lightly, but it was plain he felt deeply about it; it would be sure to put some constraint, however slight, on their friendship. More fervently than ever he wished for a hand-grip on the anonymous friend.
He had entered his billiards-room through his garden. It was a long room, jutting but from the rest of the house. One of its doors opened on to a passage which led to the garden, another gave entrance to the house. A partially-glazed roof gave the necessary light to the room and the passage, and there was also a deep embrasured window which opened, on to the garden.
Forsyth laid his pistol case on the top of a small locker in which he usually kept it. Then, for nearly an hour he knocked the balls about on the billiards table. When he had tired of this he lighted a cigarette, and lounged by the window, thinking.
He had finished his cigarette and was about to go into the house when he was startled to hear his name mentioned in a low tone.
The voice: It was Tom Randolph's. And— it was his wife's voice that answered.
The two had evidently entered the room, while Forsyth stood in the window embrasure. He would at once have revealed his presence, but before he could do so he heard words which shattered his faith in human nature and left him struggling blindly in a sea of mistrust. The anonymous writer had written truly. Forsyth was stunned beyond thought of action, and though he heard the guilty pair move away towards the garden door he could not rouse himself. He heard them stop just beyond the door; there was some whispering, and then Randolph departed.
Randolph was leaving by the garden gate. He would escape him, was Forsyth's first coherent thought. Then he remembered— an unusual thing— that the garden gate was locked, the key in his pocket. Forsyth lost his sense of helplessness. Randolph must return within a few minutes; he felt a strange comfort in the thought of their meeting. Meanwhile, there was his wife to deal with.
He stepped from the window into the room. At the instant he heard steps approaching from the house, and a friend named Wilton appeared at the heels of a servant, Forsyth advanced. He was shaking hands with Wilton when his wife re-entered the room and closed the garden door behind her. It happened that Forsyth's greeting of Wilton took place just by the locker on which he had placed his pistol case. Casually he opened the case.
WHILE he gazed at the pistols an idea flared up in his brain. A sudden, overpowering idea. And an expression of ruthlessness settled on his face. He fingered the weapon, and seemed for a space to forget the presence of others. Then he looked up at Wilton and smiled. His wife, who had joined them, caught the smile, and she shivered.
'Do you know, Wilton,' said Forsyth, 'my shooting has much improved lately.' He lifted one of the pistols and balanced it in his fingers. 'I almost believe I could send a ball clean through the knot-hole in that door.'
He indicated the door his wife had just closed. Just about the height of a man's head Wilton saw a gleam of light through a hole where a knot had once been.
'It would be a fine shot,' said Wilton.
'You shall see me do it,' Forsyth asserted. He lifted , his arm, and levelled the pistol. He seemed at great pains to take aim. Actually, he was trying to time Tom Randolph's movements, estimating as nearly as he could hope to exactly how long it would take him, upon discovering that the garden gate was locked, to return to the door which was his only means of re-entering the house and leaving it.
That he must return to the door was certain... And there was going to be an accident. At least— and he frowned— it would have all the appearance of an accident. There was nothing more sure— unless a miracle intervened— than that when Randolph reached the door, death would strike at him through the knot-hole.
Slowly, his ears alert for a sound to aid his calculations, Forsyth sighted the knot-hole. No sound reached him, but, instead, he noted an obscuration of the light through the hole as though a shutter had fallen behind it.
His finger pressed the trigger, and simultaneously a shout of fear rang out. The shout came from Wilton, who had seen the door handle turn. But his alarm was too late; the bullet had passed clean through the knot-hole.
In the silence that followed there came the sound of a fall, as though the door had heaved shut with the concussion. There was a loud shriek of terror— a woman's shriek.
Motionless, standing staring at the thin wisp of smoke curling up from the barrel of the pistol, Forsyth seemed to hear a voice— Tom Randolph's voice.
'You're in great form to-day, Jack.'
__________________
5: The Live Wire
Francis Marlowe
Australian Worker 29 March 1933
THE editor of the Earth gave an imperative dig at one of the bell-pushes on his desk. Promptly a fair-haired young man showed his face at the door.
'Send Mr. Black to me, at once,' the editor commanded.
Within a minute the door was opened again and Black, a pale and anxious-looking little man with a nervous manner, made his appearance. The editor instructed him.
'Get to Bow Street police station at once. We must have the name of Markham's murderer. Eaton has turned in a great story, but has omitted the murderer's name, though he writes that the man has given himself up to the police. The story's exclusive and I want to give it in full in our next edition.'
'Have you telephoned Bow Street, sir?' Black suggested.
'Of course! But the idiot in charge there says the murderer has not yet been caught. He's lying or muddling things. Eaton makes no mistakes. Phone through the name and all you can about the man directly you get it.'
Black disappeared.
CHARLES EATON, in whose reliability the editor of the Earth had such implicit faith, was the smartest reporter in Fleet Street, and during his four years service on the Earth had proved his worth conspicuously. Because of his faculty for raking up special and exclusive information, he was entrusted always with the paper's most important and difficult stories, and practically all of the Earth's frequent 'scoops' were due. to his spadework. He was a married man, had been married for just over a year, but that fact in no way curbed his professional enterprise, nor lessened his enthusiasm for his work.
About a week previous to Black's mission to Bow Street the editor had summoned Eaton to his private room.
'I have a very, delicate job for you, Eaton,' was his opening remark. 'I've had a hint that 'there's a story likely to break loose that will force Sir Henry Markham out of public life. I'm told that if Lady Markham wished for a divorce she'd find sufficient grounds in Sir Henry's relations with a woman unknown.'
'The usual election rumor,' Eaton commented.
'Probably; but if there's anything in it we must have the story first. The byelection at Markfield is next .week—'
'And Sir Henry will hold the seat by his usual whopping majority,' Eaton interjected.
'Not if there's truth in the story and you get it for us in time. We'll splash it and he'll have to withdraw— it will be a first-class eve of election sensation.'
Eaton's face expressed distaste. 'I'd better get to Markfield at once,' he remarked. 'I'll 'phone my wife and tell her not to expect me until she sees me.'
'But not a word, even to her, of your mission,' the editor suggested. 'Women will talk, and your success may depend on not a soul suspecting what you are after.'
Until he was comfortably settled in his train Eaton did not give much thought to his mission, but as his interest in the evening papers with which he had provided himself evaporated his thoughts turned on the work before him, and the more he thought of it the less he liked it. In Markfield all the accessories of an election were in the field when Eaton arrived. It was the second, day since the writ had been issued, and the . local politicians were waxing, enthusiastic.
Eaton did not experience any difficulty in acquiring information about Sir Henry. But it was all of a kind for which his editor would have no use. There was not the slightest breath of scandal touching his reputation in his native town. There were no shady reminiscences of his Cambridge days—and if he had a 'past,' or a 'present,' he had very discreetly and securely concealed all incriminating evidence.
Where and how his chief had got hold of the detrimental rumor Eaton could not guess, and his week of detective work had led him no further than to the conclusion that if there were any truth in it the proofs were to be found, not in Markfield, but in London— an indiscreet supper at a night club, perhaps, or some similar bit of food for gossip. There was nothing more serious at the root of the mystery, in Eaton's opinion.
Eaton was quick to act when he had made up his mind. The day he had decided that further time spent at Markfield would be fruitless was the last but one before polling day. He had a night and a day in which to pursue his inquiries in London.
When he stopped into, the telegraph office to wire his intentions to his -editor he saw that Sir Henry Markham was just handing a telegram; across the counter, When he had his own telegram ready for despatch the baronet had left the office. But again at the railway station Eaton encountered him. This time he was accompanied by his election agent.
As Eaton passed the two he gathered from a remark dropped by the agent that Sir Henry was about to leave for London.
'You know, Sir Henry, it would not do for you to be absent to-morrow.'
'That's all right, Dobbyn,' was the reply; 'I shall be back by midday. It is important that I should be in London tonight.'
That was all Eaton heard, but it was sufficient to set him speculating as to the reason for the baronet's trip. It was either business or pleasure. It would scarcely be the first, Eaton decided, for Sir Henry was not a man of affairs and was unlikely to be engaged in a matter so weighty as not to brook delay for a day or so. That it might be pleasure he could understand, for he himself was glad enough to leave Markfield. He could imagine how drearily dull it would be but for the election activities.
Then he had an inspiration. Perhaps Sir Henry's movements for the next twenty-four hours would give him the clue he was seeking.
EATON'S story, the one which the editor of the Earth was reading in proof when he sent Black post-haste to Bow Street police station, was appalling in its tragedy, and deadly in its circumstantial corroboration of the rumor he had been commissioned to investigate.
Incisively written, it detailed how Sir Henry Markham, leaving his constituency practically on the eve of polling' day, had travelled to London to keep an assignation at his house in Cadogan Square— from which his family and servants were temporarily absent— with a woman with whom he was carrying on an intrigue. It told that the woman's husband, scenting the intrigue and getting wind of the appointment, had entered the house in the morning hours through a basement window.
The tragedy that followed, it related, had been discovered by a policeman to whom a scared crossing-sweeper had told a story of a woman's shriek and two pistol shots. The policeman broke into the house and found in one of the bedrooms the dead bodies of Sir Henry Markham and a young and beautiful woman.
The murderer had by that time escaped from the house, Eaton had added, but had since given himself up to the police.
Eaton had written the story at a telegraph desk of a neighboring post-office and 'expressed' it by boy messenger to his newspaper. In an accompanying note he told his editor that the story was exclusive, that no other paper had yet got an inkling of it.
While the editor waited for Black's message from Bow Street, holding up the edition for the name of the murderer, he discussed the tragedy with his newseditor.
'It's a shocking business, and a nasty one,' he commented,- 'but it will be a great 'score for the' paper.'
'Eaton certainly pulls off some marvellous "scoops," ' the news-editor said. 'I suppose he's still on the spot for any developments that crop up.'
'I wish he'd not left out the murderer's name,' the editor grumbled. 'We can't risk holding the edition much longer If we're to be first in the streets with the story.
The telephone on his desk, tinkled, and he lifted the receiver to his ear.
'Black, at last, I hope,' he said.
His fervent wish was granted: Black was speaking from Bow Street.
'They tell me here,' the reporter said, nervously, 'that they know nothing of the murderer— they're still hunting for him.'
'They're a pack' of fools,' the editor exploded, 'or—' he paused— 'there's something very queer afoot. Eaton says definitely that the murderer has given himself up. See if you can't get the inspector in charge to speak to me.' -
'I'll try, sir— but just a minute, sir — Eaton has just come in— shall I put him on to you first, sir?'
'Good, get him on the line at once.'
'Eaton speaking,' were the welcome words the editor heard a few seconds later.
'I say, Eaton, I'm holding up the edition for the murderer's name. Can't understand why you omitted it from your story. Let me have it— quick.'
'The murderer's name is "Eaton," ' was the very distinctly spoken reply.
'The same name as yours, rather extraordinary,' the editor commented. 'Spelt the same way,' I suppose?'
'Precisely, and the same Christian name— "Charles Eaton." Have you got it?'
'Yes— "Charles Eaton." But look here, Eaton, you said he'd given himself up to the police, but the Bow Street people deny all knowledge of that. What about it?'
'You can safely publish that as correct. He's here in the station at the present moment.'
'Good; but, say— have you anything about him— who and what he is?'
'He is— or was— a reporter on your paper, the Earth. You've got a great 'scoop' this time— but it's my last.'
The listener's face was suddenly ashen. He dropped the telephone receiver with a a crash.
'Good God!' burst from his lips, and he stared bleakly for a moment at his news-editor. Then, frantically active, he added a hastily- written paragraph to the proof-sheet that he still carried, and ran to the printing room.
Within five minutes the first copies of the Earth, giving the full and complete story of the Markham murder, were on the streets.
_______________
6: The House of Terror
Francis Marlowe
Examiner (Launceston, Tas) 22 Dec 1934
A HAUNTED house as a heritage! It was shortly before Christmas when, as an unemployed journalist in London, I learned that my uncle, General Cadwallader Thorpe, who had extinguished my expectations from him in a bitter quarrel some ten years earlier, had hanged himself in the north-west chamber of his seventeenth century house at Hesperton, and that I was his heir.
With his house he had left me the sum of fifty thousand pounds, but my gratitude for this legacy was somewhat chilled when I found that it was conditional on my permanent residence at the Hesperton house.
On the surface it would appear that I had nothing to cvlil at in his testament, for Heaperton was a pleasant enough little village, and the house Itself was a picturesque rambling old mansion in a green bowl on the fringe of Dartmoor.
But it happened that I knew that my uncle's self-inflicted death was not the first tragedy in the history of that house. It was, in fact, a house accursed.
Since first a Thorpe had lived in it, and I was a Thorpe, generation after generation, some terrible thing had befallen its possessor, and always in a room known as the north-west chamber. It was a tradition that the north-west chamber was haunted, and at times something dreadfully evil materialised in it; but as death always closed the lips of its vicjnme there was none to speak of the truth of this.
Had I been a single man my inheritance would have presented me with no problem. The fifty thousand pounds would have been too glittering a bait for me to have resisted. I would unhesitatingly have taken the cash, and braved the baleful tradition of the north-west chamber. But there was my wife, Nettie, to consider. Dare I submit her to the risk of the possibilities?
I felt that I ought to leave deIeslon in the matter to her. But money is money. The fifty thousand pounds would mnean security and comfort for Nettie, and, for me, escape from all worry about our present and future. I decided to tell my wife nothing of the gruesome history of my inheritance, to lock from the first and allow no use whatever to be made of the north-west chamber, and later to find some plausiple pretext for having its doorway blocked up.
We entered into possession, then, of the old house at Hesperton at the bedinning of Christmas week. To guard Against any breath of its ghastly traditions reaching Nettie's ears I arranged that our servants should be brought from London, and resolved that from the outset I would discourage acquaintance with neighbours.
The fact that we had not been long married may account for Nettie's easy acceptance of our domestic isolation. However this may have been, she fell in with all my arrangements with the sweetest amiability. I notice, though, within two days of settling down in our new home a change in her that was a little perplexing. She, who had hitherto been a chattering, dancing nymph, was transformed into the personification of reveries. She did not seem unhappy, as I at first feared; rather she was wistful and inattentive, at times almost impenetrably wrapped up in her own thoughts.
I was vaguely alarmed, considerably puzzled. Once, late in the evening, when I had covertly watched the subitle play of thouglt across her pretty face, while for nearly an hour she sat wordless, gazing with wide eyes into the glowing grate, I asked her bluntly why she was so changed. She turned quickiy to me, took both my hands in hers and kissed me tenderly on the mouth. But, after all, she did not answer me. And somehow a shadow crept between us. From whence was the shadow cast? I sought in vain for the answer to this question.
Perhaps I was too imaginative, allowed my mind to dwell too much on the history of the northwest chamber, and became overwrought. However this may be, it is certain that from then I was haunted unceasingly by the foreboding that I was exposing Nettie to a frightful peril by keeping her within the influence of the fatal room.
To my fears only can I trace the fact that I grew irritable, fretful, and gloomy, for, though Nettie now seemed always preoccupied, and appeared to drift further from me, yet her demeanour towards me was always gentleness itself, but mingled with an appealing wistfulness that I found very disturbing.
As I dwelt on it the intangible trouble loomed larger in my worried mind, till at last I told myself that my only chance of happiness was to resign my baneful heritage.
Until I could muster up resolution to do this I avoided Nettie as much as possible. I spent most of my hours in my study with— I am ashamed to admit— a brandy bottle for my too constant companion. It was early in the afternoon of Christmas Eve that I sought Nettie in her room, hot with the determination to tell her everything and take counsel with her.
To my surprise she was not there; she had left the house a little time before.
On my return front a trudge over the four dreary miles between us and Hesperton I knocked on the door again, but from behind her locked door she pleaded a severe headache, and asked me to leave her undistubed until the morning. With the edge already off my resolution I descended the stairs and entered my study.
From seven in the evening until midnight I huddled broodingly over my study fire, smoking cigar after cigar, drinking uncounted tumblers of brandy. I had never thought I could so debauch mysef. At last, drowned in a swinish stupor, I slept.
The lamp burned low, the fire was out, the gray dawn glimmered ghostly in the East when I awoke. Faint, sick and shivering, but queerly alert, I raised my head dizzily and fixed my dull gaze on the door that opened into the dining-room. The door was slightly ajar; I could hear someone moving about on the further side of it, stealthily, breathing like a frightened child. Something— it sounded like a knife— dropped noisily on the polished floor. The sudden silence that ensued was ample proof of guilt undisturbed.
I waited until the arrested footsteps resumed their .movement, then I slid cautiously to my knees, and crawled noiselessly across the space between me and the opportunity for view.
It was my wife! She was standing beside the table him a listening attitude, her lips parted, her eyes gleaming with excitement. On the board before her was a flaring candle in a Dresden holder, and a lacquered tray. On the tray was piled up platter of food— a meal sufficient for a strong man. Another moment, and the candle was extingulshed, and— a perfumed blur in the wan light of mnorning— she flutter. ed from the room into the hall beyond.
Up the stairs, along the corridor she went, and panther-like I crept behind her. Presently she paused, balanced her burden, and turned a creaking key. But it was not the door of her room, nor yet of mine, that she opened. It was the door of the north-west chamber!
I do not know just how long I remained crouching against the balusters, amazed, appalled; but the shuttle of vague hypothesis plunged to and from in my mind no more. I was hot on the trail. The trouble that had been hanging over rne had taken shape at last. It was plain as print at noonday that Nettie had sacrificed herself and me, and all our future happiness, upon the altar of a criminal folly. For days, I could not doubt it, she had hidden a man— a lover, no doubt— in the north-west chamber. He was there now; and there I meant to kill him speedily.
Stealthily I crept back to my study. My rage was cold and deliberate. For a moment even I leaned against the mantel shelf to consider what I was about to do. It occurred to me that perhaps I had leaped to a conclusion unwarranted by dispassionate analysis, that my mental faculties were obscured by the excesses of the night. But I could perceive no flaw in my reasoning; the paramount fact burned into my brain— a man wam secreted beneath my roof who had wrecked my faith in Nettie and robbed me of her loyalty. He deserved to be slain without mercy, and my vengeance would be remorseless. The north-west chamber would have still one more tragedy added to its history.
I needed no brandy to strengthen or steady my resolution. I did not hesitate or falter. I took from the wall above the mantel shelf a little dagger with a jewelled hilt, and cast aside its sheath. Again, but this time with bold footsteps, I crossed the hall and mounted the stairs.
The door of the north-west chamber was locked from within. I shook the knob and hammered upon the panels, flercely demanding admittance. There was no response. But I heard a stealthy movement in my rear, and, glancing quickly thither, saw the butler's frightened face peering at me over the edge of the topmost stair.
I shook my dagger at him; he vanished.
Then I retreated the width: o the corridor and hurled myself violently against the obstacle that blocked my progress. A rending crash followed; the door was down. The impetus of my assault carried me, reeling and half stunned, into the centre of the roomn. Panting, almost sobbing with excitement, I sprang erect and swept my flaming flaze to every corner, seeking my quarry.
But he was nowhere in sight, and— an astounding fact that was a blinding shock to me— my wife was missing. The room was empty! There was not a breathing creature in it but myself. There were no curtains or draperies to obscure my view of any part of it, there was no furniture to serve as ambush to an enemy or hiding place for my wife. The room was absolutely and mysteriously empty.
For a moment I stood with stunned brain, trying to grapple with the uncanny situation, but I was baffled. I knew as surely as I knew that I breathed that my wife had entered the north-west chamber— that room of dread and mystery— and as certainly I knew that she had not left it by the door which I had burst open.
Where was she? What was this strange silent drama of which Nettie's disappearance was the soul chilling climax? My heart was numbed with fear Through twitching lips I cried my wife's name feebly. The bare walls of the room seemed to fling the cry back at me in a mocking whisper. But no answer reached me.
Frantically I rushed to the nearest window, and flung wide a casement which already swung loosely outward. I knew not what I hoped, or feared, to find. I was devoured by heartrending anxiety to learn what had become of my wife. She was not in the room, she had not left it by the door, and therefore if I was to regard the mys. tery as explicable by ordinary methods the windows must furnish me with a clue.
But a most searching examination of this means of exit from the room availed me nothing. It was quickly apparent that Nettie could never have left the room through either of the two windows; the first one I looked from immediately overlookled a moat, long dried up, which divided the house from an unused outbuilding whose flat roof was practically on a level with the sill of the window from which I looked.
Nettie could not have left the north-west chamber by that window; if she had tried I would have seen her body lying in the disused moat; she could never have sprung over a chasm ten feet across. The second window of the room was exactly over a mass of dense set shrubbery, practically impenetrable; at a glance it was obvious that search in that direction would prove futile.
Where was Nettie? What awful and incomprehensible thing had happened to her? Despair was clutching at my heartstrings as I recalled the ghastly record of the terrible north-west chamber. Had I in my insane defiance of its tradition given my wife to be the victim of the most terrible and inexplicable tragedy of its history? There was madness in the thought.
I took a firm grip of my nerves so that I might still try and find a natural explanation of the horrible riddle that confronted me. Suddenly I remembered the platter of food Nettie had carried up from the dining-room. I looked swiftly about for it; it would serve to convince me that I was in the midst of realities, and that the whole thing from the beginning was not a frightful nightmare.
But though I looked in vain for the platter of food, my glance quickly lighted on the lacquered tray on which Nettle had carried it. The tray lay on the floor near the doorway, indisputable evidence of the actuality of the whole aenazng business.
And now I remembered the butler, Graves, and his stealthy appearance on the stairs behind me. Probably he was still lurking there— unless he was concerned in Nettie's disappearance, and had already taken himself off. If it were not too late I would hunt him down and wring. the truth from him. I rushed to the door and screamed out his name. In an instant he loomed up silently in the gloom of the corridor. At once I gripped him and hurled him before me into the northwest chamber.
"Where is your mistress?" I yelled fiercely.
He backed away from me, gasping; and now, in the growing daylight, seeing his face, I realised that I had made a mistake. The man was plainly frightened; but, despite his obvious fear, there was an expression of honest resentment in his eyes that convinced me of my error before he could utter a word. He was guilty of nothing worse than prying at my heels; no doubt my strange movements were sufficient excuse for that.
I wasted no time in explaining my accusing suspicions, or in apologising for my rough handling of him.
I cut into his incoherent splutter. "Your mistress has disappeared, Graves," I said hoarsely. "Have you seen anything of her?"
The poor fellow opened his mouth, made inarticulate sounds, and stared at me with wide, startled eyes. I caught at his shoulder and shook him.
"No-o, sir. I know nothing about it," he stuttered. Then, as my hand dropped limply from him, he volunteered a suggestion which, judging by his expression, he seemed to think extremely intelligent.
"Have you looked for the mistress in her room, sir?" he asked.
His question took me aback. So certain was I that there was tragedy afoot that it had never occurred to Ine to look for Nettie in the place where, in ordinary circumstances, she was most likely to be found-her own room. And yet, as I turned hastily to put this point to the test, I knew in my heart that I was hoping against hope. I felt convinced beyond possibility of doubt that Nettie had not passed out through the doorway of the north-west chamber since I had seen her enter it.
Graves would have followed me, but I was resolved to keep the north-west chamber under observation until I had made close search for some hidden exit from it; I bade him not stir from where he stood until my return. Then, while my pulse throbbed painfully, I hurried to Nettie's room.
I was fully prepared . to find my wife's room deserted, and my forebodings were justified. A cursory inspection convinced me that there had been no preparations for premeditated flighlt; the bed had been slept in, her jewel cases, with their contents intact, were in their usual place, and there was no disorder in her wardrobe.
But before I had completed my search I made certain discoveries that led me to believe that Nettie was fully dressed when she entered . the north-west chamber. The mystery was bristling with strange features, and this latest discovered fact was the strangest of all! I could not bring myself to believe that Nettle had voluntarily deserted me. Half-frenzied, I returned to the north-west chamber. I found Graves patiently awaiting my return, but with nothing to report. When the honest fellow actually understood the seriousless of the situation he became half-tearful with sympathetic anxiety.
My next step was to question the other servants, and shortly Graves paraded two sleepy maid servants before me. But all my questioning of them was of no avail. One said stupidly that she was awakened by a noise like the sound of a motor car leaving the house, but neither had noticed anything unusual in their mistress' demeanour before they retired, and both were plainly surprised and mystified by my enquiries.
Presently I dismissed them, and, still leaving Graves in charge of the north-west chamber, I descended to examine all the exits from the house. Graves had earnestly assured me that he had personally attended to the fastenings of all the doors and windows on the previolus night, but I wanted to be absolutely satisfied of this before concentrating my attention on an effort to makle the northwest chamber yield up its grim secret.
I found that Graves had been perfectly trustworthy in his report: in the lower part of the house locks, bolts, and bars were all faithfully fulfilling the purposes for which they were intended; nowhere was there an opening throlugih which even a cat might have escaped into the oluter world.
"Well, Graves, you are right," I admitted, when I rejoined him. "The key of the mystery is in this room. With my own eyes I saw your mistress enter it; since then she has not come out, and we have got to find out what has become of her. Get me a hammer at once."
Graves, who had listened to me with a hopelessly puzzled air, hastened to obey my command, and returned shortly with the tool I needed. Then, for fully two hours, with his help, I made an exhaustive search of the north-west chamber, hammering over every inch of the walls in the hope of finding some hidden panel or secret hiding place, sounding the entire surface of the floor, and at times ripping up floor-boards where suspicious hollowness was detected.
But all our work was fruitless. At last I was forced'to admit myself beaten, baffled by the cruellest mystery by which man had ever been beset. When I acknowledged defeat old Graves, who had been stooping over a bit of flooring by the door, straightened himself painfully, and, while he mopped his brow with a big handkerchief, watched me anxiously.
"A most mysterious occurrence, sir," he mumbled sympathetically.
"It's too much for my poor wits, Graves," I responded dismally. "I must go over to Hesperton at once."
"The police, sir?"
I nodded. "I must telegraph to Scotland Yard," I remarked. "The local police would be of little use in a case like this."
Graves pocketed his handkerchief and assumed a business-like air.
"Will I get you a bit of breakfast, sir, before you start?" he suggested. "You'll he a lot better for it."
"No, nothing to eat, Graves, just a brandy and soda in my room presently. And, Graves, keep as much as you can of this matter from these girls downstairs, or we'll have them make a deadly fuss. Make up the best story you can to satisfy them while I am away."
Graves pursed his lips wisely and departed.
Left alone, unable to drag myself yet from the room of dire tragedies, I looked blankly out on the dull, cheerless expanse of moorland on which the windows of the north-west chamber gave outlook. Seldom, indeed, was there a living soul to be seen in the vicinity of Thorpe House, and now, in the early hours of this chill Christmas morning, the isolation seemed so complete that I was vividly afflicted with a sense of utter desolation.
Too late for regrets now— yet I knew that I had been weakly, sinfully, selfish in secluding my helpless wife in this house of terrors to the end that I might escape from the chains of ill-paid toil.
Reverently I vowed that should Fate restore Nettie to me I would cheerfully resign my ill-fated inheritance, and return lightheartedly to the newspaper drudgery from which I had hoped I had for ever escaped.
With a sigh of bitterness at the futility now of such a resolve, I turned at last from the window and made my way slowly to my own room. There I found that Graves had been before me. He had left a tray on my dressing table on which, as well as a decanter and syphon, I found a plate of sandwiches. His thohghtfulness did not end there; he had laid out on my bed clean linen and a fresh suit of clothes.
I drank a strong dose of brandy and soda to stiffen my frayed nerves, and, while I dressed, managed to find an appetite for the sandwiches Graves had provided.
At last I was ready for my journey to Hesperton. I descended the stairs, and, as I reached the corridor which led to the northwest chamber, I heard the subdued throb of an engine, as though a powerful motor car rushed rapidly along the Pinedale-road, either to or from Hesperton. It occurred to me that in my need for speed a motor car would prove a very useful possession just then.
The next moment I was hurrying along the corridor to close the door of the north-west chamber as best I could prior to leaving instructions that no one was to enter the room in my absence. I gained the door of the north-west chamber, and, after a casual glance within, was pulling it to behind me, when, suddenly, the drone of hushed voices, and a strange.scraping noise reached my ears.
Instantly I stiffened, listened intensely, then; in a flash I was inside the room.
The sight that met my eyes was the strangest, and yet the most welcome I had ever known. Often in my dreams now it recurs in a vivid picture of light and shade.
My wife stood on the sill of the nearest window— the one which overlooked the moat. She was on the point of stepping lightly to the floor of the room when I entered, and, at the shock of my sudden appearance, would, I think, have fallen backwards but for the supporting arm of a young pale-faced man who seemed strangely to find a secure footing in the air behind her. Before I could reach them they were both inside the room, and my amazement and desire for an immediate explanation were lost sight of in the fact that Nettie was drooping piteously in to the stranger's arms.
With a wild cry I sprang forward in terrible vehemence of rage and alarm, struck the man aside, and I clasped Nettie to my breast. Even as I clasped her to me the hum of an engine, and a sudden shrill whirr, uprose without the window.
Surprised into momentary forgetfulness of my burden I gazed with startled eyes through the open sash of the window, and saw something rise from beyond the flat roof of the unused outbuilding and dart gracefully, and with immense swiftness, far across the moorland. With almost dazed brain I watched it, while in a whirl of thought I tried to unravel the meaning of its appearance; but I had no hesitation in recognising that the flying thing was an aeroplane— a small monoplane of great power and speed.
The monoplane had not passed out of sight when I forgot it in my anxious regard for Nettie. She still hung limply in my arms, but her eyes were just re-opening to consciousness. The man who entered the window behind her was now bent over her, chafing her hands slkilfully, and betraying an air of such great and intimate concorn that I was moved to quick and fierce jealousy to thrust him roughly from her.
My sudden movement had an electrifying result; a long coat which the man was wearing swung back from his legs as I pushed him, and exposed the tell-tale broad arrow knee-breeches of the long-term convict. Nettie, fully conscious, smothered the exclamation that had burst from me. Her arms were round my neck, her lips were on mine, dry sobs shook her whole body.
While I was thus fettered thie convict spoke; he gave me thie key to the strange business.
"Nettie, my sister, will explain my presence," he said huskily.
Dumbly I leaned back against the window, and, still holding Nettie to me, listened while she sobbed out the whole amazing story.
The man in tne convict's garb was her second brother, Philip. I had never seen this brother, but I knew, althourgh Nettie thought I did not, that a few months after our marirrage he had been sentenced to ten years' penal servitude for forgery. He had consistently asserted his innocence of the crime with which he was charged, and Nettie and most of his friends believed firmly in the truth of his statement.
For several months Nettie, with a certain Lieutenant Blair, Philip's closest friend, had been plotting to rescue Philip from Dartmoor, and in the fact that Leutenant Blair was an accomplished aviator, and that the isolated Thorpe mansion was on the fringe of Dartmoor, they found a combination of circumstances that promnised almost certain success.
All this Nettie haltingly explained, and then went on to tell me how her brother's escape was accomplished. How Lieutenant Blair's monoplane lay in wait on Dartmoor for Philip, and when her brother appeared with an outdoor gang, Nettie, as being less liable to suspicious observation than Blair, had signalled instructions for his dash for liberty. The entire scheme worked with perfect smoothness, and Philip was in the air, far out of reach of pursuit, flying swiftly towards Hesperton and the Thorpe mansion, when his escape was discovered.
"But how did you reach the aeroplane from this room, Nettie?" I asked, holding her at arm's length, and regarding her with wonder and admiration.
"A plank across to the outbuildings made a splendid bridge," she replied. smiling shyly at me.
"Good Lord! The pluck of the child!" I murmured.
"Why did you not confide in me? Did you think I would not help you," I asked her later, when I had her to myself.
"I wanted to tell you, but I could not muster up enough courage," she answered, nestling comfortably in my arms. "You seemed always so strait-laced, so upright, and so intolerant of faults in others."
How I laughed! I must confess to feeling very gratified that Philip Norman was able to establish his innocence, and that I was obliged to smuggle him, as I intended, to one of the colonies.
Within a month of his escape from Dartmoor a confession of guilt was wrung from the actual forger, who had fallen into trouble over some other matter. When all this was settled I would have fulfilled my vow of resigning my inheritance, but Nettie absolutely refused to consent to such a course.
However, the north-west chamber is now blocked up with solid brickwork, and the hope is strong in me that the last chapter of its tragedies has been written.
_________________________
7: The Virus of Hell
William H Hope
Fl. 1910s-1930s No other information known.
Weird Tales Feb 1934
"ISN'T it about time for— for it to begin?"
The words fell hollowly on the air of the sealed chamber, like words dropped in the stagnant silence of a vault. My body jerked spasmodically and I shot a startled look toward the other four men entombed with me in this lead-walled room a score of feet underground.
Enloe and Ward had reacted to the sudden stimulus as I had done; they were glaring resentfully at Fenwick, who had spoken. But Boothe was watching me as though he had not heard the doom-laden warning, his cold, tawny eyes appraising me sardonically. I flushed under his scrutiny and he turned away, a wraith of a smile on his thin lips.
I did not like Boothe, nor he me; some day there would be an accounting, but this year of 1985, with the last pitiful remnant of Right suspended above a seething maelstrom of Evil, was no time for personal differences. I could not forget that in an adjoining chamber, lead-sheathed like this to guard against espionage by our enemies' vision-rays, a white-haired, devoted scientist was laboring day and night to release us from our crushing bondage, even eating and sleeping in his hastily equipped laboratory to save precious minutes and avoid the possibility of fatal discovery. So I swallowed my anger and watched Boothe as he rose with the springy grace of a great cat and crossed the room to a panel of translucent quartz. With his heavy hand on an inset switch he turned to us, his insolently accusing eyes fleeting over me as he spoke:
"Fenwick recalled us from morbid anticipation. Behold the latest victim!"
And he closed the switch, again letting his glance flit toward me with a trace of suggestiveness in it.
The blood started again to my face, to recede swiftly as the panel glowed with light, and leave my skin cold with the realization of this daily horror to which we could not grow accustomed. We leaned forward, nerves taut as violin strings, faces drawn with horror and impotent grief.
At first the panel pictured only a swirling confusion of shadows, incomplete and shifting rapidly. Boothe guided a tiny indicator on the illuminated globe beside the panel, and the scene blurred, then sprang into startling clearness when the needle stopped on one of the numbered squares. Through this televistic window we looked into the Public Square of Colony 4, situated more than five hundred miles from where we sat here in Colony 6 on the south Atlantic seaboard. So great was the magic of the reproducing electrical waves which picked up the light vibrations and etched them on the six-foot square panel, that we could see the set features, the grim attitude of ghastly expectancy graven on the faces of the multitude which milled restlessly in the open square. But this was not the scene for which our nerves clamored. Boothe adjusted the indicator a minute fraction, and a gasp escaped from our dry throats.
The new view showed a raised platform in the middle of the Square, a huge cube of concrete above which a black, fan-shaped thing of metal was suspended between four slender columns of steel set in the concrete. The eyes of the waiting throng were glued to this platform with the terrible fascination which compels one to keep his gaze on the gibbet during an execution. And execution this was to be; even as we watched, a figure mounted the platform steps with a defiant stride and faced the multitude with proudly uplifted head.
"Whitmore!" croaked Ward. "Gad, what nerve!"
"And there comes Black George, damn him!" rasped Enloe.
A tall, slouching man in a brown uniform was following Whitmore up the wide steps. He was not a negro, but his skin was so swarthy as to have earned him the sobriquet of "Black" George. He was the official executioner of the International Council, and he smiled cruelly as he looked over the sea of hate-filled faces and jerked his thumb insinuatingly at the fan-shaped thing above. Whitmore's lips began to move; he was addressing the crowd, confirmed orator that he was, and Boothe swiftly closed another switch on the other side of the panel. Instantly the words became clearly audible:
"—neither myself nor any other of that determined band will let fall a hint of their whereabouts. Together they are the Damocletian sword held over the heads of our cursed criminal masters by the thread of their labors, and when those labors are complete the sword will fall with crushing vengeance. Stand fast, friends. Die, if need be, as I shall die. But do nothing to jeopardize the safety of the two who will soon free you from the fetters of Organized Crime. The day of reckon—"
The brave speech was never completed. The International Council was not of a mind to allow such an inflammatory message to be broadcast. A half-dozen uniformed guards leaped to the platform under direction of the officer in charge. Swiftly they seized Whitmore, binding his hands and feet and forcibly bending his head, securing it in place with a metal band at the end of a spring. Black George raised his arm up one of the colunms and from the slitted, fan-shaped muzzle of the machine came a sheet of crimson flame, thin as a knife-blade and infinitely swifter. Whitmore's head was sheared cleanly from its neck, quivering at the end of the spring, while the body stood erect for a moment, then slumped in a heap on the platform.
Black George leered mockingly at the spectators.
A deep murmur welled up from the multitude, a murmur that swelled into a booming roar. A wave of infuriated humanity surged toward the execution platform, but Black George and the guards quickly demounted the flame-projector and wheeled its menacing muzzle in a slow arc about them. The wave stopped before that deadly threat, and brown uniforms, brandishing flame-pistols, began to work through the milling mob, cutting out the leaders and hurrying them away. The riot was over.
BOOTHE opened the switches.
"Enough for today, gentlemen." We understood his slight emphasis upon "today." Tomorrow, at this hour, the tragic scene would be repeated in a different Colony with a fresh victim, as it had been repeated now for ten days. As there were only ten Colonies, this was Number 4's second sacrifice, though the Council didn't always take them in exact rotation. Tomorrow it might be our turn again or one of the others'. We never knew until a short bit before the execution hour, the uncertainty being a part of the Council's punishment for our stubbornness.
Hence I knew the meaning of the glances cast at me by the sardonic Boothe; knew with sickening certainty what was in the minds of the men in that room, in the minds of all the oppressed colonists.
I was the one Whitmore and all these devoted people were shielding with their lives—I, and one other, Nathan Woodruff, the white-haired scientist, who was at this very moment absorbed with his chemical formulæ in the adjoining room, striving with might and brain to evolve that which would lift the curse from the harassed Colonies. We two were the ones mentioned by Whitmore in his last speech, the ones desired above all things by the International Council, and we could at any time stop the fearful slaughter which was decreed irrevocably for each and every day until we should be surrendered.
The thought was horrible. For ten days and nights I had suffered with the knowledge that a life was being given for mine with every rotation of the earth. I couldn't sleep without starting up from a grisly dream; even my waking hours were haunted by the look of agony on the faces of the victims of that hellish flame.
Victims of loyalty!
I got up from my chair, shaky but grimly determined. Boothe was watching me quizzically, but I gave him no heed.
"Men," I said steadily, "Whitmore was like a father to me, and I feel a little groggy. I've got to have some fresh air—"
Enloe stepped in my path. "We all feel that way, son, but we would feel far worse if we permitted you to carry out what's in your mind. Sit down, Draughon."
He had read my design on my face, I suppose, but I was desperate. "I will not," I told him stubbornly. "Sit here and watch man after man give his life that I may live? God forbid that I should forget the principles for which we live! Let me out. I'm going to stop this butchery."
It was not bravado; I meant what I said. Even death was preferable to those grisly nightmares. But he pushed me back to my chair.
"God forbid," he said sternly, "that you should so have misinterpreted the principles for which we live! The Colonial Constitution is founded on Truth, Honor, Justice, and I should violate at least two of the cardinal principles if I allowed you to give yourself up."
"It would gain a few days' respite, save a few lives," I argued. "In the meantime Professor Woodruff will finish his work. And I am no longer of benefit to the Cause."
"Without you, Draughon, today there would be no Cause to die for. Two weeks ago when you and Woodruff were thrown into the glass prison at Washington, condemned to die under the Flame for conspiring against the Council, the Colonies lost all hope. And then the greed of Joroon De Berrie gave you your chance and you accomplished the death of De Berrie, his lieutenant, Muir, and the scoundrelly traitor Dured Akridge. Then you effected the release of Woodruff from prison, the first escape from its grim gates in its history. That is why a man willingly dies each day to preserve your freedom; it is through you that they have been given new hope that the long reign of terror is doomed. If you surrender, Draughon, those men, including Whitmore, will have died in vain. Let's not render their sacrifice futile."
The others nodded their approval of Enloe's rebuking lecture. Seeing the matter in this new light made me feel better until Boothe heaved his bulk to the floor and spoke with maddening ambiguity.
"The Council's decree calling for a victim each day until you and the professor are delivered into their hands is merely revenge on their part, my dear quixotic fellow, and you could not add to your laurels by becoming a martyr."
He sat down, that fleeting, irritating smile on his lips. I was about to retort angrily, when the panel communicating with the laboratory slid back and the tall figure of Woodruff in a white chemist's robe stood framed in the opening. His eyes were alight with a glow of exultation, and a half-smile played about his lips.
"Gentlemen," he said with a quiet touch of pride, "the work is complete—and successfully so!"
A SIGH of relief escaped us. Fenwick sobbed emotionally. Mingled with my own gratification was a thrill of pride in my own small part in the triumph. Woodruff strode to the small table and placed on it a bottle filled with a milky fluid. Beside it he placed another of the same size containing a liquid slightly different in appearance. He stepped back and faced us.
"Those bottles of fluid, friends, are the result of years of theory and weeks of effort. Together they represent more potential force for good and evil than it would be possible otherwise to concentrate in any given spot on the earth's surface. The one I have named simply the Serum of Right; the other, because of its malefic properties, I have called the Virus of Hell!"
We fidgeted uneasily in our chairs, memories of the great War of the Chemists of 1960 flooding into our minds. That murderously short conflict had shaken the world with horror. What new flood of destruction and agony had the professor developed in his crucibles and test-tubes?
Woodruff smiled reassuringly.
"There is no possibility of explosion, gentlemen; nor can the fluids generate a lethal gas. They are to be administered hypodermically."
I stared at him in astonishment. Ward, Fenwick, even Enloe, looked askance. Boothe grunted contemptuously.
"And is this what we have been waiting for— what men have been dying for each day— a mere sedative?" he asked raspingly. "And when the effects of the potion wear off— saying our enemies can be induced to take it— what then?"
Woodruff let his eyes play over Boothe for long, flaying seconds; eyes that were at once pitying and disdainful. Boothe's aplomb was shaken by that scornful scrutiny and he subsided, flushing darkly. The chemist gave his attention to the rest of us, ignoring Boothe.
"An explanation is in order, gentlemen, lest you join with Boothe in believing that I have wasted my time at the expense of more valuable lives, but you must be content with a simple outline; details are too technical. First, I will summarize our situation, designating the two continental factions present in the calculation simply as Good and Evil, which, in the last analysis, and with a few exceptions, they really are. You are perfectly familiar, of course, with the gradual breakdown of the public moral fiber which permitted Evil to gain open control of the government, which they had directed sub rosa for many years, and of the refusal of a small but high-principled minority to accept that condition, and of the shambles which followed their rebellion. But it was not Evil's intention to eradicate the rebels, for they numbered in their ranks the brainiest and most talented men of the era; it is significant that the men selected by nature to make each forward step of civilization are men of honor, integrity, and sympathy. No worth-while contribution to life can be made by one of low principles.
"Evil, selfishly shrewd, recognized this, and instead of eliminating the type they segregated Good into colonies so that they could profit by Good's progress and yet not be hampered by its conscience."
This was old to us; I saw the sneering face of Boothe open in a wide yawn. Woodruff also noticed and resumed:
"Perhaps I am boring you, but this preamble is necessary to your understanding why I concentrated my efforts on developing the fluid in these bottles instead of perfecting a new lethal gas, a deadly ray, or a destructive rearrangement of atomic forces. Men, I ask a very pointed question to support my contention: Is it feasible for the twenty-odd thousand Good to engage the quarter-billion Evil in a battle for supremacy?"
Enloe, always seeing good in the worst of us, asked:
"But isn't your classification too rigid? Surely there must be countless millions of folk on the continent who are not evil. They simply follow the path of least resistance."
"A good gas would wipe them out, lock, stock, and barrel," interjected Boothe savagely. "But a soporific— my God!"
The sarcasm was serenely ignored by the gray-haired chemist.
"That indeed would be the obvious remedy. But Enloe brought out the objection to it. Our creed is Truth, Honor, Justice. We would be false to every principle should we attempt to slaughter our persecutors. We had a horrible example of wholesale murder in the late war when whole cities died as a single man."
There was no gainsaying this fact. But what was his plan?
"Friends," and his voice was solemn, yet ringing with conviction, as of a man who has stumbled upon a great truth and is awed by its majestic grandeur. "Friends, to us has been given the power to usher in the Millennium." Almost reverently he picked up one of the bottles, which I now saw was marked with a small blue label; the other one was red. "A few drops of this liquid injected near the spinal bulb will transform the most vicious creature of the cesspools of Evil into the man his Creator intended him to be!"
In a twinkling it all came to me, and I gasped at the sheer audacity of the idea. Ward, Fenwick, Enloe stared at the chemist with a tinge of awe as the meaning of his words dawned upon them. Even Boothe was impressed, but he picked the weak point of the plan.
"Granted the fluid will do as you say," he said heavily. "You will have to convert your sinner before he will consent to being a saint. None will consent to the injection willingly, and if we have to kill them to make them like it, how resurrect them afterward?"
Sarcasm had become insolence. The scientist looked at him coldly.
"An injection would do you no harm!" he said bluntly. "There will be men brave enough to start the thing. I'm sure, and once the leaders of Evil are reached the rest will be easy. It grows in geometrical progression."
"How does it work?" this from Ward, who was a minor scientist.
"Through the autonomic nervous system. I won't tire you with a long technical exposition; it has taken me years of theorizing to work this matter out, and even then the basic idea was not original. Even back in the early 1900's scientists had a vague notion that major emotions were the result of physiological causations; part of their remarkable leniency toward proved criminals was prompted by a belief that the culprit was not wholly to blame for his crime, but was the victim of a diseased mind. In working on this theory I discovered a very minute bacillus which fed on certain of the nerve cells; a culture of this bacillus injected into animals makes them exceedingly vicious—two drops injected into a timid rabbit in thirty minutes will turn him into a ferocious carnivore, preferring mice and even his own offspring to his customary vegetable diet! My discovery of the bacilli was made possible by the atomoscope; they are not apparent under the most powerful microscope, and the finest porcelain filter passes them like open-mesh screening. This fluid, the Serum, is a perfect antitoxin; and with the nervous system free of the lurking devils, the subject's mind becomes as pure and innocent as that of a child."
"And the other bottle?" queried Boothe in a speculative tone.
"That is the virus. It was necessary to work the two out together."
Woodruff's face was grave as he picked up the red-labeled vial, and he spoke in a hushed voice like a man telling forbidden things.
"The Virus of Hell! Never was a substance better named. I hesitate to predict the result were a number of men inoculated with this fluid. Fiends from hell they would be in truth, with never a spark of mercy left for friend or foe; wanton cruelty would motivate their actions, and the strangling of helpless babes would be tame sport to their blood-lusting spirits!"
He shook the vial slightly and held it before our eyes in the glow from the light-cone in the ceiling.
"See! The bacilli of hell swirling hungrily in their culture, invisible but clouding the liquor as if the smoke-fumes of the pit itself were diffused in the bottle! But few of us are entirely free of this terrible microbe, men, much as it was with the tubercle bacilli a generation or so ago; but not even the lowest brute in the deepest dive is thoroughly inoculated. Knowing the cruelty of some of our oppressors, you may imagine what they would become with this."
HE REPLACED the vial on the table and regarded us seriously.
"It will be necessary to begin at the top— with Luigi Caldoni, say, and the rest of the Council. After that it should be simple."
Luigi Caldoni, supreme chief of the International Council! Caldoni' s order it was which called for a death each day until we should be delivered to the Council. If the professor's serum could change that brute's nature it would be miraculous indeed.
"Shall we call for volunteers?" Woodruff's voice broke into my thoughts. I was rising when Boothe interrupted.
"Cast lots. It's the only fair way, and there's no need to leave this room. Remember Akridge."
I did remember the traitor and thought of his hideous death without remorse. Boothe was busily breaking toothpicks, which he always carried in his pockets. He finished and showed us five uneven slivers.
"I omitted the professor," he stated. "He's done his bit. Short pick wins honors."
He arranged them in his cupped hand, exposed ends even, and passed them about.
Enloe drew, then Ward and Fenwick and I. We then compared sticks. Boothe chuckled grimly.
"Draughon it is. Are you satisfied, or shall it be a process of elimination?"
But to this I objected, and after some argument the others let me have my way. Woodruff then drew me into the laboratory with him and closed the door behind us. He seated me on a stool while he busied himself at his long table littered with test-tubes, beakers of liquids and other chemical paraphernalia.
"I must work while we talk, Garfield. It will be best for you to start tonight, and this amnesiac must be finished for you. Can you think of a way to contact with Caldoni and the Council?"
My effort to surrender myself an hour or so ago was still in my mind; so I outlined a sketchy plan. He shook his head decidedly, and measured a minute quantity of a colorless liquid in a graduated tube before he spoke.
"I don't like it. They're a suspicious crew, and their spies have doubtless told them we're working on some scheme; hence the willing sacrifice each day to protect you and me. You mustn't have too rigid a search, you know, when you get in their hands."
Right there the difficulty of the task struck me with full force, and I admitted my helplessness.
"There is the weak point," he said. "You must get before the Council with as little interference as possible. At best it's a hazardous job, and if it weren't for the certain results to be obtained if successful I would abandon the whole scheme. But the future of the world is at stake, Garfield, and it must go through. That fool, Boothe, would rather fight, sating his hate with the blood of thousands rather than accomplishing his end by strategy."
He added a few white crystals to his liquid and watched them dissolve with a foaming action.
"It is almost complete, I will add the volatile agent later."
He turned to me and sat down on the edge of the table.
"I have a plan," he said slowly. "I would go myself, only for the fact that I would have no chance to accomplish my purpose. They will give you that chance because they desire information from you concerning De Berrie. My plan is to have the W-R drop you in Washington tonight. Seemingly you will be trying to avoid notice, but will be picked up. If you think best you can tell them you learned that the Colonists were about to betray you and you fled, believing the safest place was under their noses. That will be plausible and should lull their suspicion so that they will not search you closely for some engine of destruction. Besides, they will be eager to get you before the Council and claim the reward. Of course, if they become too inquisitive you may have to fight your way clear, but I hope not."
He studied for several minutes, then resumed: "Once before the Council, it will not be so difficult, if you undergo the same proceedings as when we faced them before, There will be only Caldoni, Wharton, and one or two others. You can approach them closely under some pretext and spray a quantity of this amnesiac"— he indicated the liquid in the tube— "into the air. In a moment they will be unconscious and remain so for a period determined by the amount of fluid liberated— ample time for your purpose. Then inject the serum in the back of the neck, intramuscular. Afterward it would be best to conceal yourself for a bit to give the drug a chance to do its work. As I remember, the Council room has several filing-cabinets set in curtained alcoves that would offer a temporary refuge. When the drug gets in its action you will be perfectly safe and can explain the whole matter."
"It seems too fantastic to be true," I muttered. "There'll be a slip-up somewhere. Things so wonderful don't work out so smoothly."
"It will work," he stated positively. "I have proved it by exhaustive tests on animals; the reaction should be the same with any mammal. The only possibility of a slip-up, as you call it, lies in the application. Once you get the Council, they will bring the rest to heel. In a week there will be clinics in every city and hamlet where the serum will be administered, by force, if necessary."
"But the anesthetic and the hypo— how will I carry them to avoid discovery? And if the amnesiac is to be sprayed openly, how can I escape its effects myself?"
"You will be doctored," he smiled, "or, rather, show the effects of doctoring. On your left hand will grow a monstrous boil with a rubber core containing enough amnesiac for nearly any contingency. By squeezing the boil with thumb or finger the liquid will be discharged. The mustache which you will wear as a disguise will contain minute glass capsules containing a nullifying agent which a brush of your hand will liberate. It will protect you for the required time, as the amnesiac is very volatile and will soon dissipate. The syringe, containing half a dozen injections of the Serum, can be concealed in a hollow shoe heel which can be fixed by the time you're ready to start."
"You think of everything," I said admiringly.
"I've been studying the matter for days. Now run along home for a few hours' rest. I'll get those fellows in yonder to help me shape things up and get the ship ready."
A SURLY, brown-uniformed guard convoyed me into the Council room and seated me in a chair facing the crescent-shaped desk behind which the Council would gather presently.
"Their Excellencies will be in when they see fit," he admonished me. "You'd better set tight. Curiosity in prisoners ain't healthy. But you've been here before and know it, I reckon." With that he left me and closed the door leading into the corridor.
As the sanctum of the High Tribunal under the Reorganization, the room had some of the features of the ordinary courtroom combined with fixtures of a great private office. Before me sat the desk already mentioned, a few feet out from the back wall which was bare save for the portraits of the gentry who had established the regime. In this wall immediately behind the desk was a small door, used, I knew, exclusively by the Council. Behind me were a number of chairs used during certain conclaves by lesser leaders of the Administration. To either side were huge filing-cabinets built in sections against the walls and extending the full length of the forty-foot room, broken only by a curtained alcove on either side, possibly for the use of clerks transcribing the proceedings. In the lofty ceiling was the great flaring light-cone for use during night sessions of the Council. On the floor was a thick carpet.
It was the custom for prisoners to be left to their own devices for varying periods in this room, and I suspected that the ceiling contained peepholes through which the prisoner could be observed and notes made of his behavior when he fancied himself absolutely alone. So, while I had little belief that I would be subjected to espionage because my guilt was already established, I put on an anxious look as though I feared the worst, though in reality it was difficult to avoid an air of complacence and a chuckle of triumph.
So far everything had gone according to schedule. At midnight the professor's space-ship, the W-R, had landed in the garden of the secluded house where I had lived with friends since my escape from prison. Enloe had accompanied the pilot and brought with him another man who proceeded deftly to make me over in such fashion that I doubted my own identity after a look into a mirror. The boil on my hand was so realistic that it almost throbbed, and I easily fell into the habit of keeping the hand partly raised as though in a sling. I was also equipped with a pair of shoes with one screw-on heel in which Enloe had placed the precious syringe, loaded and ready for use. With my mustache firmly attached I climbed into the space-flyer for the first time since my return from the moon, and we shot into the sky.
An hour later I was sneaking along a motorway a short distance out of Washington, the Tower a lighted spire against the sky. In another hour I had been arrested and exultantly identified. In their eagerness they had swallowed my story without question, given me only the most superficial of searches, and had even joked about my sore hand. Now I was to face the Council and endure a merciless grilling. I repressed a smile with difficulty.
Twice before I had been in this building; once at the farcical trial which had condemned Woodruff and me to death; a second time in another room from this, where I had undergone an inquisition which had led by devious means to the horrible death of the then guiding light of the Council and his most trusted aide, De Berrie, and the warden of the Glass Prison, Calvin Muir. Caldoni the ruler, Wharton, Papke, Hoffman— lesser lights of the evil regime— had not forgotten that blow, and if this desperate scheme fell flat I could expect the most horrible death inherently cruel minds could devise, and Caldoni was a genius at refined torture.
It must not fail. My own life was of small moment, but those trusting, sacrificing thousands in the Colonies must be freed from bondage and the shadow of dreadful doom lifted from their souls.
I stiffened in my chair as the private door behind the desk swung silently and four men filed solemnly into the chamber.
I THRILLED in every fiber as they took their seats inside the curve of the desk. These four men, Caldoni, Papke, Hoffman, Wharton, held the fate of the Colonies in their hands, and I held theirs in mine! But I maintained a sullen calm; these men were shrewd, and behavior out of character with my situation would arouse their suspicion. So I sat unmoved and returned their cold inspection with the defiant stare I knew they expected. Caldoni pressed a button on the desk, and a hidden loud-speaker filled the room with its blaring voice:
"Garfield Draughon, resident Colony 7; convicted jointly with Nathan Woodruff of conspiracy to revolt; responsible for disappearance of Council-chief Joroon De Berrie, Warden Muir, and one other. Escaped from prison on eve of execution and delivered his accomplice, Woodruff. Arrested 4 a. m. by Inspectors Gregg and Peddy on Motorway 62-A en route to city. Prisoner was seeking refuge in city because of rumor that Colonists were about to surrender him to Council to stop daily executions. Prisoner alone and unarmed."
The facts stated briefly for the edification of the Council, the metallic voice hushed. Caldoni eyed me with stern disfavor, poorly concealing the triumph he felt at having me in his power.
"You have heard the charge. What is your answer?"
"Since I am already convicted, why plead innocence?"
Hoffman and Papke frowned. Caldoni's eyes smoldered. Here, I saw, was a human volcano, quick to erupt his deadly passion. Small wonder that even his associates stood in dread of him and underlings quaked in his presence. But the knowledge of the powerful amnesiac under my fingers gave me courage.
"Where are De Berrie and Muir?" he snapped.
"Where they can no longer harm the Colonies," I answered cheerfully. "Muir was sacrificed by the moon people in their underground temple; De Berrie and I escaped, but De Berrie was killed by a scorpion in the cavern leading from the mountain. Their own greed killed them, not I."
Caldoni's eyes burned as the devils of wrath stirred his temper. "Liar!" he snarled, leaning forward. "Give me the truth or I will have your tongue burned from your throat. Where have you hidden De Berrie and Muir?"
I jumped to my feet. Four flame-pistols flashed up to cover me and for a split second I hesitated, minded to let them have it by pressing the bulb in my palm, but I was several feet away and to have full effect the amnesiac must be released at close range. If I could gain just four more short steps! So I appeared to be properly awed by their weapons and lifted my arms to show my harmlessness. But I vented my resentment of the insult in speech.
"Gangster methods and gangster odds," I said hotly. "Save your insults for your associates, Caldoni!"
I regretted the foolish bravado almost instantly. My hot temper was jeopardizing my mission, for Caldoni was as unstable as an explosive gas. If I watched my tongue I was fairly safe, for I felt sure they would not harm me while they believed I held information vital to them. Their refusal to accept the truth which I had given them had built a wall of security about me. Under cover of their amazement at my audacity I gained several inches.
Caldoni trembled with fury. His brown eyes grew murky with hate, and Hoffman on one side and Papke on the other laid restraining hands on his arms, speaking swiftly in an undertone.
Whatever they said had an effect, for I could see the tremendous effort the man made to control his passion. His voice shook.
"Come closer!" He beckoned with his pistol and I obeyed with alacrity, coming so near that he motioned me to stop. Then he fastened his hot gaze on my face as if trying to conquer my stubborn spirit with the very deadliness of his power. He raised himself erect, a more commanding position.
"You will tell me about De Berrie and Muir. You will also tell me the whereabouts of Woodruff. Or I will kill you in this room!"
He lifted the flame-pistol menacingly.
He was at the breaking-point. I was cold with fear lest I stretch my bluff too far and spoil everything. But I was not yet in just the position I desired.
"I have told you the truth about De Berrie and Muir, Caldoni," I answered steadily. "I will tell nothing about Professor Woodruff. And you will not kill me here, for the people would not believe that you had captured me at all and your prestige with the masses would be shaken."
His face purpled. The other Councillors rose. I inched forward. Hoffman spoke, worriedly, I thought:
"Draughon, don't be a fool! We will deal leniently with you if you assist us. And if you don't, we will have our way and you will suffer ten thousand deaths for your refusal. We have the power, the wealth, and the might to crush your Colonies if they are not submissive—wipe them from very existence!"
I took a short step, lifting my arm in an apparently innocent dramatic gesture— that potent left arm!
"You, the representatives of organized Evil, have all that you say," I told them earnestly. "But your rule is built on sand. With all your resources you lack the one essential of success in any undertaking— brains! And the brains of civilization are concentrated in the ten Colonies. In the end they will conquer!"
Caldoni spoke softly, huskily, as if to himself.
"I may not kill, but I can maim!" I saw him stealthily lift his pistol. "You shall be carried through the streets of the Colonies a wretched, limbless cripple, the body of a man and nothing more, to show how Luigi Caldoni rewards those who make sport of him!"
The showdown had come. I read it instantly in his eyes. There was no mercy, no bluff in those hot pools of hate, only malign cruelty swirling in their brown depths. He took quick aim at my uplifted arm— and I clenched my fist!
Almost simultaneously with the ejection of the spray of amnesiac I swept my right hand across the mustache, crushing the capsules of antidote and removing the appendage. The four Councillors stiffened as they inhaled the powerful fumes; then they slumped heavily in the chairs beneath them, heads sagging on their breasts. Caldoni's pistol dropped from his nerveless fingers.
WITH the pungent fumes of the antidote reeking in my head I acted swiftly. In a jiffy the detachable heel came off and the syringe dropped into my hand. I leaned over Caldoni and shot a heavy dose of the Serum into his neck muscles just at the edge of his hair. Hoffman, Papke, and Wharton got an injection in turn, and I stepped back, my work accomplished. Remained only to conceal myself until the drug had done its work. And then I distinctly heard a noise in the corridor!
I whirled, knocking my hand against the horn of the crescent desk and dropping the syringe which I had intended to put in my pocket. But there was no time to retrieve it; I leaped for the protection of the alcove curtains just as the door opened and a uniformed guard entered the room. Through a fold of the drapery I watched, wishing heartily that I had snatched up Caldoni's pistol.
The man came close to the desk, staring puzzled at the relaxed figures. "Your Excellency " he began hesitantly, and then stopped.
Caldoni stirred, lifted his head sluggishly and stared vacantly at the guard. The fellow stood there goggling, his mouth open. He was tongue-tied with fear that he had roused the tyrant from a nap and thereby incurred his displeasure. I watched the tableau from my covert with keen interest. In a few moments now Caldoni should react to the heavy dose of Serum. I grinned in happy excitement, and studied Caldoni, who seemed to be recovering more quickly than the others. The guard, afraid to speak until given permission, also waited.
And now if Woodruff's theories and painstaking experiments were accurate should begin the transmogrification of the evil genius who held the Colonies under his iron thumb. The lines of cruelty about his mouth should disappear; the perpetual frown on his forehead should be effaced, and the evil cunning lurking always in his eyes should be succeeded by a look of gentleness and compassion. I waited, confident these things would happen.
Nothing of the sort took place.
But a change there was, one that I could not believe and could only stare at in incredulous amazement, stupefied like the craven guard who was watching open-mouthed. Caldoni's face was altering slowly and through no muscular action of his own. It was losing its human stamp and becoming a mask of consummate evil. Like a mirror it reflected the foul emotions, the malignant passions of the man-brute. Ferocity, rapacity, cunning, lust— in short a monster dwarfing the foul creation of Frankenstein was emerging from what had once been a man. And as the awful thing was a-borning there was growing upon me the numbing conviction that I was responsible for the horrible metamorphosis, because in some way, for some reason, the syringe had been loaded with the Virus of Hell!
Stark terror gripped me. My brain reeled as it comprehended the enormity of the thing that had happened. Before we had lived in the shadow of fear and suffering, enduring much at the hands of our oppressors. But those oppressors had been human. Now they were devils, fiends from the Pit whose orgies of blood and rapine would shame the deeds of Lucifer himself in the reign of Hell they would inaugurate.
To this day I have regretted that I didn't rush Caldoni and try to get the pistol he had dropped and kill them all. If I had succeeded it would have saved many lives and incalculable agony. But I didn't, and the secret knowledge of my cowardice has shamed me cruelly. Yet most men would have been just as craven as I in the same situation. I was a score of feet from Caldoni, with a heavy desk intervening, and the pistol was on the floor by his feet. The man was alert now, fully recovered from the anesthetic, and endeavoring to readjust his mind to the new sensation he was doubtless experiencing. The other Councillors were stirring, reviving rapidly. Moreover, while the guard was seemingly petrified with wonderment and fright, he was fully armed and would regain his wits quickly enough at sight of a prisoner running amok.
I repeat that I am ashamed of my lack of courage to take the chance, small though it certainly was, in the light of what subsequently happened. My only consolation is that it was Destiny.
Caldoni spoke, his voice vibrant with menace.
"The prisoner— Draughon— where is he?"
The guard jerked tremblingly to attention and stammered:
"Your Excellency— I— I do not know. Isn't he here?"
"Fool! Do you see him? Where have you been? Answer, dog!"
The harsh words completed the fellow's demoralization. He pleaded abjectly for mercy.
"Your Excellency— I— have mercy on me! I have not left my post at the door save to bring Mr. Hoffman a message from his daughter saying she is coming—"
"You lie!" Caldoni stooped swiftly and recovered the pistol, pointing it at the guard. "Ten thousand hells shall you suffer for letting him escape!"
His voice rose to a scream. His hand lifted, a thin sheet of flame leaped from the pistol and the guard's half-lifted left arm dropped from its shoulder and thumped suddenly on the floor.
A scream of horror broke from the man's lips. It had happened so swiftly that he scarcely realized it. He stared stupidly at the thing by his feet, his lips working soundlessly.
But the end was not yet. Maddened by the scene before him, his new-born cruelty whetted by the act, Caldoni shifted his aim and lopped off the remaining arm. Then, as the man crumpled in a faint, the monster deliberately severed each leg at the hip and regarded the shambles with deep satisfaction. The other Councillors, now fully awake, applauded the deed.
Caldoni pressed a button. In a few moments another uniformed man appeared, who shrank back horrified from the thing on the floor, yet was quick-witted enough to save himself a like fate, perhaps, by saluting smartly and affecting to ignore that which had turned his face as gray as a corpse.
"The prisoner, Draughon, has escaped," Caldoni said coldly. "See that the building is searched and the exits guarded. If he is not returned in two hours, every attendant in the Tower shall become like that thing on the floor who failed in his duty. Send in clearers to remove this offal."
The attendant saluted again with a hand that trembled, and withdrew. After he had gone, Caldoni spoke to his confreres, and they rose and filed out the private door, leaving me alone with the luckless wretch who had been the first to reap the horror I had innocently sown.
He might live— the Flame Cut cleanly with no loss of blood, cauterizing the stump; but far better should he never awake. I stared at the mess of arms and legs and shuddered numbly. I was the cause of that, and in a few minutes more I would suffer a like fate, or worse. Through the slightly open door I could hear footsteps hurriedly approaching, and from my slit in the curtains I watched with tense nerves. When the searchers came close enough I would take them by surprize, seize a pistol and at least take some of my enemies with me. I would never be taken alive, a plaything for Caldoni's fiendish torture.
THE door was pushed wide and two men in the familiar brown suits entered with a stretcher and began to pick up the pieces of their luckless fellow. My taut nerves relaxed a little; these men were intent only on their clean-up job, with no thought of prisoners. So thorough indeed was their work that one of them, looking about him to make sure the task was done, spied the shiny barrel of the little syringe lying half buried in the deep pile of the carpet. With a muttered word to his companion he walked over to the desk and picked it up, scrutinized it closely, and dropped it into his pocket. Then they picked up their ghastly burden and hurried away, closing the door behind them. I cursed my awkwardness in dropping the syringe, which still held a couple of cubic centimeters, but in the stress of my predicament I thought little of it. My escape was already known; so the clue amounted to nothing. Even if the fellow turned his find over to the Council they would think it had contained the amnesiac which I had used to put them to sleep.
But I could not stay in my hiding-place indefinitely; sooner or later the alcoves would be searched and I would be discovered— at a disadvantage. Better to be caught making a bid for freedom than be trapped like a rat. I stepped from behind the curtains, intent on investigating what lay behind the Council's private door, and had gained the middle of the room when I brought up with a jerk, an icy thrill coursing over me.
The corridor door behind me had opened!
I whirled, poised to leap and attack with the ferocity of a trapped animal fighting for its life. But the effort died a-borning, my lifted arms hung limply and I sheepishly muttered:
"I beg your pardon!"
The girl surveyed me coolly, critically. For my part I knew that I was facing the prettiest young woman I had ever seen. She was dressed in an aviator's costume of soft leather and she held her helmet crushed in one small, gauntleted hand. Her cheeks were abloom with health and the zest of youth sparkled in her blue eyes. Despite the desperate peril of my position I felt a thrill that most certainly was not prompted by danger; under other circumstances I should have enjoyed the meeting immensely, though I had always been rather shy in the company of women, but in this case she undoubtedly meant disaster. I tore my mind from the allure of her and wondered who she could be who thus boldly entered the Council room when the Council was presumably in session. It was a step not lightly taken. Then I remembered the half-delivered message of the luckless guard. She was Hoffman's daughter.
The recognition effectually dampened my little thrill of admiration. Caldoni's torture would be rendered not one whit more endurable by my being delivered to it even by the prettiest of women. At the same time my whole nature revolted at the thought of being brutal to this beautiful girl, beating her into unconsciousness so that I could make my escape. No! A principle is a principle, even if foolish and quixotic.
"And you, I take it, are the prisoner, Draughon, whose supposed escape has turned every attendant in the Tower into a madman! You do not look dangerous."
She said it musingly; there was neither fright nor malice in the low, clear tones. A wild hope flared in my mind.
"I'm sure I'm not, Miss Hoffman," I smiled, putting every atom of winsomeness I possessed into my voice. "I'm just a badly frightened young man in the most desperate plight one could imagine, wondering how long you will postpone calling a guard."
"You know me?" she asked, surprized, ignoring my hint.
Swiftly I told her what had occurred, not omitting the fate of the wretch who had attempted to deliver her message to her father. When I concluded she frowned and her eyes darkened with anger.
"Caldoni is a brute!" she exclaimed bluntly with a fine disregard for possible consequences. "He controls the Council body and soul— including my father. I'm glad you thwarted him this once."
She studied for a bit, appraising me again with her eyes. I waited, hardly daring to hope, yet conscious that her very hesitation was a point in my favor. Would she leave me without giving the alarm?
Sudden determination showed in her eyes and her small chin tilted stubbornly. She came to me and held out her ungloved right hand impulsively. I took it and, not without some grace, I hope, bent low, kissing it. The impulse had come to me spontaneously, this revival of a courtly custom almost forgotten by our generation. A faint flush deepened the pink in her cheeks, but she was not displeased.
"I like you, Mr. Draughon," she said frankly. "Come. I have decided to help you!"
A LITTLE dazed by the sudden turn of events, I followed her through the private door and up a spiraling stair which led us to the flat roof of the Tower. The landing-stage was bare, as a hasty glance proved, save for a slim stratoplane. Straight to the machine she led the way with never a glance to the side or behind to see if we were observed. With superb nerve she opened the door and motioned me into the snug, low cabin, as if she were taking an honored guest for an outing instead of conniving at the escape of the most badly wanted prisoner on the continent. She took her seat at the controls and headed the ship upward obliquely across the freight and passenger lanes until she slipped into the stratosphere, straightening out at forty thousand feet. Then she cut the speed to a mere coast, locked the controls and turned about.
"That was easy," she smiled, giving me her eyes freely. "But now that I have you, Mr. Draughon, I confess I don't know what to do with you!"
She pointed to the observation mirror on the instrument board.
"See those ships quartering the field of view? Those are military scouts investigating all pleasure and commercial craft. I caught the order going out just as I landed on the Tower. Were I to set you down anywhere, you would be taken at once, and I should be obliged to explain to Caldoni why I had turned traitress." She sniffed her contempt of the Council chief. "So, what am I to do?"
Her words banished the sense of security which the removal from immediate danger had engendered in my mind. It began to look like a case of the frying-pan versus the fire. But I found it strangely difficult to concentrate on my own peril. My thoughts had strayed into channels new to them but alluringly sweet, and I found it hard to analyze my emotions. Was I falling in love with this enemy of my people, a daughter of the infamous Council? Reason told me that she was among them, but not of them; but was a girlish impulse, born of pity for my hopeless plight, a true indication of her real character?
And yet there was no ignoring the turmoil in my mind, no setting aside of the sweet thrill her presence and her interest in me afforded by cold logic. Why, I was realizing this minute that the peril she had got herself into was giving me more real concern than my own desperate plight!
"The best course is to get rid of me as soon as possible," I told her earnestly. "Land me anywhere and let me shift for myself. I couldn't enjoy freedom knowing that you had paid for it, and a plane may stop us any minute—"
She shook her small, helmeted head. "This ship has the insignia of the Council on wings and hull. They will never stop me unless I should make some blunder. But we can't cruise about for ever. I'm expecting a radio from dad any minute."
She looked apprehensively toward the small loud-speaker in a corner of the cabin, then fell to studying me searchingly.
"Miss Hoffman," I begged, "consider yourself. You probably do not realize just how badly wanted I am, and just how frenzied the Council is at this moment. I—" and then I hesitated, wondering how much it would be safe to tell her of myself and our plans. Surely I could not tell her that my scheme had miscarried and I had made a ravening beast of her father! Swiftly I covered my confusion plausibly:
"Oh, well, I may as well make a clean breast of everything. I have been in hiding in Colony 6— you know, of course, where it is situated— and I came to Washington for the express purpose of winning the Council over to us by means of a wonderful drug, a discovery of Professor Woodruff, whom you have doubtless heard much of lately. The plan miscarried, but I managed to hide in an alcove, from which I had just emerged when you found me. Not even your father could save you from Caldoni's fury if he gets an inkling of this. Land me at once—signal one of those scouts—take me back to the Tower, anything, only wash your hands of me before they find out. Believe me. I'd rather die a thousand deaths than have you suffer one moment at the hands of that fiend!"
I hushed, realizing that I was speaking so warmly in the stress of my new emotion that it savored of melodrama. And my eyes must have been even more eloquent, for she colored hotly and her own eyes fell. The next moment they lifted, narrowed, and her voice was a little chilly.
"If I thought you believed I would do such a thing I would do it at once. I don't do things by halves, Mr. Draughon, and not all of us outside the Colonies approve of the International Council, or deserve the character that they merit."
I mumbled an apology, but she didn't even hear it. Her mobile features cleared swiftly and a sunshiny smile broke out. She clapped her hands together delightedly.
"The very thing!" she exclaimed. "Safe; perfectly safe. And what a huge joke on Mr. Caldoni!"
She turned quickly to the controls, studying the compass and the observation mirror. I couldn't tell what course she selected, but I knew that we began a slow, descending spiral. Some time later we landed with a slight jar, and we climbed out onto the landing-stage atop a tall building.
For one unnerving moment I thought she had returned to the Tower, but she airily beckoned me to follow and led the way to a door which opened onto a narrow staircase. We descended two or three flights and passed into a corridor thickly carpeted and illuminated softly by subdued light-cones. Finally she opened a door and motioned me into a luxurious apartment.
"Not even Caldoni dares enter here, Mr. Draughon!" she cried triumphantly. "My home!"
I halted in consternation. "But— but— Miss Hoffman—" I stammered in confusion.
She drew herself up regally, her eyes flashing.
"Your hesitancy, sir, is not flattering! I said this was my home, not my father's!" She eyed me levelly. "I trust that was why you seemed to hesitate?"
Touchy! As proud as a queen, and, queen-like, her motives were not to be questioned. I was reared by grandparents who refused to accept the changing customs and my ideas of propriety had been obsolete for a generation. I made haste to regain lost ground.
"My thought was only of you," I mumbled.
She smiled quick forgiveness and rested her hand briefly on my arm. Then she fixed a satisfying lunch for the two of us, and we chatted for an hour. Then she rose, worriedly, and said:
"I must be gone for a while. I'm worried because I haven't had a radio from dad. In the library are books, the announcer, and the television mirror. I'll be back presently with the latest inside news and we'll map out a plan to get you away safely."
BUT it was night when she returned, struggling bravely against a terrible agitation, her eyes reddened with weeping.
"My father," she said in answer to my anxious question. "Dead!"
Her chin quivered, tears welled afresh from her eyes, and she buried her face child-like against my coat and cried unrestrainedly. I comforted her as best I could and patted her shoulder in a man's awkward attempt to soften a sorrow that only time can assuage. Curiosity, sympathy, and above all, a dark shadow of suspicion filled my mind. Presently she drew away and lifted her head, striving to regain control of herself.
"It happened hours ago," she said dully. "The Council were entering their private shuttle after a conference to go to the ground floor of the Tower. Dad was the last to enter and the shuttle started too soon. He stepped under the panel and into the open tube."
Suspicion ripened. "Was Caldoni in the shuttle?"
She flashed me a look of bitter understanding. "I think so, too. Yes, he was at the control."
Tragedy again. The Virus of Hell! I could see Caldoni starting the shuttle a split-second too quick, allowing his compatriot to step into the empty shuttle-tube for a thousand-foot fall. I could almost hear the faint echo of sardonic laughter floating up the dark cylinder to meet the luckless man plunging to his death.
"I must be gone for two or three days. You will be safe, and there is ample food in the storage room. Under no circumstances try to get away from the apartment, for there is a tight cordon of guards about the city. Caldoni executed the Tower attendants this afternoon; so you may be sure of a sharp lookout. They are confident you are still in the city and are determined that you shall not get away. You will be here when I return?"
She looked at me mutely pleading. I promised.
THE next three days were a nightmare of suspense. I paced those rooms until I nearly wore paths in the thick pile of the rugs. I turned over a thousand schemes in my mind and discarded them as fast as they formed. Without outside aid, escape was simply impossible. The prestige of the Council was at stake; the lives of countless guards depended upon my recapture, and there was no chance of a relaxing of their interest.
The announcer kept me abreast of current events. Through it I learned the details of Hoffman's funeral at his old home in Maryland; of the large number of planes which formed the cortege; and of the subsequent departure of Miss Merrilee Hoffman with her aunt for a brief visit to New York. But of the Colonies there was no mention, and the news service was strangely silent concerning my escape and Caldoni's activities. Censored, I decided with disappointment.
Nor was the television mirror more productive of information. The second and third days I kept the mirror charged and viewed the Colonies in rotation, a wearisome and monotonous task as the hours produced only the peaceful scenes of small cities going about their daily affairs. It seemed ominously significant that the daily executions had ceased without apparent rime or reason.
Why? Because Caldoni was hatching some subtle, yet horrible, deviltry! Of this I was certain; and when, the morning of the fourth day, the girl hurriedly entered the apartment, the look of stark horror on her sweet face confirmed my forebodings. She threw herself into a chair and stared at me in such evident distress that I listened for the tread of Caldoni's men in the corridor.
"The Colonies!" she brought out at last. "Oh, those poor people!"
Little by little I got the story, a story so packed with horror and agony, with brutish lust and nameless evil, that I shall give none of the harrowing details here. A horde of murderous devils, five hundred strong, the very scum and riffraff of the cesspools of crime, had descended on Colony 7 last night. They had beaten down the resistance of the able-bodied men (possession of lethal weapons by Colonists was strictly forbidden) and staged a saturnalia of crime that beggars description. Murder and pillage and rapine were followed by the torch, and this morning the beautiful little city mourned over its ashes while the specter of death haunted hundreds of families. The foul horde had withdrawn from the ruins to a camp by the Potomac to which they had taken a number of young women and the spoil they had gathered, spoil which, it seemed, was disappointingly meager. I could well understand that last, for the Council had impoverished the Colonies by excessive taxation, a policy which was to be followed by a bitter sequel.
I was sick with horror. Colony 7 had been my home until I became a fugitive. I had no relatives, but all my friends, save Professor Woodruff, had lived there. I asked thickly:
"And the Council took no action?"
She shook her head. "Caldoni is busy and refuses to be seen or disturbed. I was told confidentially that he is personally conducting some experiments in the National Laboratory, but I know he is no chemist; so the report must be false."
But I knew the report was true, damnably true! That sharp-eyed attendant had thought to curry favor with Caldoni by giving him that cursed syringe, and Caldoni in turn had taken it to the Federal chemists. And with the knowledge of the contents of the syringe, the devilish subtlety of the fiend had contrived a revenge that was diabolically perfect. No wonder the executions had ceased; there must be plenty of victims for this new torture, beside which the clean death of the Flame was a mercy. And once the Virus had been analyzed, it was simple for modern chemists to produce the stuff in quantities. Then Caldoni had gathered a motley crew of ruffians, inoculated them and turned them loose to wreak their raging cruelty on the helpless Colonies.
"I must go back," I told her. "Those are my people and my place is with them. There might be some way I could help in stopping this slaughter."
"I thought you would want to go," she said dully. "Do you know you are going to your death? I didn't tell you all of it. It is whispered that Caldoni means to annihilate the Colonies. Every hour is bringing men into Washington, men selected and summoned by Caldoni himself from all over the continent. And those of us who do not approve, dare not object."
"Good God!" I muttered aghast. "And the Colonies are weaponless! Surely there are enough high-minded people in the country to prevent such wholesale murder!"
"There are!" she defended with a flare of her old spirit. "But they are leader less, and by the time they could be organized it would be too late. Caldoni rules by might and fear, and these men he is gathering around him are his trusted aides and supporters. They would quell a hasty rebellion at once. My father once told Caldoni he would bring about the downfall of the Administration by his wanton cruelty, and nearly lost his life for his plain talk. No, my friend, only Caldoni's death can avert national disaster!"
"All the more reason why I should not sit idly here and let him accomplish his hellish work! The Colonies must be warned!"
"Yes, but I can warn them without exposing you to danger."
"You?" I cried in astonishment. "Why should you risk yourself in such a way?"
"Because— because—" Her voice trembled and her eyes filled. A suspicion as sweet as it was incredible swept into my mind. I started toward her, but she eluded me, lifting her hand.
"I knew you would go," she said tremulously. "It is what I would want you to do, only— only— so I prepared a way. I have permission to go back to Maryland with some— some flowers. You can hide under them."
She went into her bedroom. When she came back she was in her jaunty aviator's costume of soft leather. But the glow and vivacity which I had associated with the garb was absent. She beckoned me to follow and we went out on the roof.
THERE was no trouble. The aerial patrol stopped us in the passenger lane—I heard the thump of the magnetic grapnels as they shot a bridge across to us over a few feet of space. The door opened, letting in a wave of icy air followed by an officer's head, which I could just get a peep of through my leafy bower. He saluted the girl respectfully, cast a perfunctory glance around and passed us on, never dreaming that the mass of loosely piled flowers and wreaths concealed the notorious Garfield Draughon. But the girl would not let me come out until she landed, some time later.
To my surprize I recognized the familiar pines of the Georgian landscape and in the near distance a small city which could only be Colony 6. I turned to her in astonished gratification.
"You could never have made it across country," she said. "Good luck and—good-bye!"
She held out both her hands, her eyes swimming. I took them—and her. And there in that old abandoned field whose barren sand streaks were hot under the glare of the Southern sun we forgot the smoke of burning homes, the cruelty of human beasts, and the dark shadow of nameless peril that was sweeping on to engulf us in its sinister gloom. We remembered only that we lived— and loved!
I watched until the tiny plane disappeared in the fathomless blue, my heart sick with longing and fear and gloomy forebodings. Then I tore myself away from the spot, and hurried on to the Colony with my ominous tidings.
PURELY by accident I ran into Enloe almost at once. I had long since shaved off my mustache, and he recognized me. But there was no welcome in his somber eyes as he jerked his head for me to follow him into a dim little restaurant, where he selected a table behind a screen.
"Spies are everywhere," he explained shortly. "It's death to be seen with you. Great God, Draughon, what did you do?"
I told him briefly, concluding with:
"Who loaded that syringe?"
"I did myself. The bottle, however, was handed to me by Boothe. I've lain awake nights wondering if he could have done such a thing as— oh, it's possible; indeed, it's the only explanation. Queer fellow, Boothe, thinking of violence only as a means to an end. I believe it was he who instigated the attack on Woodruff a few days ago. He is now trying to organize a column to attack Washington and seize the Council!"
"Is he mad?"
"We are all mad, Draughon," he said despondently. "The tragedy of Number 7 infuriated the people. Some of them blame you and Woodruff, and it's fortunate that you met me before you were recognized. Let's go to the laboratory. I'm taking care of Woodruff there, and besides, it's too dangerous to remain here."
By devious ways and unfrequented streets he led the way to the vacant building, owned by him, which stood over our underground retreat. The city seemed unnaturally still, brooding somberly under threat of the approaching doom. Enloe opened the secret panel and I hurried down the ramp and into the dimly lighted chamber, where I saw a figure lying on a cot.
Woodruff caught my hand eagerly, looking up with pain-filled eyes. "I know what happened, Garfield, and who was responsible, but the populace hold it against you and me. They are not to be blamed, poor people. They have suffered deeply. But tell me what Caldoni is doing?"
The two listened horrified while I told them of the massing of gunmen from all parts of the continent, and of their transformation into raging fiends with the Virus of Hell. Woodruff's eyes glowed feverishly, while Enloe jumped up and began to pace the floor, muttering to himself.
"Twice we have been betrayed, Garfield," said the scientist, picking nervously at the sheet, "this time through mistaken zeal. Boothe is a hothead; he believed that the matter could be best settled by violence, so he forced the issue. He hates the Council so bitterly that he wants their death, not their reformation. The poison is as active in his system as in Caldoni's, only it seeks its outlet through slightly different channels. He is the Caldoni of the Colonies."
"When will the attack begin, Draughon?" Enloe stopped his pacing to ask the question. I knew he was thinking of his family.
"Within a few hours at most. Miss Hoffman remarked as she flew over their camp that planes were concentrating there in force, and there were other signs of activity. Of course, they may select some other—"
"A few hours! Ah, no one can predict the movements of madmen! They may be attacking even now—"
He rushed from the laboratory into the small conclave room.
"He has gone to watch the mirror," Woodruff explained. "For days we have lived under the shadow of doom. Since the tragedy of Number 7, the women and children are kept together ready to be rushed into the swamps at the first alarm, and a watchman has been stationed at the city mirror day and night. Until two days ago, when a half-crazed mob attacked me, I have worked day and night compounding the Serum—"
"Serum!" I echoed. Like Boothe I had seen enough of the cursed stuff.
"Et tu, Brute?" Woodruff smiled sadly. "We shall need it, son. We are on the eve of a new life, a new Jerusalem. But first shall come Armageddon—"
Prophetic words! He was interrupted by the shrill, mighty scream of a radio siren which penetrated even this sealed room. Almost instantly came a shout from Enloe, a shout which was drowned at the last by the hoarse voice of the announcer blaring the alarm of the city watchman:
"They are coming— they are coming! Remember the women and children!"
The voice stopped short as the watcher at the mirror presumably rushed away to lend a hand in the frantic preparations.
"Garfield!" Woodruff's voice snapped me to attention. He had lifted himself to the side of the cot, and his eyes gleamed with a hot brilliance. "Hand me that square bottle on the shelf above the atomoscope. Quick!"
Swiftly I gave it him, and he shook from it two large black tablets, one of which he swallowed.
"Thenopolin," he said. "A marvelous stimulant, but dangerous. I keep it for emergencies. Now help me."
He got weakly to his feet and took a staggering step. I helped him into his clothes, and he strengthened rapidly. The tablet seemed to have poured vigor into his muscles and nerves, for when he was ready he hurried me to the exit panel. Enloe had disappeared.
IN THE street men were hurrying about, secreting their valuables, gathering what crude weapons they could muster, and routing out a few brave, stubborn women who had resolved to stay with their men. They paid no attention to us until we turned south at a fast trot down a narrow street and caught up with a large column of women and children under the convoy of a picked guard who were hurrying them along to shelter in the near-by swamp.
These men, seeing us fleeing, sought to halt us and began to throw stones and hiss when we ran on past. I was as puzzled at Woodruff's behavior as the indignant guards, but to my panted questions he paid no attention until we reached the edge of a thin growth of scrub oak that marked the boundary of the swamp. Then he slowed to a fast walk.
"The W-R— is in— this swamp— ahead," he said jerkily. "It's— only hope!"
He swayed and would have fallen if I hadn't caught him. He sank to the ground and dug his fingers spasmodically into the sand while he fought against the pain of his broken ribs.
"We are not flying from the danger, Garfield. We are taking the only means of repairing the damage done by that hot-headed fool, Boothe. It means slaughter; God, what slaughter! And the innocent must die with the guilty. But it is the only way," he murmured to himself, a film of pain clouding the unnatural brilliance of his eyes. "I have prayed we could avoid it, but it must be. Come. We have no time to lose.
"We could not have helped them back there," he said suddenly as we pushed our way through the undergrowth. "We would only have been killed with the rest of them, and then would have come the end of civilization!"
He continued to talk half to himself, his voice vibrant with a strange excitement. I knew he was feverish, and thought he was uttering the wild fancies of irresponsibility.
"Strange that on two men should depend the fate of civilization, Garfield, after nature has labored on the race for a million years! That we two should be the instruments to end the reign of Evil on earth and usher in the dawn of a brighter day, christening it with the blood of thousands!"
He laughed wildly, "A figure of speech— blood. The Dew kills horribly, but bloodlessly."
My mind reeled at the import of his words. Memories came to me, memories of the tales I had heard in my childhood, blood-curdling stories of the War of the Chemists, and the vanishing of cities.
The Dew of Death! That dread chemical which brought such horror into the world that after the War its use was unanimously abolished by the nations, the formula destroyed, and experiments leading toward its re-discovery prohibited under pain of death! I felt certain now that the feverish chemist was raving, and I was sick at heart, but his next words shook my conviction.
"When those ravening wolves descended on Colony 7 they little dreamed that beneath their feet lay the agent that would avenge their crimes!" He was still talking half to himself, weaving through the undergrowth as he searched for landmarks, seemingly oblivious to my presence. "I stumbled on the formula accidentally and made a quantity of it before I realized the blackness of the deed I was planning against my fellow men. But against mad dogs, ah, it is different. It is legitimate. God himself sanctions its use as a weapon in the hands of the weak and oppressed. No one knew of the cylinders of death in our old laboratory, Garfield. Not Akridge, the traitor. Not even you. I had thought to let them lie buried for ever, but there came this mistake. Only they can now cope with the Virus of Hell. And who knows but that Boothe performed his act at the behest of Destiny? Ah, the ship!"
We had almost bumped into the W-R hidden in the dense undergrowth of the swamp. We fought our way around its tapering hull until we came to the lode. But I had to boost Woodruff into the opening, for he was too exhausted to climb in unaided.
I closed the lock and took the controls while he lay down to rest. I lifted the ship gently out of the tangle of brush and above the tree-tops, where the vision mirror gave a clear field of observation.
The sky was dotted with planes. Like a swarm of dragon-flies they came zooming out of the north to drop in a swift spiral to the fields about the city. The mirror showed swarms of men leaping from them, converging from all sides upon the doomed Colony. Woodruff came up and peered over my shoulder at the grim scene.
"Altitude, Garfield." His voice was clear now, but tinged with pain. "We dare not risk a battle in the air. We can't help our friends, but we can avenge them. Make all speed to Number 7."
WE SHOT upward until the earth was but a dim panorama of blurred colors; then I straightened out at tremendous speed, the thin air of the stratosphere offering little resistance. Fifteen minutes later the mirror pictured our objective and I poised the ship and dropped like a plummet, snapping on the repulsion beam at a scant five hundred feet to float to an easy landing. Our descent had been so swift I was confident no chance patrol had observed it, and as the mirror showed the city to be deserted, we climbed out of the lock and stared about at the blackened ruins.
I swore deeply at the scene of desolation and destruction, shuddering as I glimpsed a blackened human hand, a woman's hand, lying in the street attracting a swarm of flies. The bodies had been removed, but the men had overlooked this mute reminder of that night of horror. The professor grasped my arm.
"Men die while we brood, Garfield. Back to the ship and land at the laboratory. We can not carry the cylinders far. I should have told you."
I took the controls again and lifted the ship over the ruins to the precipitous hillside near by, in which was the hidden workshop, a partly natural cavern which I had not seen since the night I took De Berrie, Muir, and Akridge on their fatal voyage to the moon. But the place had not been ravaged, due to the Council's ignorance of its existence.
The chemist led the way to the back, where the cave narrowed to a mere fissure, ending in a blank wall of earth.
He pushed a light bar into my hand. "I built that wall, Garfield. The cylinders are stored behind it. Take this bar and dig."
I worked desperately, and in a short while the crowbar broke through the packed earth. Soon the hole was large enough, and I crawled through, flashing on a light.
The fissure was packed with slim steel cylinders, tapering to a valve at one end on which there was a threaded snout. There were twenty of them, and we labored mightily getting them out of the narrow place and carrying them to the W-R, where we packed them in the stern convenient to a two-inch vent-pipe in the floor through which they could be discharged. Then we climbed aboard and turned south with our cargo of frightful death.
But it had taken time to load the cylinders, and a little more to encompass the thousand-mile round trip. Even before we reached the Colony I knew we were too late; the mirror was fogged with the blurry light rays reflected from weaving clouds of smoke, and far, far below us I began to see black specks of planes shooting swiftly into the north, their work of destruction finished.
Woodruff seemed to have steeled his heart.
"Don't take it so hard, son. We could have done nothing if we had got back sooner. The Dew doesn't discriminate between friend and foe. We must follow them to their base, where we can wipe them from the face of the earth they desecrate."
I shan't describe clearly the scenes and events following our arrival in what had once been Colony 6. Even now the memory nauseates me. and my dreams are filled with horrid phantoms that beckon me with blackened fingers and shake bloody heads when I try desperately to explain that I was not wholly to blame for the catastrophe precipitated by Dennison Boothe.
But he paid the penalty for his deed. We found him in the street, mutilated beyond description. Only by his cold, tawny eyes did I recognize him, eyes which the agony of death had left wide and staring. The women and children were saved— ironic mercy, perhaps, since they were spared only to mourn the loss of husbands, sweethearts, and fathers. We found the bodies of a few devoted women who had killed themselves on the broken bodies of their loved ones. Others wandered aimlessly about, staring unseeingly at the heaps of the slain, dumb with a grief that seared their very souls. We labored with the yet alive until the sun rose next morning, flooding afresh the scene of horror with light that rendered the ruins and tragedies more starkly poignant. Then we climbed aboard the W-R and drove swiftly toward the source of the nameless evil which had wrought this havoc, the professor utterly exhausted, and myself buoyed up only by the grim determination to blast Caldoni and his horde of fiends back into the hell from which they had sprung.
As before, I trusted to altitude to screen us until we reached our objective. Then we could drop, discharge our dread cargo and climb swiftly back to heights impossible for a plane. But it was not danger of meeting the patrol which occupied my mind. I was thinking of Merrilee and our parting in that sun-drenched field. Was she also thinking of me? And would she mourn me as dead when the news of the massacre reached her city?
As if in answer to my thoughts the mirror in front of me pictured the Administration city miles below, and a cluster of white planes parked in a great field on the bank of the Potomac. I shut off speed and began to drop. Woodruff, I saw, had dragged himself to his post and was screwing a length of hose to the snout of a cylinder. While I watched, he removed the cap from the vent-pipe and lowered the hose so that it trailed a few feet below the hull. With his hand on the release-valve he waited for my signal, a white-haired Nemesis with death in his fingers.
I kept a sharp lookout for a patrol craft; the fact that we had sighted none so far was in itself suspicious, and I expected to be greeted by a swarm of them at any moment. But we fell to five hundred feet unmolested and I risked a survey of the ground below. This was more disquieting than the unnatural absence of patrol craft. The great encampment was deserted, save for the tents and the scores of planes. I shouted to Woodruff to stay his hand.
"There isn't a soul here! The camp is dead as a hammer. Where can they have gone?"
THE scientist staggered forward and studied the mirror. Then he turned to me with a look on his face such as I had never seen, the look, I imagine, of the Avenging Angel contemplating the destruction of the ungodly!
"Think, Garfield, think!" His voice was vibrant with exultation. "Does a mad dog respect his master? Caldoni changed slumbering brutes into ravening wolves who lusted for blood, loot, and women. In the two colonies they destroyed they got no loot, thanks to the Council's own avariciousness; in the last they got no women, due to our fore-thought!" His voice became hushed as he drove home his terrible point; "At the very door of their camp was the richest city in the world— a city famed for its beautiful women. The wolves have returned to the master who bred them!"
Appalled by his prediction, I shifted the direction-finder on the mirror until the city sprang into the field. Distance gave us a full, though minute, view of the whole terrain. And from the south came streams of tiny men who swarmed rapidly through the streets. The horde had fallen upon the Administration city!
"The well-spring of Evil will be dredged to its depths," murmured the professor, falling back into his strain of feverish but prophetic speech. "Caldoni the archfiend is falling at the hands of the monsters he created, and Organized Crime is reaping the whirlwind it sowed. The God of Justice caused Caldoni to gather the flower of the cohorts of Evil into one spot that they might be destroyed at the height of their triumph, and a new Jerusalem arise from the ashes of Babylon!"
He staggered back to his cylinder, still muttering. Here I may add that at the conclusion of our desperate venture Woodruff paid outraged nature the penalty by being confined to his bed for three months, recovering eventually to rank high in the councils of the new government.
I drove the great ship low over the house-tops of the city, and Death perched his grim skeleton on our stern and rode with us. We were not molested, since the aerial patrol had either joined the invaders or fled the city as thousands of the townfolk had done at the first warning, the mirror showing swarms of departing planes, and motorways choked with the fleeing columns of the poor. Had it not been that I felt certain Merrilee had escaped in her plane, I confess, with some shame perhaps, that I could not have gone through with my part in what history now refers to as the end of the Crime Era. Nevertheless I kept a sharp eye on the roof-tops over which we skimmed, hoping to identify the landing-stage frequented by her dear self.
I began the first loop of a great flat spiral which would shorten with each lap, beginning at the outskirts of the city so that none might take alarm and escape retribution, until we should end our ghastly journey over the source of the foul corruption—the Tower building of the infamous International Council.
Behind us a faint, almost invisible fog was forming like one of the great ephemeral nebulae of space from which the worlds and the flaming suns are born. In truth, the simile is apt, for from this deadly man-made nebula a new world of Honor, Justice and Love was evolved. But the agony of its birth was awful.
Tiny golden crystals, propelled by a gas of its own generation, spewed from the trailing hose; crystals which combined with the oxygen in the air and formed the pale mist in our wake. This mist was invisible from below, for it melted rapidly, drifting down in a fine precipitation like an imperceptible drizzle out of an apparently clear sky. And the ravening horde below, intent on murder and looting and ravishment, tore at their throats and bodies in throes of torture and knew not whence came their death. I would not turn on the audio attachment of the mirror, lest my purpose weaken, but I knew that the triumphant shouts of the destroying fiends were changing into yells of terror and pain, and then into choking gasps that were quickly stilled.
Incessantly trickled the golden crystals from the cylinders of death, replenished when emptied by one whose strength for the task was upheld only by the conviction that he was the instrument of God's vengeance. Steadily fell the ghastly precipitation, filming the city with the Dew— and death.
Thousands died, some innocent, no doubt, among the many guilty. They were martyrs to the cause, unwillingly, perchance, but unavoidably. But it was horrible.
And then I screamed and tore at the controls like a madman. Below and not a hundred yards ahead of the relentlessly advancing curtain of death was a tiny figure on a landing-stage, a figure that waved a white scarf and looked upward at the great ship of metal soaring so near at hand.
Merrilee!
To this day I have no clear idea of what I did, or how. I only know that somehow I managed to land the space-ship on the stage and grasped her dear form just in time to save it from the pale mist of the condensing crystals, a few feet behind us. I believe that I threw her bodily through the lock! But the slightest touch of that damp nebula would have taken her from me for ever.
I would have followed her unhesitatingty.
And at last, poised over the iniquitous Tower, we looked shudderingly down on the city of the dead, Merrilee's hand fast clasped in my own. Professor Woodruff lurched forward, muttering:
"It is finished— man's bondage to Crime. The night was dark, but the dawn shall be glorious! Caldoni has perished, exhorting his evil spawn, and the Virus of Hell has burned a path for the Serum of Right to follow! God's in His heaven, all's well—"
He crumpled to the floor unconscious.
_______________________
8: The Man who Saved the Earth
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1: The Beginning
EVEN THE beginning. From the start the whole thing has the precision of machine work. Fate and its working— and the wonderful Providence which watches over Man and his future. The whole thing unerring: the incident, the work, the calamity, and the martyr. In the retrospect of disaster we may all of us grow strong in wisdom. Let us go into history.
A hot July day. A sun of scant pity, and a staggering street; panting thousands dragging along, hatless; fans and parasols; the sultry vengeance of a real day of summer. A day of bursting tires; hot pavements, and wrecked endeavor, heartaches for the seashore, for leafy bowers beside rippling water, a day of broken hopes and listless ambition.
Perhaps Fate chose the day because of its heat and because of its natural benefit on fecundity. We have no way of knowing. But we do know this: the date, the time, the meeting; the boy with the burning glass and the old doctor. So commonplace, so trivial and hidden in obscurity! Who would have guessed it? Yet it is— after the creation— one of the most important dates in the world’s history.
This is saying a whole lot. Let us go into it and see what it amounts to. Let us trace the thing out in history, weigh it up and balance it with sequence.
Of Charley Huyck we know nothing up to this day. It is a thing which, for some reason, he has always kept hidden. Recent investigation as to his previous life and antecedents have availed us nothing. Perhaps he could have told us; but as he has gone down as the world’s great martyr, there is no hope of gaining from his lips what we would so like to know.
After all, it does not matter. We have the day— the incident, and its purport, and its climax of sequence to the day of the great disaster. Also we have the blasted mountains and the lake of blue water which will ever live with his memory. His greatness is not of warfare, nor personal ambition; but of all mankind. The wreaths that we bestow upon him have no doubtful color. The man who saved the earth!
From such a beginning, Charley Huyck, lean and frail of body, with, even then, the wistfulness of the idealist, and the eyes of a poet. Charley Huyck, the boy, crossing the hot pavement with his pack of papers; the much treasured piece of glass in his pocket, and the sun which only he should master burning down upon him. A moment out of the ages; the turning of a straw destined to out-balance all the previous accumulation of man’s history.
The sun was hot and burning, and the child— he could not have been more than ten— cast a glance over his shoulder. It was in the way of calculation. In the heyday of childhood he was not dragged down by the heat and weather: he had the enthusiasm of his half-score of years and the joy of the plaything. We will not presume to call it the spirit of the scientist, though it was, perhaps, the spark of latent investigation that was destined to lead so far.
A moment picked out of destiny! A boy and a plaything. Uncounted millions of boys have played with glass and the sun rays. Who cannot remember the little, round-burning dot in the palm of the hand and the subsequent exclamation? Charley Huyck had found a new toy, it was a simple thing and as old as glass. Fate will ever be so in her working.
And the doctor? Why should he have been waiting? If it was not destiny, it was at least an accumulation of moment. In the heavy eye-glasses, the square, close-cut beard; and his uncompromising fact-seeking expression. Those who knew Dr. Robold are strong in the affirmation that he was the antithesis of all emotion. He was the sternest product of science: unbending, hardened by experiment, and caustic in his condemnation of the frailness of human nature.
It had been his one function to topple over the castles of the foolish; with his hard-seeing wisdom he had spotted sophistry where we thought it not. Even into the castles of science he had gone like a juggernaut. It is hard to have one’s theories derided— yea, even for a scientist— and to be called a fool! Dr. Robold knew no middle language;he was not relished by science.
His memory, as we have it, is that of an eccentric. A man of slight compassion, abrupt of manner and with no tact in speaking. Genius is often so; it is a strange fact that many of the greatest of men have been denied by their fellows. A great man and laughter. He was not accepted.
None of us know to-day what it cost Dr. Robold. He was not the man to tell us. Perhaps Charley Huyck might; but his lips are sealed forever. We only know that he retired to the mountain, and of the subsequent flood of benefits that rained upon mankind. And we still denied him. The great cynic on the mountain. Of the secrets of the place we know little. He was not the man to accept the investigator; he despised the curious. He had been laughed at— let be— he would work alone on the great moment of the future.
In the light of the past we may well bend knee to the doctor and his protégé, Charley Huyck. Two men and destiny! What would we be without them? One shudders to think.
A little thing, and yet one of the greatest moments in the world’s history. It must have been Fate. Why was it that this stern man, who hated all emotion, should so have unbended at this moment? That we cannot answer. But we can conjecture. Mayhap it is this: We were all wrong; we accepted the man’s exterior and profession as the fact of his marrow.
No man can lose all emotion. The doctor, was, after all, even as ourselves—he was human. Whatever may be said, we have the certainty of that moment— and of Charley Huyck.
The sun’s rays were hot; they were burning; the pavements were intolerable; the baked air in the canyoned street was dancing like that of an oven; a day of dog-days. The boy crossing the street; his arms full of papers, and the glass bulging in his little hip-pocket.
At the curb he stopped. With such a sun it was impossible to long forget his plaything. He drew it carefully out of his pocket, lay down a paper and began distancing his glass for the focus. He did not notice the man beside him. Why should he? The round dot, the brownish smoke, the red spark and the flash of flame! He stamped upon it. A moment out of boyhood; an experimental miracle as old as the age of glass, and just as delightful. The boy had spoiled the name of a great Governor of a great State; but the paper was still salable. He had had his moment. Mark that moment.
A hand touched his shoulder. The lad leaped up. “Yessir. Star or Bulletin?”
“I’ll take one of each,” said the man. “There now. I was just watching you. Do you know what you were doing?”
“Yessir. Burning paper. Startin’ fire. That’s the way the Indians did it.”
The man smiled at the perversion of fact. There is not such a distance between sticks and glass in the age of childhood.
“I know,” he said— “the Indians. But do you know how it was done; the why— why the paper began to blaze?”
“Yessir.”
“All right, explain.”
The boy looked up at him. He was a city boy and used to the streets. Here was some old high-brow challenging his wisdom. Of course he knew. “It’s the sun.”
“There,” laughed the man. “Of course. You said you knew, but you don’t. Why doesn’t the sun, without the glass, burn the paper? Tell me that.”
The boy was still looking up at him; he saw that the man was not like the others on the street. It may be that the strange intimacy kindled into being at that moment. Certainly it was a strange unbending for the doctor.
“It would if it was hot enough or you could get enough of it together.”
“Ah! Then that is what the glass is for, is it?”
“Yessir.”
“Concentration?”
“Con— I don’t know, sir. But it’s the sun. She’s sure some hot. I know a lot about the sun, sir. I’ve studied it with the glass. The glass picks up all the rays and puts them in one hole and that’s what burns the paper.
“It’s lots of fun. I’d like to have a bigger one; but it’s all I’ve got. Why, do you know, if I had a glass big enough and a place to stand, I’d burn up the earth?”
The old man laughed. “Why, Archimedes! I thought you were dead.”
“My name ain’t Archimedes. It’s Charley Huyck.”
Again the old man laughed.
“Oh, is it? Well, that’s a good name, too. And if you keep on you’ll make it famous as the name of the other.” Wherein he was foretelling history. “Where do you live?”
The boy was still looking. Ordinarily he would not have told, but he motioned back with his thumb.
“I don’t live; I room over on Brennan Street.”
“Oh, I see. You room. Where’s your mother?”
“Search me; I never saw her.”
“I see; and your father?”
“How do I know. He went floating when I was four years old.”
“Floating?”
“Yessir— to sea.”
“So your mother’s gone and your father’s floating. Archimedes is adrift. You go to school?”
“Yessir”
“What reader?”
“No reader. Sixth grade.”
“I see. What school?”
“School Twenty-six. Say, it’s hot. I can’t stand here all day. I’ve got to sell my papers.”
The man pulled out a purse.
“I’ll take the lot,” he said. Then kindly: “My boy, I would like to have you go with me.”
It was a strange moment. A little thing with the fates looking on. When destiny plays she picks strange moments. This was one. Charley Huyck went with Dr. Robold.
2: The Poison Pall
WE ALL of us remember that fatal day when the news startled all of Oakland. No one can forget it. At first it read like a newspaper hoax, in spite of the oft-proclaimed veracity of the press, and we were inclined to laughter. ’Twixt wonder at the story and its impossibilities we were not a little enthused at the nerve of the man who put it over.
It was in the days of dry reading. The world had grown populous and of well-fed content. Our soap-box artists had come to the point at last where they preached, not disaster, but a full-bellied thanks for the millennium that was here. A period of Utopian quietness— no villain around the corner; no man to covet the ox of his neighbor.
Quiet reading, you’ll admit. Those were the days of the millennium. Nothing ever happened. Here’s hoping they never come again. And then:
Honestly, we were not to blame for bestowing blessing out of our hearts upon that newspaperman. Even if it were a hoax, it was at least something.
At high noon. The clock in the city hall had just struck the hour that held the post ’twixt a.m. and p.m., a hot day with a sky that was clear and azure; a quiet day of serene peace and contentment. A strange and a portent moment. Looking back and over the miracle we may conjecture that it was the clearness of the atmosphere and the brightness of the sun that helped to the impact of the disaster. Knowing what we know now we can appreciate the impulse of natural phenomena. It was not a miracle.
The spot: Fourteenth and Broadway, Oakland, California.
Fortunately the thousands of employees in the stores about had not yet come out for their luncheons. The lapse that it takes to put a hat on, or to pat a ribbon, saved a thousand lives. One shudders to think of what would have happened had the spot been crowded. Even so, it was too impossible and too terrible to be true. Such things could not happen.
At high noon: Two street-cars crossing Fourteenth on Broadway— two cars with the same joggle and bump and the same aspect of any of a hundred thousand at a traffic corner. The wonder is— there were so few people. A Telegraph car outgoing, and a Broadway car coming in. The traffic policeman at his post had just given his signal. Two automobiles were passing and a single pedestrian, so it is said, was working his way diagonally across the corner. Of this we are not certain.
It was a moment that impinged on miracle. Even as we recount it, knowing, as we do, the explanation, we sense the impossibility of the event. A phenomenon that holds out and, in spite of our findings, lingers into the miraculous. To be and not to be. One moment life and action, an ordinary scene of existent monotony; and the next moment nothing. The spot, the intersection of the street, the passing street-cars, the two automobiles, pedestrian, the policeman— non-existent! When events are instantaneous reports are apt to be misleading. This is what we find.
Some of those who beheld it, report a flash of bluish white light; others that it was of a greenish or even a violet hue; and others, no doubt of stronger vision, that it was not only of a predominant color but that it was shot and sparkled with a myriad specks of flame and burning.
It gave no warning and it made no sound; not even a whir. Like a hot breath out of the void. Whatever the forces that had focused, they were destruction. There was no Fourteenth and Broadway. The two automobiles, the two street-cars, the pedestrian, the policeman had been whiffed away as if they had never existed. In place of the intersection of the thoroughfares was a yawning gulf that looked down into the center of the earth to a depth of nausea.
It was instantaneous; it was without sound; no warning. A tremendous force of unlimited potentiality had been loosed to kinetic violence. It was the suddenness and the silence that belied credence. We were accustomed to associate all disaster with confusion; calamity has an affinity with pandemonium, all things of terror climax into sound. In this case there was no sound. Hence the wonder.
A hole or bore forty feet in diameter. Without a particle of warning and without a bit of confusion. The spectators one and all aver that at first they took it for nothing more than the effect of startled eyesight. Almost subtle. It was not until after a full minute’s reflection that they became aware that a miracle had been wrought before their faces. Then the crowd rushed up and with awe and now awakened terror gazed down into that terrible pit.
We say “Terrible” because in this case it is an exact adjective. The strangest hole that man ever looked into. It was so deep that at first it appeared to have no bottom; not even the strongest eyesight could penetrate the smoldering blackness that shrouded the depths descending. It took a stout heart and courage to stand and hold one’s head on the brink for even a minute.
It was straight and precipitous; a perfect circle in shape; with sides as smooth as the effect of machine work, the pavement and stone curb had been cut as if by a razor. Of the two street-cars, two automobiles and their occupants there was nothing. The whole thing so silent and complete. Not even the spectators could really believe it.
It was a hard thing to believe. The newspapers themselves, when the news came clamoring, accepted it with reluctance. It was too much like a hoax. Not until the most trusted reporters had gone and had wired in their reports would they even consider it. Then the whole world sat up and took notice.
A miracle! Like Oakland’s Press we all of us doubted that hole. We had attained almost everything that was worth the knowing; we were the masters of the earth and its secrets and we were proud of our wisdom; naturally we refused such reports all out of reason. It must be a hoax.
But the wires were persistent. Came corroboration. A reliable news-gathering organization soon was coming through with elaborate and detailed accounts of just what was happening. We had the news from the highest and most reputable authority.
And still we doubted. It was the story itself that brought the doubting; its touch on miracle. It was too easy to pick on the reporter. There might be a hole, and all that; but this thing of no explanation! A bomb perhaps? No noise? Some new explosive? No such thing? Well, how did we know? It was better than a miracle.
Then came the scientists. As soon as could be men of great minds had been hustled to the scene. The world had long been accustomed to accept without quibble the dictum of these great specialists of fact. With their train of accomplishments behind them we would hardly be consistent were we to doubt them.
We know the scientist and his habits. He is the one man who will believe nothing until it is proved. It is his profession, and for that we pay him. He can catch the smallest bug that ever crawled out of an atom and give it a name so long that a Polish wrestler, if he had to bear it, would break under the burden. It is his very knack of getting in under that has given us our civilization. You don’t baffle a scientist in our Utopia. It can’t be done. Which is one of the very reasons why we began to believe in the miracle.
In a few moments a crowd of many thousands had gathered about the spot; the throng grew so dense that there was peril of some of them being crowded into the pit at the center. It took all the spare policemen of the city to beat them back far enough to string ropes from the corners. For blocks the streets were packed with wondering thousands. Street traffic was impossible. It was necessary to divert the cars to a roundabout route to keep the arteries open to the suburbs.
Wild rumors spread over the city. No one knew how many passengers had been upon the street-cars. The officials of the company, from the schedule, could pick the numbers of the cars and their crews; but who could tell of the occupants?
Telephones rang with tearful pleadings. When the first rumors of the horror leaked out every wife and mother felt the clutch of panic at her heartstrings. It was a moment of historical psychology. Out of our books we had read of this strange phase of human nature that was wont to rise like a mad screeching thing out of disaster. We had never had it in Utopia.
It was rumbling at first and out of exaggeration; as the tale passed farther back to the waiting thousands it gained with the repetition. Grim and terrible enough in fact, it ratioed up with reiteration. Perhaps after all it was not psychology. The average impulse of the human mind does not even up so exactly. In the light of what we now know it may have been the poison that had leaked into the air; the new element that was permeating the atmosphere of the city.
At first it was spasmodic. The nearest witnesses of the disaster were the first victims. A strange malady began to spot out among those of the crowd who had been at the spot of contact. This is to be noticed. A strange affliction which from the virulence and rapidity of action was quite puzzling to the doctors.
Those among the physicians who would consent to statement gave it out that it was breaking down of tissue. Which of course it was; the new element that was radiating through the atmosphere of the city. They did not know it then.
The pity of it! The subtle, odorless pall was silently shrouding out over the city. In a short time the hospitals were full and it was necessary to call in medical aid from San Francisco. They had not even time for diagnosis. The new plague was fatal almost at conception. Happily the scientists made the discovery.
It was the pall. At the end of three hours it was known that the death sheet was spreading out over Oakland. We may thank our stars that it was learned so early. Had the real warning come a few hours later the death list would have been appalling.
A new element had been discovered; or if not a new element, at least something which was tipping over all the laws of the atmospheric envelope. A new combination that was fatal. When the news and the warning went out, panic fell upon the bay shore.
But some men stuck. In the face of such terror there were those who stayed and with grimness and sacrifice hung to their posts for mankind. There are some who had said that the stuff of heroes had passed away. Let them then consider the case of John Robinson.
Robinson was a telegraph operator. Until that day he was a poor unknown; not a whit better than his fellows. Now he has a name that will run in history. In the face of what he knew he remained under the blanket. The last words out of Oakland— his last message:
“Whole city of Oakland in grip of strange madness. Keep out of Oakland,”— following which came a haphazard personal commentary:
“I can feel it coming on myself. It is like what our ancestors must have felt when they were getting drunk— alternating desires of fight and singing— a strange sensation, light, and ecstatic with a spasmodic twitching over the forehead. Terribly thirsty. Will stick it out if I can get enough water. Never so dry in my life.”
Followed a lapse of silence. Then the last words: “I guess we’re done for. There is some poison in the atmosphere— something. It has leaked, of course, out of this thing at Fourteenth and Broadway. Dr. Manson of the American Institute says it is something new that is forming a fatal combination; but he cannot understand a new element; the quantity is too enormous.
“Populace has been warned out of the city. All roads are packed with refugees. The Berkeley Hills are covered as with flies— north, east, and south and on the boats to Frisco. The poison, whatever it is, is advancing in a ring from Fourteenth and Broadway. You have got to pass it to these old boys of science. They are staying with that ring. Already they have calculated the rate of its advance and have given warning. They don’t know what it is, but they have figured just how fast it is moving. They have saved the city.
“I am one of the few men now inside the wave. Out of curiosity I have stuck. I have a jug and as long as it lasts I shall stay. Strange feeling. Dry, dry, dry, as if the juice of one’s life cells was turning into dust. Water evaporating almost instantly. It cannot pass through glass. Whatever the poison it has an affinity for moisture. Do not understand it. I have had enough—”
That was all. After that there was no more news out of Oakland. It is the only word that we have out of the pall itself. It was short and disconnected and a bit slangy; but for all that a basis from which to conjecture.
It is a strange and glorious thing how some men will stick to the post of danger. This operator knew that it meant death; but he held with duty. Had he been a man of scientific training his information might have been of incalculable value. However, may God bless his heroic soul!
What we know is thirst! The word that came from the experts confirmed it. Some new element of force was stealing or sapping the humidity out of the atmosphere. Whether this was combining and entering into a poison could not be determined.
Chemists worked frantically at the outposts of the advancing ring. In four hours it had covered the city; in six it had reached San Leandro, and was advancing on toward Haywards.
It was a strange story and incredible from the beginning. No wonder the world doubted. Such a thing had never happened. We had accepted the law of judging the future by the past; by deduction; we were used to sequence and to law; to the laws of Nature. This thing did look like a miracle; which was merely because— as usually it is with “miracles”— we could not understand it. Happily, we can look back now and still place our faith in Nature.
The world doubted and was afraid. Was this peril to spread slowly over the whole state of California and then on to the—world. Doubt always precedes terror. A tense world waited. Then came the word of reassurance—from the scientists:
“Danger past; vigor of the ring is abating. Calculation has deduced that the wave is slowly decreasing in potentiality. It is too early yet to say that there will be recessions, as the wave is just reaching its zenith. What it is we cannot say; but it cannot be inexplicable. After a little time it will all be explained. Say to the world there is no cause for alarm.”
But the world was now aroused; as it doubted the truth before, it doubted now the reassurance. Did the scientists know? Could they have only seen the future! We know now that they did not. There was but one man in all the world great enough to foresee disaster. That man was Charley Huyck.
3: The Mountain That Was
ON THE same day on which all this happened, a young man, Pizzozi by name and of Italian parentage, left the little town of Ione in Amador County, California, with a small truck-load of salt. He was one of the cattlemen whose headquarters or home-farms are clustered about the foothills of the Sierras. In the wet season they stay with their home-land in the valley; in the summer they penetrate into the mountains. Pizzozi had driven in from the mountains the night before, after salt. He had been on the road since midnight.
Two thousand salt-hungry cattle do not allow time for gossip. With the thrift of his race, Joe had loaded up his truck and after a running snatch at breakfast was headed back into the mountains. When the news out of Oakland was thrilling around the world he was far into the Sierras.
The summer quarters of Pizzozi were close to Mt. Heckla, whose looming shoulders rose square in the center of the pasture of the three brothers. It was not a noted mountain— that is, until this day— and had no reason for a name other than that it was a peak outstanding from the range; like a thousand others, rugged, pine clad, coated with deer-brush, red soil, and mountain miserie.
It was the deer-brush that gave it value to the Pizzozis— a succulent feed richer than alfalfa. In the early summer they would come up with bony cattle. When they returned in the fall they went out driving beef-steaks. But inland cattle must have more than forage. Salt is the tincture that makes them healthy.
It was far past the time of the regular salting. Pizzozi was in a hurry. It was nine o’clock when he passed through the mining town of Jackson; and by twelve o’clock— the minute of the disaster— he was well beyond the last little hamlet that linked up with civilization. It was four o’clock when he drew up at the little pine-sheltered cabin that was his headquarters for the summer.
He had been on the road since midnight. He was tired. The long weary hours of driving, the grades, the unvaried stress though the deep red dust, the heat, the stretch of a night and day had worn both mind and muscle. It had been his turn to go after salt; now that he was here, he could lie in for a bit of rest while his brothers did the salting.
It was a peaceful spot! this cabin of the Pizzozis; nestled among the virgin shade trees, great tall feathery sugar-pines with a mountain live oak spreading over the door yard. To the east the rising heights of the Sierras, misty, gray-green, undulating into the distance to the pink-white snow crests of Little Alpine. Below in the canyon, the waters of the Mokolumne; to the west the heavy dark masses of Mt. Heckla, deep verdant in the cool of coming evening.
Joe drew up under the shade of the live oak. The air was full of cool, sweet scent of the afternoon. No moment could have been more peaceful; the blue clear sky overhead, the breath of summer, and the soothing spice of the pine trees. A shepherd dog came bounding from the doorway to meet him.
It was his favorite cow dog. Usually when Joe came back the dog would be far down the road to forestall him. He had wondered, absently, coming up, at the dog’s delay. A dog is most of all a creature of habit; only something unusual would detain him. However the dog was here; as the man drew up he rushed out to greet him. A rush, a circle, a bark, and a whine of welcome. Perhaps the dog had been asleep.
But Joe noticed that whine; he was wise in the ways of dogs; when Ponto whined like that there was something unusual. It was not effusive or spontaneous; but rather of the delight of succor. After scarce a minute of petting, the dog squatted and faced to the westward. His whine was startling; almost fearful.
Pizzozi knew that something was wrong. The dog drew up, his stub tail erect, and his hair all bristled; one look was for his master and the other whining and alert to Mt. Heckla. Puzzled, Joe gazed at the mountain. But he saw nothing.
Was it the canine instinct, or was it coincidence? We have the account from Pizzozi. From the words of the Italian, the dog was afraid. It was not the way of Ponto; usually in the face of danger he was alert and eager; now he drew away to the cabin. Joe wondered.
Inside the shack he found nothing but evidence of departure. There was no sign of his brothers. It was his turn to go to sleep; he was wearied almost to numbness, for forty-eight hours he had not closed an eyelid. On the table were a few unwashed dishes and crumbs of eating. One of the three rifles that hung usually on the wall was missing; the coffee pot was on the floor with the lid open. On the bed the coverlets were mussed up. It was a temptation to go to sleep. Back of him the open door and Ponto. The whine of the dog drew his will and his consciousness into correlation. A faint rustle in the sugar-pines soughed from the canyon.
Joe watched the dog. The sun was just glowing over the crest of the mountain; on the western line the deep lacy silhouettes of the pine trees and the bare bald head of Heckla. What was it? His brothers should be on hand for the salting; it was not their custom to put things off for the morrow. Shading his eyes he stepped out of the doorway.
The dog rose stealthily and walked behind him, uneasily, with the same insistent whine and ruffled hair. Joe listened. Only the mountain murmurs, the sweet breath of the forest, and in the lapse of bated breath the rippling melody of the river far below him.
“What you see, Ponto? What you see?”
At the words the dog sniffed and advanced slightly— a growl and then a sudden scurry to the heels of his master. Ponto was afraid. It puzzled Pizzozi. But whatever it was that roused his fear, it was on Mt. Heckla.
This is one of the strange parts of the story— the part the dog played, and what came after. Although it is a trivial thing it is one of the most inexplicable. Did the dog sense it? We have no measure for the range of instinct, but we do have it that before the destruction of Pompeii the beasts roared in their cages. Still, knowing what we now know, it is hard to accept the analogy. It may, after all have been coincidence.
Nevertheless it decided Pizzozi. The cattle needed salt. He would catch up his pinto and ride over to the salt logs.
There is no moment in the cattle industry quite like the salting on the range. It is not the most spectacular perhaps, but surely it is not lacking in intenseness. The way of Pizzozi was musical even if not operatic. He had a long-range call, a rising rhythm that for depth and tone had a peculiar effect on the shattered stillness. It echoed and reverberated, and pealed from the top to the bottom of the mountain. The salt call is the talisman of the mountains.
“Alleewahoo!”
Two thousand cattle augmented by a thousand strays held up their heads in answer. The sniff of the welcome salt call! Through the whole range of the man’s voice the stock stopped in their leafy pasture and listened.
“Alleewahoo!”
An old cow bellowed. It was the beginning of bedlam. From the bottom of the mountain to the top and for miles beyond went forth the salt call. Three thousand head bellowed to the delight of salting.
Pizzozi rode along. Each lope of his pinto through the tall tangled miserie was accented. “Alleewahoo! Alleewahoo!” The rending of brush, the confusion, and pandemonium spread to the very bottom of the leafy gulches. It is no place for a pedestrian. Heads and tails erect, the cattle were stampeding toward the logs.
A few head had beat him to it. These he quickly drove away and cut the sack open. With haste he poured it upon the logs; then he rode out of the dust that for yards about the place was tramped to the finest powder. The center of a herd of salting range stock is no place for comfort. The man rode away; to the left he ascended a low knob where he would be safe from the stampede; but close enough to distinguish the brands.
In no time the place was alive with milling stock. Old cows, heifers, bulls, calves, steers rushed out of the crashing brush into the clearing. There is no moment exactly like it. What before had been a broad clearing of brownish reddish dust was trampled into a vast cloud of bellowing blur, a thousand cattle, and still coming. From the farthest height came the echoing call. Pizzozi glanced up at the top of the mountain.
And then a strange thing happened.
From what we gathered from the excited accounts of Pizzozi it was instantaneous; and yet by the same words it was of such a peculiar and beautiful effect as never to be forgotten. A bluish azure shot though with a myriad flecks of crimson, a peculiar vividness of opalescence; the whole world scintillating; the sky, the air, the mountain, a vast flame of color so wide and so intense that there seemed not a thing beside it. And instantaneous— it was over almost before it was started. No noise or warning, and no subsequent detonation: as silent as winking and much, indeed, like the queer blur of color induced by defective vision. All in the fraction of a second. Pizzozi had been gazing at the mountain. There was no mountain!
Neither were there cattle. Where before had been the shade of the towering peak was now the rays of the western sun. Where had been the blur of the milling herd and its deafening pandemonium was now a strange silence. The transparency of the air was unbroken into the distance. Far off lay a peaceful range in the sunset. There was no mountain! Neither were there cattle!
For a moment the man had enough to do with his plunging mustang. In the blur of the subsequent second Pizzozi remembers nothing but a convulsion of fighting horseflesh bucking, twisting, plunging, the gentle pinto suddenly maddened into a demon. It required all the skill of the cowman to retain his saddle.
He did not know that he was riding on the rim of Eternity. In his mind was the dim subconscious realization of a thing that had happened. In spite of all his efforts the horse fought backward. It was some moments before he conquered. Then he looked.
It was a slow, hesitant moment. One cannot account for what he will do in the open face of a miracle. What the Italian beheld was enough for terror. The sheer immensity of the thing was too much for thinking.
At the first sight his simplex mind went numb from sheer impotence; his terror to a degree frozen. The whole of Mt. Heckla had been shorn away; in the place of its darkened shadow the sinking sun was blinking in his face; the whole western sky all golden. There was no vestige of the flat salt-clearing at the base of the mountain. Of the two thousand cattle milling in the dust not a one remained. The man crossed himself in stupor. Mechanically he put the spurs to the pinto.
But the mustang would not. Another struggle with bucking, fighting, maddened horseflesh. The cowman must needs bring in all the skill of his training; but by the time he had conquered his mind had settled within some scope of comprehension.
The pony had good reasons for his terror. This time though the man’s mind reeled it did not go dumb at the clash of immensity. Not only had the whole mountain been torn away, but its roots as well. The whole thing was up-side down; the world torn to its entrails. In place of what had been the height was a gulf so deep that its depths were blackness.
He was standing on the brink. He was a cool man, was Pizzozi; but it was hard in the confusion of such a miracle to think clearly; much less to reason. The prancing mustang was snorting with terror. The man glanced down.
The very dizziness of the gulf, sheer, losing itself into shadows and chaos overpowered him, his mind now clear enough for perception reeled at the distance. The depth was nauseating. His whole body succumbed to a sudden qualm of weakness: the sickness that comes just before falling. He went limp in the saddle.
But the horse fought backward; warned by instinct it drew back from the sheer banks of the gulf. It had no reason but its nature. At the instant it sensed the snapping of the iron will of its master. In a moment it had turned and was racing on its wild way out of the mountains. At supreme moments a cattle horse will always hit for home. The pinto and its limp rider were fleeing on the road to Jackson.
Pizzozi had no knowledge of what had occurred in Oakland. To him the whole thing had been but a flash of miracle; he could not reason. He did not curb his horse. That he was still in the saddle was due more to the near-instinct of his training than to his volition.
He did not even draw up at the cabin. That he could make better time with his motor than with his pinto did not occur to him; his mind was far too busy; and, now that the thing was passed, too full of terror. It was forty-four miles to town; it was night and the stars were shining when he rode into Jackson.
4: “Man— A Great Little Bug”
AND WHAT of Charley Huyck? It was his anticipation, and his training which leaves us here to tell the story. Were it not for the strange manner of his rearing, and the keen faith and appreciation of Dr. Robold there would be to-day no tale to tell. The little incident of the burning glass had grown. If there is no such thing as Fate there is at least something that comes very close to being Destiny.
On this night we find Charley at the observatory in Arizona. He is a grown man and a great one, and though mature not so very far drawn from the lad we met on the street selling papers. Tall, slender, very slightly stooped and with the same idealistic, dreaming eyes of the poet. Surely no one at first glance would have taken him for a scientist. Which he was and was not.
Indeed, there is something vastly different about the science of Charley Huyck. Science to be sure, but not prosaic. He was the first and perhaps the last of the school of Dr. Robold, a peculiar combination of poetry and fact, a man of vision, of vast, far-seeing faith and idealism linked and based on the coldest and sternest truths of materialism. A peculiar tenet of the theory of Robold: “True science to be itself should be half poetry.” Which any of us who have read or been at school know it is not. It is a peculiar theory and though rather wild still with some points in favor.
We all of us know our schoolmasters; especially those of science and what they stand for. Facts, facts, nothing but facts; no dreams or romance. Looking back we can grant them just about the emotions of cucumbers. We remember their cold, hard features, the prodding after fact, the accumulation of data. Surely there is no poetry in them.
Yet we must not deny that they have been by far the most potent of all men in the progress of civilization. Not even Robold would deny it.
The point is this:
The doctor maintained that from the beginning the progress of material civilization had been along three distinct channels; science, invention, and administration. It was simply his theory that the first two should be one; that the scientist deal not alone with dry fact but with invention, and that the inventor, unless he is a scientist, has mastered but half his trade. “The really great scientist should be a visionary,” said Robold, “and an inventor is merely a poet, with tools.”
Which is where we get Charley Huyck. He was a visionary, a scientist, a poet with tools, the protege of Dr. Robold. He dreamed things that no scientist had thought of. And we are thankful for his dreaming.
The one great friend of Huyck was Professor Williams, a man from Charley’s home city, who had known him even back in the days of selling papers. They had been cronies in boyhood, in their teens, and again at College. In after years, when Huyck had become the visionary, the mysterious Man of the Mountain, and Williams a great professor of astronomy, the friendship was as strong as ever.
But there was a difference between them. Williams was exact to acuteness, with not a whit of vision beyond pure science. He had been reared in the old stone-cold theory of exactness; he lived in figures. He could not understand Huyck or his reasoning. Perfectly willing to follow as far as facts permitted he refused to step off into speculation.
Which was the point between them. Charley Huyck had vision; although exact as any man, he had ever one part of his mind soaring out into speculation. What is, and what might be, and the gulf between. To bridge the gulf was the life work of Charley Huyck.
In the snug little office in Arizona we find them; Charley with his feet poised on the desk and Williams precise and punctilious, true to his training, defending the exactness of his philosophy. It was the cool of the evening; the sun was just mellowing the heat of the desert. Through the open door and windows a cool wind was blowing. Charley was smoking; the same old pipe had been the bane of Williams’s life at college.
“Then we know?” he was asking.
“Yes,” spoke the professor, “what we know, Charley, we know; though of course it is not much. It is very hard, nay impossible, to deny figures. We have not only the proofs of geology but of astronomical calculation, we have facts and figures plus our sidereal relations all about us.
“The world must come to an end. It is a hard thing to say it, but it is a fact of science. Slowly, inevitably, ruthlessly, the end will come. A mere question of arithmetic.”
Huyck nodded. It was his special function in life to differ with his former roommate. He had come down from his own mountain in Colorado just for the delight of difference.
“I see. Your old calculations of tidal retardation. Or if that doesn’t work the loss of oxygen and the water.”
“Either one or the other; a matter of figures; the earth is being drawn every day by the sun: its rotation is slowing up; when the time comes it will act to the sun in exactly the same manner as the moon acts to the earth to-day.”
“I understand. It will be a case of eternal night for one side of the earth, and eternal day for the other. A case of burn up or freeze up.”
“Exactly. Of if it doesn’t reach to that, the water gas will gradually lose out into sidereal space and we will go to desert. Merely a question of the old dynamical theory of gases; of the molecules to be in motion, to be forever colliding and shooting out into variance.
“Each minute, each hour, each day we are losing part of our atmospheric envelope. In course of time it will all be gone; when it is we shall be all desert. For instance, take a look outside. This is Arizona. Once it was the bottom of a deep blue sea. Why deny when we can already behold the beginning.”
The other laughed.
“Pretty good mathematics at that, professor. Only—”
“Only?”
“That it is merely mathematics.”
“Merely mathematics?” The professor frowned slightly. “Mathematics do not lie, Charlie, you cannot get away from them. What sort of fanciful argument are you bringing up now?”
“Simply this,” returned the other, “that you depend too much on figures. They are material and in the nature of things can only be employed in a calculation of what may happen in the future. You must have premises to stand on, facts. Your figures are rigid: they have no elasticity; unless your foundations are permanent and faultless your deductions will lead you only into error.”
“Granted; just the point: we know where we stand. Wherein are we in error?”
It was the old point of difference. Huyck was ever crashing down the idols of pure materialism. Williams was of the world-wide school.
“You are in error, my dear professor, in a very little thing and a very large one.”
“What is that?”
“Man.”
“Man?”
“Yes. He’s a great little bug. You have left him out of your calculation—which he will upset.”
The professor smiled indulgently. “I’ll allow; he is at least a conceited bug; but you surely cannot grant him much when pitted against the Universe.”
“No? Did it ever occur to you. Professor, what the Universe is? The stars for instance? Space, the immeasurable distance of Infinity. Have you never dreamed?”
Williams could not quite grasp him. Huyck had a habit that had grown out of childhood. Always he would allow his opponent to commit himself. The professor did not answer. But the other spoke.
“Ether. You know it. Whether mind or granite. For instance, your desert.” He placed his finger to his forehead. “Your mind, my mind—localized ether.”
“What are you driving at?”
“Merely this. Your universe has intelligence. It has mind as well as matter. The little knot called the earth is becoming conscious. Your deductions are incompetent unless they embrace mind as well as matter, and they cannot do it. Your mathematics are worthless.”
The professor bit his lip.
“Always fanciful.” he commented, “and visionary. Your argument is beautiful, Charley, and hopeful. I would that it were true. But all things must mature. Even an earth must die.”
“Not our earth. You look into the past, professor, for your proof, and I look into the future. Give a planet long enough time in maturing and it will develop life; give it still longer and it will produce intelligence. Our own earth is just coming into consciousness; it has thirty million years, at least, to run.”
“You mean?”
“This. That man is a great little bug. Mind: the intelligence of the earth.”
This of course is a bit dry. The conversation of such men very often is to those who do not care to follow them. But it is very pertinent to what came after. We know now, everyone knows, that Charley Huyck was right. Even Professor Williams admits it. Our earth is conscious. In less than twenty-four hours it had to employ its consciousness to save itself from destruction.
A bell rang. It was the private wire that connected the office with the residence. The professor picked up the receiver. “Just a minute. Yes? All right.” Then to his companion: “I must go over to the house, Charley. We have plenty of time. Then we can go up to the observatory.”
Which shows how little we know about ourselves. Poor Professor Williams! Little did he think that those casual words were the last he would ever speak to Charley Huyck.
The whole world seething! The beginning of the end! Charley Huyck in the vortex. The next few hours were to be the most strenuous of the planet’s history.
5: Approaching Disaster
IT WAS NIGHT. The stars which had just been coming out were spotted by millions over the sleeping desert. One of the nights that are peculiar to the country, which we all of us know so well, if not from experience, at least from hearsay; mellow, soft, sprinkled like salted fire, twinkling.
Each little light a message out of infinity. Cosmic grandeur; mind: chaos, eternity—a night for dreaming. Whoever had chosen the spot in the desert had picked full well. Charley had spoken of consciousness. On that night when he gazed up at the stars he was its personification. Surely a good spirit was watching over the earth.
A cool wind was blowing; on its breath floated the murmurs from the village; laughter, the song of children, the purring of motors and the startled barking of a dog; the confused drone of man and his civilization. From the eminence the observatory looked down upon the town and the sheen of light, spotting like jewels in the dim glow of the desert. To the east the mellow moon just tipping over the mountain. Charley stepped to the window.
He could see it all. The subtle beauty that was so akin to poetry: the stretch of desert, the mountains, the light in the eastern sky; the dull level shadow that marked the plain to the northward. To the west the mountains looming black to the star line. A beautiful night; sweetened with the breath of desert and tuned to its slumber.
Across the lawn he watched the professor descending the pathway under the acacias. An automobile was coming up the driveway; as it drove up under the arcs he noticed its powerful lines and its driver; one of those splendid pleasure cars that have returned to favor during the last decade; the soft purr of its motor, the great heavy tires and its coating of dust. There is a lure about a great car coming in from the desert. The car stopped, Charley noted. Doubtless some one for Williams. If it were, he would go into the observatory alone.
In the strict sense of the word Huyck was not an astronomer. He had not made it his profession. But for all that he knew things about the stars that the more exact professors had not dreamed of. Charley was a dreamer. He had a code all his own and a manner of reasoning. Between him and the stars lay a secret.
He had not divulged it, or if he had, it was in such an open way that it was laughed at. It was not cold enough in calculation or, even if so, was too far from their deduction. Huyck had imagination; his universe was alive and potent; it had intelligence. Matter could not live without it. Man was its manifestation; just come to consciousness. The universe teemed with intelligence. Charley looked at the stars.
He crossed the office, passed through the reception-room and thence to the stairs that led to the observatory. In the time that would lapse before the coming of his friend he would have ample time for observation. Somehow he felt that there was time for discovery. He had come down to Arizona to employ the lens of his friend the astronomer. The instrument that he had erected on his own mountain in Colorado had not given him the full satisfaction that he expected. Here in Arizona, in the dry clear air, which had hitherto given such splendid results, he hoped to find what he was after. But little did he expect to discover the terrible thing he did.
It is one of the strangest parts of the story that he should be here at the very moment when Fate and the world’s safety would have had him. For years he and Dr. Robold had been at work on their visionary projects. They were both dreamers. While others had scoffed they had silently been at their great work on kinetics.
The boy and the burning glass had grown under the tutelage of Dr. Robold: the time was about at hand when he could out-rival the saying of Archimedes. Though the world knew it not, Charley Huyck had arrived at the point where he could literally burn up the earth.
But he was not sinister; though he had the power he had of course not the slightest intention. He was a dreamer and it was part of his dream that man break his thraldom to the earth and reach out into the universe. It was a great conception and were it not for the terrible event which took his life we have no doubt but that he would have succeeded.
It was ten-thirty when he mounted the steps and seated himself. He glanced at his watch: he had a good ten minutes. He had computed before just the time for the observation. For months he had waited for just this moment; he had not hoped to be alone and now that he was in solitary possession he counted himself fortunate. Only the stars and Charley Huyck knew the secret; and not even he dreamed what it would amount to.
From his pocket he drew a number of papers; most of them covered with notations; some with drawings; and a good sized map in colors. This he spread before him, and with his pencil began to draw right across its face a net of lines and cross lines. A number of figures and a rapid computation. He nodded and then he made the observation.
It would have been interesting to study the face of Charley Huyck during the next few moments. At first he was merely receptive, his face placid but with the studious intentness of one who has come to the moment: and as he began to find what he was after— an eagerness of satisfaction. Then a queer blankness; the slight movement of his body stopped, and the tapping of his feet ceased entirely.
For a full five minutes an absolute intentness. During that time he was out among the stars beholding what not even he had dreamed of. It was more than a secret: and what it was only Charley Huyck of all the millions of men could have recognized. Yet it was more than even he had expected. When he at last drew away his face was chalk-like; great drops of sweat stood on his forehead: and the terrible truth in his eyes made him look ten years older.
“My God!”
For a moment indecision and strange impotence. The truth he had beheld numbed action; from his lips the mumbled words:
“This world; my world; our great and splendid mankind!”
A sentence that was despair and a benediction.
Then mechanically he turned back to confirm his observation. This time, knowing what he would see, he was not so horrified: his mind was cleared by the plain fact of what he was beholding. When at last he drew away his face was settled.
He was a man who thought quickly— thank the stars for that— and, once he thought, quick to spring to action. There was a peril poising over the earth. If it were to be voided there was not a second to lose in weighing up the possibilities.
He had been dreaming all his life. He had never thought that the climax was to be the very opposite of what he hoped for. In his under mind he prayed for Dr. Robold— dead and gone forever. Were he only here to help him!
He seized a piece of paper. Over its white face he ran a mass of computations. He worked like lightning; his fingers plying and his mind keyed to the pin-point of genius. Not one thing did he overlook in his calculation. If the earth had a chance he would find it.
There are always possibilities. He was working out the odds of the greatest race since creation. While the whole world slept, while the uncounted millions lay down in fond security, Charley Huyck there in the lonely room on the desert drew out their figured odds to the point of infinity.
“Just one chance in a million.”
He was going to take it. The words were not out of his mouth before his long legs were leaping down the stairway. In the flash of seconds his mind was rushing into clear action. He had had years of dreaming; all his years of study and tutelage under Robold gave him just the training for such a disaster.
But he needed time. Time! Time! Why was it so precious? He must get to his own mountain. In six jumps he was in the office.
It was empty. The professor had not returned. He thought rather grimly and fleetingly of their conversation a few minutes before; what would Williams think now of science and consciousness? He picked up the telephone receiver. While he waited he saw out of the corner of his eye the car in the driveway. It was—
“Hello. The professor? What? Gone down to town? No! Well, say, this is Charley”— he was watching the car in front of the building. “Say, hello— tell him I have gone home, home! H-o-m-e to Colorado— to Colorado, yes— to the mountain— the m-o-u-n-t-a-i-n. Oh, never mind— I’ll leave a note.
He clamped down the receiver. On the desk he scrawled on a piece of paper:
Ed:
Look these up. I’m bound for the mountain. No time to explain. There’s a car outside. Stay with the lens. Don’t leave it. If the earth goes up you will know that I have not reached the mountain.
Beside the note he placed one of the maps that he had in his pocket—with his pencil drew a black cross just above the center. Under the map were a number of computations.
It is interesting to note that in the stress of the great critical moment he forgot the professor’s title. It was a good thing. When Williams read it he recognized the significance. All through their life in crucial moments he had been “Ed.” to Charley.
But the note was all he was destined to find. A brisk wind was blowing. By a strange balance of fate the same movement that let Huyck out of the building ushered in the wind and upset calculation.
It was a little thing, but it was enough to keep all the world in ignorance and despair. The eddy whisking in through the door picked up the precious map, poised it like a tiny plane, and dropped it neatly behind a bookcase.
6: A Race To Save The World
HUYCK WAS working in a straight line. Almost before his last words on the phone were spoken he had requisitioned that automobile outside; whether money or talk, faith or force, he was going to have it. The hum of the motor sounded in his ears as he ran down the steps. He was hatless and in his shirt-sleeves. The driver was just putting some tools in the car. With one jump Charley had him by the collar.
“Five thousand dollars if you can get me to Robold Mountain in twenty hours.”
The very suddenness of the rush caught the man by surprise and lurched him against the car, turning him half around. Charley found himself gazing into dull brown eyes and sardonic laughter: a long, thin nose and lips drooped at the corners, then as suddenly tipping up— a queer creature, half devil, half laughter, and all fun.
“Easy, Charley, easy! How much did you say? Whisper it.”
It was Bob Winters. Bob Winters and his car. And waiting. Surely no twist of fortune could have been greater. He was a college chum of Huyck’s and of the professor’s. If there was one man that could make the run in the time allotted, Bob was he. But Huyck was impersonal. With the burden on his mind he thought of naught but his destination.
“Ten thousand!” he shouted.
The man held back his head. Huyck was far too serious to appreciate mischief. But not the man.
“Charley Huyck, of all men. Did young Lochinvar come out of the West? How much did you say? This desert air and the dust, ’tis hard on the hearing. She must be a young, fair maiden. Ten thousand.”
“Twenty thousand. Thirty thousand. Damnation, man, you can have the mountain. Into the car.”
By sheer subjective strength he forced the other into the machine. It was not until they were shooting out of the grounds on two wheels that he realized that the man was Bob Winters. Still the workings of fate.
The madcap and wild Bob of the races! Surely Destiny was on the job. The challenge of speed and the premium. At the opportune moment before disaster the two men were brought together. Minutes weighed up with centuries and hours outbalanced millenniums. The whole world slept; little did it dream that its very life was riding north with these two men into the midnight.
Into the midnight! The great car, the pride of Winter’s heart, leaped between the pillars. At the very outset, madcap that he was, he sent her into seventy miles an hour; they fairly jumped off the hill into the village. At a full seventy-five he took the curve; she skidded, sheered half around and swept on.
For an instant Charley held his breath. But the master hand held her; she steadied, straightened, and shot out into the desert. Above the whir of the motor, flying dust and blurring what-not, Charley got the tones of his companion’s voice. He had heard the words somewhere in history.
“Keep your seat, Mr. Greely. Keep your seat!”
The moon was now far up over the mountain, the whole desert was bathed in a mellow twilight; in the distance the mountains brooded like an uncertain slumbering cloud bank. They were headed straight to the northward; though there was a better road round about. Winters had chosen the hard, rocky bee-line to the mountain.
He knew Huyck and his reputation; when Charley offered thirty thousand for a twenty-hour drive it was not mere byplay. He had happened in at the observatory to drop in on Williams on his way to the coast. They had been classmates; likewise he and Charley.
When the excited man out of the observatory had seized him by the collar, Winters merely had laughed. He was the speed king. The three boys who had gone to school were now playing with the destiny of the earth. But only Huyck knew it.
Winters wondered. Through miles and miles of fleeting sagebrush, cacti and sand and desolation, he rolled over the problem. Steady as a rock, slightly stooped, grim and as certain as steel he held to the north. Charley Huyck by his side, hatless, coatless, his hair dancing to the wind, all impatience. Why was it? Surely a man even for death would have time to get his hat.
The whole thing spelled speed to Bob Winters; perhaps it was the infusion of spirit or the intensity of his companion; but the thrill ran into his vitals. Thirty thousand dollars—for a stake like that—what was the balance? He had been called Wild Bob for his daring; some had called him insane; on this night his insanity was enchantment.
It was wild; the lee of the giant roadster a whirring shower of gravel: into the darkness, into the night the car fought over the distance. The terrific momentum and the friction of the air fought in their faces; Huyck’s face was unprotected: in no time his lips were cracked, and long before they had crossed the level his whole face was bleeding.
But he heeded it not. He only knew that they were moving; that slowly, minute by minute, they were cutting down the odds that bore disaster. In his mind a maze of figures; the terrible sight he had seen in the telescope and the thing impending. Why had he kept his secret?
Over and again he impeached himself and Dr. Robold. It had come to this. The whole world sleeping and only himself to save it. Oh, for a few minutes, for one short moment! Would he get it?
At last they reached the mountains. A rough, rocky road, and but little traveled. Happily Winters had made it once before, and knew it. He took it with every bit of speed they could stand, but even at that it was diminished to a minimum.
For hours they fought over grades and gulches, dry washouts and boulders. It was dawn, and the sky was growing pink when they rode down again upon the level. It was here that they ran across their first trouble; and it was here that Winters began to realize vaguely what a race they might be running.
The particular level which they had entered was an elbow of the desert projecting into the mountains just below a massive, newly constructed dam. The reservoir had but lately been filled, and all was being put in readiness for the dedication.
An immense sheet of water extending far back into the mountains—it was intended before long to transform the desert into a garden. Below, in the valley, was a town, already the center of a prosperous irrigation settlement; but soon, with the added area, to become a flourishing city. The elbow, where they struck it, was perhaps twenty miles across. Their northward path would take them just outside the tip where the foothills of the opposite mountain chain melted into the desert. Without ado Winters put on all speed and plunged across the sands. And then:
It was much like winking; but for all that something far more impressive. To Winters, on the left hand of the car and with the east on the right hand, it was much as if the sun had suddenly leaped up and as suddenly plumped down behind the horizon—a vast vividness of scintillating opalescence: an azure, flaming diamond shot by a million fire points.
Instantaneous and beautiful. In the pale dawn of the desert air its wonder and color were beyond all beauty. Winters caught it out of the corner of his eye; it was so instantaneous and so illusive that he was not certain. Instinctively he looked to his companion.
But Charley, too, had seen it. His attitude of waiting and hoping was vigorized into vivid action. He knew just what it was. With one hand he clutched Winters and fairly shouted.
“On, on, Bob! On, as you value your life. Put into her every bit of speed you have got.”
At the same instant, at the same breath came a roar that was not to be forgotten; crunching, rolling, terrible— like the mountain moving.
Bob knew it. It was the dam. Something had broken it. To the east the great wall of water fall-out of the mountains! A beautiful sight and terrible; a relentless glassy roller fringed along its base by a lace of racing foam. The upper part was as smooth as crystal; the stored-up waters of the mountain moving out compactly. The man thought of the little town below and its peril. But Huyck thought also. He shouted in Winter’s ear:
“Never mind the town. Keep straight north. Over yonder to the point of the water. The town will have to drown.”
It was inexorable; there was no pity; the very strength and purpose of the command drove into the other’s understanding. Dimly now he realized that they were really running a race against time. Winters was a daredevil; the very catastrophe sent a thrill of exultation through him. It was the climax, the great moment of his life, to be driving at a hundred miles an hour under that wall of water.
The roar was terrible. Before they were half across it seemed to the two men that the very sound would drown them. There was nothing in the world but pandemonium. The strange flash was forgotten in the terror of the living wall that was reaching out to engulf them. Like insects they whizzed in the open face of the deluge. When they had reached the tip they were so close that the outrunning fringe of the surf was at their wheels.
Around the point with the wide open plain before them. With the flood behind them it was nothing to outrun it. The waters with a wider stretch spread out. In a few moments they had left all behind them.
But Winters wondered; what was the strange flash of evanescent beauty? He knew this dam and its construction; to outlast the centuries. It had been whiffed in a second. It was not lightning. He had heard no sound other than the rush of the waters. He looked to his companion.
Hucyk nodded.
“That’s the thing we are racing. We have only a few hours. Can we make it?”
Bob had thought that he was getting all the speed possible out of his motor. What it yielded from that moment on was a revelation.
It is not safe and hardly possible to be driving at such speed on the desert. Only the best car and a firm roadway can stand it. A sudden rut, squirrel hole, or pocket of sand is as good as destruction. They rushed on till noon.
Not even Winters, with all his alertness, could avoid it. Perhaps he was weary. The tedious hours, the racking speed had worn him to exhaustion. They had ceased to individualize, their way a blur, a nightmare of speed and distance.
It came suddenly, a blind barranca—one of those sunken, useless channels that are death to the unwary. No warning.
It was over just that quickly. A mere flash of consciousness plus a sensation of flying. Two men broken on the sands and the great, beautiful roadster a twisted ruin.
7: A Riven Continent
BUT BACK to the world. No one knew about Charley Huyck nor what was occurring on the desert. Even if we had it would have been impossible to construe connection.
After the news out of Oakland, and the destruction of Mt. Heckla, we were far too appalled. The whole thing was beyond us. Not even the scientists with all their data could find one thing to work on. The wires of the world buzzed with wonder and with panic. We were civilized. It is really strange how quickly, in spite of our boasted powers, we revert to the primitive.
Superstition cannot die. Where was no explanation must be miracle. The thing had been repeated. When would it strike again. And where?
There was not long to wait. But this time the stroke was of far more consequence and of far more terror. The sheer might of the thing shook the earth. Not a man or government that would not resign in the face of such destruction.
It was omnipotent. A whole continent had been riven. It would be impossible to give description of such catastrophe; no pen can tell it any more than it could describe the creation. We can only follow in its path.
On the morning after the first catastrophe, at eight o’clock, just south of the little city of Santa Cruz, on the north shore of the Bay of Monterey, the same light and the same, though not quite the same, instantaneousness. Those who beheld it report a vast ball of azure blue and opalescent fire and motion; a strange sensation of vitalized vibration; of personified living force. In shape like a marble, as round as a full moon in its glory, but of infinitely more beauty.
It came from nowhere; neither from above the earth nor below it. Seeming to leap out of nothing, it glided or rather vanished to the eastward. Still the effect of winking, though this time, perhaps from a distanced focus, more vivid. A dot or marble, like a full moon, burning, opal, soaring to the eastward.
And instantaneous. Gone as soon as it was come; noiseless and of phantom beauty; like a finger of the Omnipotent tracing across the world, and as terrible. The human mind had never conceived a thing so vast.
Beginning at the sands of the ocean the whole country had vanished; a chasm twelve miles wide and of unknown depth running straight to the eastward, where had been farms and homes was nothing; the mountains had been seared like butter. Straight as an arrow.
Then the roar of the deluge. The waters of the Pacific breaking through its sands and rolling into the Gulf of Mexico. That there was no heat was evidenced by the fact that there was no steam. The thing could not be internal. Yet what was it?
One can only conceive in figures. From the shores of Santa Cruz to the Atlantic— a few seconds; then out into the eastern ocean straight out into the Sea of the Sargasso. A great gulf riven straight across the face of North America.
The path seemed to follow the sun; it bore to the eastward with a slight southern deviation. The mountains it cut like cheese. Passing just north of Fresno it seared through the gigantic Sierras halfway between the Yosemite and Mt. Whitney, through the great desert to southern Nevada, thence across northern Arizona, New Mexico, Texas, Arkansas, Mississippi, Alabama, and Georgia, entering the Atlantic at a point halfway between Brunswick and Jacksonville. A great canal twelve miles in width linking the oceans. A cataclysmic blessing. Today, with thousands of ships bearing freight over its water, we can bless that part of the disaster.
But there was more to come. So far the miracle had been sporadic. Whatever had been its force it had been fatal only on point and occasion. In a way it had been local. The deadly atmospheric combination of its aftermath was invariable in its recession. There was no suffering. The death that it dealt was the death of obliteration. But now it entered on another stage.
The world is one vast ball, and, though large, still a very small place to live in. There are few of us, perhaps, who look upon it, or even stop to think of it, as a living being. Yet it is just that. It has its currents, life, pulse, and its fevers; it is coordinate; a million things such as the great streams of the ocean, the swirls of the atmosphere, make it a place to live in. And we are conscious only, or mostly, through disaster.
A strange thing happened.
The great opal like a mountain of fire had riven across the continent. From the beginning and with each succession the thing was magnified. But it was not until it had struck the waters of the Atlantic that we became aware of its full potency and its fatality.
The earth quivered at the shock, and man stood on his toes in terror. In twenty-four hours our civilization was literally falling to pieces. We were powerful with the forces that we understood; but against this that had been literally ripped from the unknown we were insignificant. The whole world was frozen. Let us see.
Into the Atlantic! The transition. Hitherto silence. But now the roar of ten thousand million Niagaras, the waters of the ocean rolling, catapulting, roaring into the gulf that had been seared in its bosom. The Gulf Stream cut in two, the currents that tempered our civilization sheared in a second. Straight into the Sargasso Sea. The great opal, liquid fire, luminescent, a ball like the setting sun, lay poised upon the ocean. It was the end of the earth!
What was this thing? The whole world knew of it in a second. And not a one could tell. In less than forty hours after its first appearance in Oakland it had consumed a mountain, riven a continent, and was drinking up an ocean. The tangled sea of the Sargasso, dead calm for ages, was a cataract; a swirling torrent of maddened waters rushed to the opal—and disappeared.
It was hellish and out of madness; as beautiful as it was uncanny. The opal high as the Himalayas brooding upon the water; its myriad colors blending, winking in a phantasm of iridescence. The beauty of its light could be seen a thousand miles. A thing out of mystery and out of forces. We had discovered many things and knew much; but had guessed no such thing as this. It was vampirish, and it was literally drinking up the earth.
Consequences were immediate. The point of contact was fifty miles across, the waters of the Atlantic with one accord turned to the magnet. The Gulf Stream veered straight from its course and out across the Atlantic. The icy currents from the poles freed from the warmer barrier descended along the coasts and thence out into the Sargasso Sea. The temperature of the temperate zone dipped below the point of a blizzard.
The first word come out of London. Freezing! And in July! The fruit and entire harvest of northern Europe destroyed. Olympic games at Copenhagen postponed by a foot of snow. The river Seine frozen. Snow falling in New York. Crops nipped with frost as far south as Cape Hatteras.
A fleet of airplanes was despatched from the United States and another from the west coast of Africa. Not half of them returned. Those that did reported even more disaster. The reports that were handed in were appalling. They had sailed straight on. It was like flying into the sun; the vividness of the opalescence was blinding, rising for miles above them alluring, drawing and unholy, and of a beauty that was terror.
Only the tardy had escaped. It even drew their motors, it was like gravity suddenly become vitalized and conscious. Thousands of machines vaulted into the opalescence. From those ahead hopelessly drawn and powerless came back the warning. But hundreds could not escape.
“Back,” came the wireless. “Do not come too close. The thing is a magnet. Turn back before too late. Against this man is insignificant.”
Then like gnats flitting into fire they vanished into the opalescence.
The others turned back. The whole world freezing shuddered in horror. A great vampire was brooding over the earth. The greatness that man had attained to was nothing. Civilization was tottering in a day. We were hopeless.
Then came the last revelation; the truth and verity of the disaster and the threatened climax. The water level of all the coast had gone down. Vast ebb tides had gone out not to return. Stretches of sand where had been surf extended far out into the sea. Then the truth! The thing, whatever it was, was drinking up the ocean.
8: The Man Who Saved The Earth
IT WAS tragic; grim, terrible, cosmic. Out of nowhere had come this thing that was eating up the earth. Not a thing out of all our science had there been to warn us; not a word from all our wise men. We who had built up our civilization, piece by piece, were after all but insects.
We were going out in a maze of beauty into the infinity whence we came. Hour by hour the great orb of opalescence grew in splendor; the effect and the beauty of its lure spread about the earth; thrilling, vibrant like suppressed music. The old earth helpless. Was it possible that out of her bosom she could not pluck one intelligence to save her? Was there not one law—no answer?
Out on the desert with his face to the sun lay the answer. Though almost hopeless there was still some time and enough of near-miracle to save us. A limping fate in the shape of two Indians and a battered runabout at the last moment.
Little did the two red men know the value of the two men found that day on the desert. To them the debris of the mighty car and the prone bodies told enough of the story. They were Samaritans; but there are many ages to bless them.
As it was there were many hours lost. Without this loss there would have been thousands spared and an almost immeasurable amount of disaster. But we have still to be thankful. Charley Huyck was still living.
He had been stunned; battered, bruised, and unconscious; but he had not been injured vitally. There was still enough left of him to drag himself to the old runabout and call for Winters. His companion, as it happened, was in even better shape than himself, and waiting. We do not know how they talked the red men out of their relic—whether by coaxing, by threat, or by force.
Straight north. Two men battered, worn, bruised, but steadfast, bearing in that limping old motorcar the destiny of the earth. Fate was still on the job, but badly crippled.
They had lost many precious hours. Winters had forfeited his right to the thirty thousand. He did not care. He understood vaguely that there was a stake over and above all money. Huyck said nothing; he was too maimed and too much below will-power to think of speaking. What had occurred during the many hours of their unconsciousness was unknown to them. It was not until they came sheer upon the gulf that had been riven straight across the continent that the awful truth dawned on them.
To Winters it was terrible. The mere glimpse of that blackened chasm was terror. It was bottomless; so deep that its depths were cloudy; the misty haze of its uncertain shadows was akin to chaos. He understood vaguely that it was related to that terrible thing they had beheld in the morning. It was not the power of man. Some force had been loosened which was ripping the earth to its vitals. Across the terror of the chasm he made out the dim outlines of the opposite wall. A full twelve miles across.
For a moment the sight overcame even Huyck himself. Full well he knew; but knowing, as he did, the full fact of the miracle was even more than he expected. His long years under Robold, his scientific imagination had given him comprehension. Not puny steam, nor weird electricity, but force, kinetics—out of the universe.
He knew. But knowing as he did, he was overcome by the horror. Such a thing turned loose upon the earth! He had lost many hours; he had but a few hours remaining. The thought gave him sudden energy. He seized Winters by the arm.
“To the first town, Bob. To the first town—an aerodome.”
There was speed in that motor for all its decades. Winters turned about and shot out in a lateral course parallel to the great chasm. But for all his speed he could not keep back his question.
“In the name of Heaven, Charley, what did it? What is it?”
Came the answer; and it drove the lust of all speed through Winters:
“Bob,” said Charley, “it is the end of the world—if we don’t make it. But a few hours left. We must have an airplane. I must make the mountain.”
It was enough for Wild Bob. He settled down. It was only an old runabout; but he could get speed out of a wheelbarrow. He had never driven a race like this. Just once did he speak. The words were characteristic.
“A world’s record, Charley. And we’re going to win. Just watch us.”
And they did.
There was no time lost in the change. The mere fact of Huyck’s name, his appearance and the manner of his arrival was enough. For the last hours messages had been pouring in at every post in the Rocky Mountains for Charley Huyck. After the failure of all others many thousands had thought of him.
Even the government, unappreciative before, had awakened to a belated and almost frantic eagerness. Orders were out that everything, no matter what, was to be at his disposal. He had been regarded as visionary; but in the face of what had occurred, visions were now the most practical things for mankind. Besides, Professor Williams had sent out to the world the strange portent of Huyck’s note. For years there had been mystery on that mountain. Could it be?
Unfortunately we cannot give it the description we would like to give. Few men outside of the regular employees have ever been to the Mountain of Robold. From the very first, owing perhaps to the great forces stored, and the danger of carelessness, strangers and visitors had been barred. Then, too, the secrecy of Dr. Robold—and the respect of his successor. But we do know that the burning glass had grown into the mountain.
Bob Winters and the aviator are the only ones to tell us; the employees, one and all, chose to remain. The cataclysm that followed destroyed the work of Huyck and Robold—but not until it had served the greatest deed that ever came out of the minds of men. And had it not been for Huyck’s insistence we would not have even the account that we are giving.
It was he who insisted, nay, begged, that his companions return while there was yet a chance. Full well he knew. Out of the universe, out of space he had coaxed the forces that would burn up the earth. The great ball of luminous opalescence, and the diminishing ocean!
There was but one answer. Through the imaginative genius of Robold and Huyck, fate had worked up to the moment. The lad and the burning glass had grown to Archimedes.
What happened?
The plane neared the Mountain of Robold. The great bald summit and the four enormous globes of crystal. At least we so assume. We have Winter’s word and that of the aviator that they were of the appearance of glass. Perhaps they were not; but we can assume it for description. So enormous that were they set upon a plain they would have overtopped the highest building ever constructed; though on the height of the mountain, and in its contrast, they were not much more than golf balls.
It was not their size but their effect that was startling. They were alive. At least that is what we have from Winters. Living, luminous, burning, twisting within with a thousand blending, iridescent beautiful colors. Not like electricity but something infinitely more powerful. Great mysterious magnets that Huyck had charged out of chaos. Glowing with the softest light; the whole mountain brightened as in a dream, and the town of Robold at its base lit up with a beauty that was past beholding.
It was new to Winters. The great buildings and the enormous machinery. Engines of strangest pattern, driven by forces that the rest of the world had not thought of. Not a sound; the whole works a complicated mass covering a hundred acres, driving with a silence that was magic. Not a whir nor friction. Like a living composite body pulsing and breathing the strange and mysterious force that had been evolved from Huyck’s theory of kinetics. The four great steel conduits running from the globes down the side of the mountain. In the center, at a point midway between the globes, a massive steel needle hung on a pivot and pointed directly at the sun.
Winters and the aviator noted it and wondered. From the lower end of the needle was pouring a luminous stream of pale-blue opalescence, a stream much like a liquid, and of an unholy radiance. But it was not a liquid, nor fire, nor anything seen by man before.
It was force. We have no better description than the apt phrase of Winters. Charley Huyck was milking the sun, as it dropped from the end of the four living streams to the four globes that took it into storage. The four great, wonderful living globes; the four batteries; the very sight of their imprisoned beauty and power was magnetic.
The genius of Huyck and Robold! Nobody but the wildest dreamers would have conceived it. The life of the sun. And captive to man; at his will and volition. And in the next few minutes we were to lose it all! But in losing it we were to save ourselves. It was fate and nothing else.
There was but one thing more upon the mountain—the observatory and another needle apparently idle; but with a point much like a gigantic phonograph needle. It rose square out of the observatory, and to Winters it gave an impression of a strange gun, or some implement for sighting.
That was all. Coming with the speed that they were making, the airmen had no time for further investigation. But even this is comprehensive. Minus the force. If we only knew more about that or even its theory we might perhaps reconstruct the work of Charley Huyck and Dr. Robold.
They made the landing. Winters, with his nature, would be in at the finish; but Charley would not have it.
“It is death, Bob,” he said. “You have a wife and babies. Go back to the world. Go back with all the speed you can get out of your motors. Get as far away as you can before the end comes.”
With that he bade them a sad farewell. It was the last spoken word that the outside world had from Charley Huyck.
The last seen of him he was running up the steps of his office. As they soared away and looked back they could see men, the employees, scurrying about in frantic haste to their respective posts and stations. What was it all about? Little did the two aviators know. Little did they dream that it was the deciding stroke.
9: The Most Terrific Moment In History
STILL the great ball of Opalescence brooding over the Sargasso. Europe now was frozen, and though it was midsummer had gone into winter quarters. The Straits of Dover were no more. The waters had receded and one could walk, if careful, dryshod from the shores of France to the chalk cliffs of England. The Straits of Gibraltar had dried up. The Mediterranean completely land-locked, was cut off forever from the tides of the mother ocean.
The whole world going dry; not in ethics, but in reality. The great Vampire, luminous, beautiful beyond all ken and thinking, drinking up our lifeblood. The Atlantic a vast whirlpool.
A strange frenzy had fallen over mankind: men fought in the streets and died in madness. It was fear of the Great Unknown, and hysteria. At such a moment the veil of civilization was torn to tatters. Man was reverting to the primeval.
Then came the word from Charley Huyck; flashing and repeating to every clime and nation. In its assurance it was almost as miraculous as the Vampire itself. For man had surrendered.
To the People of the World:
The strange and terrible Opalescence which, for the past seventy hours, has been playing havoc with the world, is not miracle, nor of the supernatural, but a mere manifestation and result of the application of celestial kinetics. Such a thing always was and always will be possible where there is intelligence to control and harness the forces that lie about us. Space is not space exactly, but an infinite cistern of unknown laws and forces. We may control certain laws on earth, but until we reach out farther we are but playthings.
Man is the intelligence of the earth. The time will come when he must be the intelligence of a great deal of space as well. At the present time you are merely fortunate and a victim of a kind fate. That I am the instrument of the earth’s salvation is merely chance. The real man is Dr. Robold. When he picked me up on the streets I had no idea that the sequence of time would drift to this moment. He took me into his work and taught me.
Because he was sensitive and was laughed at, we worked in secret. And since his death, and out of respect to his memory, I have continued in the same manner. But I have written down everything, all the laws, computations, formulas—everything; and I am now willing it to mankind.
Robold had a theory on kinetics. It was strange at first and a thing to laugh at; but he reduced it to laws as potent and as inexorable as the laws of gravitation.
The luminous Opalescence that has almost destroyed us is but one of its minor manifestations. It is a message of sinister intelligence; for back of it all is an Intelligence. Yet it is not all sinister. It is self-preservation. The time is coming when eons of ages from now our own man will be forced to employ just such a weapon for his own preservation. Either that or we shall die of thirst and agony.
Let me ask you to remember now, that whatever you have suffered, you have saved a world. I shall now save you and the earth.
In the vaults you will find everything. All the knowledge and discoveries of the great Dr. Robold, plus a few minor findings by myself.
And now I bid you farewell. You shall soon be free.
Charley Huyck.
A strange message. Spoken over the wireless and flashed to every clime, it roused and revived the hope of mankind. Who was this Charley Huyck? Uncounted millions of men had never heard his name; there were but few, very few who had.
A message out of nowhere and of very dubious and doubtful explanation. Celestial kinetics! Undoubtedly. But the words explained nothing. However, man was ready to accept anything, so long as it saved him.
For a more lucid explanation we must go back to the Arizona observatory and Professor Ed. Williams. And a strange one it was truly; a certain proof that consciousness is more potent, far more so than mere material; also that many laws of our astronomers are very apt to be overturned in spite of their mathematics.
Charley Huyck was right. You cannot measure intelligence with a yard-stick. Mathematics do not lie; but when applied to consciousness they are very likely to kick backward. That is precisely what had happened.
The suddenness of Huyck’s departure had puzzled Professor Williams; that, and the note which he found upon the table. It was not like Charley to go off so in the stress of a moment. He had not even taken the time to get his hat and coat. Surely something was amiss.
He read the note carefully, and with a deal of wonder.
“Look these up. Keep by the lens. If the world goes up you will know I have not reached the mountain.”
What did he mean? Besides, there was no data for him to work on. He did not know that an errant breeze had plumped the information behind the bookcase. Nevertheless he went into the observatory, and for the balance of the night stuck by the lens.
Now there are uncounted millions of stars in the sky. Williams had nothing to go by. A needle in the hay-stack were an easy task compared with the one that he was allotted. The flaming mystery, whatever it was that Huyck had seen, was not caught by the professor. Still, he wondered. “If the world goes up you will know I have not reached the mountain.” What was the meaning?
But he was not worried. The professor loved Huyck as a visionary and smiled not a little at his delightful fancies. Doubtless this was one of them. It was not until the news came flashing out of Oakland that he began to take it seriously. Then followed the disappearance of Mount Heckla. “If the world goes up”— it began to look as if the words had meaning.
There was a frantic professor during the next few days. When he was not with the lens he was flashing out messages to the world for Charley Huyck. He did not know that Huyck was lying unconscious and almost dead upon the desert. That the world was coming to catastrophe he knew full well; but where was the man to save it? And most of all, what had his friend meant by the words, “look these up”?
Surely there must be some further information. Through the long, long hours he stayed with the lens and waited. And he found nothing.
It was three days. Who will ever forget them? Surely not Professor Williams. He was sweating blood. The whole world was going to pieces without the trace of an explanation. All the mathematics, all the accumulations of the ages had availed for nothing. Charley Huyck held the secret. It was in the stars, and not an astronomer could find it.
But with the seventeenth hour came the turn of fortune. The professor was passing through the office. The door was open, and the same fitful wind which had played the original prank was now just as fitfully performing restitution. Williams noticed a piece of paper protruding from the back of the bookcase and fluttering in the breeze. He picked it up. The first words that he saw were in the handwriting of Charley Huyck. He read:
“In the last extremity— in the last phase when there is no longer any water on the earth; when even the oxygen of the atmospheric envelope has been reduced to a minimum— man, or whatever form of intelligence is then upon the earth, must go back to the laws which governed his forebears. Necessity must ever be the law of evolution. There will be no water upon the earth, but there will be an unlimited quantity elsewhere.
“By that time, for instance, the great planet, Jupiter, will be in just a convenient state for exploitation. Gaseous now, it will be, by that time, in just about the stage when the steam and water are condensing into ocean. Eons of millions of years away in the days of dire necessity. By that time the intelligence and consciousness of the earth will have grown equal to the task.
“It is a thing to laugh at (perhaps) just at present. But when we consider the ratio of man’s advance in the last hundred years, what will it be in a billion? Not all the laws of the universe have been discovered, by any means. At present we know nothing. Who can tell?
“Aye, who can tell? Perhaps we ourselves have in store the fate we would mete out to another. We have a very dangerous neighbor close beside us. Mars is in dire straits for water. And we know there is life on Mars and intelligence! The very fact on its face proclaims it. The oceans have dried up; the only way they have of holding life is by bringing their water from the polar snow-caps. Their canals pronounce an advanced state of cooperative intelligence; there is life upon Mars and in an advanced stage of evolution.
“But how far advanced? It is a small planet, and consequently eons of ages in advance of the earth’s evolution. In the nature of things Mars cooled off quickly, and life was possible there while the earth was yet a gaseous mass. She has gone to her maturity and into her retrogression; she is approaching her end. She has had less time to produce intelligence than intelligence will have— in the end— upon the earth.
“How far has this intelligence progressed? That is the question. Nature is a slow worker. It took eons of ages to put life upon the earth; it took eons of more ages to make this life conscious. How far will it go? How far has it gone on Mars?”
That was as far the the comments went. The professor dropped his eyes to the rest of the paper. It was a map of the face of Mars, and across its center was a black cross scratched by the dull point of a soft pencil.
He knew the face of Mars. It was the Ascræus Lucus. The oasis at the juncture of a series of canals running much like the spokes of a wheel. The great Uranian and Alander Canals coming in at about right angles.
In two jumps the professor was in the observatory with the great lens swung to focus. It was the great moment out of his lifetime, and the strangest and most eager moment, perhaps, ever lived by any astronomer. His fingers fairly twitched with tension. There before his view was the full face of our Martian neighbor!
But was it? He gasped out a breath of startled exclamation. Was it Mars that he gazed at; the whole face, the whole thing had been changed before him.
Mars has ever been red. Viewed through the telescope it has had the most beautiful tinge imaginable, red ochre, the weird tinge of the desert in sunset. The color of enchantment and of hell!
For it is so. We know that for ages and ages the planet has been burning up; that life was possible only in the dry sea-bottoms and under irrigation. The rest, where the continents once were, was blazing desert. The redness, the beauty, the enchantment that we so admired was burning hell.
All this had changed.
Instead of this was a beautiful shade of iridescent green. The red was gone forever. The great planet standing in the heavens had grown into infinite glory. Like the great Dog Star transplanted.
The professor sought out the Ascræus Lucus. It was hard to find. The whole face had been transfigured; where had been canals was now the beautiful sheen of green and verdure. He realized what he was beholding and what he had never dreamed of seeing; the seas of Mars filled up.
With the stolen oceans our grim neighbor had come back to youth. But how had it been done. It was horror for our world. The great luminescent ball of Opalescence! Europe frozen and New York a mass of ice. It was the earth’s destruction. How long could the thing keep up; and whence did it come? What was it?
He sought for the Ascræus Lucus. And he beheld a strange sight. At the very spot where should have been the juncture of the canals he caught what at first looked like a pin-point flame, a strange twinkling light with flitting glow of Opalescence. He watched it, and he wondered. It seemed to the professor to grow; and he noticed that the green about it was of different color. It was winking, like a great force, and much as if alive; baneful.
It was what Charley Huyck had seen. The professor thought of Charley. He had hurried to the mountain. What could Huyck, a mere man, do against a thing like this? There was naught to do but sit and watch it drink of our lifeblood. And then—
It was the message, the strange assurance that Huyck was flashing over the world. There was no lack of confidence in the words he was speaking. “Celestial Kinetics,” so that was the answer! Certainly it must be so with the truth before him. Williams was a doubter no longer. And Charley Huyck could save them. The man he had humored. Eagerly he waited and stuck by the lens. The whole world waited.
It was perhaps the most terrific moment since creation. To describe it would be like describing doomsday. We all of us went through it, and we all of us thought the end had come; that the earth was torn to atoms and to chaos.
The State of Colorado was lurid with a red light of terror; for a thousand miles the flame shot above the earth and into space. If ever spirit went out in glory that spirit was Charley Huyck! He had come to the moment and to Archimedes. The whole world rocked to the recoil. Compared to it the mightiest earthquake was but a tender shiver. The consciousness of the earth had spoken!
The professor was knocked upon the floor. He knew not what had happened. Out of the windows and to the north the flame of Colorado, like the whole world going up. It was the last moment. But he was a scientist to the end. He had sprained his ankle and his face was bleeding; but for all that he struggled, fought his way to the telescope. And he saw:
The great planet with its sinister, baleful, wicked light in the center, and another light vastly larger covering up half of Mars. What was it? It was moving. The truth set him almost to shouting.
It was the answer of Charley Huyck and of the world. The light grew smaller, smaller, and almost to a pin-point on its way to Mars.
The real climax was in silence. And of all the world only Professor Williams beheld it. The two lights coalesced and spread out; what it was on Mars, of course, we do not know.
But in a few moments all was gone. Only the green of the Martian Sea winked in the sunlight. The luminous opal was gone from the Sargasso. The ocean lay in peace.
It was a terrible three days. Had it not been for the work of Robold and Huyck life would have been destroyed. The pity of it that all of their discoveries have gone with them. Not even Charley realized how terrific the force he was about to loosen.
He had carefully locked everything in vaults for a safe delivery to man. He had expected death, but not the cataclysm. The whole of Mount Robold was shorn away; in its place we have a lake fifty miles in diameter.
So much for celestial kinetics.
And we look to a green and beautiful Mars. We hold no enmity. It was but the law of self-preservation. Let us hope they have enough water; and that their seas will hold. We don’t blame them, and we don’t blame ourselves, either for that matter. We need what we have, and we hope to keep it.
____________________
9: Terror!
A. Kuprin
(Alexander Ivanovich Kuprin, 1870-1938)
Telegraph (Brisbane) 13 June 1934
ALL four of us fellow-passengers were strangers to each other, and we indulged in conversation in the Incidental manner that is natural In a railway carriage on a long December evening. We told each other stories which we had read or heard, tales of mysterious phenomena which could only be explained by the intervention of supernatural forces.
One man, In all probability a merchant, wearing a bearskin fur coat of such gigantic proportions that It seemed to be too large for the biggest bear, was rather Inclined to tales of a semi-religious nature Some dealt with sacrilege; about men who planned to strip a corpse that lay in a church; about a monk murdered by brigands, whose ghost would come at nights and demand that his body should be interred.
Another passenger— a medical student in his first year— appalled us with cases which occurred In the dissecting room, and I myself modified one of Edgar Poe's unusual stories, carefully rehashing it and telling it as having occurred to someone of my acquaintance.
THE fourth passenger— a man in a long-eared fur cap and with a plaid travelling rug over his knees— said little, and when he broke the silence offered the briefest monosyllabic remarks.
The snow outside the window seemed to become a narrow, muddy strip of grey, that constantly ran backward, dimly visible in the light of the train. Now and again melancholy black silhouettes of denuded shrubbery and trees stood out in this ever-receding strip, while farther beyond it the eye sank into cold, eerie darkness.
"Of course, gentlemen, everything which you have just told us is very unusual and tragic," suddenly declared the man with the plaid travelling rug, "but authenticity is very doubtful. Who would like to guarantee that those occurrences actually took place, and are not the result of pure Invention?
"Now, I can tell you, If you wish, about an occurrence which happened to me personally, and for tho space of at least a few minutes gripped my whole consciousness In the 'terror of the supernatural.' "
The words excited our curiosity, and he went on:
"About 10 years ago I served in the Customs as Inspector of the transit station in the small frontier town of Berezno.
"The station was situated on a dam Intersecting the River Zbroutch. At six In the evening the guards would lock the turnpike in my presence, and from that instant my duties would be over for the day.
The remainder of the day I could use as I pleased, and I formed the habit of betaking myself nightly to the railway station to wait the arrival of the evening express.
"In those days the railway station was the usual meeting-place for Custom officials. frontier officers, and sometimes the neighbouring small landowners.
"About 11 o'clock two trains would arrive almost simultaneously; ours and the Austrian one. The station would Immediately fill with a crowd comprised of many races— fussy, noisy, and preoccupied.
"It would also happen that nearly every day a lot of contraband would be stopped in examination, or that some elegant lady would be taken to the dressing-room to be searched.
"Contraband was often found In large quantities, for that was a Golden Age, regretted with a sigh by officials grown grey in the service of the Custom-houses and bonded stores; for in those days every employee had his own specially reserved circle of clients among the smugglers.
"Nine times he allowed the prohibited goods to pass without action, but it the tenth he would have them dealt with, with all the rigour of the law, and receive the recognised reward.
"The arrangement suited everyone, and in such easy circumstances did Custom officials live in those days that they could give luxurious bachelor suppers and receive music-hall chorus girls from Lemberg and even from Vienna Itself as visitors.
"The little town was situated about four versts distance from the railway station. It boasted of no society whatsoever, unless one were to count the village policeman and four dull old post-office officials. It was not surprising that the four versts were no barrier between us and the station.
"One evening, at the end of November, having locked the turnpike as usual, I changed my clothes, put my papers straight, and left home to walk to the station. There were two roads. One, the longest, circled round from the little town through the adjacent village of Frederickovka.
"Another, very much shorter and strictly much more of a footpath than a road, crossed a huge empty field diagonally and led to a railway embankment quite close to the station. Naturally, I always used the short pathway through the field, and this time went the same way.
"It was about eight o'clock, or a little after, and was so dark that one could see nothing beyond eight or ten paces. I made my way, half-gropingly, along the line of the footpath where the snow, because it lay more condensed than in the open, emitted a faint sound under my feet.
"Presently a snowstorm broke, half-blinding me as the fine prickly snow was whirled around me and dashed into my face. Suddenly I was seized by one of those unpleasant complex sensations to which I am strangely liable whenever I cross wide spaces such as open fields, city squares, and even large halls.
"The sensation, accompanied, as usual, by a restless throbbing of the heart, mod: me imagine myself shrinking away to insignificance while the field around me expanded into terrible immensity, so that I felt I could never cross it.
"Presently I felt that the whole field was beginning to whirl around me. I looked back and found that I was now able to sec the lights of the little town faintly flickering In the distance. This was a relief and kept my spirits up for a little while, but the lights disappeared as soon as I descended Into the long, flat plain, where I was surrounded by a turbid whitish mist.
"I HAD always feared this place I instinctively. Why, I never knew, but the fact remains that every time I passed through this valley I felt as if an unaccountable fear, to use the Homeric expression, 'seized me by the hair.'
"Suddenly, straight in front of me, I noticed a dark, motionless blur.... I halted with slightly bated breath, listening for any unusual sound, but everything was still, except the snowflakes faintly rustling against my face, and the thumping of my heart.
"The dark object did not stir. I stepped forward a few paces and saw that the blur was in reality a man who was sitting motionless on the snow, leaning his back against a telegraph pole.
"He was wearing a fur coat, entirely unbuttoned and wide open at the chest. He wore no cap and sat upright with his legs stretched out before him, his arms at the sides of the body so that his hands were deep in the snow. His head was slightly thrown back.
" 'Who are you?' I asked.
"He made no reply.
" 'Who are you?' I repeated.
"Still silence.
" 'Evidently he has died of the cold, or he has been murdered,' I thought, and, strange as it may seem, the thought actually reassured me and made me feel less tense and strained.
"I approached the stranger and examined him carefully. He had a long, narrow face with thin lips, crooked nose, and a goatlike little beard. Eyebrows, arched in sharp angles, put a finishing touch to this strangely cynical face and made it seem that of a cultured satyr.
"I KNEW that he was alive, because his eyes were watching... me. As I felt his gaze upon me, fear suddenly gripped at me again... fear, impossible to describe, that made my teeth chatter beyond any power of mine to control.
"My nerves suddenly felt a stiffer strain of tension as my eyes abruptly signalled a new fact to my consciousness: that there was lot even a sign of any footmarks m the snow around him.
"Silently he looked at me, and my eyes were held by his in spite of all my efforts to tear my glance away. Terror— incredible, inexpressible, superhuman terror— froze my body, nerves, and will. The very fingers on my hands and the toes of my feet contracted convulsively.
"Time passed, I know not how if it was measured in seconds, minutes, or hours... time itself seemed to stand still.
"Suddenly there came an expression on the man's face such as I had never seen before, a deformed grimace, a frantic combination of laughter and horror, human yet fiendish!
"And worse— I felt indescribably as if the face had become, in expression at all events, a mirror of my own, as if it was I who was smiling that grim satanic leer.
" 'You are the Devil himself!" I screamed in a frenzy of fury and terror, and with all my strength I struck out at that dreadful face.
"He fell, as fall the dead— heavily, and without bending, and I darted away for my life. But my limbs would not obey me; my steps became leaden and aimless as those of a drunken man. Again and again I stumbled, fell, and staggered to my feet again...'
"All this time, as I was told others later, I was shouting without ceasing;
" 'The Devil! The Devil! The Devil!'
"Then I lost consciousness. I came to; myself in my own home and in my own bed after a severe and dangerous illness."
THE narrator became silent, as if the story had ended.
"Who was it, then, you found in the snow?" asked the student.
"It was all made clear afterwards," was the reply. "He was an Austrian merchant who had been" walking, just as I had been doing, from the town to the railway station, but on the way he had been seized with paralysis. Somehow he managed to crawl to a telegraph pole and lean against it. He had been there about an hour, and became so frozen that he could not stir hand or foot. He was found not many paces from me. We were both unconscious.
"That, gentlemen"— the narrator concluded— "was a real experience of terror, of which I am unable to describe even a hundredth part, for no words In human speech would make It possible to do so. Yet I may convey something of it in another way— evidence— proof— demonstration, what you will."
He removed his cap. His hair was as white as snow.
"My hair was raven-black when I started to walk along that pathway," he said with a melancholy smile. "It was as you now see it when my neighbours found me."
_____________________
10: Intrigue
Mark Channing
(L. A. M. Jones, 1879-1943)
Daily News (Perth) 21 July 1938
'MY orders stand, Eminence!' blustered Sigismondo the Merciless, Duke of Commacio, a burly man in purple velvet slashed with black satin. 'My men-at-arms march at dawn!'
The Borgia Cardinal's robes rustled as an elbow found the chair-arm and a lean chin was sunk into a wrinkled hand. He looked like, an immense scarlet bird whose brown eyes were warily watching a suddenly-sighted enemy.
The Pope's ambassador slightly shrugged spade-like red shoulders.
'Then, your Grace will set aside the Holy Father's wishes and lead your forces in person?'
Sigismondo flushed darkly, and for a moment the astute Borgia thought he had gone too far. He had been specially warned not to provoke the savage temper for which Sigismondo was notorious.
'Ebbene, Eminence!' said the Duke, guttural with suppressed fury. 'Since you say that it is the Holy Father's wish that I should not personally support a cause which I have judged to be one that should be settled by the sword— Ebbene, I say! I will not fight! Another shall wage war for me!'
His knuckles whitened round his poniard hilt.
'THE Holy Father's concern touching peace with Spain is known to you,' he said. 'One might even say that the Vatican's policy depends upon the Duke of Commacio!... A dangerous responsibility, my son!'
He spoke protestingly, but with a certain persuasive finality. The Holy See was all-powerful in the sixteenth century.
A gloved hand crashed on to the table. Duke Sigismondo abhorred contradictions— from others.
'For me, Eminence, Spain is now the foe of Italy! When the dukedom of Commacio lapses— as it will at my death, since I have no heir— the Holy Father may order my army as he will. I say again: My men-at-arms march at dawn!'
The Cardinal regarded thoughtfully tthe amethyst on his middle finger, turning it to catch the light. A subtle diplomat, he knew this violent, orgy-loving duke was but a clumsy handler of diplomatic weapons. But his orders from the Pope had been urgent and clear: 'At all costs, Sigismondo of Commacio must not act against Spain.'
For over an hour the Cardinal had been probing the sensual rubbishheap of the Duke's mind, to discover the secret cause of his sudden change of attitude towards the Spaniards. Most of Commacio's crimes had for foundation some beautiful woman: so far, in the present case, his spies had not been able to discover one— a fact that his Eminence found as unusual as it was baffling.
The Cardinal's eyes quitted the wine-colored fires of the amethyst and met the bloodshot stare of a man whose boast it was that nobody had ever defied him and lived.
'Upon whom will your Grace confer the honor of going in your stead? Rome will be interested, even though she be sad!'
The Duke's small eyes were barely visible behind their ramparts of red fat.
'Lorenzo Gismondi will command my forces!'
ONCE again, but this time more thoughtfully, the Cardinal studied the amethyst.
Three days ago Lorenzo Gismondi had brought his young bride to Commacio to present her to the Duke, and every evening since her arrival Sigismondo had talked and danced with none but her. At last the secret was peeping from its murky hiding-place.
'Va bene,' said His Eminence slowly, rolling the words on his tongue as if he were, tasting a savorsome dish. 'Rome will rejoice to hear that you are sending another to replace you 'in the forefront of the hottest battle,' as the Old Testament expresses it!'
The glances of the two men clashed. Sigismondo had understood the Spanish Cardinal's covert allusion to the sin of King David and Bathsheba. He laughed defiantly, but his eyes were deadly. Any man save this Borgia had brought down upon himself torture and death for such a hint.
'Rome sets too high a value on my poor life,' he said. 'But even you. Eminence, will be unable to overrate the value of my Spanish cook! Tonight you shall judge his art... and meet Lorenzo Gismondi!'
Being also a 'fin gourmet,' his Emminence smiled affably.
'I look -forward to this evening, Duke! Even in Rome we have heard of your... cook! You warriors of the North besides fearing nothing keep better cooks than we of the South do. We are more timid; and love fruit more than flesh? Why is it, think you, that we fear— some-times— the revenge of a woman?'
Sigismondo gave a snarling half laugh. 'The only woman to be feared is she who bears to him who loves her no sons!'
'But if a man outrage a woman whose heart is not his— is she not to be feared, my lord?'
The insinuation was icy. Sigismondo sneered. This conversation irked him.
'We Commacios care not whether the women we desire give us their 'hearts or not, Eminence. We break them. There is no danger in a broken thing!'
Here was no fencing, but brutal hack-and-thrust.
'Bare feet are cut by broken glass, Excellency!' The Borgia smiled thinly.
'We Commacios go always steelshod, Eminence!'
The Cardinal straightened his little red skull-cap. 'Steel may be an obstacle as well as a remover of obstacles, my son!'
Once more he shrugged scarlet-clad shoulders. 'Ebbene! I shall not eat, this midday that I may be better able to. appreciate the wonders of your... ortuguese cook!' (The Borgias were of Spanish origin.)
FROM his window in the Commacio palace that evening the Cardinal watched the flaring lights of the flambeaux as long lines of torchbearers clad in the green and yellow parti-colored livery of the Duke inarched into the great courtyard to take up their positions. In half an hour the banquet would begin.
On each side of each step in the sweeping curve of the marble staircase, and at four-yard intervals along the wide Piazza, with its slender carven columns and pointed trefoil arches, stood a man with a flaring, smoky torch in a broad-lipped iron holder.
The leaping shadows pleased his Eminence. There was no moon, and the fountain in the centre of the courtyard seemed to be spouting molten bronze— towards a dark-blue sky spangled with brilliant stars that recalled to the Cardinal an Oriental image which compared the nig'htrsky to a black horse decked with pearls. The beauty of the chiaroscuro suited the Borgia's present mood. It reminded him, quite pleasantly, of life and death; of the unsteady brightness, of life as compared to the ever-lurking, always in the end triumphant darkness of death.
In fact, the possible nearness of death to three separate and distinct people had been occupying his Eminence's thoughts ever since that morning.
Those three were: Duke Sigismondo of Commacio, Lorenzo Gismondi, and his young wife, Madonna Beatrix. To which of them, first, would... or should... death come?
Placidly looking down Into the courtyard, the Cardinal— churchman only in name— pondered the question. If Lorenzo Gismondi's wife died tonight (and very shortly she would probably wish to die) there would be no war Sigismondo would no longer want to get rid of Gismondi... If Sigismondo were to die suddenly tonight, his army would be disbanded. A thin lower lip was pinched meditatively. So much depended upon 'urgency' and 'the consequences' in these cases. He would talk to the Duke again during the banquet. There was still time; Gismondi had not yet started.
Meanwhile, he reviewed some of. the instances in which murderous intrigue had effected its purpose and important political ends had been successfully served— the strangling of the Princes of Biseglia, Vitolozzo, and Pierre de Medici.... The black-and-orange chiaroscuro was beginning to pall.
TAKING from a pocket a slender folding knife with a mother-of-pearl handle set with emeralds, the Borgia opened its thin gold blade, and selected a magnificent peach from a gold dish at his elbow. In all Italy there were no peaches like those from his Eminence's gardens at Forli. He never travelled without a supply of them. With the artistic delicacy of a connoisseur, he stripped the skin from the glistening flesh of the fruit. That done, for a moment he studied, abstractedly, a call-bell standing on the table by his side. The bell had been sculpted by the great Benvenuto Cellini and represented Adam and Eve standing on the world, their bodies— one on either side of a tree around which was coiled the Tempter— forming the handle. Eve was handing Adam the fatal apple.
With a curious little thrill the Cardinal observed that Eve's small golden hand held, not a whole apple, but a half fruit. Like sunlight on yellow ivory, a slow smile dawned in the Borgia's face. Putting out his hand he rang the bell, a forefinger-tip caressing the tiny half apple as he did so.
The pomp and glitter of that banquet pleased even the critical eye and splendor-surfeited soul of the Borgia. The soft light of more than a thousand candles was reflected in a mass of gold-plate, flushing the immaculate whiteness of great banks of lilies and causing the goldandsilver threads in the wall-tapestries to glow like thin streaks of living fire, so that the eyes and weapons of the figures took on a strange realness.
In the centre of the main table were set four high-backed chairs embossed with the ducal arms in colors. Outwards from this principal table ran three other tables like the arms of an 'E'— one from the centre and one from either end. The warm, heavily perfumed air was filled with music and a babble of conversation and laughter.
Duke Sigismondo had not under-stated the wonders to be provided by his Spanish cook. The soul of the gourmet Cardinal was rejoiced by the sight of smoking piles of sausages made of pigs' brains, or mortadella di Cremona, Ferrarese sturgeon, Lombard quails and peacocks stuffed and decorated with oysters which were sprinkled with gold-dust. Gold-dust was held to strengthen the heart. The Cardinal's thin nostrils quivered with delight when all these delicious odors asasiled them.
DUKE Sigismondo was gorgeous in claret-colored satin and cloth of gold. His broaci chest and shoulders were ablaze with jewels and crosses and chains of orders, the gems in which flashed prismatically with his slightest movement. On his right sat the Cardinal; slim and vivid in the scarlet robes of a Prince of the Church and fair with the fairness of the Borgias, his brown eyes watchful with the unsleeping Borgia watchfulness.
On the Duke's left sat a girl so serenely beautiful that she might have been the model for Bernardino Luini's 'Madonna.' Her tall suppleness was robed in olive-green velvet trimmed with ermine, and on her dark hair was a diamond-patterned net of shimmering pearls. The delicate oval of her patrician face was pale, though for that glittering throng Beatrix Gismondi was esteemed Fortune's latest favorite in having so attracted the Duke's attention.
The chair on her left was vacant. The vacancy of that fourth chair was occupying the Cardinal's thoughts to the. exclusion of all else. Suddenly Duke Sigismondo heaved himself round.
'Well, Eminence! Did I lie when I said my cook was a cardinal among cooks?'
His Grace slid a few inches downwards in his chair. He had been drinking continuously. The Cardinal leaned forward, but his gaze was on Madonna Beatrix's face. She was almost too young and beautiful to die in a few moments— as he intended she should. 'The consequences,' however, demanded it...
'Answer me, man!' demanded the Duke loudly. 'Did I lie?'
'The Dukes of Commacio never lie— to the Church,' responded his Eminence, suavely. And once more his eyes met the girl's who, seeing the pity in them, smiled at him faintly. Here, evidently, was someone who understood her danger and her loneliness.
'MADONNA!' said the Cardinal. softly, ignoring Sigismondo, who was now throwing rose-petals at a vividly painted young Contessa on the other side of the table. 'Madonna Beatrix, will you consent to share with me one of these peaches? They come from Forli. People say that they are as delicious as those which, grew in the Garden of Paradise!... Is it not so, my lord?'
He turned to Sigismondo, raising his voice as if he had suddenly recollected his host's presence.
The Duke glowered. He had been rebuffed by the Contessa and wanted to sulk. But, as it happened, peaches were his favorite fruit. The sight of these seemed to make his parched throat refreshingly cool. Carefully the gold-bladed knife was opened. With a delicate precision an equator was traced ? with its extreme point round the velvety curve of the fruit. The thin skin of the peach parted under the knife point, allowing the starting juice to pearl, like dew-drops on a yellow rose, the cut golden-velvet of the peach skin. Then with a swift sureness the Cardinal divided the fruit into two halves.
Sigismondo passed his tongue over his bearded lips and leaned his bulineck towards the Borgia.
'You said,' he remarked thickly, 'that the Dukes of Commacio lie not to the Church. I lied! I bade Gismondi start before the banquet! Absolve me, then!'
The eyes of the Borgia glittered, but he was still smiling. 'Behold the token of my absolution!'
He slid one half of the peach on to the Duke's plate. Then he passed the other half to Madonna Beatrix, who, cutting it into small pieces, began to eat it. Sigismondo snatched up his half and bit into it savagely— once, twice. His cheeks bulged, and with a quick knuckle he arrested a slaver of juice trickling down his chin.
THROUGH the open windows floated the thin silvery notes of a trumpet. It seemed to the Cardinal as if Madonna Beatrix had been expecting it, for she immediately— and for the first time that evening— turned and looked directly at the Duke. Her cry of horror as her eyes encountered the convulsed face of the last Duke of Commacio was cut short by the ringing tones of the Borgia.
'Summon a physician! It is an apoplexy!'
Unnoticed, he wiped the poisoned side of the slim gold-bladed fruit knife on the coat of a nuzzling greyhound. Then swiftly he crossed to the balcony of the great central window, from where Madonna Beatrix, pale as death, was looking down at the armored figure of her husband in the courtyard below.
Lightly the Cardinal laid a benedictory hand on her head.
'Lorenzo Gismondi!' he said benignly, 'The Duke of Commacio decided tonight that it is to be peace with Spain! Fortunately, it is possible— sometimes— to suddenly change one's plans!'
____________________
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(The 20-Story Magazine, June 1934)
FOUR of the six days' run from New York to Southampton had gone by when Thomas Beardsley, universally known in the Yellow Line as "Tommy," became somewhat perturbed about the custody of Miss Amelia Sharp's diamonds, the while his sympathy increased for the apparently impotent owner. As purser of a famous liner he perforce came into contact with many types but never in the whole course of his career had he encountered a more helpless female than the said Miss Amelia Sharp.
Her arrival on board, even among the usually large crowd, had been remarkable for its fussiness and utter futility; Tommy grinned at the walls of his snug cabin as he visualised his first glimpse of the lady, or at least what was to be seen of her diminutive figure from behind a conglomeration of band-boxes, paper parcels, two despatch cases, a rug strap, an umbrella, and a handbag.
Tommy had thanked his lucky stars that he was not in the place of the wretched steward, who, while laboring under the remainder of her impedimenta, jerked spasmodic replies to an apparently endless flow of pointless questions.
He little thought that the trip would see him in far worse case than the only temporarily luckless steward, but the fact remained.
Before the Tarn had left the Statue of Liberty on her starboard bow, Miss Amelia Sharp had flung herself, and her responsibilities willy-nilly at his unfortunate head.
She in herself was enough to drive even a hard-bitten purser daft, with her incessant chatter, all the more irritating because of its particularly metallic intonation, and a maddening habit of rarely finishing a sentence— not to speak of her box of diamonds.
Real diamonds. Stones of the first water. There was not the slightest doubt about the value of her property.
The jewels, of course, had been the real reason of her precipitate visit to the purser, but it had taken Tommy quite ten minutes to bring her to the point.
"My dear godmother's legacy to me," she had simpered. "I was named after— Oh, yes, and you are sure that your safe is— yes, of course—"
At this juncture she had fumbled in her bag and produced a small tin box, in which one would have expected to find toffee instead of seven of the finest diamonds that Tommy had ever set eyes upon.
She had eagerly watched the depositing of this tawdry container, peering through an enormous pair of horn-rimmed spectacles, and clasping her mittened hands with exaggerated fervor at the clang of the safe door.
"There!" she had exclaimed, as she adjusted a wisp of veiling which gave her nondescript headgear a still more outlandish appearance, "and we must keep in close touch with one another during the voyage, dear Mr Purser, because—"
Happily, a message from the captain had then terminated the conversation. Tommy vowed that he would avoid any future opportunities of its continuance.
Now. however, there was a further complication, or so Miss Amelia Sharp had just informed him. in what had proved to be the most devastating interview yet suffered by the sorely tried purser.
He mopped his brow. She had suddenly become possessed of a notion that the safe was unreliable, and nothing would appease her, but that he should explain how it was secured.
Not that he supposed she had been any the wiser after the demonstration, hence his leniency in the matter; it would have been a dangerous practice except with a nit-wit.
And all this because she insisted that one of the male passengers had taken to dogging her footsteps, and all that Tommy could say would not persuade her that the fellow had not felonious designs on the diamonds.
He knew the man quite well by sight— a burly, harmless-looking individual— and he had put him down as a retired army man. His attentions to Miss Amelia Sharp, if any, had doubtless been prompted by pity for such helpless recklessness, which sentiment it was that had induced Tommy to exercise such patience in his own dealings with her.
At the same time, the diamonds were of great value, and it wouldn't be the first instance of the Tarn harboring a "crook," and famous ones at that, so it behoved him to take every possible care. He got up and opened the safe again.
Stretching his arm into the far corner, he groped about until his fingers closed on the smooth surface of Miss Amelia Sharp's tin box.
There was a cautious knock at the door. For a second he stood quite still with the box in his hand. Then, with a quick movement, as he noticed the handle of the door shift slightly he shut the diamonds back into the safe. "Come in!" he called.
"Sorry to trouble you, Purser."
Tommy stared at his visitor in surprise. This was coincidence with a vengeance. For the individual who was making this peculiarly careful entry was the object of Miss Amelia Sharp's suspicions or— much more probably— a perfectly upright citizen on some quite legitimate errand of his own
"No trouble at all. What can I do for you?" he inquired, recovering from his embarrassment and pointing to a chair. "Sit down, won't you?"
The other complied with this re-quest, and his keen grey eyes surveyed the cabin with interest. A well-cut lounge suit gave him a natty appearance, and was in keeping with his immaculately glossed collar and the knife-like crease in his trousers. Altogether his comfortable air of well-being contradicted any thought of the malefactor.
"Name of Knox." he said in a deep pleasant voice. "William Knox, and I just wanted to ask you a question."
"Fire away, Mr. Knox." Tommy reached for his pipe. "Answering questions is part of my job." he eyed the other quizzically as he carefully selected an amount of tobacco from a worn pouch "That is, providing that I know the answers."
"Has Miss Amelia Sharp lodged any valuables with you?"
Tommy put down his pipe again, and regarded Mr. William Knox with a startled expression. "I don't quite understand you." he said guardedly.
The other leaned across the table with an engaging smile. "A very unconventional question, I grant you, but I have an object in asking."
"I am afraid that it is a little too unconventional for me. Your common sense must tell you that it is quite impossible for me to give you any information about passengers' property."
Mr. William Knox got up. "Well, well." he said. "I see that I was expecting too much, and I trust that you will pardon the presumption; but as I remarked, I have an object in asking, which I am unable to explain at the moment."
He smiled again in friendly fashion, and stopped in the act of opening the door. "These ships have been known to carry 'crooks.' " he said, and the words were more of a statement than a query.
"Occasionally." Tommy replied laconically. He was now purposely obtuse, as he wanted time to consider the situation before being drawn into any statements, however harmless. He puffed stolidly at his pipe for some minutes after William Knox had closed the door behind him.
Things had taken a queer turn and no mistake, and he began to wonder if there could be any foundation for Miss Amelia Sharp's suspicions. William Knox's attitude, to say the least of it, had been extraordinary and, coming on top of his attentions to the owner of the diamonds, needed some explanation.
With a frown of perturbation across his brow, Tommy, having first made sure that the precious contents of the tin box were intact, betook himself in search of the first officer, who made it his business to miss little or nothing of what went on in the ship.
The interview, however, failed to relieve the purser's anxiety; the first officer, who, although amused at the antics of Miss Amelia Sharp, and knowing William Knox to the extent of having had one or two yarns with him, put the latter in exactly the same category as had Tommy— who, he plainly hinted, had allowed his imagination to get the better of him, ending with the supposition that in all likelihood the erratic female had informed the entire ship's company about her legacy.
So, as Tommy had had many experiences of the amazing curiosity exhibited by passengers at times, he finally came to the conclusion that he had worried unduly. He did, however, make a point of observing both Miss Amelia Sharp and William Knox throughout the evening—the only result being that not once did he see them in anything like proximity.
"I might have known that she was talking through her hat," he said to himself, as he shut the door of his cabin preparatory to retiring for the night.
Just exactly what awakened him he never knew, but awake he did, and with a definite feeling that he was no longer alone. He lay very still and listened, but he could hear nothing except the usual noises of a ship underway at night. A faint light from the full moon showed through the port-hole, and there seemed to be a strong current of air in the cabin.
Getting up cautiously, he switched on the electric light. Everything looked as usual, until his gaze became fixed on the door. Before he reached it his suspicions were confirmed. It was open.
He peered up and down the alley-way, and beckoned to a night steward who had just turned the corner at the far end. "Have you seen anyone about?" he inquired when the man stood before him.
"No, sir." The other's expression conveyed surprise and curiosity. "Anything wrong?"
"Don't know yet." Tommy went back into his cabin and locked himself in. He was quite certain that he had fastened the door when he had come to bed, and he was now equally certain that someone had unfastened it, and obviously for no legitimate reason.
He glanced at the swivel-clock which hung over his bunk. Half-past one. That meant that the second officer would be on the bridge. No use reporting to him, and the happening hardly warranted the disturbance of the captain.
MORE as a matter of form than anything else, Tommy went over to the safe and, squatting beside it, manipulated the handle for the required code word, the act suddenly reminding him that he had omitted to alter the setting since he had appeased Miss Amelia Sharp with a demonstration.
Annoyed at his own carelessness, he pulled open the door and surveyed the interior. Everything was exactly as he had placed it, but— determined to take no chance— he began to remove the contents for a thorough examination.
A quaint collection it was, too, when he had it all spread out on the floor; for, beside the orthodox jewel-caskets and bundles of important looking documents, there were strange packages wrapped in odd pieces of canvas or oiled silk, and a glass-topped cardboard box containing half a dozen gaudy-hued butterflies, not to mention Miss Amelia Sharps remarkable choice of a cache.
He picked up the tin box and smiled to himself as he again remarked upon its familiar shape; undoubtedly, it had once held toffee, and it was typical of the nonsensical owner of the jewels to choose such an incongruous receptacle.
Well, he would have another look at the stones: they were a sight to gladden any eye, in spite of the background of tossed wadding, and by far the most valuable property in his charge. Several thousand pounds' worth in a toffee box!
WITH a care which almost amounted to reverence, he raised the lid, and for a moment sat staring without fully realising the significance of what he saw. For the tin held only the dirty piece of wadding. Miss Amelia Sharp's diamonds were no longer there!
He snatched out the wadding and shook it, although knowing full well that nothing would result from the action. The diamonds had gone.
Bundling everything except the empty tin box back into the safe, he secured the door, taking good care to change the code word. Too much time had been wasted already since the robbery. He quickly donned jacket and trousers and, slipping the tin box into his pocket, pressed the electric bell beside his bunk.
"You rang, sir?" The night steward's countenance retained its former expression of curiosity.
Tommy stepped into the alley-way and locked the door of the cabin. "I want you to stand outside here until I come back." he said, "and under no pretext whatever are you to allow anyone to enter my cabin. I won't keep you longer than I can help."
"Very good, sir." The night steward gazed after the purser as the latter strode off along the alley-way. He wondered if Mr. Beardsley had been "taken queer," for how could anyone enter a cabin through a locked door?
But Tommy reasoned, as he hurried in the direction of the captain's state-room, that anyone who was capable of opening a safe under your very nose, so to speak, was quite capable of finding a way of getting through a locked door.
Gaining the deck, he saw that the pilot had come on board, and that the ship was just passing the Needles. He quickened his step, and almost collided with the captain, who was on his way to the bridge.
"Can I have a word with you. sir?" Tommy said. It's important."
The captain's scrutiny of the other accentuated the many little lines about his eyes, and his nose, which had once been knocked out of shape in the foot-ball field, always gave his countenance a rather comical expression "Why, certainly Beardsley. You sound worried."
"I am, sir. Several thousand pounds' worth of diamonds have been stolen from my safe."
"We shall have to inform the owner at once." Captain Sayers said, having listened carefully to all that the purser had to tell him. "And I think that you had better go along and see her yourself, as she seems to know you better than anyone.
"MEANWHILE I will get this fellow Knox to come to my cabin; he must have had some good reason for the extraordinary request that he made to you, and you might ask Miss Sharp if she'll be good enough to come along there too.
"It's a very awkward business, and we haven't much time to get to the bottom of it, but I shall have the ship searched if necessary."
Arrived at the door of Miss Amelia Sharp's cabin, Tommy knocked loudly and rattled the handle. After some agitated sounds from within, the door was opened about three inches and the pointed tip of Miss Amelia Sharp's pink-tinted nasal organ became visible, along with those of her features which were not enveloped in a closely knitted shawl.
"Oo! Oh, dear!" she ejaculated with a gasp. "It's Mr. Purser. Are you— is it— Oh! have we run on the rocks? And here it is— I've forgotten, but you'll show me how to put it on."
She backed nervously from the door, and with agitated fingers clutched the lifebelt with which all passengers were provided.
Tommy followed, and in spite of the seriousness of the situation had a momentary spasm of amusement at the sight of Miss Amelia Sharp's mitten-covered hands. She always wore a pair of the unsightly black woolly things, and apparently could not even part with them at night.
The next ten minutes called for all the purser's powers of patience and persuasion; in fact, at one period he was on the point of sending for the doctor, so hysterical did the little creature become as, having quite needlessly donned her horn-rimmed spectacles, she waved her mittened hands above her head and whimpered helplessly at the loss of her property.
"My dear godmother's diamonds!" she wailed, when she at last joined him in the alley-way where he had waited, chafing at the enforced delay of her dressing, as nothing would induce her to appear in public except in the voluminous attire which she affected by day.
Supporting his companion firmly by the arm, Tommy caused her a further burst of agitation by stopping en route to instruct one of the hands to relieve the night steward, whose predicament he had forgotten and who, in consequence, must be still standing patiently outside his cabin door.
"Oh! Oh!" wailed Miss Amelia Sharp, as she scuttled along beside him, and having, as usual, confused the issues; "how really terrible! Fancy! Breaking down the door. Didn't you —couldn't they—"
Luckily, as Tommy felt incapable of further polite comments, they then arrived at the captain's cabin.
William Knox, attired in pyjamas and dressing-gown, was seated stiffly in a chair.
Captain Sayers desisted from his occupation of jotting down notes on a sheet of paper. "Very good of you, Miss Sharp, I'm sure, but it was advisable to have you present when I questioned this gentleman."
He turned to William Knox. "Mr. Beardsley tells me that you made a very pointed inquiry as to whether Miss Amelia Sharp had lodged any valuables with him?"
Knox surveyed his companions with what appeared to be a meaning smile. "As I told the purser at the time," he said, "I had my reasons." He thrust his hands into the pockets of his dressing-gown and looked significantly at the captain.
"Possibly you had," remarked the latter; "but in view of the fact that some property of this lady's has disappeared from the safe, I consider that you should now state what those reasons were."
"Ah!" ejaculated Knox, ignoring the request. "So there is a thief on board! You may remember, Purser, that I did raise that very point?" He got up slowly and. with his hands still in his pockets, advanced towards the settee where Miss Amelia Sharp was seated beside Tommy.
"Oh! don't let him come near me!" She shrank back and raised her mittened hands. "Oh! my poor heart! with all this trouble, and the shock! Oh! I—" She sagged limply and closed her eyes.
Tommy's hurried administrations of cold water were interrupted by the arrival of the second officer, who had just handed over the bridge to the morning watch.
"My duties will now prevent me from continuing this friendly attempt to elucidate the mystery," Captain Sayers said as he got up. "I am sorry, Mr. Knox, that you have seen fit to adopt such a perplexing attitude.
"My only course now is to put the matter into the hands of the master-at-arms. This will mean a search which will include the passengers' luggage." He bowed to Miss Amelia Sharp and, picking, up his cap, went off.
Tommy was never likely to forget the two remaining hours of that particular morning watch. The Tarn slid towards Southampton Water through a sea sparkling in the sunrise, and the balmy atmosphere of the early summer morning seemed a strange background for the suspicion and anxiety which prevailed in the ship.
The whereabouts of the diamonds still remained a mystery, and the purser, who had just finished handing over the various packages in the safe to the respective owners, paced the floor of his cabin with his hands thrust deep into his trousers pockets, and an unlighted pipe gripped between his teeth. He was really worried.
Unless the affair was cleared up, the theft was bound to reflect upon him. The opening of the safe was the part that puzzled him most; it was impossible that anyone could have got away with the diamonds with such ease and rapidity without knowing the combination.
THAT was out of the question, unless he was prepared to credit Miss Amelia Sharp with the ingenuity and dexterity of a first-class cracksman. This, of course, was ridiculous.
Apart from that was the fact that there would be no sense in her purloining her own property. Her cabin and luggage had, too, been searched with the rest, the net result being the unearthing of a mass of antiquated garments and the flustered embarrassment of the owner.
His gloomy meditations were abruptly interrupted by the door of the cabin being flung open and the scurrying entrance of Miss Amelia Sharp, while close on her heels the burly figure of William Knox loomed into sight. The latter shut the door behind him with an air of purpose and advanced to-wards the purser, whose arm Miss Amelia Sharp clutched in manifest agitation.
"WHAT'S all this?" demanded the harassed officer, as he endeavored to free himself from the grasp of the tenacious fingers.
"He's a wicked man!" she cried. "Oh, dear! I— he is following me— Mr. Purser, I—"
Knox stepped around the table. "I suggest that this lady is secreting the diamonds upon her person," he said, "and that she should be searched. I am a New York police officer."
Tommy stared from one to the other in amazement. "This is more than I can deal with," he said at last. "And I must ask you both to come with me to the captain."
The latter, fetched from his usual confab with the pilot, waited until the master-at-arms had arrived in the state-room in response to a hurried summons.
Miss Amelia Sharp had subsided into a chair, apparently in a state of nervous exhaustion.
"Now," said Captain Sayers, "you say that you are a New York police officer, Mr. Knox. Have you anything to substantiate your assertion?"
Knox opened his jacket and gave his companions a momentary glimpse of a metal badge, which action he immediately followed by an unexpected swoop towards Miss Amelia Sharp, who uttered a piercing shriek as her mittened hands were gripped in those of her determined accuser.
"I thought so!" There was unbounded satisfaction in Knox's voice as, keeping a firm grip of Miss Amelia Sharp, he dragged her forward to the table. "Oblige me by catching hold of the lady's arms, Purser."
Tommy shot a questioning glance at the captain and, receiving a reassuring nod, gripped Miss Amelia Sharp below the elbows to the accompaniment of frenzied little cries.
With a lightning gesture, Knox peeled off her black woolly mittens and pointed dramatically to the inside of the palms— where, stuck with some adhesive substance, reposed seven large diamonds, four on one mitten, and three on the other.
"Clever!" remarked Knox. "Very clever indeed. And allow me to introduce you to Snoopy Sharp, one of the slickest cracksmen of New York City."
Knox's intonation had suddenly be-come American as, grasping the pseudo lady's remarkable headgear, he whipped it off and exposed a bald head of un-mistakably masculine type.
"And the diamonds?" queried Captain Sayers, who appeared to arouse himself from deep reverie, though he was the first to recover from the stupe-faction which had descended upon the company following the startling revelation. "Who do the diamonds belong to, Officer? By the size and quality, the stones are of some note."
"Very much so," said Knox, as he proceeded to detach the gems from the wool. "These stones are from a famous necklace which was stolen a month ago from one of our wealthiest citizens, and it has taken me all that time, and a great deal of hard work and thought, to get on their track."
He produced a pair of handcuffs. "I am glad to bring the case to such a satisfactory finish, and we have already taken up too much of your valuable time, Captain."
Miss Amelia- cum- Snoopy Sharp, evidently accepting the inevitable, submitted with, Tommy considered, surprising docility to the indignity of manacles— not that it would have been the least use in resisting as, small for a woman, Snoopy was almost dwarf-like for a man.
The removal of the horn-rimmed spectacles had altered the cracksman's countenance out of all belief; the eyes, no longer camouflaged by the distorting lenses, gave an impression of alertness which would have been in direct opposition to the role of highly-strung spinster.
Following the momentous scene in the captain's cabin, the purser be-came engaged in the usual bustle which preceded disembarkation, now but half-an-hour distant; finally, having got his own particular department in order, he went on deck for a breath of fresh air.
He smiled inwardly as he heard the crackle of the wireless; it was quite an ordinary happening for plutocrats, although they were on the point of landing, to send all sorts of aimless messages to friends.
A somewhat senseless practice, he considered, and recollected an American heiress who had wirelessed her noble fiancé every day during one particular trip.
Many of the passengers were still leaning over the rail, gazing at the diminishing bulk of the pilot's launch, which at the urgent request of Knox had conveyed himself, Snoopy Sharp and the diamonds on shore, the former pointing out that he preferred to avoid the crowd at the docks—in the purser's opinion a wise precaution, considering the astute nature of his charge.
As he looked inboard again he found beside him the captain, who had obviously also been engaged in a scrutiny of the madly-racing craft.
"I am never sure whether I should care to pop about the ocean at such a rate." he observed, "not to speak of having to live in an oilskin. Did you happen to notice Knox's police badge?" he went on irrelevantly.
"Can't say that I did, sir, except the fact that he had one."
"It's wonderful what a little piece of metal means at times, and it is a very good thing that the diamonds came to light before we got into port. A situation of the sort is tiresome to a degree when one wants to get home as quickly as possible. Yes?" as the junior officer from the bridge confronted him.
"Speed-boat signalling that they want to come aboard, sir."
"Ask them their business. Wait a minute." as the other turned away. "I will come myself."
Tommy idly watched the two mount the bridge ladder, and directly after-wards he heard the clang of the engine-room telegraph. The staccato drumming of the speed-boat diminished as the way of the ship slackened, and a heaving-line went whirling overboard.
Curiosity getting the better of him, he strolled along to the taffrail as the first two occupants of the speed-boat came swarming up the rope ladder. "Good-morning," he said. "Anything we can do for you?"
The newcomer, a shrewd-faced individual, made no reply to the query until his companion stood beside him on the deck. "We are from Scotland Yard," he said, "and we want to question two of your passengers."
His gaze rested on the white ring between the two gold ones on Tommy's sleeve. "You are the purser, I take it?"
"I am."
Captain Sayers came down from the bridge and joined the group. "You want to see me, I think."
"Yes, sir. We are interested in two of your passengers. And, from in-formation received, they registered under the names of Amelia Sharp and William Knox. We have instructions to question them in connection with stolen property."
"They went ashore in the pilot's launch," said Captain Sayers. "William Knox represented himself to be an American detective."
The plainclothes men exchanged glum expressions. "Snoopy and Bill at their best!" ejaculated the spokes-man. "It was their one chance of avoiding us." He turned anxiously to Captain Sayers. "Was it diamonds, sir?"
"Yes, diamonds, and I can tell you that the stage has lost a couple of fine actors in those two. The scene that they put up in my cabin was the best piece of make-believe that I've witnessed for many a long day.
"And that reminds me— I should like to see some proof of your authority, having had one spurious representative of the law on board my ship."
The two, who were now obviously impatient to be gone, hastily produced warrant-cards.
Captain Sayers subjected these to a minute scrutiny. "Well," he observed at last, "you will find my erstwhile passengers in charge of the Dockyard Police. I wirelessed them just after the departure of the pilot's launch.
"It was then that I remembered why Knox's badge seemed familiar. I always believe in having an anchor to windward. Now, are you coming into port with us, or will you take to that noisy box of tricks again?"
"And Knox's badge, sir?" inquired one of the men curiously.
"Ah, yes," said Captain Sayers. "Although I am aware that your American colleagues show an official badge instead of a card, the fleeting glimpse that I got of Knox's insignia reminded me unaccountably of my youth."
"Why, sir?" said Tommy, who was as curious as the detective.
"Because," said Captain Sayers, "of its resemblance to that worn by a club I was associated with when I was young enough to play Rugby football."
___________________
12: One-Way Ticket To Nowhere
Leroy Yerxa
1915-1946
Amazing Stories Dec 1942
"JEFF BLAKE!" Holly O'Toole's knotted hand reached out and grasped the right hand of the passenger descending from the rocket transport. "This is a hell of a night to come home, when a man's been away as long as you have."
Jeff Blake laughed, and swung down to his side to stand on the wind- and rain-swept dock. He towered above O'Toole, lanky and smooth skinned. His face was tanned a deep brown from space travel and little wrinkles curled out from the corners of his mouth. Wrinkles that indicated a willing smile. There was a cheerful warmth of sincerity in his voice.
"Weather doesn't seem to bother me much any more. I've been in and out of a lot of it. This rain isn't much compared to those space turn-overs we've had around moon the last few weeks."
They walked together toward the lighted office. Once inside, Holly O'Toole tossed his coat across the warm elector-rad heater and turned admiring eyes on Jeff Blake's tall frame.
"They sure made a man of you in space service," he said. "The last time you left Hope you were a half-baked kid with a yen for a ray gun."
O'Toole sat back comfortably as Blake removed his jacket and threw it over the heater. Blake was hard, and yet as Holly watched him, there seemed to be a touch of softness in his eyes that hadn't been there when Blake was a kid. A little more of Wade Blake, maybe. When two men were born identical twins, they were bound together in a lot of odd little ways.
The faintest suggestion of a bitter smile started across Jeff Blake's young face. Then he relaxed, sat down. Lighting a cigarette he sucked deeply and let the smoke drift from his lips.
"The last time I saw you, O'Toole, you were a little red-headed Irishman who stirred up more trouble than my brother and I could get out of in a month. What is it now?"
Holly O'Toole's dark face grew concerned. At once Blake knew his trip would be interesting. Knew that the trouble he had been expecting was close at hand.
"It's your brother, Wade," O'Toole went on. "Wade's in hot water again, and he's in over his head."
That same sardonic smile flitted across Blake's face, and faded immediately. O'Toole was under a terrific strain. The man was only forty-five, yet the once brilliant battle flag of red hair had grown thin in spots. His eyes, once clear and snapping, were a washed-out blue.
"Go on," Blake said kindly. "When I got your message it wasn't easy to drop everything and come. I expected something like this."
O'Toole stared at him, hating to say what he knew he had to.
"Wade is planning to marry Dauna Ferrell."
"Dauna?" Blake was plainly puzzled. "Why, Dauna was a tow-headed brat when I left Earth. But if Wade wants her, why not?"
O'Toole shook his head a little impatiently.
"It isn't that he wants her," he said. "I can't explain everything now. Let's just say that Wade is giving up every chance he'll ever have of owning the 'Hope to Horn' line. He's stirring up trouble between Dauna and her father and making a dangerous ass of himself in the bargain."
Blake flicked the long ash from his cigarette.
"He must be a busy man," he admitted. "But where do I fit into this puzzle?"
Holly O'Toole was plainly bewildered.
"I wish I knew," he admitted. "I can't handle every angle alone, and if some changes don't come in a hurry, Wade, Dauna and Walter Ferrell will lose everything they have, including their sanity. You're the only man who can pound any brains into Wade's head. I figured you might be willing to try it, before it's too late."
He stood up rather stiffly, drew his belt up over his rounded paunch. Blake watched him with narrowed, speculative eyes. O'Toole looked at his watch.
"Where is Wade now?" Blake asked.
"At South Station since last night," O'Toole said.
"Does he know I'm on Earth?"
O'Toole looked doubtful.
"I'm afraid he does," he admitted. "I sent your radio-wave last week and he was in the office at the time. I can't explain why, but I have the feeling he checked up after I left and found out who I had radioed."
Blake followed O'Toole to the door, drew on his heavy coat.
"Let's get it over with," he shrugged his shoulders. "I've had to take Wade in hand a couple of times. Once more won't do any harm. We'll go to South Station."
O'Toole hesitated. He had something else to get off his chest.
"Jeff," he spoke gravely. "It's only fair to tell you that being Wade's twin may get you into some pretty heavy trouble."
Jeff grinned queerly.
"Good!" he said. "I sort of like the stuff."
The door slammed behind them and the light from the single window faded against the dark field.
A swift shadow of a man darted from between the empty space docks. The stranger's arm went high and jerked straight. A wicked knife flicked from the steeled fingers. It missed Blake's neck by inches; struck the heavy door behind him. Blake took two swift steps forward, realized the man was already lost in the night. He stopped and pivoted. O'Toole had already jerked the knife from the door, was staring at it with tight lips.
"Playful bunch of goons you've got around here," Blake said mirthlessly.
"I'm afraid that's some of the trouble I mentioned," O'Toole replied. "I told you Wade is stirring up a pack of trouble and I'm afraid you're dropping right into the middle of it."
He held the knife out toward Blake and the younger man took it.
"My brother must have changed a lot since I saw him last. Ten years ago he spent most of his time playing the violin and raising flowers."
"Still does," O'Toole answered in a far-off voice. "But he has a few other hobbies now. Games that he's learned to play too well for his own good."
Blake was studying the knife that had missed his head. He ran a thumb lightly over the razor edge of the weapon.
"Games that you play with knives?"
O'Toole nodded.
"Unless I'm greatly mistaken," he answered grimly. "That nice little fellow who tossed the bread knife at you is one of Grudge Harror's play boys."
"Now," Blake said, "we're getting some place. Who is Grudge Harror and what's he got against Wade?"
"I'll try to tell you what I know of Harror while we're on our way to make that next mono-train," O'Toole said. He took another quick glance at his watch. "She pulls out in half an hour, so keep away from lights and let's get to the station before we miss her."
They went out of the fenced space-field, bending double against the storm. For several minutes O'Toole led Jeff Blake through deserted streets. Reaching the lighted dome that was the Hope Mono-Terminal, he explained.
"Grudge Harror," he said, "is the leader of a gang of cut-throats who have been holding up and wrecking trains from here to the border. He's got Walter Ferrell on the verge of bankruptcy. If something doesn't happen soon to stop him, the Hope to Horn * line will fold up like a busted space-kite."
___________
* See end-note
"And Wade?" Blake questioned. "Where does he fit in the picture?"
"Ferrell depended on Wade to track Harror down and tear his gang apart. You mentioned that Wade liked to raise flowers. Well! Thus far, he's still at it. So for six months Harror has torn the business apart, train by train."
Blake looked through the great entrance into the warmly lighted Mono-Terminal. It was nearly deserted.
"It's a rotten shame that a cheap bunch of punks have spoiled a business as fine as Walter Ferrell's mono line," he said slowly. "It looks as though he has picked the wrong man for the job of getting Grudge Harror. Maybe we can do something about it."
Holly O'Toole whacked him heartily across the back.
"I knew you'd say that, Jeff." Something of the old fight was coming back into the Irishman's eyes. "I'll admit I'm stumped, but maybe with your help...."
The mammoth dome of Hope's mono terminal was glowing warmly under a rainbow of fluorescent light, when Blake and O'Toole entered the rotunda. Crowds jostled toward the open gates that led to the V-Gaps that held the single-tracked mono train upright when they were at the station docks.
They followed down the long ramp to the dock and waited. A mono train scraped slowly around the V-Gap and stopped. On its blunt, plastic nose a single numeral was printed— 6. The train was decorated in a sleek contrast of silver and brown. Inside, porters rushed about making the train ready for its return trip south.
Once on board, Blake stretched out and relaxed into deep air cushions.
"It's a good feeling to have some luxury again," he admitted. He lighted a cigarette from his crushed package and O'Toole accepted another. They watched quietly as a few despondent looking passengers filed in and sat down. A tense undercurrent of feeling was at once evident to Blake's keen eye. These travelers were here because of necessity. Not for their own pleasure.
He was totally unprepared for what happened in the next ten minutes. A girl came in. Before Blake could register surprise, she had uttered a little cry of joy, plunked her smart little body down at his side and thrown her arms around his neck.
"Oh! Darling! This is a surprise." He felt rich, warm lips press tightly to his own, brown eyes staring lovingly into his.
Suddenly the eyes widened in surprised horror and she stiffened. Her fingers went limp against his neck. Her lips tightened. She jumped up and sank limply into the chair opposite him.
"Oh!" She blushed profusely. "Oh! Heavens, I thought...."
Blake's face burned. Blood rushed to his cheeks and emotions he hadn't felt for years came rushing back into his body.
"I— I didn't expect...." he started.
The girl had collected her wits.
"I'm— I'm sorry," she said. "You look so much like someone I know...."
Blake looked her over quickly, and decided she was the most attractive, clean cut young thing he had ever seen. She was dressed in sleek brown traveling clothes. A pert, tight-fitting hat allowed the wealth of shining brown hair to escape its edges and flow down the straight, smoothly-molded shoulders. Her lips were still slightly curved in that attractive oval of dismay.
"Do you always kiss strange men who look like people you know," he asked, and immediately realized he was being cruel. "Forgive me, it was unexpected."
A look of recognition flooded her face.
"You must be Jeff Blake!" She stood up and clasped his hand warmly. "If it weren't for that coat of space tan, I'd have sworn you were Wade."
"Dauna Ferrell," he said with a gasp. "Golly, but you've grown up since I saw you last."
Her face turned a lovely pink.
"You won't have a very nice opinion of me after what I did?"
"Forget it." He leaned forward. "I've heard you're in love with Wade. If I was fortunate enough for only that one kiss, to take Wade's place with so beautiful a young lady, my life is one kiss richer than I deserve."
"I do love Wade," she said. "But if his brother insists on throwing such compliments at me, I'm sure he's going to be fine for my spirit. Thank you, sir."
Her eyes traveled suddenly beyond him, toward the car entrance. Blake turned and his face lighted at the sight of the tall, elderly man coming toward them. Walter Ferrell had aged since he last saw him, but the snow-white head, slim waist and wiry legs were the same. Ferrell came forward, a look of cold hostility in his eyes. Then he recognized the easy figure slouched in the chair opposite his daughter. A keen smile lighted his features.
"Jeff Blake!" His hand shot out. "My God, boy, you're good to look at."
Blake was on his feet, one hand in Ferrell's, the other on the older man's shoulder.
"And you!" he said. "The man who went to riches while I was kicking around as a space tramp in every port of the universe."
Dauna moved gracefully, swiftly to her father's side.
"Tell Dad how I greeted you," she blushed prettily. "Dad, I think Jeff had better go back to the moon. He and Wade will be quarreling over me if I go on acting the same way I started out today."
Ferrell paid no attention to Dauna's outburst. Yet, the mention of Wade's name sent smouldering fires into his eyes. He changed the subject abruptly. Drawing Blake down to the chair beside him he said.
"Tell me boy, what's happened since you left? I want to hear the whole story."
Blake talked. As he related the story of his past ten years away from earth, he watched O'Toole and Dauna, seated together a few seats away. They were discussing Wade, he knew. Although he talked with Walter Ferrell, Blake's thoughts were with O'Toole, Wade and the girl, Dauna.
"Walter," he asked suddenly. "What's wrong with Wade? Has he been in trouble?"
Ferrell tipped a tired head back against the cushion of his chair.
"Nothing," he said slowly. "At least, nothing I can put my finger on."
"Then," Blake insisted, "from what O'Toole says, you've both been pretty tough on him. That is, if you're telling me the truth."
"Damn it, Blake," Ferrell exploded. "When I say nothing, I mean we haven't caught him violating any laws. It's— well, I just never had any admiration for Wade. He's what the younger generation would call a cream puff. Soft, flabby and a mind that refuses to grasp any problem fitted to a man of his age."
Blake stared out the window, waiting. The mono had pulled out of Hope. Outside nothing was visible in the night except an occasional jagged peak outlined against a cloudy sky. Troubled by Ferrell's continued silence, he turned again to his friend.
"You haven't told me much," he protested. "O'Toole called me home because he thought important things were going to take place. He thinks I ought to knock Wade around a little, but I've got to know why."
Ferrell swore softly.
"O'Toole is always sticking his neck out where it gets clipped every now and then. He's a swell Irishman, but his mountains are actually mole hills."
Blake nodded and said covertly, "Someone tried to heave a knife into me at the space-port. Was that one of O'Toole's mole hills?"
Ferrell's body jerked upright, and the muscles in his face stood out tautly.
"The hell you say!"
"Truth— ask O'Toole."
Blake's voice died. His eyes turned to slits. The coach door had opened quickly and a man had stepped inside. He was dressed from head to foot in skin-tight black leather. His eyes were covered with a flashing, silvery mask. Blake's gaze was on the small, ugly electro-gun in the bandit's hand.
"A visitor," Blake said laconically. At the same time he pushed his feet far back under the chair and braced them, like bent springs.
The masked man crouched at the waist and the gun whipped around, covering the few passengers in the car.
"Stand up— all of you." He spoke harshly and with deadly precision. "On your feet, and make it fast."
Blake waited. A low monotone of voices protested, died out to a whisper of fear, and the passengers, including Ferrell stood with arms raised.
The electro gun came around slowly toward Blake.
"Up on your corns," the bandit spat at him. His eyes were black, diamond slits in the silver mask.
Blake's gaze never wavered. Silver Mask came toward him slowly.
"You heard me."
A scorching flame seared Blake's cheek as the electro gun exploded and part of its force burned his skin. Blake's face whitened with rage and he dove desperately forward. Smashing a hard fist into Silver Mask's face, he watched the fellow's body go limp. Two swift reflex actions, one savage and murderously threatening, the other desperately defensive, had brought lightning developments.
Blake heard Dauna scream in terror and turned like a flash. But the heavy butt of a new electro gun swept down on his head. There was a sudden sickening jolt and bright flashes of light went tearing into his brain. He pitched forward across the first bandit's limp body, and the car, spinning before his eyes, went blank.
WHEN BLAKE came around, he was stretched out full length on the floor, a pillow under his head. He looked up into Dauna's eyes.
"If you're wondering about the silver masked man who struck you," she said, "There are dozens of them on the train. They have us all under guard."
He sat up a little weakly, felt his head clear. Ferrell and O'Toole sat across from his make shift bed.
"They won't let me make a dash for the door, Jeff," O'Toole said in an unhappy voice. "Once in the hall, I could clean up on a snag of those black devils."
"And get your head bashed in, like Jeff did," Ferrell added. "You're sitting right here with me, Mr. O'Toole until we find out what this is all about."
Ferrell turned to Blake.
"You asked for trouble, Jeff," he said tersely. "You've got it. These are the same Silver Masks that have practically ruined my business. Looks as though this might do it. Wade was told to clean out this tribe of black devils six months ago. I detailed fifty men to work with him. I'll bet you a ten spot that at this moment Wade Blake is at South Station watering his flower bed, or some equally insane occupation."
Dauna was on her feet, arms akimbo, cheeks blazing.
"That's not fair, Dad," she flared. "He just isn't the type of boy to handle this problem. You saw what happened to Jeff...."
"Wait a minute," Blake begged. "O'Toole is all for knocking Wade's head against his garden wall. Ferrell, you want him to keep us out of trouble when he's eight thousand miles away, and Dauna is protecting him when I'm not altogether sure he deserves it. For the time being let's worry about what is to become of us. Later, there'll be time to fight over Wade."
Ferrell looked abashed.
"You're right," he admitted more quietly. "But you're a better man than I am if you can make sense out of this. Why don't they take what they want, kill us and be on their way?"
Blake looked out of the window. The sky was clear now. The rain had stopped and the moon and stars were visible.
"I think I can answer that," he said. "From my following the stars, we are now heading directly east, into the heart of the mountain country. If I'm correct on directions, the monoline runs directly north and south. Right?"
O'Toole pushed past him and strained his face to the glass. He turned, face shining.
"By golly," he said. "Jeff's right. We must be flying or something. There isn't any track that's laid in this direction!"
Ferrell stood at O'Toole's shoulder, looking out into the blackness. He turned toward them, face stark with terror.
"It— can't— be!" he spoke slowly. "Vancouver is south of us, and yet...."
"And yet you're going east." The strange voice cut in on them harshly.
Blake wheeled about to face the third Silver Mask he had seen tonight. The man towered above them, a full seven feet tall. His thick lips, visible below the mask, were curved in a cruel, delighted smile.
"You've bought one way tickets," he said gruffly. "Tickets that will take you— nowhere."
Continuing, he turned to Ferrell.
"Walter Ferrell, and his daughter, Dauna Ferrell. Am I right? We are fortunate in picking our company tonight."
"As owner of this rail line," Ferrell demanded in an even voice. "I want to know what this is all about. Where are we going?"
Outside the sounds of the wheels had faded. The train wasn't moving. It seemed to tip at a slight angle, as though leaning on some support.
"My name is Harror," Silver Mask said. "You're not going anywhere for the time being, and while you are here I'll thank you to call me Mr. Harror. Don't try to leave this car. My men are stationed all around the train with orders to shoot and look afterward. Take a look outside in a few minutes. You may be surprised."
He turned and stooped to go through the door.
Blake turned to Ferrell and O'Toole.
"I haven't got the drift of all this yet," he admitted. "But we're in for trouble and plenty of it."
Blake was sitting quietly in the smoker, head reclining on the window ledge, eyes half closed in a cloud of smoke. The girl and her father were asleep. O'Toole pretended to be, but Blake wasn't sure of the Irishman. O'Toole slept with one eye open most of the time.
The deep silence and blackness outside of the window could indicate only one thing. They were in some sort of a cave. The giant Harror had said if they looked out, they might be surprised. Yet, hours had passed, and the place was quiet and black as a tomb.
The door opened and a newspaper flopped on the floor. Blake went forward and picked it up.
"Thought you'd like to see the big news." It was Harror's heavy voice rumbling from the doorway. "Flown in from South Station. We've been waiting to see what reaction the kidnaping of a train might have."
Blake listened quietly, and without a word turned on his heel and returned to his chair. The door closed on them again.
Blake glanced at the headline. Then the full significance of Silver Mask's latest move hit him between the eyes. The headline of the South Station Star was in letters six inches high:
MONO FLYER MISSING
Entire Train Lost Without Trace
Mono 6, crack flyer of the "Hope to Horn" mono line disappeared from the face of the earth tonight. On board were Walter Ferrell, the company's owner, and Dauna, his daughter. At an emergency meeting of the board of directors, it was admitted that not the slightest clue to the train's whereabouts has been discovered.
Soon after midnight, Mono 6 of the west coast's crack Mono Line left Hope, Alaska. No further reports came after it passed the first five-hundred-mile zone. Reports of a wreck are unconfirmed. A complete search of the track failed to bring to light the slightest hint of the flyer's final resting place.
In the past few hours the company has faced the problem of handling thousands of tour cancellations. Officials of the line are attempting vainly to allay the fears of both would-be passengers and stockholders. Wade Blake, Vice President of the company had previously ordered an investigation in an attempt to track to earth the series of strange accidents that have followed the Hope to Horn mono line for some months, but cannot be located at present for a statement.
Blake threw the paper on the floor. There was more to the story. Much more. Here in a few columns he had read the final exit of a great railroad line and its owner. Unless Walter Ferrell and Mono 6 could arrive at South Station, unharmed and within a few hours, the world would refuse to accept further service from the Hope to Horn and Ferrell's business would be ruined.
The article said that Wade could not be located. Blake hoped that he had been close when the train failed to arrive at Vancouver. A momentary frown turned down the corners of his lips. Perhaps Wade wasn't as helpless as they seemed to think. Blake fervently hoped so.
Since Blake had finished reading the paper, two hours had passed, as nearly as he could guess. O'Toole came in from the car's smoking compartment, and sat down wearily across from Blake. He pushed his big feet up on the chair beside Blake.
"What do you make of it?" he asked.
Blake pointed to the paper silently and O'Toole picked it up. He read quickly, his eyes darting from side to side of the page. His face grew purple.
"They certainly pulled a fast one," he growled. "A whole train missing, with the owner of the line and his daughter on it. I never stopped to think what that might mean when the papers got hold of it."
"Nor I," Blake admitted. "But Harror did, and if I'm not mistaken, someone with a lot more brains than Harror had the same idea. This thing was carefully planned, O'Toole, but there are two points that the Silver Masks overlooked."
O'Toole looked at him questioningly.
"One was they didn't expect you and me to cause the trouble we're going to," Blake went on, "and the other is Wade. He's around somewhere. He may help us out at the right time."
O'Toole spat disgustedly.
"We can cause trouble if we ever get out of here," he admitted. "I'm not so sure of Wade."
A shaft of light cut in through the window suddenly, blinding them both.
They stared out with wide eyes. A murmur of voices from the car told them that the others were awake, and also impressed by what they saw.
Mono 6 was in a great cavern. Great black granite walls towered high above. The mono train had evidently entered the cave slowly and slipped between a long row of huge boulders that held it upright. The cave was a graveyard of mono cars. They lay across the full width of its floor, dismantled and torn apart for whatever value they had to offer.
For the first time Blake realized just how large operations had been; just how close the Silver Masks were to ruining the industry Ferrell had painstakingly built up.
Men appeared from a long row of doors worked into the cliff side. They all looked alike in the black suits and glittering silver masks. Tools of every description had made their appearance. Beyond the doors from whence they had come must be a complete set of living quarters with access to the outside world.
Common sense told Blake that the entrance through which Mono 6 had arrived was now carefully sealed. If he was to solve the mystery of Grudge Harror's plans and make escape possible, it would be necessary to go through those doors. Harror himself was there somewhere, and Blake's fists ached to meet the man alone.
"My golly," O'Toole breathed. "They all look alike. What you suppose they'll do with us? Must be forty or fifty people on this set of cars." Blake turned away from the window.
"If the train were wrecked," he said in a matter of fact voice, "they'd take everything off it and leave it here. With passengers on board, they have to remove the baggage and movable parts. After that...."
"After that, we'll all go to hell the fastest way," O'Toole said with grim lips. "Let's get something started. I can't sit still until they decide what to do with us."
"If I'm not mistaken," Blake said grimly, "they have us all disposed of well in advance. You mentioned just one thing that may help us out."
"If I did," O'Toole admitted, "It was just crazy luck."
"They all look alike." Blake stood up, studied O'Toole carefully, and said. "We're going to join the gang of the Silver Masks."
O'Toole grinned.
"Just like that," he said dryly. "And this guy Harror is going to shake our hands and say, 'Glad to see you're with us, boys.'"
Blake was already out of the smoking lounge. He went toward the end of the car with a swift, determined stride. Ferrell and Dauna had been at the window and as he approached the door leading outside, they turned.
"Hold it, Jeff," Ferrell said. "You're going to do something foolish and I won't have it."
"We've already got ourselves into a pretty foolish mess," Blake reminded him almost bitterly. "If I can do any good by trying, I don't want you to interfere. It may be too late."
Dauna barred his way to the door. Her face was drawn and bloodless.
"You're going to face that giant, Harror," she pleaded haltingly. "Jeff, please...?"
He took her hands in his, and smiled down at her.
"Wade wouldn't want you to put on a scene," he said gently. "I'm in this thing up to my neck. Wade's name and my own are both involved."
She hesitated and stepped away from him. Her arms dropped hopelessly.
O'Toole reached the door with Blake.
"What are the plans," he asked? "I'm in on them remember."
"Then start howling at the top of your lungs," Blake grinned. "Call Harror every name you ever heard of, but remember there are women in the car. We're going to get dragged out of here and have a talk with that freak."
O'Toole nodded.
"Okay!" he said. "I get the idea. If we can be bad boys, maybe Harror will spank us himself."
"He'll try," Blake answered quietly. "From then on it will depend on us who does the punishing."
Blake turned to the door and ignoring Dauna, started to pound on it with all his strength, O'Toole added his weight to Blake's and they started to shout loudly.
"We want to sock that big goon, Harror," O'Toole howled. He turned and winked at Dauna. "How'm I doing?" he asked.
Dauna smiled gamely.
"So well, you'll probably be shot at once," she said. "Please Blake, be careful."
They pounded again, harder than ever. The door started to sway and buckle under their weight. There was a heavy step outside, and a murmur of angry voices.
"Shut up in there."
"We want to talk with your boss," Blake shouted. "Let us out or we'll clean up on the whole gang of you."
The door swung open, and a guard came in. Two more were close behind. Guns swung around, covering the car.
"You'll talk with Harror," the first man said. "And you'll be damned sorry you did."
He pushed a gun into Blake's side.
"Now walk," he ordered. "And walk straight. No monkey business."
O'Toole started to follow them.
"You're staying here," the guard growled. "This monkey is going to get the business."
O'Toole reddened with rage.
"Why you masked ape," he said. "Let me out of here or I'll push your chin into your scalp."
That did the trick. The second guard twisted around and punched O'Toole in the face. The Irishman reeled, caught himself and said through bloody lips, "You'll pay for that."
The masked man pushed him from the car and O'Toole went a little uncertainly down the steps and after Blake.
They crossed the floor of the cave toward the series of doors in the wall. Two more guards joined the group and they paused before the first door.
"We got some wise guys," the man who was covering Blake shouted. "Want to give them a going over, Chief?"
There was a moment of silence. Then Grudge Harror's heavy voice said from beyond the door.
"Bring them in."
Blake kicked the door open and strode into a small, mercury-lighted room. There was a single chair and the desk behind which Harror was seated. His huge arms rested across its top. His expression darkened as he saw Blake.
"What's he been up to?"
The guard stepped close to Harror and pocketed his weapon.
"He was shouting his head off," he said. Then, in an almost apologetic voice he added, "The Irishman insisted on coming along."
Blake's eyes were on Harror's face. The giant's fists were clenched, his lips tight and cruel. He was searching for something.
"All right," Harror growled finally. "What's the game?"
"Nothing," Blake answered shrewdly. "We were waiting for you to murder us, and got impatient, that's all."
Two of the guards left and Harror swung to his feet. He was leering.
Blake watched the remaining guards from the corner of his eye. O'Toole was still standing quietly by the door, alert and ready. He saw Blake's eye on his, and winked deliberately. O'Toole, Blake decided, was ready any time.
"You were right on the murder angle," Harror admitted. "Pretty smart, ain't you?"
"About some things," Blake admitted. "I don't fall for everything I read in the papers. I know you used a hidden mono track to get us here, and that you'll probably send us back over it into a nice deep canyon, when you have everything you want off the train."
Harror leaned over silently and spat into his face. Blake saw red. With a lightning thrust he smashed the lamp from the table and plunged the room into blackness. From O'Toole's side of the room a ray gun belched fire, but Blake was already out of range. He heard a cry of pain and realized that Harror had caught the flame on the arm. Harror, outlined in the light of the ray was almost on top of him.
From the spot where O'Toole had been, Blake heard a sullen thud and a long groan of pain. Dodging from Harror's plunging fall, Blake knew O'Toole was doing his part. He grasped the edge of the table and tried to thrust it in front of Harror. The man swore loudly and kicked it away. There was a slit of light coming from under the door.
In its path, Blake saw Harror standing above him, a hairy fist descending like a ton of lead. He twisted his face around, sensed Harror's blow miss him by a fraction of an inch. Diving low he hit Harror a body blow with his shoulder and the giant doubled in pain. Blake swung upward before Harror could regain his balance, and set his fist crashing into Harror's face. The giant swung backward like an enraged elephant. Two more flashes of electro-fire went spurting over his head and O'Toole started to sing in a loud, off-key voice.
"Slug 'em," O'Toole chanted. "It's the Irish that are in this mess tonight."
In the darkness, Blake grinned painfully. His lip was split and bleeding. His arm ached from the forceful contact with Harror's jaw.
Another guard went down in the scuffle and O'Toole howled his battle cry again.
Harror was silent. Blake changed his position wearily, waiting for some sign. He heard Harror breathing loudly from the far corner. The blow on the face must have dazed him.
Blake closed it slowly, listening to Harror. Waiting for him to strike again. Then two giant arms closed tightly around his chest, cutting off his breath. He tried to shout, but his lips made no sound. He felt himself sinking toward the floor, Harror on top of him. Harror was holding on with all his strength.
Blake relaxed slowly, and his head fell to one side. He felt the grip relax just a trifle, and gathered all his remaining strength. With a terrific uppercut, Blake's arm shot upward, catching Harror squarely on the chin. There was a sudden snap as the giant's head tipped back as though unhinged. His arms relaxed and Blake fell away from him.
The Irishman had done his job well. The room was quiet.
Then: "Jeff, Jeff, are you all right."
Blake chuckled.
"I've got condensed ribs," he said. "But I think Harror will lie still for a while."
"Golly!" O'Toole sighed in relief. "You sure had a Goliath on your hands. Wish I could have helped you."
"What became of those two guards," Jeff asked? "Seems to me they had you on the spot for a while."
"Aw!" O'Toole said. "I got hold of one of them fire guns and there wasn't anything to it."
Blake had reached the door to the outer cavern. He opened it a couple of inches and looked out. The Silver Mask gang were still working on Mono 6.
Even as he watched, a man detached himself from the gang at the far end of the train and came slowly toward the partially opened door. Blake jumped back and closed it tightly.
"Get two of these guards out of their uniforms," he said. "Make it quick. We've got more trouble coming."
A quick knock came on the door. Blake said, in a hard voice.
"Yeah! Who is it?"
"Slater," was the reply. "Tell the boss we got the train cleaned out. We're all ready to set it loose."
In the light of the open door, Blake looked at O'Toole. The Irishman was already in one of the Silver Mask uniforms. His face was hidden and he looked like one of the gang.
"Tell him the boss will be all set in a minute," Blake said. "I've got to get into one of these outfits."
O'Toole flung the door open wider and pushed the bodies of the silent guards out of sight.
"We'll be out in a minute," he said to Slater. "Get her ready to roll."
"Yes sir," Slater answered him respectfully. "The cab is all fixed, and the motors are turning. The hidden door has been opened so we better make it snappy."
O'Toole nodded.
"Okay," he said. "Make sure you don't leave anything on board that's useful. And Slater...."
The man had turned. Now he hesitated and turned back.
"Yeah?"
"Harror is staying here," O'Toole said quickly. "He ain't feeling so good. Says I'm to give the orders."
Slater laughed.
"That's a good one," he chuckled. "How long since that gorilla started giving orders around here."
Still laughing, he turned and went back toward the waiting masked men.
O'Toole closed the door and ripped the mask away.
"This is it," he said quickly. "I knew Wade was mixed up in this business. Harror isn't the real boss here."
Blake was half way into a uniform of the Silver Masks. He finished his job before answering. Then he spoke.
"I know you and Ferrell hate Wade's guts," he said slowly, "but...."
"It's not me so much," O'Toole protested. "Ferrell said long ago that Wade was in this mess. He didn't seem to get any action on the case. Now with the guy Slater saying Harror isn't the boss, there isn't any other answer."
"Sorry, O'Toole," Blake said. "I should be willing to admit that Wade's our man. I don't know why I can't. It's just that blood is pretty thick stuff, I guess. It's hard to think your own brother would turn on you like this."
O'Toole lowered his head.
"We've got to do something," he said quietly. "Those guys won't sit out there waiting forever."
Blake stood up slowly.
"Supposing Wade isn't the chief," he asked. "What then?"
"They'll kill us all, just as they already plan to," O'Toole groaned. "We might as well take a flying chance."
Blake shook his head.
"I've got a better idea," he said.
"Then spill it. We haven't much time."
"To begin with," Blake said. "If Wade was in this he'd have shown up here long ago. The paper said he couldn't be located. I'd recognize my twin even in one of these outfits."
O'Toole protested.
"Then who is the chief? He's here somewhere and Slater sure didn't intend to take orders from Harror."
"He must be on the train," Blake answered.
"Now you're crazy," O'Toole answered savagely. "The people on Mono 6 have been locked up for hours. If the leader of the Silver Masks was among them he'd have taken charge hours ago."
"Unless," Blake said thoughtfully, "he didn't want any of us to know he was the leader."
O'Toole pulled the mask down over his eyes.
"Let's get out of here," he said. "You've got something up your sleeve and I'll play the cards the way you want them."
"One more thing," Blake told him. "These men had to have a track to get Mono 6 into this cave. When it goes out again we'll be on the same track, but it will end in a canyon or deep lake."
"Go on."
"Well! We've got to get started on that trip. After we are out you and I will have to take our chances of stopping the mono."
"And I thought Grudge Harror was a tough baby," O'Toole grinned.
"It isn't a matter of being tough," Blake said. "Can you handle the engine room alone?"
"Handled it for years," O'Toole said coolly. "But I'd like to know where that track ends."
"You will." Blake went toward the door. He gripped O'Toole's shoulder. "You're a good Irishman, O'Toole. Now go out of here and straight to the cab. I don't think they'll dare send one of the other men. If the controls are tied into place, leave them alone. When I signal, set all motors going full speed. Sit tight and keep her flying."
"And the end of the track?" O'Toole asked. "If I don't get shot in the back before I'm half way across the cave, how do I know when to stop?"
Blake chuckled dryly.
"Perhaps you won't," he admitted. "But I'll be in the rear lounge with every male passenger within my sight. One of them is bound to break down when he knows he's at the end of the trail."
"So?"
"I'll jerk the emergency cord," Blake said. "Set your brakes the minute you hear it. O'Toole, it's a long chance but we've got to take it."
"One more thing," O'Toole asked. "Blake, who in hell is the leader of the Silver Masks?"
Blake hesitated, his face darkening. He opened the door and pushed O'Toole out gently.
"If I'm not mistaken," he whispered evenly, "Walter Ferrell knows more about this than he's telling."
The gang of Silver Masks were gathered around the front end of Mono 6 as Holly O'Toole and Jeff Blake emerged from Harror's office. They walked swiftly toward the cab, and Slater who had evidently been waiting, stepped from the crowd and came toward them.
"How about it?" He addressed Holly O'Toole, as O'Toole seemed to be leading Blake. "Everything has been stripped from the baggage cars. She's ready for her trip into the lake."
"Okay!" O'Toole mumbled. He turned to Blake. "Take two men and get all the passengers into the lounge car."
Blake's heart was pounding wildly. If O'Toole slipped now, they'd all pay for it. He turned toward the crowd of waiting masked men.
"Two of you guys step out," he ordered. "Open the doors and herd those cattle into the last car back."
They obeyed him instantly. In five minutes every man and woman in the flyer were crowded into the car with Walter Ferrell and Dauna. O'Toole hesitated, started to climb into the cab of Mono 6, and Slater stopped him.
Standing a few feet away, Blake heard them mumble something. O'Toole pointed to Blake.
"I'll see that she gets clear of the cave," he said in a loud voice. "The boss wants him to be in the car until it's started and on the way down."
Slater hesitated, nodded and turned away. O'Toole winked and Blake grinned back at him. The Irishman had done a swell job. This was one night when his blarney had been a blessing.
When Jeff Blake went into the lounge car, he drew his electro gun. The car was full of frightened women and angry men. He was afraid they might turn on him in the Silver Mask, and spoil his plans. Slater had followed him to the door.
"Don't stick too long," the man cautioned him. "You'll be doing a hundred miles an hour before you hit the head end of the valley. The boss is going to jump when he leaves the cave."
The boss? Then O'Toole really had done a good job. Automatically Blake looked toward Walter Ferrell, and noticed that he was of the same build and size as O'Toole. Slater couldn't see the occupants of the car, but he guessed who Blake was staring at.
"Take good care of Ferrell," Slater said in a dry whisper. "He's worth a lot of money to us."
Blake grinned.
"Don't worry," he said. "I'll take good care of him."
Mono 6 started to glide smoothly back out of the cave. Somewhere out of sight behind the flyer, a huge door opened in the side of the mountain and screeched its way into the concealed slit above. The train gathered speed swiftly, and the moon suddenly appeared from nowhere. Blake waited, made sure there were no guards remaining on board. Then he ran swiftly toward the group around Ferrell. He ripped the mask off as he moved, and Dauna, her eyes glued to his face, gasped in happy surprise.
"Jeff," she ran toward him, "Oh! Jeff, I'm so glad."
He pressed his lips to hers quickly, turned away without a word and faced Walter Ferrell. Ferrell's face was expressionless, frightened.
"Jeff Blake," he said. "How did you make it?"
"There isn't time to talk now," Blake answered quickly. "O'Toole and I overcame Harror. We managed to get them to start Mono 6 out of the cave. O'Toole is in the cab now. In a few minutes we'll be free. Before they wake up to the trick we played on them we'll be five hundred miles away."
Ferrell's face relaxed. Although Blake watched him closely, the man showed no sign of alarm.
"Good work, boy." His hand gripped Blake's shoulder. "I don't know how you did it, but there'll be a big reward for you when we reach South Station."
Blake sat down opposite him. His eyes never left Ferrell's face. Yet, Ferrell held himself remarkably in reserve.
"I did it more for Dauna than anyone else," Blake admitted slowly. "We wouldn't have anything happen to her would we?"
Ferrell turned toward his daughter.
"I've been pretty hard on my girl," he said. "But if she hadn't got out safely I'd have torn that place apart with my bare hands."
He meant every word of it. Blake's body tensed. The full shock of what Ferrell's words meant was sinking slowly into his brain. Suddenly he shot to his feet.
"I've been a fool," he said. "A damned, blind fool!"
"A fool?" There was no mistaking Walter Ferrell's bewilderment.
Blake was already at the car door.
"I'm going to take a long chance," he shouted back. "Ferrell, you crowd the passengers into both halls at the ends of the car. Open the outer doors. If the train goes into the lake, try to get as many out as you can."
With the shouts of alarm still ringing in his ears, Blake went swiftly through the long empty cars toward the cab. The train was backing through the night now at a terrific speed, and the black forest flashed past him as he went to his appointment with Holly O'Toole.
Blake reached the head car, tried the door and stepped back in alarm. It was locked. He looked overhead and found the tiny emergency entrance to the catwalk above. Back inside, he dragged several chairs out quickly, climbed them and pushed upward. Luckily the door was open. Head and shoulders above the train, he stopped. The wind pushed him back, clutching at his breath. He climbed out on the catwalk slowly, crouching to the smoothness of the plastic, and wriggled ahead.
The diesel room was below him now. Its top door opened easy. He listened. All motors were purring smoothly. The hot smell of oil drifted up. Ahead, the cab was silent.
He pushed his feet down cautiously and dropped. His feet hit the oily floor and he fell flat. The door to the cab was open. He went toward it, saw lights over the dash and ran to the main control stick. It was lashed firmly in place with heavy chain.
The speed indicator was pointing to four hundred miles per hour. Swiftly he released the chain, and felt the control lever break loose, falling into neutral. Blake reached for the magnetic brake, and heard a footstep on the floor behind. He whirled swiftly. O'Toole was standing at the entrance of the diesel room, electro gun pointing at Blake's chest.
"You're a smart one," O'Toole said. He waved the gun meaningly. "I'm glad you cut the power. We'll coast from here to the lake."
Blake was silent.
"Thought Walter Ferrell was the chief of this outfit, did you?" O'Toole was enjoying himself. "Well, I didn't have any idea of jumping the train. We'll coast within a mile of the cut, shoot the coupling free between the cab and the coaches, and set our brakes. Walter Ferrell and his little party are going to taste cold water for the last time."
Blake said nothing. He started to walk deliberately toward the hulking Irishman. O'Toole snarled.
"Back," he warned. "I've got to kill you anyhow. It might as well be now." Blake grinned.
"I can't understand why you ever included me in this set-up to begin with," he said. "Things would have been easier if you hadn't sent for me."
"Listen Blake, when I sent for you, I figured you'd fit in here. I didn't know you'd fall for all this kid brother heroic stuff."
"You evidently knew something of my history," Blake said coolly. "Why did you play that sympathetic game?"
O'Toole seemed anxious to be understood.
"I knew you had been pirating every space craft between here and Mars," he said. "I knew that you had a swell reputation and were clever as hell. I knew that if you'd see things my way, I could get Walter Ferrell in bankruptcy within a month, and cut you in as a partner."
"Why change your mind?" Blake asked. He sat down in the pilot's chair and crossed his legs comfortably. "All we have to do is cut that coupling loose, ride back to the cave and collect all the dough we need by sitting tight."
O'Toole chuckled.
"Do you take me for a fool? I can handle things my own way, with Ferrell out of the way. I don't need you." His face softened a bit, and the gun dropped inches. "Besides, how do I know you won't turn yellow and give the whole thing away?"
Blake saw his chance to hit at O'Toole's one weakness.
"Wade is out of the way," he said swiftly. "I can return to South Station and assume control of the line with Ferrell out of the picture. You'll get half of everything we make."
O'Toole was weakening. He glanced out of the cab, toward the wooded side of the valley.
"You're just crooked enough to be on the level," he pocketed the electro gun. "In ten minutes we'll reach Loon Lake. Better get to that coupling."
Blake followed him back through the power car.
O'Toole turned once, and grinned wickedly.
"We'll have a devil of a time, you and I," he said. "Now, for a nice swimming party to Ferrell and his gang."
He hunched down over the coupling that separated the power units from the line of coaches. The simple coupling adjustment was under his doubled fist. Blake's eyes narrowed as the coupling started to come loose under the Irishman's grip. He lifted his heavy boot, and silently brought it down on O'Toole's head.
The blow was executed coolly and without feeling. No quarter had been asked, and there was no pity in Blake's eyes as Holly O'Toole fell forward, face down. He lay still, arms outstretched over the slit between the cars. Blake pushed him forward, and saw the body drop quickly out of sight to the rail.
He turned toward the cab and with feverish haste jerked down all three magnetic brake levers. Mono 6 shuddered through its entire length and seemed to settle backward against the screaming, protesting track. The flyer halted slowly, skidding sickeningly. Then outside, with the shrieking brakes silenced, Jeff could hear the soft lapping of water.
He rushed to the open window and looked down. They were on a long wharf, extending out over dark water. He looked back along the line of cars, shining faintly in the moonlight. A sigh of relief escaped his lips. Mono 6 was still on the rail. A scant three hundred feet beyond the last car was open water.
A shout of alarm came from somewhere back in the corridor of the car. Blake turned away from the window and went toward the coaches. At the door to the power room he stopped. Dauna Ferrell, her face flushed with relief came to him. He took her in his arms and held her close. He kissed her roughly, trying to make up for the loneliness and heartbreak he had caused.
Walter Ferrell was behind them.
"I hate to intrude," his face was bathed in a happy smile, "but wherever Wade is, I'm sure he wouldn't approve of his brother making love to my daughter, even if Jeff is somewhat of a hero right now."
Dauna released her hold on Blake's neck, and turned to her father. Blake's arms went around her waist and drew her close to him. She leaned her soft, curly head against his neck.
"Dad," she said, "brace yourself for an awful shock."
Ferrell laughed aloud.
"I know," he said. "You've given up Wade and are going to marry Jeff Blake instead."
Dauna half turned, and nuzzled her chin in Blake's brown neck.
"No," she said. "I'm going to marry Wade anyhow."
Ferrell was bewildered.
"But I don't see...." he stuttered.
"It's going to be confusing," Dauna told him. "But, try to understand. Jeff Blake, the real Jeff I mean, was killed a month ago, while holding up a space ship near Mars."
Ferrell acted for a moment as though he were going to faint. Then he got control over himself. He stared at Blake with unbelieving eyes.
"Then— you're— Wade...!"
Blake nodded.
"I couldn't seem to get a line on this Silver Mask gang," he admitted hesitantly. "When O'Toole wired Jeff to return I couldn't figure out why. O'Toole and I have both known that Jeff was a tramp and a space pirate. I knew one thing that O'Toole didn't. The space authorities informed me a month ago that Jeff was dead. I was suspicious of O'Toole from the first. I caught a local rocket and boarded the moon liner in space. With some artificial tan, a space uniform and a lot of bluff I managed to play the part. It fooled everyone but Dauna. She knew almost from the first, but she kept my secret."
Walter Ferrell backed into the lounge car. He sat down abruptly.
"I know you've done something I never thought possible," he admitted. "And to prove my gratitude I'll apologize for everything I've ever said against Wade Blake. From now on you're half owner of the 'Hope to Horn'."
Wade Blake grinned broadly.
"Thank you sir," he said. "But I can't accept your offer. If Dauna marries me she's destined to get star dust in her eyes."
Dauna looked at him worshipingly.
"In fact she already has flakes of it there now," Wade added. "Space officials have asked me to track down the gang who worked with my brother Jeff. If Dauna will say the word, I'd like to spend our honeymoon on Luna, and then get started on the new job."
Ferrell sighed deeply.
"I think Dauna has given her answer already," he said softly. "As for me, I'll have to make a public statement, taking back every word about Wade Blake and his love for flowers and the violin."
"That man Harror said we had a one way ticket to nowhere," Dauna said dreamily. "I wonder if we'll ever get there?"
"If we do," Wade told her, "I'm sure with you there, it's going to be a wonderful place."
__________
End Note: "Hope to Horn" was the nickname lovingly applied by its loyal employees to the mono railroad developed and owned by Walter Ferrell. These mono, or single-tracked trains were brought into service in 2100. The Hope to Horn line itself consisted of a north- and south-bound rail of heavy plastic extending from Hope, Alaska to Cape Horn, South America.
They were powered by standard sixteen engine diesels, capable of five hundred miles per hour. Built almost in the shape of long graceful fish, the trains were of highly colored plastic. They ran on a single rail of plastic-steel.
In a few short hours men and women tired of business could follow the entire Pacific coast line from one end to the other, the entire trip consuming twenty-two running hours between Hope and Cape Horn.
The plastic rail kept upkeep at a minimum and allowed the use of a simplified signal system in place of earlier complicated switches and signal signs. The track was divided into five-hundred-mile sections. Every two hours a train left one of these sections, or "blocks." In leaving, they allowed the plastic to turn green or "open," signaling the next train to depart. As long as the pilot could see green track ahead and red behind, he was safe to travel "on time."
Gyroscopic balancers, huge head and tail fins, and constantly maintained speeds allowed a mono to travel safely on a single row of centered wheels.— Ed.
____________________
13: Midshipman's Moment
Douglas Newton
1884-1951
Sunday Times (Perth) 23 Nov 1941
ROD SANSON felt, yet did not feel the bustle of the alarm. It was all so much part of his dream— if it was a dream— and he accepted it as such without opening his eyes. The boat, hidden in slack water under the lee of the islands, rocked violently as the watchkeeper floundered aft to Hood, the senior midshipman, who was in command.
The clumsiness and the man's voice told him that it was the cook— but that was in the dream, anyhow: for it was the dawn watch, when look-out was always combined with the preparation of breakfast
Hood asked questions in a steadily rousing tone, then woke the cox'n, whose greater and sourer experience threw prompt doubt on cookie's ability to assess accurate fact even when it was under his nose. Cookie's voice grew shrill in self-justification. It was a dhow he'd seen. It was beating out from the African coast. It had got those odd patches on its reddish sail that were said to be the hall-marks of Hamsi Jajesti, the slayer.
Sanson heard it all foggily through the vapors of sleep, like one who knew it all.
On top of them to the West were the coral islands that gave the boat shelter; to the East the far coastline ran like a deeper smudge on the grey; between these was open water, quiet and still and silk-smooth, yet already beginning to glow like the inside of a pearl shell with the fires of morning.
Hood, the cox'n, and the cook huddled in a black silhouette near. The nine men in the boat beginning to rouse.... Only why was No. 4 wearing that wide-brimmed straw hat instead of modern navy rig? Odd. Yet that, surely, made the thing a dream? Naval ratings had worn that headgear in Grandfather Roderick's day...
He didn't bother much about the oddness; he snuggled his cheek against the cork life-belt, eased his limbs under the blanket on the stores that made a bed between the thwarts and slid off into dreams for certain.
He was a hog-heavy sleeper always, as Hood had often said... He heard Hood say it again, as someone rolled him over and shook him....
"Kick the little blighter awake. I want him at the tiller," Hood added. "Shake life into him... Gosh! And that's the spawn of Roderick Sanson, the Terror of slavers!"
The strong hand of the cox'n yanked Rod Sanson's collar; he found himself on the rudder bench. Could he still be dreaming? That hand was earthly solid, yet being at the tiller was certainly part of his dream; also he was heavy, inert, muffled as he would be in sleep.
Only how had he heard Hood make that crack about Grandfather Roderick?
Or was his fed-upness with Grandfather all part of the odd mixture of this dream? Old Rear Admiral Roderick Sanson was his personal nightmare, anyhow. He'd been bunged into the Navy because Grandfather Roderick had put the hallmark on the family's tradition in the Service. He more than suspected he'd been sent out to this East African station because Grandfather had made the devil of a name for himself here when, as a lieutenant, his determination, knack, and almost uncanny success in dealing with the slave runners made history.
The whole coast talked about him still as though he and his weird instinct for getting the better of crafty Arabs were still living things. Embarrassing for a newly-joined "snotty" to find himself wrapped up in such legends, and event treated with awe as though the mere possession of Grandfather's blood made him the same sort of marvel. The natives were even worse. They had only to see his face to make the devil-defend-us signs at him, regarding him as the reincarnated essence of the great Roderick.
Young Rod was sick of it all, sick of the Navy. If he'd had his own way he'd have got himself a snug job in town with a bank or insurance company, he'd have had regular Christian hours and a civilised bed to sleep in then. As for this slaver-chasing blood, if he'd ever guessed that it'd lead to living in a tropic hot-box of an anti-slave gunboat, or, worse, sleeping open in a cutter like this— why. he'd have seen to it that not even his celebrated name got him through his cadet exams....
Slaver-chasing! Ugh! It meant hard-lying, rotten grub, grinding discomforts and the most ghastly risks.... And what good was it, anyhow? For all Grandfather's smartness in the 1860's, here they were in the nineteen thirtys still mucking about in boats and unable to check the Arabs running their dhows fun of "mules" from Africa to Arabia whenever they fancied.
HOOD'S voice bit through the coma of sleep.
"Blast you, Sanson, aren't you awake yet? Keep her steady as she goes, dam you! Of all the ham-handed bus drivers that ever bore a decent Service name, you're it! Half a point to port man!"
"There she is," the cox'n said gloomily. "Shall I give us the engine, sir?"
"Not yet," Hood mumbled. "Mustn't startle her. Creep up with the oars.... Think she's really carrying slaves, cox'n?"
"You can't never tell, sir," the cox'n sighed.
"We've got to board her anyhow." Hood said uneasily.
"Aye, sir. An' take the rap for interfering with her peaceful occasions. Getting perticular snorty, they are, lately."
"That s up to us... Here, you men, no rough-stuff. Politeness is the ticket" .
"And that won't make no manner o' difference, sir," the cox'n muttered. "We're the only witnesses, an' dhow Arabs is nature's loveliest liars. Holding 'em up cruel, we are, when they was going peaceful in open waters..."
"No holding up at all," Hood jerked. "We go alongside without asking them to heave-to, or even lower sail. Get that bow? Make sure with your boathook. Sanson, are you awake enough to get us alongside without fuss? Cornell, I'll take you with me when I board. The rest of you stand fast, your weapons out of sight, but easy to hand."
"I wish she'd make a bolt for it," Hood muttered. "That'd prove what she was— definitely."
"If it's Hamel Jajesti, he never runs— they say," the cox'n moaned. "Just lets the chase come aboard and— well, there's another boat's crew reported missing, believed drowned."
"Damme, don't be such a croaker. What can even he do against a boatload of armed Navy men?"
"I dunno— but Ibis lost a boat and complement like us when she was on this station,'' the cox'n muttered. "So did Flamingo. An' I happen to know that Mr. Cleghorn, him who was third, lieutenant on Heron, was actually on the tail o' this very same Hamsi when him an' his boatload never come back.*'
"Oh, damn it, shut up. As long as we keep our eyes skinned, it'll be all right,"
"Mr. Cleghorn was a smart one, too."
"You mean this Arab's got some trick to beat the best? But what?"
"Search me," the cox'n said gloomily. "If he has, it's one that'll prevent us telling, or trying again."
"Hell," Hood muttered. "Gosh... if Sanson was only his grand-father and not the nit-wit he is, he might tell us something about—"
Sanson said thickly: "She's a slaver all right. Can't you smell her?"
Hood cried "Hey!" and the cox'n slewed round in a wide-mouthed goggle. Sanson wondered why the other ratings stared and giggled.
Hood snapped: "Why be a prize fool? How can anyone smell her against the wind?"
Sanson blinked, wondering why himself. And yet because, per-haps, this was the dream it seemed, he knew he hadn't been a foot wind or no wind, his nose had caught the horrible and indescribable stench of the slavehold. A stench that once encountered is unmistakable; and that made it even more certain that he was dreaming, for actually he had never been within a thousand miles of a slave-hold.
Yes, undoubtedly it was all a dream. The smooth waters before him and the dhow sliding over them had all the dream-like oddness of having been seen before— a reality impossible to the utter ignorance of his waking life.
STRANGE how dreams always seem to have "happened before."
He even knew that the tall man, who lounged so idly beside the white-bearded nakhoza (dhowmaster) at the tiller, was dangerous, and that his innocently fluttering robes concealed weapons. He must warn Hood.
But Hood shouted abruptly: "Give her the engine, cox'n. Signal I'm coming aboard, bow. And— Sanson, come out of your moonbeams and lay us under her lee.... Get that? No bungling. I want you to put us alongside as sweet as sugar."
Sanson knew that was wrong, opened his mouth to warn, but the cox'n jumped the engine on with a roar that killed, his voice even to his own ears.
The dhow shot nearer with an uncanny jerk; the men on her stiffened: he saw a man bend to cast off a rope. They were lolloping in her wash.
Sanson noticed that less than the fact that Hood's hands were empty.
"Small arms, you fools" he shouted above the clamor of the engine. "Boat party, in oars, grab arms...."
Hood flung an amazed stare at him, as well he might-for nobody was rowing. But at that moment he jounced his knees against a thwart as Sanson put over the rudder, and was yelling curses at the lubber-handed half-wit who had muffed a clear order.
Sanson, instead of swinging the boat into the calm water under the dhow's lee, had swept her round the Arab's stern and laid her alongside the bouncing weather quarter. And as the fenders nuzzled and bumped, he was shouting in a huge sea-voice nobody had heard out of him before:
"Now! Grapple, confound your eyes! Boarding-party, jump to it— cover the brutes..."
It was the temper of that voice that stung obedience out of the men against their instinct. Now grappled, the boat's crew tumbled aboard the dhow; their weapons at the ready. Even as they touched deck a mob of Arabs sprang out of the bowels of the dhow and each had a long stabbing sword in his hand— and Hood knew why.
At the instant that the boats had bumped together, the dhow's great sail had come crashing down. It had been let go on the impact as at a signal, and, carried by the wind it had gone, fold after fold, overside to leeward— to leeward, where their boat would have been if Sanson had not disobeyed orders.
With a cold qualm in his belly Hood saw in that flash what it would have meant. Their boat would have been buried under that great sail and he and his men, smothered in its folds, would have been helpless. Then those Arab knives would have got to work through the sail.... in that flash he knew how Cleghorn and the boat's crew from Heron, yes, and those other boats, had vanished without trace.
His orders came sharp and vicious, so that when the Arabs springing towards the Iee side with their great knives ready swung about to face the weather.
It was only to look into the grim muzzles of rifles. And they, being startled by the trick that had beaten their trick, had no fight in them. Not even Hamsi Jajesti.
Hamsi stood there glaring, ferocious, but baffled, as Cornell under Hood's directions opened up the hold and revealed scores of strong Ibisti bucks, and fair Palari women, packed tight as sardines for the Arabian slave-market.
HE GLARED and snarled as Hood had him searched for weapons and then shackled.
He watched flinty-eyed as the cox'n hauled in the sail and ripped off the strange, irregular patches that had made this dhow notorious. Beneath those patches all saw the reason for them— the original sail-cloth was hacked and slashed by knives stabbing at men underneath, and the ugly, ominous stains could only be blood. Hamsi Jajesti had not only been caught red-handed as slaver, but with the proof of Cleghorn's murder on him.
Yet the man still glared. He simply could not believe that these dull-witted Nazarenes, or, indeed, any living man, could have outwitted him, Hamsi Jajesti, the keenest, wiliest brain in the traffic. He snarled to the ancient Arab crouching by his side:
"Who betrayed me? Ask these Nazarenes in their own tongue who gave away my secret to them," the old man asked in shaky English, but Hood could not answer him; he thought perhaps Sanson might explain, and called to him. Rod Sanson's head appeared over the rail, sleepily sheepish:
"Did you call, Hood?... I say, what's it all about? I mean, I thought it was all a dream.... I must have been asleep-or half asleep...."
It was at the sight of that head that the ancient at Hamsi Jajesti's side let out a wail:
"It is he! It is Bwana Mkuba Sanson. It is the Whip of Slavers returned.... There is the way you were outwitted and beaten, O Hamsi. No living man can hope to get the better of this Sanson here..."
"What the blazes is he mumbling about?" Rod Sanson asked. "Is he another blighter who thinks this Sanson blood can do darn all?"
"Seems so," Hood frowned, thinking of the miracle that had made this pup defy his orders and save their lives. "Maybe he's not so wrong."
____________________
14: The Disappearing Diamonds
Peter Cheyney
1896-1951
CALLAGHAN was sitting at the desk in his office when Eflie Thompson came in. She said: “Mr. Vanning is here, Mr. Callaghan.”
Callaghan said: “All right, Effie. Show him in.”
Vanning, a tall thin man with a worried expression on his good-looking face, came into the oflice. Callaghan said: “Good morning, Mr. Vanning. This is Windemere Nikolls― my Canadian assistant.”
“I’m glad to meet you, Mr. Nikolls.”
“Yeah, me too...” said Nikolls.
Callaghan motioned Vanning to a chair. “What can we do for you, Mr. Vanning?” he asked.
Vanning said: “Mr. Callaghan, yesterday an extraordinary thing happened at my house. A diamond plaque, valued at twenty thousand pounds, disappeared into thin air.”
Callaghan smiled. “Diamonds don’t disappear into thin air, Mr. Vanning,” he said. “Tell me exactly what happened.” .
Vanning said: “Yesterday morning I was at work in the library. I was doing my accounts. When I opened the safe I saw the case with the diamond plaque in its usual place. I looked at the plaque, closed the case, put it back in the safe. When I’d finished work I handed my account books to my wife, who put them back into the safe and closed the door. Ten minutes after that, at eleven thirty-five precisely, I left the house, I returned at a quarter past twelve. I went to the safe and the plaque had disappeared.”
“I see,” said Callaghan. He thought for a moment. “Who else left your house yesterday
morning,” he asked, “between the time that you went out at eleven thirty-five and the time you came back?”
“One person only,” said Vanning. “An interior decorator by the name of Charles Francis, a young man who is going to do some work inside the house. He was measuring up the library. My wife tells me that he left about ten minutes after I did.”
Callaghan said: “So Mr. Francis had been in the library alone for ten minutes. Is that right?”
“Yes,” said Vanning. “That’s right.”
Nikolls said: “Say, listen. It’s a pip! Francis pinched the plaque.”
“Shut up, Windy,” said Callaghan. “Mr. Vanning, when you returned, opened the safe and found the plaque had disappeared, what did you do?”
“I told my wife. She informed me that nobody with the exception of Francis had left the house.”
“And what do you know about Francis?” asked Callaghan. “Has he worked for you before?”
Vanning hesitated. “Well, no…” he said. “As a matter of fact it’s the first job Francis has done for me. He was going to re-decorate the library. It was my wife’s suggestion. You see, she knew Francis at one time or other, He was a friend of hers.”
“I see,” said Callaghan. He stubbed out his cigarette in the ashtray on the desk. He went on: “Mr. Vanning, don’t you think that this is a job for the police? All the evidence seems to point in one direction, doesn’t it?”
“Well, I suppose it looks like that,” said Vanning. “But I had another idea.”
Callaghan raised his eyebrows. “Yes?” he queried.
Vanning said: “I told you the plaque was worth twenty thousand pounds. But I doubt if it would be worth that to anyone who stole it. It would have to be broken up and the diamonds in it would probably have to be re-set. By the time that was done the plaque would have depreciated in value.”
“Quite,” said Callaghan. “You mean whoever stole it wouldn’t be able to get twenty thousand pounds for it?”
“That’s what I mean,” said Vanning. “So I have thought of another way out of this. I’ve brought with me three thousand pounds in cash, Mr. Callaghan. I’m going to leave it with you. If you can get the plaque back again by paying over that money and no questions asked, I think possibly that would be the easiest way out of the difficulty.”
Callaghan said nothing.
Vanning went on quickly: “I think that would be better than making a lot of bother and possibly not getting the plaque back at all.” He took a wallet from the breast pocket of his coat, extracted some banknotes, laid them on the desk in front of him.
Callaghan said: “All right, Mr. Vanning. I’ll have the three thousand pounds. I’ll see what I can do. What is your telephone number?”
“Kensington 17654,” replied Vanning. “I take it you’ll telephone me, Mr. Callaghan?”
“Yes,” said Callaghan. “Tell me something,” he went on. “Who was in your house yesterday morning besides yourself, Mrs. Vanning and Francis?”
Vanning said: “The cook— Mrs. Thwaites, and a housemaid, Eliza Parkes. There was no one else.”
“And you left the house at eleven thirty-five exactly?” asked Callaghan.
Vanning nodded.
“Had you any special reason for noticing the time?” Callaghan went on.
“No,” said Vanning. “But I’ll tell you how I knew the time. Just after I left the house, on the other side of the road, somebody asked me what the time was. I looked at my watch. It was just eleven thirty-five. That’s how I knew.”
Callaghan said: “All right, Mr. Vanning. We’ll see what we can do.” He rang the bell on the desk. When Effie Thompson came in, he said “Effie, show Mr. Vanning out, please. And give him a receipt for three thousand pounds.”
Effie said: “Very well, Mr. Callaghan.”
“Thank you very much,” said Vanning. “I knew I was right to come to you. Good morning, Mr. Callaghan.”
Callaghan said good morning.
When the door closed behind Vanning he leaned back in his chair. He sighed.
Nikolls said: “Well, what do you know about that one? It’s easy, hey?”
“Is it?” asked Callaghan. “What’s your idea, Windy?” He took a cigarette from the box on the desk, lit it.
“It’s stickin’ outa foot,” said Nikolls. “The wife, Mrs. Vanning, used to know the interior decorator, Francis. Maybe he’s an old boy friend of hers. She gets him the job to do over the library. He comes along and directly Vanning goes out he opens the safe, pinches the plaque and scrams. As easy as stealin’ a sleepin’ baby’s false teeth !”
Callaghan said: “Yes, It looks too easy to me.”
“Well, it’s stickin’ outa mile,” said Nikolls. “Vanning suspects Francis.”
“You think so?” asked Callaghan.
“Sure he does. But he don’t want any publicity, see? He don’t want a stink about it. He don’t want anybody to get wise to his wife. So he comes along here, gives you the works, leaves you three thousand quid. The idea bein’ that you get around an’ try an’ buy back the plaque with no questions asked.”
“Maybe,” said Callaghan. He called: “Effie, get me Kensington 17654.”
“Vanning won’t be back yet,” said Nikolls.
“I want to talk to Mrs. Vanning,” said Callaghan. “I’m going to suggest she meets me to-night at the Blue Jay Club.”
“Well, for cryin’ out loud,” said Nikolls. “What’s the idea?”
Callaghan said: “There’s nothing like the truth, Windy. Everything points to the interior decorator, Francis, having pulled this job. All right, he’s an old friend of Mrs. Vanning’s. If she’s worried about the situation she’ll agree to meet me to-night to discuss it. The fact that she agrees to do so will show me that she is worried, that she’s worried about Francis.”
“Yeah,” said Nikolls. “Maybe she’s still in love with this mug Francis. Cherchez la femme! That’s what I always say.”
Callaghan said: “Listen, Windy. You get out and do a little snooping. Find out everything you can about the Vanning household. About Vanning, Mrs. Vanning, the cook and the housemaid.”
“O.K.,” said Nikolls. “Maybe I’ll be lucky. Maybe I’ll get the dope. I’ll try my sex appeal on the housemaid.”
“All right,” said Callaghan. “But don’t try too hard.”
Nikolls went out of the office. The telephone jangled. Callaghan lifted the receiver. He asked to speak to Mrs. Vanning.
AT EIGHT O’CLOCK that evening Callaghan and Mrs. Vanning were sitting in the lounge at the Blue Jay Club.
Callaghan said: “Now, Mrs. Vanning, about this diamond plaque that was stolen from the library safe at your house yesterday morning. I understand the only person who left the house during your husband’s absence was Mr. Francis, the interior decorator. I understand Mr. Francis was a friend of yours, that it was through you he got the job of re-decorating the library.”
“Yes,” said Mrs. Vanning. “That’s the trouble. That’s why I wanted to see you, Mr. Callaghan. I’m afraid it’s the old, old story.”
“Really?” said Callaghan. “And what is the old, old story?” He offered her a cigarette, took one himself.
When he had lit them, Mrs. Vanning said: “Three years ago I thought I was in love with Charles Francis. That was before I met my husband. I thought I was very much in love. Of course I wasn’t. Well, when the opportunity came for him to do this work I thought I’d like him to have the chance. He’s just started in business for himself. But I’ve been a fool, Mr. Callaghan. I’m perfectly certain that he stole that plaque. I’m certain that he stole it because he knows I can’t very well accuse him of it.”
“Why not?” asked Callaghan. “Are you afraid of a spot of blackmail, Mrs. Vanning?”
“To tell you the truth I am.”
“How can he blackmail you?” Callaghan went on. “You thought you were in love with him years ago. You discovered you weren’t. What is there in that?”
“There’s nothing in that, Mr. Callaghan. Nothing at all. But unfortunately, since I’ve been married I’ve written him one or two rather foolish letters.”
“I see,” said Callaghan. “And you think if we bring an accusation of theft against Francis, he’s going to threaten to produce those letters, and you think your husband wouldn’t like that?”
“He’d loathe it,” said Mrs. Vanning. “Heaven knows what he’d do.”
Callaghan asked: “Well, have you any suggestion, Mrs. Vanning?”
She thought for a moment, then she said: “I think if someone offered Francis some money he’d listen to reason. I think he’d be afraid to try to dispose of that plaque. If we offered him some money I think he’d return it.”
“You really think he’d do that?” Callaghan asked.
“Yes, I’m certain he would. He’s always terribly hard up. He’s always wanting money.”
“Well,” said Callaghan, “we might try.”
“But where’s the money coming from?” asked
Mrs. Vanning.
Callaghan smiled. “Luckily for you, Mrs. Vanning,” he said, “your husband doesn’t want a great deal of publicity, he wants the plaque returned. He gave me three thousand pounds. He told me I was entitled to use that money in getting the plaque returned with no questions asked. Now if what you say is right, and Francis has that plaque and is prepared to listen to reason, for three thousand pounds he might be prepared to return it and those letters.”
Mrs. Vanning said: “I know he would, Mr. Callaghan. I’m certain of that.”
“Well, it’s simple, isn’t it?” said Callaghan. “I’ll go and see Francis. I’ll make him the offer.”
“Yes, but… ” Mrs. Vanning hesitated.
“But what?” asked Callaghan.
“He’s a strange person,” she went on. “He might suspect. He might think it was a trap. Wouldn’t it be better…?” She paused.
Callaghan asked: “Wouldn’t what be better?”
“Mr. Callaghan, if I went to see Francis… if I took the three thousand pounds, I think he’d return the plaque and the letters to me. I can hand the plaque back to you. You could say that you’d been able to get it through your own underworld connections. My husband need never know. Everything would be all right. Mr. Callaghan, please.”
Callaghan thought for a moment. “Well, it might work,” he said.
“I’m certain it would,” said Mrs. Vanning, “especially if you mark those notes.”
Callaghan raised his eyebrows. “Why, Mrs. Vanning?”
“If you mark the notes we should have proof that they’d been paid to Francis. He couldn’t blackmail me again afterwards. You see, he’d have to pay the notes into a banking account or change them somewhere, and if they were marked so that he couldn’t see…”
Callaghan said: “That’s a good idea. We’d have him then in any event. We’d be able to prove that he’d accepted those notes.” He got up. “Look, Mrs. Vanning,” he went on, “I suggest that we get a cab and go back to my office. I’ll mark those notes, hand them over to you. Then you can get in touch with Francis, give him the marked notes, get the plaque and the letters, return the plaque to me. And don’t worry. I’ll straighten everything out. Your husband need never know anything about it.”
IT WAS TEN O’CLOCK the following morning when Callaghan came into the office. Nikolls was sitting on Effie Thompson’s desk reading the paper. He followed Callaghan into his office. Callaghan said: “Well, Windy, what have you got?”
Nikolls sighed. “I spent a whole lotta time on this business last night,” he said. “That housemaid at Vanning’s place is no ordinary housemaid.”
Callaghan asked: “What did she know?”
“Plenty,” said Nikolls. “First of all she gave me a tip about this Francis guy, the interior decorator. It looks like this mug ain’t any good. Three or four days ago, Eliza— that’s the housemaid— listened in on the telephone extension line when Mrs. Vannin’ was talkin’ to him, see? She was talkin’ about the interior decoratin’ that this Francis is supposed to do, but he wasn’t interested.”
“No?” said Callaghan. “What was he interested in?”
Nikolls said: “Well, the housemaid baby reckons that he was tryin’ ‘to work the black on the Vannin’ dame. She heard him tell her that he wanted the money an’ he was gonna have it— one way or the other. He said that if she didn’t cash in good an’ quick he was comin’ around to see Vannin’ an’ that when he did come around he was goin’ to bring her letters with him.”
Callaghan asked: “Well… what did she say to that?”
“She told him to lay off… she said if he’d be patient she’d fix it somehow. An’ I reckon she fixed it all right. She couldn’t give him the dough so she let him get at the diamonds. That’s my theory.”
Callaghan nodded. He took his cigarette case from his pocket, lit a cigarette. “What else?” he asked.
Nikolls went on: “What Vannin’ told you was O.K. Francis was in the library when Vannin’ left. Mrs. Vannin’ went to the door an’ saw Vannin’ off an’ then she went straight to her room. Francis left the house about ten minutes afterwards— about eleven forty-five. An’ that stuff that Vannin’ told you about him leavin’ at eleven thirty-five an’ knowin’ that was the time because he looked at his watch when some guy asked him is O.K.”
“How do you know that, Windy?” Callaghan asked.
“I checked with the hall-porter— the guy on the door of the apartment house opposite. He saw Vannin’ come out an’ just as he crossed the road a guy who lives in the apartment house— Velazy his name is— was just goin’ out. He stopped Vannin’ and asked him the time. Vannin’ told him— eleven thirty-five.”
“I see,” said Callaghan. “Did you find out anything else about the Vannings?”
Nikolls said: “Yeah, I found out somethn’ about her. She used to be on the music-halls in a magicians’ act an’ who do you think her partner was? It was nobody else but the guy Velazy, the guy who asked Vannin’ the time.”
Callaghan whistled. “Did she know Francis then?” he asked.
“Sure she did,” said Nikolls. “She met Francis when she was on the halls. The Velazy Magical Duo they usta call the act. An’ she was supposed to be engaged to Francis. Then Vannin’ turned up an’ she took a run-out on Francis an’ married Vannin’. This case is easy. This guy Francis has got somethin’ on her. He’s been blackmailing her. When he found she hadn’t got any dough he had the diamonds instead.”
The telephone jangled. Callaghan took off the receiver. It was Mrs. Vanning. She said: “Mr. Callaghan, I’ve been in touch with Francis. I’ve arranged to see him at seven o’clock this evening. I suggest I meet you at the Blue Jay Club at eight-thirty afterwards. Then I can tell you What’s happened. Is that all right?”
Callaghan said: “That’s perfectly all right, Mrs. Vanning.” He hung up, turned to Nikolls. He said: “By the way, Windy, do you happen to know the apartment number of this Velazy fellow who asked Vanning the time— Mrs. Vanning’s one-time music-hall partner?”
“Yeah,” said Nikolls. “The hall-porter told me he lives at No. 14 on the first floor. He said he was a nice guy. Why, what’s the big idea?”
Callaghan said: “Oh nothing— nothing much. But I’ve got an idea in my head. I’d like to have a little talk with Velazy. He might be able to tell me something. You never know.”
“Well, I hope it keeps fine for you,” said Nikolls.
Callaghan stubbed out his cigarette, put on his hat and went out.
MRS. VANNING was waiting in the lounge at the Blue Jay Club when Callaghan went in. Her face was pale. She looked very worried.
Callaghan said: “Good evening, Mrs. Vanning. Why, what’s the matter? You look as if you’ve seen a ghost. What’s wrong?”
Mrs. Vanning said: “It’s Francis. I’ve seen him. Mr. Callaghan, he was beastly. Thank heaven we marked those notes.”
“I see,” said Callaghan. “So he pulled a fast one on you, Mrs. Vanning. He took the notes and refused to hand over the diamond plaque or the letters, hey?”
“Yes. Isn’t it terrible?” Her voice trembled.
Callaghan said: “I wonder how I’m going to account to your husband for that three thousand pounds. He’ll think I’m a hell of a detective, won’t he?”
She nodded. She said: “It’s terrible. Well… there’s only one thing to be done.”
“What’s that?” asked Callaghan.
“I must tell my husband the whole story. We must go to the police.”
“Oh no, Mrs. Vanning,” said Callaghan. “It isn’t necessary.” His voice had changed. It was cold, incisive.
Mrs. Vanning looked surprised.“What do you mean?” she said.
Callaghan said: “I’ve got the diamond plaque, so there’s nothing to go to the police about.”
She gasped. “I don’t understand—”
“You wouldn’t, would you?” said Callaghan. “Earlier to-day I went round and saw your old-time partner on the music-halls— Velazy. I told him it would be pretty good for his health if he handed over that diamond plaque. I told him just how it got into his possession. Well, he’s a reasonable person. He was wise, Mrs. Vanning. He handed it over.”
“So you know… you know…?” she said.
“Yes,” said Callaghan. “You know, Mrs. Vanning, all the evidence pointed much too directly against Francis and one thing gave Velazy away. When I went into the apartment house in which he lives I noticed a large electrically controlled clock in the hall. I wondered why it was necessary for Velazy, who must have passed that clock on his way out— he must have seen it— to have to ask your husband the time. Then I got it. You two used to call yourselves the Velazy Magical Duo. Your act was a sleight-of-hand act. You were engaged to Francis. You had money from him. You probably owe him a lot of money. Vanning turned up and you thought he’d make a better match. So you walked out on Francis, walked out on your partner Velazy and married Vanning.” Callaghan paused. “Well…?” he concluded.
Mrs. Vanning shrugged her shoulders. “Something like that,” she admitted.
Callaghan went on: “Recently, Francis began to worry for the money you owed him. Your housemaid overheard a conversation he had with you on the telephone the other day. He said unless you paid he was coming to see your husband and he was going to bring the letters with him. They weren’t indiscreet letters you’d written to him, Mrs. Vanning. Obviously they were letters admitting that you owed him the money, saying that you’d try to pay sometime.”
“Yes,” said Mrs. Vanning. “I did tell him that.”
“So then you get a bright idea to get rid of Francis,” continued Callaghan. “You suggested to your husband that Francis should be engaged to do the interior decorating in the library. You sent for him to come round on a morning that you knew your husband would be there doing his accounts. The safe door was open. You took your opportunity and when your husband gave you the account books to put away, you removed the diamond plaque from its velvet case and closed the safe door. You knew your husband was going about half past eleven— he had an appointment. And when he went into the hall to go out you slipped the plaque into his overcoat pocket. Well, isn’t that right, Mrs. Vanning?”
She nodded.
Callaghan went on: “Velazy was waiting in the doorway of the apartment house opposite. As your husband crossed the road Velazy came out, asked him the time and, whilst your husband was looking at his watch, Velazy picked his pocket. Francis left the house ten minutes later and suspicion must fall on him. Never in a million years would your husband realize that he himself was the person who took the diamond plaque out of the house, that he carried it from you to Velazy.”
Mrs. Vanning laughed— a bitter laugh. “You are pretty clever, aren’t you, Mr. Callaghan?” she said.
“Too clever for you,” said Callaghan. “The next thing you had to do was to build up your case against Francis. So you got me to mark those notes just in case, as you put it, Francis tried to cause any trouble afterwards. In fact, you’ve given him those notes in part payment of the money you legally owe him. And you thought you’d got him where you wanted him. You’re now suggesting that we go to the police and have him arrested. Not a very nice person, are you? And you’re in a spot, aren’t you… a bad spot?”
“Well, that’s that,” said Mrs. Vanning. “And where do we go from here, Mr. Callaghan?”
“I think we’ll go and see your husband,” said Callaghan. “And on the way you decide something.”
“What?” she asked.
Callaghan said: “Who is going to tell him… you or me?”
______________
15: The Mystery of the Fan-backed Chair
Raoul Whitfield
1896-1945
Cosmopolitan February 1935
A LONG-TAILED lizard scurried across the ceiling toward the three-bladed, slow-turning fan. It made sound like dry leaves in a faint wind, and Baba arched his back, rising from the floor near the shuttered window. Jo Gar, paying no attention to the Siamese cat or the lizard, rolled a brown-paper cigarette between two brown slender fingers of his left hand, half closing his gray-blue eyes.
There were footfalls, light and unhurried, beyond the waxed floor of the office; a light tapping against the old wood of the door Jo Gar faced. The Island detective said almost tonelessly:
"Come, Sidi Kalaa."
River sound, drifting over a reeking-hot Manila from the Pasig, reached his ears as the door opened and Kalaa entered from the outer office. The little man, half Malay, half Arab, came to within a few feet of the desk. His face was a brown mask, a flat mask of dark eyes, lips parted slightly showing white, even teeth. He spoke in precise English.
"It is the Miss Samson of the appointment."
Jo Gar said: "She has been in Manila so short a time that she is prompt. Yes, Sidi Kalaa."
He suspected always that there was not so much Arab blood within the veins of his assistant as Kalaa would have wished him to believe, but it pleased him to address the man with the formal "Mister," and he knew it pleased Kalaa. As the door to the outer office was opened, his eyes went to the lizard scuttling away from the ceiling fan.
From the room beyond Kalaa said: "Señor Gar, it is Miss Samson." She came into the room gracefully, as Jo Gar rose from the fan-backed chair. She was tall and slender, cool in thin white. Her face was oval and her eyes were blue. Her skin was very white.
She said nervously: "Señor Gar, it is good of you to see me. They told me you were a very busy man. But I—"
Something flickered slightly down from the ceiling; the lizard made dry sound as it zigzagged toward a wall. Baba crouched, leaped upward near an end of the desk. The girl shrank back, raised a white gloved hand to her lips, stifled a cry.
The Siamese landed quietly on his feet as Jo Gar said sharply: "Baba! No, it is not good for you to do that." He said in a softer tone, in Tagalog; "Omalis ka!"
The cat moved instantly to a far corner of the room. Jo Gar's thin lips parted in a smile; he gestured toward a wicker chair.
"Please be seated. I am sorry. It is the time when our lizards shed their tails. Lizards are a delicacy to my Siamese."
He watched some of the fear go from her blue eyes as she took her gloved hand away from her lips. She smiled a little, moved toward the chair.
"It's— silly of me, Señor Gar. But I'm—"
She seated herself, and Jo Gar eased his slim figure to the fan-backed chair. He ran browned fingers of his right hand over his gray hair, pushed a lacquer box of brown-paper cigarettes toward her.
"You are nervous. The heat, perhaps, Miss Samson. And the cat startled you."
Her blue eyes narrowed, and the muscles around her mouth tightened. She said suddenly: "I'm damned nervous! I've been nervous for days now; ever since we sailed from Honolulu. I can't stand it— not much longer. So I've"— she spread her hands in a swift gesture—"come to you."
The gray, slanted eyes of the detective smiled reassuringly into hers. "The manager of the Manoa Hotel is a good friend of mine. He has told me that you felt someone should know of a trouble—"
She interrupted, speaking hurriedly, with rising excitement. "You know that my name is Joan Samson. My brother was Conrad Samson, he lived here in Manila. Perhaps you—"
She paused, shivered slightly. The Siamese, in the far corner, lowered his black head, stretched. His nails made scraping sound on the waxed floor. Joan Samson bit her lower lip nervously.
Jo Gar said: "Baba has been with me many years. Do not be nervous. You were speaking of your brother. I remember that he was the victim of a Chinese who ran amok in the old Walled City."
She said slowly and more steadily: "Yes, he was stabbed to death. That was a month ago. He loved to walk about, particularly in strange sections of cities. I haven't seen him in two years. At first, when I was notified in San Francisco of his death, I didn't think I would come here. His body was returned to the States, but before it arrived, I received a letter."
Her eyes widened suddenly; seemed to fix on something behind Jo Gar. She said in a husky voice: "That fan-backed chair you're sitting in—"
Jo Gar smiled. "It is a very fine one, Miss Samson. One of the finest ever made by the prisoners at Bilibid."
"Oh, my God!" Her voice was a whisper in the office.
The detective said tonelessly: "It is not good for your mind and eyes to be filled with fear. My fan-backed chair is exceedingly comfortable."
Her eyes were on his. "He wrote they would— kill him— that way," she said softly.
Jo Gar touched match flare to a new brown-paper cigarette. "Your brother wrote he would be murdered?" He rolled the cigarette between his fingers."
She said: "Yes. The letter came after he had been knifed to death, supposedly by that insane Chinese. He wrote he had been threatened; that his enemy was an Oriental, and that he had been told he would die seated in a fan-backed chair."
The detective inhaled deeply. "He wrote you he had been warned he would die in a fan-backed chair. He did not die in a fan-backed chair. The Chinese who knifed him was found dead in a narrow street not far from the place where he accosted your brother. He had struck a child and an old woman, before he killed your brother. There were many knife wounds in the body of the Chinese. He was dead when the police found him. The medical report was insanity from drink— and death by his own hand."
The girl touched a handkerchief to her lips. "I didn't want to come here, but somehow I felt that I should. There were only the two of us left. We weren't close; saw each other only every two or three years. But I felt something was wrong. I felt that perhaps Conrad hadn't just happened to cross an insane man's path. The last letter, his fear—"
She broke off and Jo Gar spoke quietly.
"You have the letter?"
She shook her head. "No," she said slowly.
Faint surprise showed in the gray-blue eyes of the Manila detective. The girl said:
"It was stolen from my cabin on the Tayo Maru, somewhere between Honolulu and Manila."
Jo Gar leaned forward, his eyes slitted on hers. His short-cropped gray hair gave age to the youth of his face; his lean left-hand fingers toyed with a jade paper cutter many years old.
"You were traveling to Manila alone?"
She shook her head. "A very good friend— Barbara Prentice— came with me. We travel together often. We both have sufficient income—" She paused.
"That was only one thing— Conrad's letter vanishing. Three days out of Manila I found this on the floor of our cabin."
She reached in her bag, handed him a slip of paper. On it were scrawled in pencil the words: "For you, it shall be death in the fan-backed chair! Do not leave the boat at Manila! The wise one leaves death alone as Conrad Samson did not."
Jo Gar said slowly, looking at the pencilled scrawl: "In what way did your brother not leave death alone?"
The girl shrugged. "He collected carved wood. Now and then he sent me a piece. An Igorrote image; a Chinese box. Cases of his collection were returned to me. He often left Manila; went to small islands."
The detective nodded. "There was the theft of his letter, then this note found on your cabin floor. And then—"
She said: "Then this— lying on the floor."
She placed on the surface of his desk a loop of cord. He lifted the loop, looked at the slipknot. When he spread the cord out, its length was about three feet.
He said softly, "Hemp— island hemp, I should say."
Her voice was a whisper again, hoarse. She lifted her hands to her throat. "A strangler's knot, Barbara said!"
"When did she say that?" he asked.
"When I first showed her the cord. She said she'd read about such a knot being used in the East. She begged me not to leave the boat at Manila. She won't leave the hotel. She thinks—"
He waited several seconds, then spoke. "What does she think, Miss Samson?"
She straightened her slender body. Her voice was calmer. "Barbara thinks that Conrad did something terrible in his collecting. Desecrated some tribal grave, perhaps. Took something that had to do with death. He was warned to replace it but didn't. So he was— killed. She read something like that, she says. He was to have been strangled in a fan-backed chair. But he was killed another way. Barbara thinks the Chinese who killed him wasn't mad. He pretended to be, and then he was killed by others of the tribe so that he could never talk."
Jo Gar smiled faintly. "Your friend is an amateur detective. She reads and has an imagination. I am a professional detective with little imagination. There are tribes on the islands decorating burial grounds with wooden images and objects. There might be a tribe whose chief would be so incensed that he would warn a collector thief, then murder. The murder might be accomplished in such a way as your friend suggests. It is possible but highly improbable. …
"Who might have known that you were coming to Manila to investigate your brother's death? Who would have followed from the States, or met the boat at Honolulu? Have you any of the objects your brother collected with you?"
She spoke softly. "Two— an Igorrote spoon and an old fan. It's very old Chinese, Conrad wrote when he sent it. I haven't any of the things that were in the boxes shipped after he died. As for the other part, Barbara says someone either in San Francisco or on the boat knew I was Conrad's sister. He was assigned to frighten me. Someone feared I might prove Conrad was murdered. That person might be caught."
"She has been reading mystery tales of the Orient, I am afraid," said Jo Gar.
Joan Samson frowned at him, "Then why was his letter which stated he was afraid of being murdered stolen from me? Why did I find the note threatening me with death in a fan-backed chair? And why was the cord left in my cabin?"
The detective spoke tonelessly: "I should like you to return to the Manoa Hotel. In fifteen minutes I must confer with a plantation owner whose rice weighs less when it reaches Manila than when it is put aboard the sampans miles away. When I have finished I shall come to the hotel. I should like to talk with your friend, and also I may see the two objects your brother sent you."
Her eyes held fear. "I am almost afraid to—" She paused, rose.
Jo Gar looked up at her. "My assistant. Sidi Kalaa, will accompany you."
She seemed relieved. "You will wish a retaining fee, Señor Gar. I have—"
He rose, shaking his head slowly. "Later, I think. Do not be afraid. But please remain in the hotel until I have seen you." He clapped his hands and called, not too loudly: "Sidi Kalaa!"
The girl went slowly toward the door to the outer office as footfalls sounded; the Siamese cat moved like a small, dark tiger toward Jo Gar and the fan-backed chair.
It was almost six when Jo Gar left the office. Near the outer door he stooped and patted the Siamese. When he closed the door behind him, he locked it with the key he had used for almost a dozen years. He went slowly down wooden steps, one flight to the street. Walking half a square, he reached the Escolta, main business street of Manila, hailed a caleso driver and instructed the Filipino to drive to the Manoa Hotel.
At the hotel he dismissed the caleso, went along a palm-fringed patio entrance into the foyer. At the desk he was requested to announce himself; he moved to a booth and was connected with Suite A-12. A masculine voice said:
"This is Doctor Van Caan speaking."
Jo Gar narrowed his eyes. "It is Señor Jo Gar, doctor," he replied. "Miss Samson is expecting me. I trust there is no illness—"
The doctor said: "Oh, yes, Señor Gar. She spoke of you. Won't you come up?"
The detective hung up the receiver, left the phone booth. As he walked toward the wide stairway rising to the first floor the English manager of the hotel John Balding, hurried toward him. There was a worried expression on his thin face.
He drew Jo Gar aside, "Señor Gar, I am glad you have arrived. This American— she is in some great trouble."
Jo Gar said softly, "Perhaps it is not so great as her imagination." The hotel manager shook his head. "I sent her to you, and when she returned, about an hour ago, she entered her suite. Her companion, Miss Barbara Prentice, was not there. Miss Samson sent for me, and when we could not find her companion on the grounds of the hotel she became hysterical. I then called Doctor Van Caan. He found it necessary to give her a sleeping powder."
Jo Gar frowned. "I was on my way to the suite now. But if Miss Samson is sleeping—"
The manager spread his hands. "Her screams were very disturbing. Doctor Van Caan, of course, is—"
"A very fine physician," the detective agreed. "No person about the hotel has seen Miss Prentice?"
The manager shook his head. "Not since she was seen returning to her suite with Miss Samson after lunch. And Miss Samson stated incoherently that she had left Miss Prentice in the suite when she went to see you."
Jo Gar nodded. "I will go up and talk with the doctor," he said.
He smiled at the manager; walked slowly up the wide stairs. When he reached the door of the suite Doctor Van Can stood just inside. They bowed to each other, went into the living room.
The doctor said: "She was highly hysterical. I was forced to give her a rather strong sleeping powder. It will be hours before she will regain consciousness. She spoke of you— and I regretted having to give her the powder, knowing she would be unable to talk to you. But she managed to tell Mr. Balding and myself that she felt something terrible had happened to her companion. Balding stated that he had sent Miss Samson to you, and he thought that perhaps she had told you of her fears and perhaps that would clear up the apparent mystery of her companion's absence. Her condition was such that I was forced to give her the powder."
Jo Gar spoke softly. "May I see her?"
The doctor led the way to a partially closed door, opened it. Joan Samson was lying on a divan, motionless. Her breathing was slow, regular. She was dressed in white pajamas.
The Doctor said: "I got her to undress, then gave her the powder. She refused an injection, and it was a bit of a job to get her to take the powder. But ten minutes later she was sleeping like a baby. She said you were coming, so we didn't call you."
Jo Gar nodded. They moved out of the room, closed the door behind them.
"I trust nothing has happened to her companion," said the doctor. He looked narrowly at Jo Gar. He was a short, thick-set man of Dutch descent. His reputation was fine; he had been some twenty-odd years in the Islands.
"I shall make inquiries, doctor," said Jo Gar. "It will be what hour, do you think, before she is able to talk?"
The doctor shrugged. "I should say perhaps midnight. Perhaps later, it is a strong drug."
Jo Gar bowed to the doctor. "I shall remain awake and in the meantime do what I can about finding her companion. It is perhaps worry over things that seem more important than they really are. As for Miss Prentice she may have wished to walk about the town. It is cooler now."
The doctor said: "But Miss Samson stated that her friend was afraid and would never have left the hotel alone. She seemed to feel that her friend had been lured away— something like that." The detective moved toward the door, looking at his wrist watch. It was six-thirty precisely. "I will do all I can," he said. "And I will return here about eleven, unless I am called sooner."
The doctor nodded. "I will return in a few hours. She will be all right until then. But perhaps—"
The detective interrupted. "Yes, I will have my assistant in the corridor outside until I return."
He smiled, bowed, left the suite. In the foyer he telephoned Sidi Kalaa at his home, gave him the number of the suite, told him to remain in the corridor outside, when he arrived.
Balding came up to him, looking more worried than before. "Perhaps we should call the police."
Jo Gar shrugged. "There would be publicity," he said. "Miss Samson is sleeping. Her friend is not around the hotel, but there are many places of interest. It is a new city, a new atmosphere. A walk, perhaps, despite the fact that Miss Samson feels her friend would not have left the hotel."
Balding said: "You think we should wait, then, for a while?"
Jo Gar said tonelessly: "For a while, I think I will make inquiries." He left the hotel. No more were the heat waves rising from the paving of the Luneta, where the Constabulary Band would play in a few hours, in the park between the Manoa Hotel and the Army and Navy Club. The sun was sinking over the Island of Cavite, over the Bay of Manila. There would be a fan-shaped sunset, blood-red, Jo Gar decided.
He frowned as he watched an elderly Chinese stooped beneath the light weight of a chair he was carrying strapped to his back. The Chinese was moving toward the rear of the hotel, and the chair he carried was a fan-back.
"Not a very good one," Jo Gar breathed in Spanish, He stood for a few seconds before the hotel, thinking. He was thinking of Joan Samson's widening eyes, filled with fear, as she had regarded his fan-backed chair.
After a few seconds he lighted a brown-paper cigarette and moved away from the hotel. Out in the bay there was the deep-toned note of a big vessel's whistle. A small Filipino boy ran past him with a fighting cock under an arm. It was still very hot, and Jo Gar moved with wise slowness toward the Escolta.
Lieutenant Sadi Ratan, of the Manila police, sipped his claret and smiled at Señor Jo Gar.
"Conrad Samson?" He spoke in Tagalog, in a rather high-pitched voice. "Nonsense! We found the shop where his assassin had been drinking saké. Much of it. The Chinese was bad. Keroti, his name. First he stabbed a child, who was swift enough to escape being badly hurt. Then an old woman— she died. And Samson, he had no chance. The Chinese came upon him from behind; struck many times. Then he ran on, crept into a doorway, knifed himself to death. It is not the first time such a thing has happened. A plot? Nonsense. Murder, yes; but the murder of accident. The Chinese was crazed."
Jo Gar finished his cool drink. "So I thought."
Lieutenant Sadi Ratan regarded him with curiosity. "Why do you speak of Señor Samson?" he asked. "He has been dead many days. By now, no doubt, the girl to whom he was engaged is anticipating receiving his money. There was much of it, you know."
Jo Gar leaned forward across the table. "The girl to whom he was engaged— she was willed his wealth?" he asked.
Lieutenant Ratan nodded. "We made a complete investigation, of course. We found a copy of his will. All his money was left to the girl. To his sister went his collection. Carved woods. I do not think he was a good collector, Señor Gar."
"You recall the name of the one to whom he willed his money?"
Sadi Ratan frowned. He tapped on the table surface with browned fingers, his eyes puzzled. "It is difficult," he breathed. Light came into his dark eyes. "An American name. But wait! I have it— something of it. That cat of yours, the devil of a Siamese—"
Jo Gar said "Baba— could it be Barbara, lieutenant? Barbara Prentice?"
The lieutenant of Manila police struck a palm against the table surface. "It is so," he said. "It was the American woman, this Baba Prentice, who received the fortune of this Conrad Samson."
The detective rose suddenly. He looked at the watch on his wrist. The hour was seven. He bowed to Sadi Ratan. The lieutenant raised his eyebrows.
"You depart suddenly. You have obtained information that interests you?"
Jo Gar smiled thinly. "You are always kind to me, lieutenant. But, to be truthful, you know my feelings for fan-backed chairs."
Lieutenant Ratan nodded, smiling. "You have several in your home, a fine one in your office. Perhaps it is that you seek another?"
The detective said: "It is so, lieutenant. I seek another. And there is little time to find it."
He ducked his head, went from the café to the Escolta. A gray-ponied caleso clattered by and he called to the driver, who shook his head.
"The day has been hot," he said. "I go to dine."
The detective said, "I am Señor Jo Gar. I go to prevent death. Your dining must wait."
The driver stared at him. "It is so," he agreed, his dark eyes wide. "It is the Island detective."
Jo Gar climbed into the caleso. "The Manoa Hotel— and very fast, please."
The driver frowned. "Speed will kill my pony," he stated in Tagalog.
Jo Gar swore at the driver. "Laziness will cause a human death. Let the pony die. I will buy another for you."
The whip crackled and the caleso jerked forward, the driver shrilling words. Filipinos and Japanese, Chinese and Italian— the mixed breeds of the Islands— stared at the racing pony of the caleso as it swayed along the Escolta.
As they neared the Manoa Hotel Jo Gar looked at the sunset over Cavite and the bay. It was blood-red and commencing to fan. Already it was not unlike the rising wicker curve, some five feet high, of his finest fan-backed chair.
Before the hotel the caleso halted; Jo Gar was out of it swiftly. He paid the driver generously. "May your rice taste well!" he called over a shoulder, hurrying into the hotel.
It required minutes to find Balding. When he appeared, Jo Gar spoke with speed unusual for him.
"When I left the hotel shortly after six-thirty I saw a Chinese— an elderly man— bearing a fan-backed chair on his back. He was moving toward the rear of the hotel."
He paused, watching the Englishman's eyes. Balding said:
"Yes, that would be for Mr. Veiller. He sailed this afternoon for an inter-island trip, but he returns in a week. He requested that the chair be placed in the room he occupied, awaiting his return. He purchased it yesterday and was much pleased with it. I was glad to have it placed—"
"In what room?" Jo Gar interrupted harshly.
The hotel manager stared at him. "Mr. Veiller occupied Room A-30. It overlooks—"
Jo Gar said: "Follow me quickly to the room. And get a key to the door, please!" He started toward the broad stairway leading to the first floor.
Balding called after him. "It was reported to me that Mr. Veiller forgot to leave his key, took it with him to the inter-island boat."
Jo Gar halted, turned. "There is no inter-island boat sailing today. He did not forget to leave his key. Get another— and hurry!"
Balding moved toward the desk of the hotel, and Jo Gar hurried up the stairs. Room A-30 was in an opposite wing from the suite occupied by Joan Samson and Barbara Prentice. The corridors which Jo Gar walked were wide and dark against the sun, silent. When he reached the shuttered door, he placed an ear against wood, listened. There was no sound. He rapped sharply.
He was rapping for the second time when Balding came along the corridor. He silently handed the detective a key. As it turned in the lock, lights in the corridor were dashed on from below.
Jo Gar opened the door, moved along a short hall faintly lighted from the corridor. At the doorway to the large room he halted, stood motionless.
Behind him Balding sucked in a swift breath. "God!" he said huskily. "Miss Prentice— in the fan-backed chair!"
The light that filtered into the room was red from the sunset. The curving back of the huge wicker chair rose several feet above the girl's head. Her white hands hung limply over the sides of the wicker; she was sitting erect— so erect her position was unnatural. The color of her face was ghastly.
Jo Gar hurried to the side of the chair. His slant eyes were little more than slits as they looked at the thin cord fastened through the wicker of the chair's fan-shaped back and tight against the throat of the girl.
Quickly he opened his penknife, carefully forced the blade point between the skin and the cord, cut its strong loop.
The girl's head fell forward. Jo Gar caught her by the shoulders.
He said to the hotel manager: "Get a doctor— quickly."
He carried the girl to a divan as Balding's footfalls died in the corridor, rubbed her throat with practiced fingers, felt no beat from her pulse. Ten minutes later when Balding came in with Van Caan he was still working over her.
While the doctor examined her, Jo Gar went back to the chair to inspect the cut rope which had fallen to the waxed floor. It was similar to the piece of hemp Joan Samson had shown him, and about the same length. He was holding it in his fingers, looking down at it, when he heard the words of Doctor Van Caan:
"She is— dead."
Sidi Kalaa stood near the door of the suite at the far end of the hotel, as Jo Gar, Balding and Doctor Van Caan approached it. Jo Gar said quietly to him: "Good evening, Sidi Kalaa. No one has entered or left this suite since you arrived?"
Sidi Kalaa nodded. "No person has entered or departed through this door since I arrived, Señor Gar."
"It is well," the detective said. "Please remain here a short time, Sidi Kalaa."
He led the way to the living room of Joan Samson's suite, followed by the hotel manager and the doctor. As Jo Gar lighted a brown-paper cigarette, the doctor spoke slowly.
"A case of mistaken identity, Señor Gar, That is my theory, from what you have told us Miss Samson told you. The murderer or murderers mistook Barbara Prentice for Joan Samson. They got her into that room on some pretext— strangled her. Perhaps Joan Samson's brother was murdered, after all and was not the victim of a crazed Chinese. In Manila there was fear of the sister, and a terrible mistake was made."
Balding nodded his head. "Miss Samson's fears were justified, you see. It is a terrible thing to have to tell her of this."
"The shock will be great," Doctor Van Caan said. "It might even— kill her."
The detective's eyes held a distant expression. He faced the doorway of the room in which he had looked down at Joan Samson. "It might— even kill her," he repeated softly.
He stood motionless, eyes almost closed. Then, suddenly, he drew a deep breath.
"Will you gentlemen please accompany me?" he asked.
He led the way into the bedroom. When he reached the motionless form of Joan Samson he stood beside her for long seconds. She was lying on her right side, arms relaxed, her face pale. Her profile was very beautiful.
Doctor Van Caan said thoughtfully: "She will sleep for several hours yet. It'll be damned tough telling her."
Balding said: "I must call the police, Señor Gar, much as I hate the publicity."
The detective raised his right hand in a halting gesture. "Please," he said. "Listen to me for a few minutes. After that, you may call the police."
Balding shrugged and seated himself on the arm of a chair facing the bed on which Joan Samson was lying.
The doctor moved closer to the girl touched her right wrist. After a half minute or so he said: "Good! Quite strong."
Jo Gar spoke evenly. "Joan Samson came to me, stated she was in trouble. She said her traveling companion believed she would be murdered. She had received a threatening note; a letter had been stolen; a coil of rope had been placed in her steamship cabin. She was to be strangled in a fan-back chair, which was the manner of death intended for her brother."
The doctor nodded. "The letter that was stolen had been from her brother to her, stating that he had been warned he would be strangled to death— in a fan-backed chair."
Jo Gar smiled faintly. "Rather elaborate idea, I think. It would have been much simpler to knife."
Balding said shortly: "They did knife him. But the Oriental mind is a colorful one. The strangling idea pleased the murderer more."
The detective watched the doctor nod again, in confirmation of the manager's words. The smile went from his face.
"Supposing that, for reasons unknown to us, Conrad Samson left all his money to a woman," he said slowly. "A woman who was not his sister— not Joan Samson. And supposing that, in the event of this other woman's death, the money would revert to the sister. That is the motive for a crime on the sister's part, is it not?"
The manager and doctor were staring at him. Neither of them spoke. A hot wind rustled palm trees beyond the room, beyond the balcony.
"I have some reputation as a detective." Jo Gar smiled faintly, almost sardonically. "If Joan Samson came to me, made me believe she was in danger, was to be strangled in a fan-backed chair—"
He broke off, shrugged. His eyes went to the motionless form of Joan Samson. Her breathing was slow, regular.
"I would, as I did, take the case," the detective went on. "And then what happens? Joan Samson cannot find her companion, Barbara Prentice, who was so worried about Joan. She is afraid something may have happened to Barbara Prentice. She becomes hysterical; is given a sleeping powder. A search is made for her companion, who is found strangled to death in a fan-backed chair. Doctor Van Caan believes the murder a case of mistaken identity. So does Mr. Balding. Señor Gar tells the police what has been told him. And what do the police think?"
The doctor said swiftly: "Murder; mistaken identity. And evidently Conrad Samson was murdered deliberately."
"It is possible," Jo Gar said slowly.
Balding's eyes had narrowed on his. "But Señor Gar would not agree with us or with the police, eh? Señor Gar thinks that Joan Samson was trying for a perfect crime— and that she murdered Barbara Prentice so she could get her brother's money!"
Jo Gar moved away from the sleeping girl, turned and faced her. "That is so," he said quietly.
The breathing of Joan Samson was unchanged, slow and quiet. Doctor Van Caan said huskily:
"Impossible! She has been unconscious for hours. The sleeping powder—"
Jo Gar coughed dryly. I believe you told me she refused to have an injection, doctor. How was the sleeping powder administered?"
Van Caan frowned. "She did refuse an injection. I gave her the glass containing the powder and water. She went into the bathroom—"
The detective nodded. "You did not actually see her swallow the drug?"
Van Caan's frown deepened. "No," he said.
Jo Gar smiled almost sadly. "You did not wait for Sidi Kalaa to arrive at the hotel, to watch outside Miss Samson's suite, did you, doctor?"
Van Caan shook his head. " You did not seem much worried about her being in danger. It was only a matter of ten or fifteen minutes. It was the other woman, Barbara Prentice, who appeared to be in danger." The detective's voice was calm. "She was," he said. "It was after I left you, doctor, and you left the hotel— it was then that Joan Samson strangled Barbara Prentice to death in the fan-backed chair."
Balding stood up stiffly. "By God, Señor Gar, that's a hard one to believe!"
Jo Gar looked down at the evenly breathing girl. "There was this man Veiller— the one who left the room in which we found Miss Prentice strangled. He expected a fan-backed chair. He vacated the room saying he was taking an inter-island boat. That was a mistake. No boat sailed; the next sails tomorrow. He wanted his room held. When was the fan-backed chair placed in it, Mr. Balding?"
"This morning," said the manager.
Jo Gar nodded. "This Veiller neglected to turn in his key."
Balding spoke quickly. "No reason why he should have turned it in— he retained the room."
"There was a better reason than that for not turning it in," the detective said. "He gave that key to Joan Samson."
"How do you know that?" the doctor demanded.
Jo Gar did not answer the question. "When I left you, doctor, after you told me she would be unconscious for hours, I passed a carrier of a fan-backed chair. He was moving toward the hotel."
Balding said: "But the fan-backed chair in which we found Miss Prentice dead— that was put in the room this morning."
The detective nodded. "There is a fountain between the hotel grounds and the Escolta. The carrier of the chair was hot, thirsty. That chair did not come to the hotel, the bearer was only taking a short cut. But the sight of it being carried toward the hotel gave me an idea. And when Sadi Ratan told me that Conrad Samson's money had been left to Barbara Prentice—"
He broke off as Balding muttered sharply. The doctor's eyes narrowed:
"I insist Miss Samson is under the influence—"
There was the jangle of a telephone bell. Balding started toward a small table near the bed. But Jo Gar, moving swiftly, caught him by the arm. He raised a finger to his thin lips, pressed it against them in signal for silence. He went to the telephone, lifted the receiver, pressed it tight against his left ear. A voice said: "Is Mr. Balding there please? He is wanted at the desk."
Jo Gar said sharply: "My God! They have him, you say? Veiller? Where? On his way toward Baguio? And he has confessed! What's that? Please take it slowly—"
He paused, watched the sudden heavier breathing of Joan Samson. "Yes," he went on. "Joan Samson strangled the Prentice girl? She wanted money. She was in love with Veiller and they needed her brother's money. It is a written confession, and you—"
The sound Joan Samson made was half scream, half moan. She sat up as Jo Gar replaced the receiver, rocking from side to side, staring at him wildly.
"Yes, yes!" she half shouted. "I did it! I strangled her. I hated her, hated her! She hated Gordon Veiller, she made my brother hate him. And I love him! She made my brother leave her all his money; all I got was wooden images, idols he collected! I strangled her, I tell you!"
Her eyes were savage lights in her white face. Her lips twisted, and she beat on the bed with her clenched fists.
"I told you lies about the letter stolen from me; the threatening note was a fake; the noose was, too! Gordon left me his room key. I got Barbara to go over to the room late this morning. The fan-backed chair was there. I told her the room was cooler, and that I wanted to be alone. She slept, and I pretended she was missing. I didn't take the powder. When you and the doctor left, I went to the other corridor. No one saw me. I got Barbara to sit in the chair told her it was a beautiful one. Then I tightened the—"
She broke off, covered her face with her shaking hands. After a few seconds she said in a smothered tone: "After she was— still, I came back here. I was an actress once, and pretending to be drugged wasn't hard." She stopped her rocking, fell backward on the bed.
The doctor said in a dull tone: "Well, Señor Gar—"
Joan Samson breathed from the bed, brokenly: "I thought he'd stick by me. I didn't think he'd tell them."
Jo Gar looked at Balding. "It wasn't a call for me," he said quietly. "It wasn't about this Veiller. I have no idea where he is. That was just a bluff to make her confess. You are wanted at the desk."
Balding regarded Jo Gar with admiration. "Good Lord!" he said slowly.
The girl pulled herself up, stared at the detective with wide eyes. "They said you were the best detective in the Islands," she said. "I wanted you on my side."
Jo Gar said steadily, "I think it was the wrong side."
She smiled desperately, bitterly. "I guess you were— too much the best detective." There was a touch of bravado in her voice. "And the fee, Señor Gar?"
The detective's eyes held little expression. He shook his head. When she had fallen backward again, and her hair was spread over outstretched arms on the bed, he said to the doctor and the manager: "It would now be wise to call the police."
As Balding went toward the phone, Jo Gar lighted a brown-paper cigarette. His fingers were trembling just a little. The wind made a higher sound in the palms beyond the room; dry leaves ran over the patio. The detective thought of Baba; wished that he might return to his office— and to the Siamese. He would be curled, Jo Gar knew, like a dark tiger, in the fan-backed chair.
___________________
16: Beauty and the Beast
Douglas Newton
1884-1951
Chronicle (Adelaide) 27 Feb 1926
(The Strand Magazine Dec 1925)
THE CANOE was going more slowly now. It no longer rocked, but slid forward with a smooth, silken swing to the steady pull of the dying current. The thick and menacing bush that made a tunnel of brooding green-black gloom was thinning. At times, even, there were patches of hard steel-blue sky between the framing of sullen leaves. The heat, however, deepened and seemed to coagulate the blood, while the cohorts of winged and biting things increases to horror.
A snag caught the sluggishly-moving craft, checked and .held it.Habit, rather than strength, forced, its single occupant to heave from the flat of the,. bottom and glare over the side....It was as before.
There was the sudden screaming of monkeys and the wild whirring of disturbed birds on tbe river bank to the right and the demon shadows began to flit into view against the hell of shadows that was the jungle. Black men slid forward with the sleek, stealthy movement of human panther. A liana rope snaked out across the dark river.
The occupant of the canoe lifted a leaden aim, rested the muzzle of an automatic pistol on the gunwale of the canoe, fined anyhow. The squawking of the twice disturbed jungle beasts made an inferno of sound.
The liana rope jerking at the canoe or the movement of the occupant set it free again. It oozed sluggishly on. Those demoniac twisting shadows would not attack the canoe while it moved, and they would not swim off to it— the crocodiles and water snakes prevented that. The occupant fell back flat again.
The current, thank heaven, ran in the middle of the river. A crocodile slid off a mud bank as the craft went by. The surge of its submersion rocked the dug-out violently. It yawed and eddied drunkenly, its nose touched and held on a mid-river bank. Again the chattering of disturbed fauns as the stealthy black men slid to the verge of the land hungry for their prey. Again the head and shoulder, heaving up automatically, again the flung rope, and the snapping crash of pistol fire. This time the canoe held if the rope missed.
The occupant dragged a paddle from the canoe and with leaden movements began feebly to poke and shove at the mud-bank. A tiny ping sounded in the air, a dart snapped and quivered in the side, of the canoe. The occupant pushed and pushed dully and without fear of the poisoned dart.
A war club came singing towards the canoe. Then the occupant did duck, and with the sharp effort of that movement stabbed the paddle home hard on the mud. The canoe lurched and went on again. Without strength to recover the paddle, the occupant fell back into the bottom of the canoe.
As though the jungle had been torn away by a giant hand, brazen sunlight gave way to gloom. The canoe rocking gently was out on the bosom of a great lake, going forward, but slower and slower. The great lake shimmered with an enormous mother-o'-pearl immobility. Birds of fantastic plumage crossed it like skimmng jewels. On the nearer, visible bank a great flat of amazing and flower-jewelled green stretched away to the pearl blur of distant hills. A Paradise of beauty that meant death, for the green was fever swamp.
On those maps that entered it this lake was written as Death Lake. The figure in the bottom of the canoe saw none of this beauty, but just moaned as the glare and the heat of the pitiless sun beat down into the canoe. Tha canoe went rocking on, slower and more slow until it came to a standstill a mile out in the lake. Weeds anchored it there.
Automatically the figure tried to rise, failed, lifted a limp arm, pulled trigger one-two-three. Three reports cracked feebly in the empty immensity. Failing finsers pulled trigger again. There was not another shot. The pistol was empty. The hand fell nervelessly. The canoe swayed gently, gently to stillness.
FIFTEEN MINUTES later, another canoe came creeping over the water. Two men paddled it, another stood upright in it staring over the water. He was peering here and there curiously. He saw the silent canoe on. the water, stared at it. He shouted and stared again. The canoe did not exhibit life or motion. The man paddled on as though to pass the derelict.
Suddenly the man thought he might as well examine it. He gave an order. In a lyric curve the oncoming canoe swept in a perfect arc alongside the other. The standing man looked down in it, saw jaitered legs; worn but natty breeches, fine silk shirt swelling at the breasts— he frowned abruptly, looked closer, then exclaimed sharply.
With sure, quick movements he was in the canoe, had lifted fine, thin forearms from across the head. Bobbed wheat-colored hair framed a wan, painted, but lovely face. He frowned again and he said 'Damn!'
As he said it he found two very blue eyes fixed wearily on him.The girl made a limp effort to rise, to lift the pistol, and swooned.
She came to with the sting of stimulant in her mouth and a sharp edge of pain in her side just under and behind: her left breast. That was where a flung spear had cut a furrow into her side as it went between her body and her left arm.
She became clear-headed with a sudden panic. She was on her back in some sort, of hut, and her silk shirt bad been cut away on the left of her body to her waist. She struggled to rise in a half-dazed condition, reaching for the tatters of the shirt with her hand.
Strong fingers pressed her back, and fhe looked up into an ugly, deeply-furrowed face. The ugliness, the sense of power in that face made her struggle frantieally. The strong hand forced her pitilessly back. A curt voice snapped — 'Don't be a silly little fool. How am I going to dress that graze if you behave like this?'
''Leave me alone. Leave it alone,' she cried hoarsely. 'Don't touch me.'
'You'll get tropic gangrene if I don't,' he snapped. 'Confound it, lie still; don't you realise I'm a doctor?'
His ugliness, his cold power, the unyielding quality of his voice filled her. with horror. She struggled, against the hand like an imprisoned bird, and her strength fled again, and with it her senses.
HER SENSES returned slowly. There was a throbbing in her wounded side, but it was a clean smarting. She knew by the feel that it was expertly strapped up. A sense of lassitude was on her, but it was not a dead and hopeless lassitude now.
She opened her eyes.
She was in a hut, a tiny doll's house of a hut. Everything was frightfully close and cramped, but extraordinarily and beautifully compact, and neat, she saw, too. It was like being inside a perfectly thought out toy. She saw a table and two canvan chairs and a gauze-covered hammock slung out of the way in the roof. A tiny but perfectly-equipped kitchenette arrangement filled one corner. The room was bright from two big windows— gauze-covered windows.
She was on a sort of couch made by putting short flat boxes end to end. A cushion lifted her head. She saw that she was wearing a man's silk pyjama coat too big for her. Her gaiters and boots had been taken off.
She looked over her shoulder and saw the man. He was sitting with his back to her at a long, enamel-topped table that stretched along one end of the tiny hut. He was working with a microscope, studying tomething in it and scribbling on a pad under his right hand. Her eyes took in the shining array of bottles, tubes, retorts, specimen jars; that end of the hut was a perfectly-equipped laboratory. It was cut off from the living quarters by a gauze screen.
The man was about 5 ft. 6, small framed, but beautifully built. The nattiness of his silk shirt and tussore trousers was amazing in that primitive place. The girl, knowing of her own beauty, wondered if he had smartened himself for her. But no, her vague memory of him was that he had been as spick and span when he stood over her in the canoe. Besides, from what she had seen of that strong ng]y face she guessed him to be a man utterly unconcerned at his effect upon her.
She saw that he wore a mask and long rubber gloves, so that what he was doing was probably dangerous. What was it? Medical research work; no doubt he was specialising in tropical disease. Who was he?
The name Denis Scanlan came to her. There had been talk on the coast. of one named Denis Scanlan, who buried himself alone in the wilds to grapple with trypansomes, the dread parasites that were such a deadly plague in the trouiof. But Denis Scanlan was at a place called Parnba, hundreds of miles away from her father's camp.
The thought made her stir and gave a little gasp. Her voice sounded queer and loud in this stark silence. She looked at the neat back of the man. She expected him to spring up and hasten to her side. That was what men did once they had looked upon her beauty.
The man with his eye glued to the eyepiece of his microscope went on writing. She waited until his flying pencil had stopped. He would come then. His hand touched the slide in his instrument and he did not move. She said, clearly—
'Who are you? Where am I?'
'I'll tell you presently,' came his voice, unexpectedly curtly. 'Lie still, please.'
'If you'll first—' she began, sure of her power over men, and he snapped back like a blow: 'Keep quiet, please.'
The voice was so curt, the 'please' so obviously an afterthought that she was affronted.
'You needn't be rude,' she cried.
'Good heavens' he .groaned. 'Hasn't the girl any common sense? I'm on critical work; be silent!'
The snap of his tone was like a whiplash, and whiplashes were utterly unknown to her. She was stunned into silence She glared at the neat, absorbed back. The man was a brute, as hateful as he was ugly. She knew a score of men who would have struck him down at the mere hearing of his tone towards her. Still appallingly weak, she almost cried.
The man worked on absorbed. There was no sound in that dead, hot quiet, no other human movement. She was alone in this cramped hut, alone in the primitive wilds with this man. She who had held her own with men was a little afraid. But then those other men had been smooth parlor knights; there was something ruthless and ugly abput this man that made him different— and to be feared.
Presently he, was reading his notes calmly, packing them away; packing, away microscope and slides. He did everything calmly, quietly, neatly. He stripped off mask and gloves and came carefully through the gfetiraf curtain.
He stood over her, crowding her in that cramped place, his sesnse of power and ugliness almost intimidating her, his grey eyes steady and aloof. '
'Now you can say what you want to say,' he said evenly.
She wanted to remain silent, to snub him, but how can one do that to the only other person in the world with one? When there is so much the anxious mind must know? Besides, there was that power in him that seemed to sweep away all thought of social hauteur.
'Are you Dr. Scanlan?' she asked.
'That is my name,' he said. So it was true. In anxiety she tried to sit up.
'Then this is Pamba,' she cried, 'a hundred miles away from Tztayc?'
'One hundred and twenty is nearer,' he said evenly. 'So that is where you came from. You must have been three days in that canoe.'
'Three days!' she gasped. 'How long will it take me to get back?'
'To get back?' There was a curiously dry and attractive smile in his strong lips. 'To get back would take more than a week. You'd have to fight the current all the way instead of having it with you: The current— and other things.'
'Isn't there a trail?'
'There is. Ten days at least that would take, but it is a form of suicide anyhow. There is a certain tribe called the Chili-Chili—' He noted her shudder— the steady grey eyes missed very little. 'I see you know of them. I saw their blowpipe darts in your canoe, anyhow.'
She stared at him, her senses whirling.
'I can't face that week's journey back,' she cried.
'You wouldn't stand it physically, either,' he said, not sympathising, rather as one registering an unpalatable but unalterable fact.'
'You'll have to get a messenger to our camp then,' she said.
'That,' he said, with resignation, 'is also out of the question. I have no one to send.'
She stared aghast. 'But you can't be alone? You have native boys?'
'Two,' he admitted. 'But I need them for my work.'
'But— but— how is my father to know what has happened to me?'
He frowned. 'Let us hope he searches for you in this direction,' he said.
'Is he likely to?
'That depends. Does he know the direction you took?'
'He does not,' she said, almost in tears. 'Nobody does. He and the others went off on an expedition. It was too risky to take me, they said. That annoyed me. I slipped out of camp when they, had gone, when nobody was watching. I went along the river that runs by the camp, but turned aside and then got lost in a network of streams. The current caught me and I couldn't fight it.'
'l see!' he said, curtly. 'You thought you knew better than expert advisers— and now you know better.' His voice was cutting, and she hated and feared him. 'That network of streams, as you call it, is the watershed for ten thousand square miles. Your people may follow those streams for months without striking the right one.'
'Months!' she cried, aghast. 'Isn't there any other way back to civilisation?'
'You'll have to wait here until my relief party comes— in eight weeks' time.'
Eight weeks, penned in this place with this ugly, grim, forceful brute! Eight Weeks' lost to the world over which she had queened it! Eight weeks— it was monstrous. She said so.
'It's impossible,' she cried. 'Don't you know who I am? I'm Fennel Norman.'
A gleam of his dry, whimsical humor came to his steady eyes. 'I'm afraid mere scientists don't move in exacted circles,' he said.'
'I mean I am the daughter of Hoyle Norman.'
Again the flicker of amusement in the keen eyes. 'He's the millionaire, you know.'
'I know,' he said dryly, giving point to his lack of awe, 'but I don't see the bearing, unless'— the smile that made his ugliness don a queer charm leapt to his lips— 'unless there's some suggestion of a bribe in the information.'
'My father would know how to be grateful, to anyone who carried. ne,ws of me,' she said breathlessly. She felt hope. Her life had given her the impression that the world of men might be divided roughly into two groups, one that reacted to her beauty, the other that reacted to her wealth. Outside those there were no others, she had thought— until now.
Denis Scanlan's ugliness wrinkled in actual laughter.
'I fear I consider my work more to the point than even that glorious promise,' he said.
'Your work would be only interrupted for a time,' she urged, unable to believe has indifference to wealth as well as beauty.
'Every minute of that time is precious, Miss Norman,' he said. 'I have too little as it is. Between rainy season and rainy season, that is all. I cannot afford to waste a moment.'
'Haven't you any humanity?' she cried, with tears of fear and anger. He became grave, stern almost, at once.
'We have different views about humanity,' he said, and he nodded towards, the. laboratory. 'That represents mine. 'Uninterrupted work here will, I hope, give me, before the rain comes, knowledge that will enable me to lower the death-rate in this hinterland by two per cent. Let me interrupt that work and this land must wait another six months or a year before I can provide relief. That is my huminity, Miss Norman, and I think the need of saving two per cent of deaths in a population of eleven millions over six months outweighs your inconvenience and your father's anxiety.'
She was numb, staring at him. His figures meant nothing to her. She was Fennel Norman, the daughter of a millionaire. Her every wish, her every desire, had been immediately gratified up to this. She could not believe she could be of such small account. She stared and stared, feeling that she was in a mad, bad dream.
There was a tap on the door. A superb negro entered, bowed gravely to Denis Scanlan and to her, began to set the table for the evening meal. Fennel watched the bronze Hercules at work, recognised him for a high type, brave, willing, and capable. She heard him talking to the doctor, telling him that the Chili-Chili were slinking out of the woods on the other side of the lake. She was more concerned with the fact that he spoke English than with what he said. English, she could speak to him, she could tell him how well her father would pay him for news of her. Her eyes followed him, she smiled when he looked her way, her eyes dwelt on him with meaning when he went out of the door.
Denis Scanlan's voice cut in with a decisive harshness even for him— 'I am not going to have you tampering with my boys, Miss Norman.'
She shrank from him; he was looking at her. sternly, he had read her thoughts. She didn't answer him, stared at him redcheeked but defiant. She thought she had him beaten, that he knew she could command his boys with money bribes.
Again he read her thoughts. 'You can't,' he said harshly. 'They are Inibabe, whose word is their bond. I'm not afraid of that, but I am against you unsettling them. And I resent your idea that you can use anybody you like to serve your whiins.'
The harshness in his tone made her cry— 'You don't think I'm worth it.'
'That boy would be done to death— slowly— by the Chili-Chili if you had your way and he attempted to get through. Do you think it fair that a man should give his life for the mere waywardness of a spoilt and headstrong girl? I don't.'
'You're abominable,' she cried in anger and fear. 'You seem bent on keeping me pent up alone with you here for months. Don't you realise what people will say?'
At that he really flared out —
'Good heavens, do you think I like it? Don't you realise that it's even more annoying for a man with real work to do to have you on his hands? Do you think I'm one of your ball-room cavaliers who have nothing to think about but women?' He pulled, himself together with a great effort of will. 'We shall have to put up with it, that's all.'
Fennel stared in real loathing and fear at the one man who had dared to talk to her straight. How grim and forceful his face was— not ugly really, but strong and implacable. That frightened her, and thrilled her, too. But to be penned up alone with, his man for weeks and weeks?
She put her weak arms over her face and began to cry. She cried steadily for hours. There was misery in it, weakness, but much of the petulant anger of a spoilt child who had been corrected. She refused the food the man brought her. She meant to refuse the medicine, but something in his manner overbore her.
He said, curtly— 'You've got a touch of fever; you'll make it worse if you exhaust yourself like this.' She turned her head away from him; she would have turned her back on him, but she was too weak to lift her body. She went on crying.
He couldn't waste time on her, she saw. He went through the gauze curtain after the meal, and at once was busy on the notes he had taken at the microscope. He worked steadily at them and his books in a manner which told her she was quite forgotten. She slowly ceased crying to gaze at him and to wonder at a man who could be indifferent to what most men had found be alluring. There was that English nobleman who had been willing to break off a great match to marry her— others— and yet this man merely, regarded her as an annoyance.
She was growing feverish and light-headed; she wanted to get up, tear, those books from his hands, face him, force him to listen to her, to appreciate her position, her beauty. She was furious with him. Her hatred was a rage. Perhaps she did begin to mutter in her fever. He looked round suddenly at her, rose, came to her side, felt her pulse, She tried to tear her wrist away; he was too strong for her. He left her, unhitched the hammock rope, and lowered it, folded the gauze net hack, arranged the bedding ready; then he turned towards her.
'What are you going to do?' she cried trying to shrink back to the wall.
'I'm putting you to bed,' he said. You'll be better there.'
'Don't touch me!' she cried, passionately. 'Don't come near me!'
He regarded her with his strange, dry smile.
'Can you manage for yourself?' he asked. And on her furious assertion that she could, he nodded and went out of the netted door. She wrenched herself upright with a great effort of strength, stood, and fell in a faint.
She must have passed into sleep, for When she woke she was in the hammock, and Denis Scanlan was putting a bar across the door— she watched him in the lamplight. Her eyes resting on him, noted the clean, neat compactness of his movements. Rather a fine man, she thought, if a beast. Then she saw her clothes hanging under gauze, realised where she was, how she must have come there. Her cheeks burnt with the knowledge. And watching Scanlan, they burnt afresh. He was barring the house for the night— and he was inside it. She was pent up in that tiny hut with him for the night.
He was stretching bedding along the boxes on which she had lain, he was kickin' off ms hoots.
She cried out. 'What are you doing?'
'Isn't it obvious?' he asked. 'Also, it's 10 o'cIock and I'm an early riser.'
'But— but in here,' she cried— 'a place like this!'
'Where else?' he asked, staring at her. He didn't understand— or wouldn't.
She said with burning cheeks— 'In our camp the men slept in separate tents.'
His curious dry smile came swiftly to his lips again. 'I can't boast that accommodation,' he said.
'When they could not,' she said pointedly, 'they slept out in the open, and gave the tent to me.'
'The open here is swamp, full of tsetse fly and what-not else,' he said grimly.
'But your men are out there!'
'They have their own protected hut,' he said, 'and I don't sleep with natives.'
Her wide-eyed horror at his resolution was her only answer. He said, grimly, 'Have a little common-sense, please. To sleep outside this net-protected hut is to invite death. Quite apart from any human intonation, I happed to do doing work too valuable to be interrupted.'
'Your work counts more than decency,' she said, wildly.
He regarded her gravely. 'I think it does, us a matter of fact he said, quietly. 'But don't you seem to have that thing badly on the brain?' He frowned speculatively. 'It's idleness and too much civilisation, I suppose. Your lives are so devoid of real experience and you've so little to do that it is the only thing you can think of. That explains the modern novel, anyhow. Don't you realise that people— real, hard-working, fullyoccupied people— have something better to think of?'
He frowned again at her. 'You're beautiful, of course, and I suppose any amount of tabby-cat men have made love to you,' he said harshly, 'but I'll ask you to clear that nonsense out of your head while you're here. I've got no time for parlor games, and you mean nothing to me, except a nuisance. I'm trying to be sensible about it and to admit that, on the whole, you are the victim of an accident as much as I; but for heaven's sake don't complicate matters with his purring drawing-room tomfoolery.'
He stared harshly at her as though he could shake her, and between her wheatcolored hair her soft, lovely face stared tremulously back. Then with a swbg of violence, as though be was tearing himself physically away from the sight of her, he turned about, put out the lamp, and she heard him settling himself, for the night on the boxes.
Long she lay awake, feverish, fearful, curious, torn by thoughts. He was the rudest, vilest, ugliest, most brutal creature she had ever met, her mind told her as ehe lay listening to his deep, even breathing. And he was the strangest and most baffling, too. He had treated her like a ruffian— nothing less. But he had admitted she was beautiful. He had said she meant nothing to him, and. yet the way he had had to tear his eyes away from her face was not at all unlike a similar mesmerism common to the drawing room he despised. And was he really ugly? She seemed to wake early particularly to find out. In the grey before dawn she watched him sleeping serenely; one strong arm trailing to the floor, throat bare and powerful; she studied the sleep-smoothed face.
'Ugly, frightfully ugly,' she thought, 'but something in it that puta it sheer above mere good looks.'
She pretended to sleep as Denis Scanlan opened his eyes; but all the time her mind was occupied with that air of fineness and power which made this man so different from other men she had met. He was a beast, an utter beast, but somehow she had to think and think of him.
She became part of his clear-cut routine of the place, just part of Denis Scanlan's job. He fed her, treated her, tended her, dressed her wound, helped even to wash her with the same impersonal common-sense and patience he gave to his research work. She resented his indifference, but she stopped thinking of what the world would say to this queer and peculiar intimacy in that cramped hut. It didn't seem to matter. Denis Scanlan made everything so natural, matter-of-fact.
He left her eveiy day to hunt for specimens, but there was always a boy on guard and within call, and it was usually the Imbabo boy who spoke English (the other did not). Fennel Norman wondered at this. Did he consider that boy bribe-proof or was he showing that he trusted her? Or was he contemptuous of her power?
From this boy she learnt that Denis Scanlan was known as the Lord of. Unseen Death. The boy said this often, as though it gave him confidence, and he looked towards the jungle of the panther men of Chili-Chili as he said it.
The life Fennel Noman led would have been written down as absolutely hateful, boring, by her smart circle— she found it unexpectedly and strangely satidfying.
Denis Scanian found .her old magazines to read while he was away; when he was there she found a queer absorption in watching him at work beyond the gauze screen. He did everything with such concentration, patience, thoroughness. She was, she had learnt from his curt conversations, searching for the parasites of two deadly wasting diseases, and also for a means of eliminating a cattle tick, something like the 'red water tick' that devastated herds in the hinterland.
It was thrilling to realise that on that enamel table and through his quiet skill a battle of life and death was going on, and that thanks to this patient, calm man those fat lands would become healthy for people, who would thrive and grow rich on vast herds that his undemonstrative work had also rendered possible.
The thought seemed to obliterate his ugliness and hatefulness.
And life was not without its excitements, too. One day he rose quickly and stood listening. She held her breath. In the dead silence of the hut she heard the pinging buzz of some sort of mosquito. She saw his eyes searching for the insect. He struck at it once or twice, but missed it. Then be watched it carefully, slowly held up his arm. The buzzing ceased. In a flash she saw a tiny blot on the smooth bronze of his skin.
Then he struck.
She cried out with an anxiety that surprised her— 'What was—'
'All right.' he said, with his quick, fine smile, 'it didn't bite.'
But she saw that he swabbed his arm with iodine, and knew that he had deliberately lured that winged death' to his flesh in order that it should not go free in the hut.
When she was able to leave the hammock she discarded the magazines and began to read his library of medical textbooks. She was driven back on this in a sense, for on the second day she was walking through the savannas the Tmbabp boy suddenly cried— 'Down, missy, down!'
As she crouched his long black finger had pointed, and on the sky-line she had seen dark, lithe, stealthy forms with long blow-pipes and spears. They stared towards her betore abruptly vanishing with the sly, swift treud of pan.
That evening Denis Scanlan asked her not to show herself too much outside the hut. She was in a deck chair in the air then; she immediately rose and went inaide the hut. He followed her with, a queer little smile twisting nis lips.
'You see, I am learning to obey now,' she said with a smile that answered his.
'You are more yourself now,' he said, which was a tribute.
'In more ways than one,' she answered soberly. 'It is the Chili-Chili, I suppose? Am I going to cause you more trouble?' '
'Oh, you can't help that anyhow, he laughed. Then he frowned. 'I don't expect trouble. I've taught 'em horse-sense. But we don't want to tempt them.'
'Are they drawing-room men that the sight of a woman upsets them,' she said with a soft laugh.
He actually colored. 'They're ruffians,' he said. 'Slavers. A white woman is a valuable prize. You'll keep in cover?'
She nodded, and he said surprisingly— 'I'm afraid this will make it duller than ever for you.'
She stared at him, so unexpected was his concern for her, and he colored again violently and went out.
She looked after him, and her smile was not without grimness. His taunt about drawing-room men succumbing to her allure was coming home to roost, she thought.
That forced her back on to his books, but she had her own interest in them, too. With Denis Scanlan as a living example of what they meant, she found them fascinating. He was inclined to be dryly amused at her interest until she began to ask questions. Then he found her so receptive that he forgot even his microscope in the ardor of explaining and expounding. Indeed, one day be declared they must leave such talks until after dinner, for he was using up all the daylight he neaded for the microscope.
'I'm still being a nuisance,' she smiled.
'No,' he said with puckered brow, as though facing something unexpected. 'It has done me good. Hammering things put like this helps one to get out of grooves. I'm getting a new slant on some of this business—' Then he added, flushing, 'You've managed to get rather a wonderful grip of the thing in so short a time, Miss Fennel.'
'Oh,' she said; smiling softly. 'Drawing-room women aren't necessarily unintelligent. He said with a -sudden laugh:— 'I was a darn fool when I said that of you.'
SINCE THEY had seen the Chili-Chili one of the boys had vanished and Denis Scanlan went out alone, leaving the Imbabe boy on closer guard.
One day this boy suddenly fired the shot-gun which was, with the collector's gun, the only weapon in the hut, asked Fennel to go into the hut, aud then squatted on the doorstep, his weapon ready across his knees.
Fennel, looking out of a wire-netted window, saw far away across the green a series of thin, wavering lines approaching across the grass. For hours she watched and saw the lines define themselves into files of lithe, stealthy men, saw the war-plumes nodding on heads, saw the long threads of blow-pipes, the glint of the sun gold on broad-bladed spears.
All day she watched the Chili-Chili marching towards the hut, heart beating, mind wondering when Denis Scanlan would return if he would return in time; she glanced now and then at the array of bottles beyond the gauze curtain cutting off the laboratory. There were poisons there, she knew; ought she not to choose one ready for the last dread resort?
But she could not stir until she had seen Denis Scanlan again— just, once again. He came, walking calmly, just as the army of lean black men began to debouch and thicken into a half -moon mass before the hut.
He walked casually, unconcerned even, to the hut, into it without throwing a glance towards the dread Chili-Chili. But Fennel saw he was deadly pale when he faced her. He looked at her squarely.
'You're not afraid, Fennel?'' he asked, harshly, using her name for the first time.
'Very much,' she said, with a tight smile, "But less uneasy now you have come.'
She hadn't meant to say that. She hated him for a beast— but she said it.
He smiled at her:—
'You're a very wondferful child after all, Fennel, my dear,' he said, and he hadn't meant to say that either, but desperate moments bring out truth.
'I've learnt what you had to teacb, Denis,' she said, evenly. And then, after their glances had held for what seemed a long time:—
'It's me they want, isn't it, Denis? They would have left you alone otherwise.'
'Very, much,' he said. 'I must teach them to leave me— and mine'— Fennel caught her breath at the words— 'alone from now on. Don't be:afraid, Fennel; I can manage them.'
She looked at his small, compact figure, the figure that looked so slight beside the splendid torso of his own Imbabe boy; she looked through the window at the gathering cloud of Chili-Chili warriors. Thousands of tall, strong warriors crowding -about the hut, their weapons rustling, their voices clicking, the cruel, ugly movement of them like the ominous surge of a sea that presages a storm.
How could one small, unarmed man prevail against, that host? And yet, looking at Denis Scanlan's set face, Fennel saw something that made her feel he would.
Harsh, throaty voices shouted in a way to make her shiver, so beastly was the threat in them. Denis Scanian paid no attention. He went imperturbably to his laboratory bench, selected what he needed for the work before him. The shouting redoubled.
He turned easily and called 'Boy!'
The Imbabe boy. chest heaving, breath hissing through broad, distended nostrils, but a look of fighting determination on his face, came in at the door. Denis Scanlau shot a question at him, aud he answered: —
'Chili-Chili come make big pow-wow, Lord. Tell you come out one-time fit to palaver with them.'
Denis Scanian, at arm's length and breath held. poured three drops of fluid into a tiny test tube, stoppered it, said curtly:—
'Tell them I no fit to palaver with them so long as they close to hut. Tell them go back one hundred paces from hut. All big fellers must go back one hundred paces. Chief feller and ten braves without spears stand twenty paces from house. They do that or I not fit palaver.'
The Imbabe boy grunted appreciation. He turned through the door, gained siience with lifted hand, shouted his message in the Chili-Chili tongue.
There was dead silence after it, a perceptible shifting back of the Chili-Chili warriors. Voices protesting. The big voice of a chief cutting down all other voices.
The Imbabe boy turned into the room.
'He say he has three thousand spears. He say he can sweep over your house as the storm beats down the forest. He say you come one-time palaver as he say.'
Denis Seanlan put down a little cage of wire mesh, reached for his rubber gloves, and mask.
'Tell him my way is the way of the palaver, or there is no palaver. I, the Lord of Unseen Death, have said it.'
The silence that followed the Imbabe boy's shout seemed endless to Fennel. She could see the Chili-Chili shifting on their feet between fear and hate. They talked among themselves. Some fingered weapons, some edged away. And then all went back. They went back sullenly, suddenly, making a dark, menacing half-moon round the open hundred-foot space. An enormous man and ten picked bucks stood facing the hut twenty paces away.
The Imbabe boy came into the hut to say that what the Lord of Unseen Death had ordered had been done. At Denis Scanlan's gesture he took out a canvas chair.
Denis gave a hard grin to Fennel and leisurely pulled on mask and gloves. Picking up the tiny test tube and the gauze cage, he walked slowly through, the door. At the sight of Denis in his mask a gasp that was half fear went up from the ranks of the Chili-Chili spearmen. It was followed by dead silence as the young scientist sat in the chair. The Imbabe boy drew up at his elbow. Denis's masked eyes swept tlie ranks of the braves and a shiver seemed to follow the passage of that glance.
Then he slid in English to his boy:—
'They may speak— I will listen.'
A tremendous buck of a warrior stood forward, began to talk in harsh clicks and gutturals. The Imbabe boy translated: —
'They mean no barm to the Lord of Unseen Death. They want the white woman. Give them the white woman and they will go away in peace.'
Fennel beard and her heart stood still. Let Denis obey and his life was safe and his work of saving lives could go on. She heard Denis Scanlan say slowly, clearly:—
'That is an infamous thing to ask and worthy of punishment. Tell him it will never be so.'
'He says they have three thousand spears and you are but one Lord, uii'l a small man at that,' said the Imbabe, after the big warrior had spoken.
'Tell them I am not called the Lord of Unseen Death for nothing,' said Denis, and a low, fearful grunt sped round the half-moon as the boy shouted his translation. The big savage strove to sweep away this impression with bombastic, shouts.
'What can one do against three thousand spears? You have no Weapons. You are but a tiny man. I myself can crush you with my hands, and the other a will dash in and take the woman,' he shouted, and the Imbabe translated.
Denis stood up slowly, an inadequate figure beside the towering warrior.
'Let this boaster make good his boast,' he said. 'If he can the woman is yours.'
Fennel's heart stopped beating. The great warrior wrung back a step, the big chief spoke. With a snarl of fury the man flung himself on the small white man. The result seemed inevitable. Denis Scanlan did not move to fight, he just put out his hand toward the snarling face. Hand and face touched for a second— in abrupt and astonishing collapse the great warrior fell dead.
He fell stricken dead by no more than a touch of the unarmed hand. A gasp went up round the black ring. It drew back several steps in a surge of superstitious fright, Denis Scanlan, without a glance at the dead man, sat down again. He spoke, the Imbabe boy translated:—
'Whose boast is proved?'
Fennel had watched with startled eyes. She could not see how he had done it.
Then she caught a faint whiff of something that made her recall the pear-drop sweets of her youth. She knew what that meant and she understood at once. Denis Seanlan had held that tiny tube in his hand when the great savage came in contact with it. The tube contained hydrocyanic or prussic acid, a single inhalation of which means instant death. The great savage had inhaled and died. No wonder that even the dread Chili-Chili were awed. The warrior's sudden and startling death must seem to them only explainable by the stroke of an all-powerful demon. She could see fear rippling along the pack of black men, she could see that even the huge chief was trembling.
Denis Scanlan stared at them long and slowly, and the Imbabe boy translated with terrible impressiveness.
'I, who make good my boasts, speak,' said Denis Scanian. 'You know me. You saw me strike down this man with a wave of my hand. You have heard that I can slay a tribe with no weapon save my will. You have heard that—'
A chorus of groans and mutters arose alouir the black half-moon. There was a shifting of fear that might have become a panic run. The stern voice went on—
'Do not move. You are here in my power, and I will deal with you as my anger or clemency sees fit.' He held up his gauze cage. 'Here are imprisoned ten hundred of the nsi-nsi (tsetse fly). Death! The death of slow sleep. You know it?'
Something like a howl of fear went up from the Chili-Chili. They knew the nsi-nsi, the little fly that can destroy tribes and kingdoms with its slow, creeping, horribbe, wasting death. Fennel saw their terror with almost a gust of hysteria catching at her throat. Denis Scanlan had turned the tables; this strange, ugly man was amazing. He was no longer standing on guard now; he was attacking, dominating, dictating.
She heard his voice going on calmly, the Imbabe translating grimly. He was browbeating them. He was putting the fear of death into three thousand fighting spearmen. He was threatening to loose the nsi-nsi death on them, to wipe them out in slow agony as he had wiped the warrior out in one swift stroke, unless they did his will and bound themselves by promises.
She heard the cracked shouts that roared promises, any promise he wished to extract, such was the terror of the Chili-Chili. They had seen him stretch out no more than his fingers to a strong man and that man had fallen down dead. They veritably believed that each tsetse fly in that gauze cage was his servant, his familiar, an enslaved demon that would obey the orders of the Lord of Unseen Death and bite each one of the crowd there at his command. They were afraid with a crawling terror. They waited their submission, they made their promises never to attack whites again.
Denis Scanlan said to the chief:—
'Stand next me here and bid your fighting men turn and leave me my land,' and, trembling, the great chief came and stood by him and gave his orders, and in wave after wave the Chili-Chili went in long, fearful strides back to their jungle.
When Denis Scanlon at last came in and put the fully occupied gauze cage and the tube of prussic acid back in his laboratory, she watched him with shining eyes. As he stripped the mask off he showed her a red, whimsical face.
'Impressive, no doubt,' he said, 'but infernally hot in this climate.'
'Denis!' she cried in a choked voice, 'Denis!'
He came quietly to her side. 'Feeling the reaction, Fennel? It was hard for you, my dear. But it's all over now.'
'You're wonderful,' she breathed. 'And I believe you would have done it.'
'What,' he said wryly, 'loosed the tsetse on them? Undone all the work that years of labor have accomplished?'
'I believe you would have done it, Denis,' she whispered, close to him, 'even though I am a wayward, useless creature.'
He looked at her, took her face in his hands, then he said softly, 'Yes, my dear, I would have done it— for you.' He held her so for a moment. 'You see how the heart plays the deuce with hardgrained, ugly scientific men as well as the drawing-room variety.'
'And— and it's not so very unpleasant, after all?' She smiled up at him.
'By Jove!' he answered, 'anything but,' and he bent and kissed her.
WHEN her father arrived three days later she greeted him with affection, but with a certain amount of feminine unexpectedness.
'Somebody must have picked up my trail,' she said. 'Denis said it would take months for you to find me.'
'Somebody did,' said the millionaire, frowning, 'the Imbabe boy that fellow sent to find us. And you don't seem too pleased about it. And you call him Denis? You seem very thick with that ugly little ruffian.'
'Ugly little ruffian!' she smiled. 'Yes, isn't he that? And the rudest man I've ever met— a beast! But, then I'm considered something of a beauty, I believe.'
'I should think you were,' frowned her father. 'The most beautiful girl of your set. But what's that to do with your beast?'
'Only that when beauty and the beast come together the end is inevitable. You remember the fairy story?' She smiled softly towards Denis Scanlan, standing by his hut. 'Fairy stories are always true.'
_________________
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IF you know Plymouth at all, the title of this story will conjure up the memory of a slate and moss-colored island of rock, looming up above two hundred feet high, at a distance of rather more than a league from the noble breakwater which converts the sound into one of the finest harbors in the world. A most perfect emblem of solitude, to my mind, is this gull-garnished fortress.
Turning your back upon the mainland, so as to have the sapphire sweep of the Channel in your vision, broken only by the amber like thread of the distant Eddystone, you get a sense of remoteness such as even Robinson Crusoe in his most dejected pre-footprint musings could scarcely have surpassed.
I suppose you would cover something like two miles of water in pulling around this islet, just clear of the curl of the breakers against the jagged rocks. On the eastern side— that, is to say, the lee-side from the prevailing winter gales— are the ruins of a house, the crumbling walls of which are so massive that you would think nothing short of an earthquake could ever have brought them down. Two goats are said to share proprietorship with swarms of rabbits, but I have never succeeded in catching a glimpse of more than one; a shaggy patriarch, with shower-bath-like whiskers, and a weird capacity for supporting life by browsing on moss.
Most of the local people will tell you, with cheerful disregard to the existence of the house, that the Mewstone is inaccessible. In common with the Yealm fishermen, however, I know better, although I admit that a stranger might draw beads about the island for many hours without spotting the only available land-place.
It is because my story deals with the Mewstone that I am beginning it in this guide-book fashion. At the time of the curious experience I am about to relate I was a guest on board a large schooner-yacht lying in the Cattewater. My host— I am sure he will not resent the allusion, should this meet his eye— believed in short cruises and long rests; once the anchor was in the mud it was seldom disturbed for a week. As a consequence, his friends were very often left to their own resources for amusement.
I had come ashore immediately after breakfast one morning in the boat which collected the letters and newspapers. We landed at Phoenix Pier, the regular stage for yachts lying in the Cattewater. Whilst the men proceeded towards the town to fulfil their errands I lingered to charge my pipe and consider how I should pass the morning. Two or three watermen hung about waiting for jobs. One of these approached me. He was a quaint, uncouth-looking little man, with elfin-like hair fringing out under a sugar-loaf hat, and deep-set, ferret-like eyes; over a red check skirt his guernsey dangled down his back with the sleeves tied around his neck.
'Warmish this morning, master,' said he. I agreed that it was going to be a hot day.
'Wouldn't like a boat over to Batten, I suppose? Bootiful gorf links, an' scenery what's worth a tidy voyage to feast your eyes upon.'
'No, I don't want to so to Batten,' said I. 'Any fish about?'
'Plenty of mackerel catching by whiffing in Cawsand Bay, and one of our- men yesterday had some great pollock, long as yer arm, guv'nor, twixt Bovisand and the Mewstone.'
'Well, I think you shall take me out for a couple of hours, to try and get a pollock.'
I lit my pipe and sat down whilst he bustled off to get his boat ready.
Two seafaring men at the other end of the bench were yarning about a 'funny job,' which, as far as I could gather, had reference to the mysterious disappearance of a boat from Plymouth the day before. I did not question them, however, for my old waterman hailed me from alongside the pier steps and asked me to come down.
'Not much wind, is there?' said I, as I took my seat in the stern sheets and gathered up the yoke-lines.
'Very light, sure 'nuff,' he answered, laboriously shipping a pair of paddles. 'I'll dabble her out clear, and then us'll see whether 'tis worth putting up the sail. There's a trickle of ebb to help us out.'
'Dabble' literally expressed the old fellow's method of handling his oars. The blades fell an inch or two into the water, and then rose hastily again, as though he were afraid of wetting them. However, it was very calm, and the boat gathered way even to this perfunctory paddling, and went gliding out into the Sound. There was, as the old fellow put it, 'a little cool of air' stirring out here, and, with a great deal of groaning and muttering to himself, he set up a sprit sail and a triangular fragment which he dignified by the name of jib.
'Funny job that there,' he exclaimed presently, settling himself comfortably with his back against the gunwale, and fishing an inch of sooty clay from the region of his left hip.
'What? — where?' I inquired.
' 'Aven't you a-heered?'
'As I haven't the foggiest notion what you're talking about, I cannot possibly tell you whether I've a-'eered or not.'
'A young chap— just about like you might be; — and a gal hired one of our watermen's boats yesterday afternoon, and haven't been a-'eered of since. Belonged to Sneezer Bill she did, and he's very much out th' way about it. Gone to lay inflammation with water p'leece. But I shouldn't think parties like that 'ud want to steal a poor feller's boat. What could they do with her? Still, I must permit, it's a rummy job, though facts'll make mention of the truth hereafter.'
'The weather has been very fine, and there is no reason to suppose any mishap has happened to Sneezer Bill's boat,' said I. 'Perhaps the young gentleman lacked experience and benipped the boat on a falling tide.'
'Shouldn't wonder if that's no' it!' he ejaculated, as though my suggestion were a revelation. 'Might as well put out a couple o' lines here. They'll never catch no fish all the time they stops in the 'boat.'
By the time he had rigged his gear and set a pair of spinners trailing ten fathoms over each quarter, we were out abreast of the eastern end of the breakwater, and the Mewstone, towering to twice its real proportions through the silvery shimmer of summer haze, had drawn out open of Wembury Head.
'Ever been ashore on the 'Mewstone?' I asked the waterman.
'Aye, scores and 'undreds of times,' he replied. 'I used to work along with the Yealm crabbers when I was a boy. There was a yarn that a lot of treasure was hidden away under the ole 'ouse on the 'ill, what's 'all a-been collected by wreckers in bygone days. Us youngsters used to go and seek many a time.'
'Ever find anything?'
'Never the value of this pipe, master.'
'We could land on the Mewstone to-day?'
'Couldn't 'ave a better time. Smooth water, and the young flood'll be making by the time we gets there.'
Without another word, I kept the boat's head away so as to round the Reny Rocks, with the gaunt-looking iron-caged Shagstone standing like a grim outpost of this reef. I had a strong feeling of curiosity urging me to set foot upon this island!
We caught one or two pollock and several mackerel as we drew out, a circumstance which threw the boatman into superlatives of ejaculation, as though he had often heard tell of such a thing, but could never before believe it to be possible. However, this sport did not serve to divert me from my purpose.
About an hour's sailing brought us directly under the shadow of the Mewstone, rocks: grim, iron-bound fangs rearing slantwise out of the light surf to the margin of the sparse green slopes on top. The boatman took in his sails and said he would pull the boat in to the landing-place, which, considering she was absolutely becalmed beneath the heights, I agreed might be a good plan.
He paddled in a leisurely fashion. standing up astride the middle thwart and facing forwards.
'Yonder's the landing-place,' said he, indicating a greenish, reedy-looking slope between two great boulders or spurs. 'You wants to use a bit o' judgment— bless me!'
He paused on his oars and stood staring.
'What is it?' said I, following the direction of his eyes, but without perceiving anything out of the common.
'Blessed if it ain't Sneezer Bill's boat lying in on the rocks there.'
A boat it certainly was, painted white, with her bows slanting in towards the land, and the stern of her just dipping into the fringe of surf. It would not have entered my mind that she was in any way an unfamiliar detail of the scene, even had I previously noticed her, which I had not.
'The missing boat you were speaking about?' said I. 'This looks like a little adventure.'
'I dunno nothin' about an adventure,' he answered. 'But if the finding o' that there craft ain't worth ten bob o' Sneezer's money to me then I'll turn her over to the Customs, help me never I will.'
'Ay, but where are her people?' said I.
'Landed on Wembury Sands and walked home, I 'spect. They likely enough put the boat's nose on the ground without making her fast, and the tide made and floated her away whilst they was mooning about.'
This sounded a perfectly feasible explanation. Whilst he talked, the old fellow was plying his oars, and in the course of a few minutes the forefoot of the boat grated lightly upon the slippery rocks.
'You be more active than I be,' quoth he coolly. 'I'm getting the wuss for being so long young. Would 'ee mind stepping out and pulling her nose up, master?'
It was but a stride clear of the seething piny of foam, and with the. end of the painter in my hand I jumped ashore. But I was like to have sat down without meaning it, for the slimy weed proved a most treacherous foothold. The boatman lurched out over the bows with the little grapnel in his hands. Carrying this well above the ridge of the dried weeds which betokened high- water mark, he hooked it into the stones and hitched the painter fast.
'There ain't much climbing to be done without barking your shins,' said he. 'There's a sort o' rough, beaten track goes up past the ole house to the top, if 'ee be a-mind to follow it. But you'll have to excuse me for not coming along.'
'Let us go and have a look at Sneezer's boat before we do anything else,' said I.
'Ay, so us will!' he replied.
We scrambled and slipped and slithered over the rocks to where she lay, about thirty yards from the landing place.
'I notice one thing,' said I, as we came close to her, 'that upsets your explanation of how she comes here. The boat is made fast.'
A rope hung over her stern, and following the course of it. I saw that it way fastened to a smooth stump of rock not far from where the boatman had planted our grapnel.
'Blim'me if she ain't then!' he exclaimed, husky with sudden astonishment.
'It looks to me as though her occupants had landed at the same place as ourselves and secured the boat, and that the flowing tide had lifted her and carried her up here, to the full extremity of her cable.'
'Just about what has a-happened,' he acquiesced. 'The boat herself is all right. Paddles 'n all in 'er. There's a lady's sunshade and a pair o' gloves a-lying in the stern-sheet. When the party came ashore they evidently didn't mean to be long.'
'There are no signs of them hereabouts,' said I, scanning the barren green slope, against which seagulls soared and circled in endless procession.
'They landed here yesterday evening.'
'How do you know that?'
'Cos the boat's bin 'ere for two tides. They came in nearly at low water. You may see that by the length of line they used to make fast. There's been a whole flood since to pick the boat up and put her where she's to.'
'Well, to use your own phrase, it is a funny job!' said I. 'But no amount of speculation will make us any the wise. I am going to explore the island a bit. Possibly I may discover a clue to the mystery. In any case, we must not think of taking his boat away until we are absolutely convinced there are no human beings on the island.'
He mumbled some reply, to which I did not pay particular attention, and squatted himself down on the side of the stranded boat, whilst I picked my way back over the rocks to the comparatively smooth slope of the landing place. There was a sort of rough beaten track twisting in a serpentine coil over the broken and stubbly ground towards where the ruins of the old house stood against the sky-line
just past a humped hillock I began the ascent in a leisurely fashion, for the sun was now high in the heavens, and it was very hot. Occasionally a rabbit would break away athwart my path and scurry out of sight. Many sea-fowl swarmed upon the island, filling the air with their strange cries, but they seemed to be quite unconcerned at my presence. It took me about ten minutes of trudging to gain the ruins.
I came cautiously to the edge of the crumbling doorway, and paused to peer furtively in. for I thought it possible that the old goat I have mentioned might live here, and resent my intrusion by a butting onslaught. But the spectacle which met my eyes was a very different one from anything I had anticipated, and held me stirless with startled horror, an odd creaming sensation creeping through my veins.
A youngish man lay on his back, his arms outstretched and his legs huddled under him. He wore a check suit, and his head rested upon the crushed shape of a soft felt hat. His eyes were wide open, staring upwards with the lustreless intensity of death. On his brow, partly hidden by his hair, was a blue and livid wound, whilst even yet a sluggish rill of blood trickled down behind his ear.
I took a step forward to get a better view of him, and make sure that he was indeed beyond all human aid. A gasping, choking exclamation brought me up in a shrinking posture of alarm.
From the inner corner of the bare interior a young woman staggered towards me. She was not more than 20 years of age, tall and fashionably dressed in light summer attire. Her face was ashen, her expression a blank, dazed stare; she trembled so that her jaw quivered as though to the inarticulate mouthing of aphasia.
'Who are you?' I ejaculated. 'What is this?'
'Dead!' she exclaimed in reedy, tremulous accents, pointing to the corpse in a shrinking manner. 'Have you come back, to kill me, too?'
I was shocked to hear her, for I instantly realised that her mind was unhinged. With the swiftness of thought, I concluded that the girl was mad; that she had failed the man with a frenzied blow, and that I must be wary. Instinctively I shrank back.
'Without him I do not wish to live,' she moaned; then, with a blazing forth of passionate terror, she shrieked, 'But you shall not take my life!' and burst forth through the door so swiftly that I had scarcely time to instinctively raise my hand to guard against attack. She ran, or rather I should say raced, away down the rude pathway by which I had ascended.
Presence of mind returned to me with the rapidity of inspiration, and I was at her heels. She ran as though in a frenzy, as fast as I could. I roared out to the old boatman, thinking he might head her off and stop her from fulfilling the purpose which I knew she had in view. But he was either too astonished or too frightened by the fleeting apparition to do anything more than rise from his sprawling posture and stand motionless and open-mouthed.
The girl made directly for a little spur of rock that ran out just to the south of the landing-place. Once she slipped, and I thought would have gone down, but with a wonderful contortion of her agile figure, she recovered herself and bounded on. I was scarcely more than ten paces behind during the whole of the short, fierce race, but, strive as I would, with my breath beginning to come in quick gasps, and my heart to pound in my ears, I could not gain upon her.
I realised the futility of shouting to her, and, after attracting the attention of the boatman I did not again open my lips. The brow of the rock I have mentioned fell away to the water, some twenty feet below, in an abrupt drop On reaching the edge the girl threw out her arms as a startled bird spreads its wings, and vanished in a flash.
I checked my pace so as not to dash over the edge, as it was essential that I should act with caution now, for both our sakes. She had disappeared beneath a flowing circle of miniature billows. It seemed to come to me by instinct that she would not rise again, and this meant that no time was to be lost. Whipping of my coat, the more to free my arms than because of the weight of the light summer garment, I shouted to the boatman to shove off. and stand by to pick me up. Then, heading right for the centre of the expanding ripples, I dived.
Almost as soon as I was below the surface I struck the girl's body. She was motionless, and I believe had her hand over her mouth. The instant she felt me she began to struggle. Happily, I was a good swimmer, and I knew the tricks of life-saving in the water.
Throwing my left arm around her neck from behind, I struck out vigorously with my right. She thrashed the water, but her struggles were less formidable than I had feared, probably owing to exhaustion from her run. Winded as she was, she no doubt gasped in a lot of water directly she went under.
We came to the surface after what seemed an eternity. The boatman had not yet got his craft off the rocks. I realised that I could not sustain the struggle till he arrived. There was but one thing to do if I was to save the poor girl's life.
Literally wrenching her hat off her head, I clenched my list and struck her a heavy blow right upon the back of the skull. How hard I hit her I know not in the hurry of the moment, but my knuckles were swollen for a week afterwards. She uttered a short, harsh shriek and became limp and motionless in my arms.
It was easy enough now to support her figure until the 'boat arrived. The waterman flung in his oars, and, stretching out, dragged the girl over the gunwale, laying her out in the stern -sheets; he then gave me a hand to pull myself over the side. I sat down for a minute or two to recover my breath, and squeeze the water out of my hair and eyes and pockets.
'Pull in again and jump ashore and fetch my jacket,' said I to the man. He did so.
When he returned I rolled it into a pillow for the head of the girl, who breathed heavily, but with perfect regularity: then, taking my handkerchief, which had been in the coat pocket and was therefore dry I spread it over her face to protect her from the sun.
'Now we must get back to Plymouth as fast as we can,' said I. 'We must leave the other boat just as she is. She may furnish a clue. There has been some terrible work on this little island. The man who was with this lady lies murdered up in that house.'
The old man muttered some incoherent ejaculation, setting the sails quickly enough meanwhile, and then falling to the oars to hasten the pace of the boat.
For the first time now I had opportunity to think over the tragic discovery I had made. It was utterly puzzled. The girl's crazy remarks seemed to suggest that another man had struck down her companion. But what other man? The Mewstone is an uninhabited island. True, the murderer might have come and gone by boat. What motive could there be for such a ghastly crime? Not robbery, for surely the criminal that would kill a man would not leave a living girl to bear witness against him. It was incredible to me that she had done it herself. That her mind should have been unhinged by what she had witnessed was intelligible enough.
The girl remained unconscious during all the time we were getting her to land. I went through her pockets, but I discovered nothing to establish her identity. On our arrival at Phoenix Pier, I despatched the boatman for a cab, bidding him keep his mouth closed.
When he had lifted the girl into it. I took my seat at her side, and bade the driver go to the South Devon Hospital. Here I asked to see the principal doctor in charge, and briefly told him the extraordinary story. He arched his eyebrows as he listened.
'I have seen the young lady's face about Plymouth,' said he; 'although I do not know who she is. We shall have no trouble to find that out. I will have her carried into a private ward at once and attended to. Meanwhile the police should be apprised of your dreadful discovery without delay.'
'That is my next immediate duty,' I replied, and, giving: him my name, together with that of the yacht I was in, I directed the cabman to drive me to the police station.
From a newspaper of some six months later:—
ROMANCE AND MYSTERY.
REMINISCENCE OF THE MEWSTONE TRAGEDY.
The marriage, yesterday, at St. Andrew's Church, Plymouth, of Mr. Horace Farquhar, of The Boltons, South Kensington, to Miss Masie Darling, daughter of Colonel Darling, of The Hoe, Plymouth, recalls one of the most mysterious tragedies of modern times.
Landing on the Mewstone during a pleasure trip, Mr. Farquhar discovered Mr. Lawrence Bolitho, a former fiancée of Miss Darling's, lying dead in the ruins of an old house, whilst the young lady, half-demented with grief, was standing over him. On seeing Mr. Farquhar, she fled to the edge of the rocks and flung herself into the sea.
Mr. Farquhar gallantly followed her, and saved her life. She long remained in a critical condition suffering from brain fever, as the result of shock and grief.
The case was one of extraordinary mystery, and puzzled the police completely. That Mr. Bolitho had been brutally murdered seemed abundantly clear from a terrible wound on his brow, which had caused his death. There was not one fragment of a clue, however, upon which the police could go to work. Miss Darling, being either delirious or unconscious whilst suffering from brain fever, could give no version of the affair whatever.
Elucidation of the mystery came about in a strange fashion. The nurse noticed that in her incoherent snatches of speech the suffering young lady dwelt incessantly upon shooting stars. She mentioned this to the doctor. The result was to put a strange idea into his head. A most diligent search was made of the spot where Mr. Bolitho's body had been discovered, with the consequence that a meteorite, the size of an egg, was found bedded two feet deep in the ground. No shadow of doubt was felt by the authorities that the fall of this meteorite had killed Mr. Bolitho.
The union of Mr. Farquhar with the young lady whose life he saved forms a most happy and fitting sequel to this remarkable story.'
_______________
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