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1: Doubled and Redoubled
Malcolm Jameson
1891-1945
Unknown Fantasy Fiction, Feb 1941
THE VERY FIRST THING that startled Jimmy Childers that extraordinary, repetitive June day was the alarm-clock going off. It shouldn't have gone off. He remembered distinctly setting it at "Silent" when he went to bed the night before, and thumbing his nose derisively at it. He was a big shot now; he could get down to the office, along with the Westchesterites, at a quarter of ten, not at nine, as heretofore.
He rose on an elbow and hurled a pillow at the jangling thing, then flopped back onto the pillow for a moment's luxurious retrospect.
Ah, what a day yesterday had been! The perfect day. The kind that happens only in fiction, or the third act of plays, when every problem is solved and every dream comes true all at once. He grinned happily. This time yesterday he had been a poor wage slave, a mere clerk; today he was head of a department. Until last evening the course of true love, as practiced by himself and Genevieve, had run anything but smoothly; this morning she was his bride-to-be. Twenty-four hours ago the name of Jimmy Childers was known only to a few hundred persons; all today's papers would carry his pictures and the commendations of the police and the mayor. Yesterday—
But why go on? Today was another day. Jimmy pulled himself together and got out of bed, making a slightly wry face as he did so. One only reached the utmost pinnacle once in his life; today, after yesterday, could only be anticlimactic. At ten he must hit the grit again. It would be a new kind of a grind, pitched on a higher level with higher and fresher ambitions, but a grind nevertheless. And so thinking, he reached for his clothes.
And that was when Jimmy Childers received jolts number two, three and so on! For the neatly wrapped packages delivered late yesterday afternoon from Livingston & Laird were not on the chair where he had placed them for the night. Nor was the nice, new pigskin wallet and the two hundred-odd dollars he had kept out as spending money from his race-track haul, anywhere to be seen. Even the empty jeweler's box that had contained Genevieve's ring was gone. Burglars!
Jimmy frowned in puzzlement. His door was spring-locked, but it was bolted, too. There was no transom, and the window was inaccessible from any other. It didn't make sense. He thought he would hardly make a row about it yet. Moreover, he was consoled by the thought that before going on his shopping spree yesterday, he had dropped by the bank and deposited a flat thousand. For reassurance, he slipped a hand into the inner pocket of his dangling coat and drew forth the little blue book.
The book was here, but the entry was not! Jimmy's eyes popped in unbelief. The last entry was May 15th, and for the usual ten dollars. Yet he remembered clearly Mr. Kleib's pleasantries as he chalked up the one-grand deposit. Why, it was only yesterday!
He glanced up at the calendar that hung behind the door. Each night he crossed the current day off. Last night he had not crossed it, but encircled it in a triple circle of red— the day of days! He suddenly went a little sick at the stomach as the rectangle of black figures stared back at him. The fourteenth of June was neither crossed off nor encircled. Jimmy Childers sat down and scratched his head, bewildered and dazed. Had he dreamed all that he thought had happened? Could it be that today was the fourteenth, and not the day after? Trembling a little, he finished dressing.
For a time he pondered his strange feelings. He tried to account for the disappearance of the things he had bought, remembering that the boys rooming down the hall had a way of borrowing without always telling. They might have come in last evening while he was out. As to the loss of the wallet, a pick-pocket might have lifted that, and he tried to recall occasions when he had been crowded or jostled. He gave it up. There was only the old hag on Riverside Drive, who had held out a scrawny, clutching hand for alms. Surely she couldn't have been the thief! He smiled to recollect her fawning gratitude when in his exuberance he had unexpectedly given her a five-spot, and her mumbling as she tottered on her way.
No. None of it fitted. As a matter of fact, now that he was going into such details, he remembered distinctly getting home after that, and putting the wallet and empty ring box on his dresser, winding the clock, and the rest. He sighed deeply. It was all so screwy.
HE WALKED briskly from the house. He had decided to say nothing about his loss to Mrs. Tankersley. Upon second thought he would wait until he got to his office, then he would ring up the police commissioner personally. Hadn't he told him only yesterday that if he ever needed anything just give him a buzz? Jimmy felt very grandiose with his new connections. He had completely conquered his jitters when he stopped at the tobacco stand on the corner.
"Gimme a pack," he said, "and extra matches."
The clerk handed the cigarettes over, and then in a low, confidential voice added, "I gotta hot one for you today— Swiss Rhapsody in the first at Aqueduct. She's sure fire, even if she's a long shot. The dope is straight from Eddie Kelly—"
"Wake up," laughed Jimmy Childers, "that was yesterday!" He started to add, "Don't you remember my dropping by here last night and handing you a 'C' for the tip?" but for some reason choked it. The fellow evidently didn't remember it, or something. The situation was cockeyed again. So Jimmy said that much and stopped.
The clerk shook his head. "Not this nag. She hasn't been running."
"O. K.," said Childers, on a sudden impulse, and digging into his watch pocket he fished out four crumpled dollar bills. That was what he had to live on the rest of the week. "Two bucks— on the nose."
"You ain't making a mistake, pal," said the clerk.
The words startled Jimmy Childers more than anything else that had happened. Syllable for syllable the last exchange of sentences were identical with what had passed between them yesterday this time. Jimmy had the queer feeling, which comes over one at times, he was reliving something that had already happened. Hastily he pocketed his cigarettes and backed out of the place.
Downstairs in the subway station he snatched a paper and just made the crowded train, squeezing in the middle door into a solid mass of humanity. He was anxious to see whether his exploit in foiling the Midtown Bank robbery had made the first page or not, but it was not for several stations that he had the opportunity to open up his paper. Then he muttered savagely in dissatisfaction. The dealer had worked off yesterday's paper on him! He had read it all before— June 14th, PARIS FALLS. Bah!
"The young men of this generation have no manners whatever!" bleated a nagging, querulous voice behind him, and he felt a vicious dig at his ribs.
"I beg your pardon," he exclaimed, automatically nudging away to give what room he could.
"People go around sticking their elbows in other people's eyes, trying to read sensational trash!"
"I'm very sorry, madam," reiterated Jimmy Childers, making still more room. He was looking down into the snapping eyes of an acid-faced old beldam, and the sight of her made chills run up and down his spine. This very incident had occurred to him in every detail only yesterday. He felt very queer. Should he drop off and see a doctor? No, he decided, it was that damn vivid dream that still hung on to him.
Then, when the flurry caused by the tart old woman's eruption had subsided, he stole a glance over the shoulders of his neighbors. Some were reading one paper and some another, but they all had one thing in common. They were yesterday's papers! And their readers seemed content!
"Hell's bells," ejaculated Childers, "I am nuts."
AT THIRTY-FOURTH STREET he got no shock, for the mad stampede of the office-bound herd is much the same, whatever the date. It was when he stepped into his own company's suite that fate biffed him squarely between the eyes again. Biff number one was that none of the other clerks took any special notice of him as he walked past the desks. The expected shower of congratulations did not materialize, nor for that matter, did the sour look of envy he expected to see on Miss Staunton's face. It was just like any other morning. It was just like yesterday morning, to be even more specific.
But he did not stop at his old desk in the outer office as he always had hitherto. He walked boldly on to the private office of the manager of the foreign department. It was not until he was within a pace of it that he halted in his stride, open-mouthed. The lettering on the door was not new gold-leaf at all, but the black paint that had always been there. It said simply, "Ernest Brown, Mgr."
He stared at it a moment, then turned and slowly made his way back to his old hangout in the clerk's offices. He hung up his hat and coat and sat down at the desk he had worked at for the past five years. Presently the office boy came bearing the trays of mail. Childers watched the deck of envelopes fall onto his blotter with tense anxiety. Somewhere in that batch of mail ought to be a test of his sanity. Or was it the reverse? He couldn't be sure. That damn dream had him so mixed up, he couldn't tell reality from pipe dream any more.
"I'm going to call my shots, from now on," he told himself. With a hand that was close to trembling he pulled a pad toward him and wrote down:
Acceptance and check for two hundred and fifty dollars in this morning's mail for a story I tossed off in my spare time and sent to the Thursday Weekly.
He turned the pad upside down and shot a cautious glance about the office. No one was paying him any attention. He ran through the envelopes. Yes, there it was. He almost tore the check as he snatched it out. Yes! The unexpected had happened, an impossible thing— his first effort at writing had been bought! He read the inclosed letter feverishly. Word for word it was the one in his dream. Now he knew that yesterday had not happened. For the Weekly wouldn't send out two checks for the same yarn. Would the rest of the day go the same way?
It did.
At nine thirty the messenger came and told him the boss wanted him at once. Jimmy Childers went with alacrity. For twenty-five minutes he had been sitting there, alternately chilled with fear and glowing with anticipation.
"Childers," said the Old Man, "we've watched you for some time and we like your style. Beginning tomorrow you'll have Mr. Brown's job in the foreign department. The pay will only be two hundred, but remember that we are jumping you over a lot of other people. You may take the rest of today off."
"Thank you, sir," said Jimmy Childers with every appearance of calm acceptance of his just dues as a capable employee, but all the time queer tremors were playing hob with his inner workings. "But if it's all the same, I'll hang on as I am until noon at least. I would like to clean up my present desk before I leave it."
"A very commendable spirit," said the Old Man, cracking his cold face into the first smile he had ever let Childers see. That, too, had been in the dream. Childers was not sure whether he looked forward to the rest of the day with apprehension or what. It was a little disconcerting to know beforehand just how everything would turn out.
WHEN HE GOT back to his desk a puckish mood seized him.
"Oh, Miss Walters, will you take a letter, please."
"A-hum," he said, in his best executive manner, when she had settled beside him with her notebook, "To Mr. E. E. Frankenstein, Cylindrical Metal Castings— you know where— dear sir. In reply to your offer of this date of the position of stockmaster at your foundry, I beg to inform you that the job does not interest me and the salary you mention is ridiculous. Yours very truly— and so on and so on— the new title, you know."
"Why, Mr. Childers," exclaimed Miss Walters, "I didn't know they were trying to get you—"
Childers cocked an eye at the clock. He had timed it nicely. The messenger was approaching with a telegram in his hand.
"Read that to me," he said to the stenographer, with a lordly wave of the hand.
She tore the yellow envelope open and read the message aloud.
"How did you know?" she asked, wonder in her eyes.
"Hunch," he said laconically, and lit a cigarette.
"By golly," he told himself, "the dream is coming true, item by item." In succession he rang up Genevieve and made a date for that night; and then his bookmaker and doubled his bet on Swiss Rhapsody. Then he fell to thinking about the affair at the Midland Bank and that took some of the glow off. Hell, that fellow with the machine gun didn't miss him by much! Should he go through with it? He decided he would, for there were several details he had missed in the flurry of excitement in the dream. Moreover, he had pleasant memories of the fuss that was made over him afterward, not forgetting the standing reward of one thousand dollars offered by the protective agency. If he were to be married, and now he was sure he would be, any extra cash was very welcome.
He took the Weekly's check and strolled out of the office. First he stopped by the haberdashers and spent a most pleasant hour selecting gay ties, a suit, hat and various other items. Then, leaving the delivery address, he made his way to the bank.
He had a very queer feeling as he went through the portals— that uncomfortable sensation of having done it all before. His upward glance at the clock and the fact that exactly 12:03 registered firmly in his memory was a part of it. But he nerved himself for the ordeal and went straight to his usual teller's window.
He had just shoved the money under the wicket and knew uneasily that goose pimples had risen all over him when the expected happened. A low, husky voice said almost in his ear:
"Stand as you are, bud. Keep your hands on that marble shelf and don't turn around. This is a stick-up."
Then the voice said to Mr. Kleib: "Shell out— everything in the cage but the silver!"
Now!
Childers deliberately and without sense of direction, except that of the voice, kicked backward with all his force. He felt something soft give and then his heel crunched against bone. There was a curse and a moan, and he heard the clatter of the gun on the floor and the soft thud as his man slid to the marble.
In that instant pandemonium reigned. A huge howler over the door began its siren wail, Tommy-guns rattled, men shouted and women screamed.
Like a flash Jimmy Childers dropped to his hands and knees just as a stream of whizzing bullets spattered against the marble cage front. He grabbed up the fallen gun and turned it on the man that was firing at him, a short, stocky thug in a light-gray suit. He saw the man drop, and as he did another rushed past, headed for the door. Jimmy let the gun fall and launched himself in a flying tackle, grabbing at the fleeing gangster's knees.
The next couple of seconds was a maelstrom of sensation and confusion. Then he was aware of looking at the pants legs of some big man in blue, and a heavy Irish voice saying:
"Leggo, son, you've done enough. We've got him now."
Childers unwrapped his arms from the bandit's knees and got up. His heart was pounding wildly and he knew his clothes were a wreck, but it was a glorious moment and he didn't care. A circle of men were around him, men with notebooks and cameras and flashlight bulbs, snapping pictures and asking questions. Next, a big police car screamed its way to the front door, and in a moment he was receiving the unstinted congratulations of a fiery little mayor and his police commissioner.
"Nice work, Childers," said the latter. "Those yeggs have been wanted a long, long time. If there is anything I can ever do for you, call on me."
Then the president of the bank came and whirled him away to the club for luncheon. What a day! Had so much ever happened to one man before in so short a space of time? And how odd that he had dreamed it all, even to the date of the vintage on the label of the sauterne the banker ordered with the lunch!
Suddenly he realized it was close to two thirty and the first at Aqueduct was probably already run. He excused himself and hastened over to Kelly's place.
"I'll take it in big bills," he said to Kelly, as he went in.
"Optimistic, ain't you?" was Kelly's rejoinder. "Didja ever hear of nine horses falling down and breaking their legs in the same race? Well, that's what it'd take to let that milk-wagon nag—"
"They're off," announced the fellow with the headphones on.
"I'll still take it in big bills," said Jimmy, serenely.
"I'm damned," was Kelly's only comment, a couple of minutes later.
JIMMY CHILDERS had two free hours that somehow were not covered by the dream. He remembered vaguely that he had deposited most of his winnings and then gone for a walk in the park. That he did, but his thoughts were so in the clouds and his pulse pounding so with the sense of personal well-being and triumph that he hardly remembered jumping impulsively into a cab and going to the most famous jeweler's in the world.
Later he mounted the steps in Genevieve's house, the ring snuggling in his pocket. He knew exactly how he was to be greeted— for once the pout would be off her face and in its place jubilant excitement. For the evening papers were full of his exploits at the bank, and the reporters had brought out the fact that that morning he had been made manager of the foreign department. The auspices for a favorable reception to his umpty-teenth proposal were good, to say the least.
They went to dinner, just as he knew they would, at the most expensive place in town.
Jimmy ordered carelessly, without a glance at the card.
"Yes, sir," said the waiter, with that bow that is bestowed only on those that know their way around.
"Why, Jimmy," she tittered, "you seem to be perfectly at home here."
"Oh, yes," he said carelessly, as he flipped the folds out of his napkin. He did not see fit to tell her that in the dream of yesterday— or was it today?— it had been only after thirty minutes study of the intricate card, to the tune of many acrimonious comments by Genevieve and the obvious disapproval of an impatient waiter, that he had picked that particular combination of food and drink. But it had been eminently satisfactory, so why not repeat?
As the evening wore on he found himself more and more eager to get to the place where that culminating kiss occurred. That was something he could repeat ad infinitum, whether in the flesh or a dream. And when it came, he was not disappointed. After that they had the little ritual of the ring, and still later his departure. His soul soared as it had never soared before.
Or rather, he reminded himself, a trifle ruefully, as it had never soared before in waking life. For after all, the day's triumphs had had just a little of the edge taken off by his certainty that they would occur.
And as he digested that thought, he concluded he would go straight home and to bed. After all, last night the only thing more he had done was stroll on the Drive, after paying the cigar-store clerk his tip, wrapped in his own glorious thoughts. No other incident had occurred worth reliving, as his pleasure at being able to give such a generous handout as a five-dollar bill was somewhat marred by the repulsiveness of the beggarly old crone who had received it.
So he went straight to his room, locked and bolted the door, and prepared for bed. Just before he turned off the light he surveyed the chair piled high with his purchases with immense satisfaction. Tomorrow he would go forth dressed as his new station in life required. His eye caught the calendar, and instead of striking out the day with his customary black cross, he encircled it twice in red. Then taking good care that the clock was wound, but not the alarm, he went to bed.
THE VERY first thing that startled Jimmy Childers that extraordinary repetitive June day was the alarm clock going off. It shouldn't have gone off. He remembered distinctly setting it at "Silent" when he went to bed the night before, and thumbing his nose derisively at it. He was a big shot now; he could get down to the office with the Westchesterites, at quarter of ten, not at nine, as heretofore.
He rose on an elbow and poised himself to hurl a pillow at the jangling thing. And then, THEN—
"Good Heaven!" he mumbled. "I've done all this before."
Angrily he bounded out of bed and choked off the offending clock. It took only a swift glance around the room to check the items some quick sense told him were missing: There were no packages from the haberdasher's, nor ring box. And the calendar stared at him unsullied by red-penciled marks. It was the morning of June 14th!
He dressed in sullen rage, grumbling at his fate. He couldn't stand many double-barreled dreams like that one— they were too exhausting. He'd better see a doctor. And yet— yet it was all so real. He could have sworn that all those things had actually happened to him— twice! But then he stopped, more mystified than ever. They had differed somewhat in detail, those two days. He stopped and stared at himself in the mirror and noted he appeared a bit wild-eyed.
"I'll experiment, first," he decided, and hurried out, slamming the door behind.
At the cigar stand he asked the clerk,
"How do you go about betting on the ponies?"
"I can take it," said the fellow, unenthusiastically.
"Here's two bucks," said Jimmy, "put it on Swiss Rhapsody— to win. I hope there's such a horse?"
"If you're not particular what you call a horse," said the clerk, with an air of sneering omniscience. "I'm surprised they let her run at all."
"Why?"
"It takes her so long to finish it throws all the other races late."
"Oh," said Jimmy Childers, but he let the bet stand.
He did not waste three cents on a paper that morning. One glance at the headlines was enough. He had practically memorized its contents two days before. But when he got in the subway he was very careful to give the nasty, quarrelsome-looking old woman who blocked his path as wide a berth as possible.
"Whippersnapper!" she exclaimed venomously, noting his scrupulous avoidance of her. There was a little flurry as people glanced up and had a look at him, then they went back to the reading of their stale newspapers. Jimmy Childers groaned. Was he in some squirrel cage of fate? Did everything have to always come out the same way, no matter what his approach? He resolved to make something come out differently, no matter what the cost.
This time he opened his letter containing the literary check without a tremor, and without joy. He knew he would spend the money, and how. He knew, too, that the things he purchased with it would vanish overnight, leaving him to do it all over again tomorrow. When the messenger came to tell him the big boss wanted him at once, Childers said coldly:
"I'm busy. Anyhow, it's no farther from his desk to mine than it is from mine to his."
The messenger gaped with awe, as if wondering whether lightning would strike. Then he stumbled off toward the chief's office.
"I don't think you understand, Childers," the big boss was saying a moment later, as he stood by Jimmy's desk. "Brown has left and we're giving you his job. It pays two hundred, you know."
"Not enough," replied Childers, gruffly.
"It's all we can afford just now," said the boss pleasantly. "But that's our offer. Think it over. It will be open for a week."
Jimmy Childers stared at his retreating back.
"Gosh!" he muttered. "And I got away with that!"
He went through the bank routine with little change, although he did think something of telephoning the police a tip-off and letting it go at that, but for some unknown but compelling reason he had to go through his act personally. But the thrill was gone. His walk in the park was much less joyous, as the more he tried to digest the strangely repetitive nature of his life the last three days, the more unhappy he became.
"It's like that old song about the broken record," he muttered sourly. "All the kick's gone out of things now." He didn't even bother to go to the jeweler's to select the ring. He knew the stock number by heart. So he merely phoned for it.
The kiss that night was up to par, which was some solace, but aside from that, getting engaged was not so much fun. There was no palpitation of the heart as he hung on her words, wondering what the answer would be. He already knew damn well what the answer would be. What kind of a life was that?
That night he threw the alarm clock out the window.
THE VERY FIRST thing that startled Jimmy Childers that—
"Damnation!" he growled, at the first tap of the awakening bell. He threw, not a pillow, but a heavy book, and watched with grim satisfaction as the face crystal smashed to tiny bits.
When he went out he avoided the cigar stand and took a bus, not the subway.
"Insufferable!" snorted the old hellion he sat down beside. He gasped. It was his nemesis of the subway. Apparently she had decided to vary her program a bit, too. He changed seats and listened with reddening cheeks to the titters of the other passengers.
At the office he had an unexpected telephone call. It was from the clerk at his corner cigar stand.
"Oh, Jimmy," he said, "I guess you were late this morning and didn't have time to leave your bet— so I placed one for you. Hope you don't mind?"
"What horse?" asked Childers, glumly.
"Swiss Rhapsody. She's a long shot, but—"
Jimmy hung up and stared at the phone in front of him. He just couldn't get away from this thing.
All day long he tried to ring changes on his routine, and with astonishing minor results. But as to the major outcome there was never any difference. He was promoted, he won money, he saved the bank from robbery, he got engaged.
And the days that followed were no different. In the main, the events of June 14th had to be relived and relived until he found himself wincing at every one of the events that once had impressed him as such tremendous triumphs. Finally one day, during the hours usually devoted to the stroll in the park, he flung himself into a psychiatrist's office.
"Hm-m-m," commented the doctor, after he had smitten Childers' knees with little rubber mallets, and had scratched him on the feet and back with small prongs. "All I see are a few tremors. What's on your mind?"
"Plenty," said Jimmy savagely, and poured out his story.
"Hm-m-m," commented the doctor. "Interesting— most interesting."
He scribbled a prescription.
"Take this before you go to bed. It is simply something to make you sleep better. Then come back tomorrow at this same hour."
"Just one question, doctor."
"Yes?"
"What is today's date?"
"The fourteenth." The doctor smiled indulgently.
"And yesterday's?"
"The thirteenth. Come back tomorrow, please."
On the dot Jimmy Childers showed up at the doctor's office the next day— June the fourteenth, according to Childers' calendar. As he barged into the waiting room he was accosted with a chill:
"Name, please?"
He looked at the nurse in astonishment. Why, only the day before he had spent the best part of an hour dictating the answers of a questionnaire to her! He gave her a blank stare.
"The doctor is seen only by appointment," she added, looking at him disapprovingly.
"I... I made one yesterday," he stammered. "I was here... was examined!"
"You must be wrong," said she, sweetly. "Doctor just returned from Europe this morning."
"Oh, hell!" snarled Childers, and rushed from the place. He saw at once what a jam he was in. He had added another piece of furniture to his merry-go-round. That was all. He could vary it within limits, of course, but he would never get anywhere.
JIMMY CHILDERS charged up and down the walks of the park in a frenzy. If only Sunday would come— something to break this vicious circle. But no, there was no way to get to Sunday. With him it was always Friday.
That night he skipped the call on Genevieve. Instead he called her up and made some flimsy, insulting excuse. All she said was:
"You old fibber. You're just shy. The ring came up and I'm so thrilled. Of course I'll marry you, you silly boy."
Weak and trembling he hung up. In his hand was a steamship ticket to Buenos Aires on the Santa Mosca, sailing at eleven p. m. He would try that on his jinx.
He got aboard all right, despite some arguments about a passport, and turned in at once, after dogging down the port and carefully locking the door. He took three of the tablets the doctor had prescribed instead of the one mentioned in the directions. If it were a dream, he ought to knock it now— different room, different bed, different environment, different everything. Jimmy closed his eyes. That night, the first for many a June 14th, he went to sleep with a ray of hope.
The very first thing that startled—
"Oh, Heaven!" sighed a haggard Jimmy Childers, as he shut off the clock, "another day of it."
HE WENT through the Red Book almost name by name. He shook his head hopelessly. He had tried almost everything from chiropractors to psychiatrists. Then he found a name that somehow he had skipped. It was under necromancers. At once he grabbed a taxi and flew to the address— a stinking hole under the Williamsburg Bridge.
"Sorry," said the macabre person he contacted, sitting placidly among his black velvet drapes in a "studio" calculated to send a strictly normal person into the heebie-jeebies, "but I only deal with the dead. That is my specialty. Now if you want a corpse raised, or anything like that—"
"No, no," said Jimmy hastily, and paid his fee and left. Outside he shuddered at the memory of the funereal atmosphere of the faker's joint. He hoped fervently that this episode wasn't going to get embroidered into the design. His error was in not knowing what a necromancer was. He went back to the Red Book. It just had occurred to him that perhaps under sorcerers or thaumaturgists was what he wanted.
He found a lot of them, mostly in Harlem, and made a list.
The first four were as unsatisfactory as the necromancer, a circumstance that was very trying to Jimmy, for he could visit only one a day, using the blank two hours, usually spent in the park. All the rest of the time he had to devote to the tedious business of being promoted, winning money, foiling robberies or making love.
But the fifth man was very much to Jimmy Childers' liking, after he recovered from the shock of the first interview. He found him in a dilapidated office in a shabby neighborhood in Greenpoint, and on the door was crudely lettered the frank but somewhat disconcerting legend, "Master Charlatan." Nevertheless Jimmy went boldly in.
"Ah," said the seer, after gazing for a while in a crystal sphere before him. "I perceive you are the victim of a blessing that misfired."
Jimmy Childers brought his eyes back to the bald-headed, fishy-eyed fat man who had guaranteed to help him. While the master charlatan had been in his semitrance Jimmy had been examining the charts that hung about. Obviously the man he had come to was versatile in the extreme, for there were diagrams of the human palm, knobs of the human cranium, weird charts of the heavens, and all the rest of the props that go with standard charlatanry.
"Now tell me something about this original fourteenth of June," said the sage. "How long ago was it, according to your reckoning?"
"Months and months," moaned Jimmy, thinking back on the intolerable monotony of it all.
"Can you recall the exact details of the first day— I mean the very first one— the prototype?"
"I doubt it," confessed Jimmy. "You see, I've wriggled around and monkeyed with it so much that I'm all balled up."
"Try," said the wise one, calmly.
Hesitantly Jimmy Childers told his story, as best he could remember it, all the way to his going to bed the night of the genuine fourteenth of June.
"Now you begin to interest me," suddenly said the master, opening his eyes from the apparent slumber into which he had relapsed the moment Jimmy had begun talking. "Tell me more about that beggar woman on the Drive. Was she toothless except for a single yellow fang? Did her knuckles come to about her knees? Was she blind in her left eye?"
"Yes, yes," agreed Jimmy eagerly.
"Aha!" ejaculated the seer, "I thought so. Minnie the Malicious!" He made a note. "I'll report this to the Guild. She was disbarred long ago— for malpractice and incompetence."
Jimmy looked mystified.
"She used to be a practicing witch," explained the great one with a shrug, "now she is just a chiseler. You know... cheap curses, pretty enchantments and the like. But just what did she say to you, and most particularly, what kind of wishes did you make just after you left her?"
"Well," admitted Jimmy, "she came up whining and asked for a penny. I was feeling pretty high, so I gave her a five-spot."
"That was a mistake," murmured the sorcerer.
"That's all," said Jimmy, suddenly concluding. "She mumbled something, and I walked on."
"But you wished something?"
"Well, I do remember— don't forget what a wonderful day I'd had— that I was wishing every day was like that, or that I could live it over again, or something of the sort."
"Be very exact," insisted his interrogator.
"Sorry," said Jimmy.
"Let's go into the Mesmeric Department," said his consultant, leading the way into a shabby interior room. "Now sit there and keep your eye on the little jeweled light," he ordered.
IT SEEMED only an instant before Jimmy woke up. The master charlatan was sitting in front of him placidly looking at him.
"Your exact wish," he said, "was a triple one, as I suspected. They usually are. Here are your mental words, 'Oh, I wish every day was like this one; I wish I could live it over again; I wish I'd never seen that old hag, she gives me the creeps.' "
"So what?" queried Jimmy, recalling it now.
"When you gave her such a magnificent present, she mumbled out that you would have your next three wishes granted. Oddly enough, if she had been an able practitioner, nothing would have happened—"
"That doesn't make sense," objected Jimmy.
"Oh, yes it does. You see, your last wish would have had the effect of canceling the others, as you would never have met her, see?"
"It is a little involved," frowned Jimmy.
"Yes, these things have a way of getting involved," admitted the wise one. "However, since she was a low-powered witch, so to speak, only the first wish came fully true, that is, every day— for you— was like that one. By the time you had gotten to the second one some of the punch was out of it. You didn't quite live it over again. You had the power of varying it a little, which was a very fortunate circumstance, as otherwise you would have gone on doing it forever and ever."
"You mean I'm cured!" exclaimed Jimmy delightedly.
"Not so fast. When we come to the last wish, her power had petered out almost altogether. It did not do away with the fact that you had met her, but it was strong enough to cause you to avoid meeting her any more."
"I see," said Jimmy, hoping he really did.
"Now what you've got to do is to live that day over once more— the first one, mind you— including meeting Minnie; only the minute she mumbles, reverse your wish. That cancels everything."
"But I can't remember that day well enough—"
"I'll coach you," said the mesmerist. "While you were hypnotized I took it all down, every detail."
An hour later Jimmy Childers rose to go. He paid over to the magician all the money he had just collected on Swiss Rhapsody. The old man dropped it into his pocket with just the hint of a chuckle.
"By the way," asked Jimmy, on the threshold, "what day is this?"
"That, my friend," replied the master charlatan with an oily smile, "is a mystery I'd advise you not to look into. Good day!"
____________________
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THE FATE of Madame Lemaire had certainly not been an ordinary one. She was French, of Marseilles, as you could tell by her accent, especially when she said "C'est bien!" and had been an extremely coquettish and lively girl, with a strong will of her own and a passionate love of pleasure and of town life. From her talk when she was seventeen, you would have gathered that if she ever moved from Marseilles it would be to go to Paris. Nothing else would be good enough for her. She felt herself born to play a part in some great city.
And yet, at the age of forty, here she was in the desert of Sahara, keeping an auberge at El-Kelf under the salt mountain! She sometimes wondered how it had ever come about, when she crossed the court of the inn, round which mules of customers were tethered in open sheds, or when she served the rough Algerian wine to farmers from the Tell, or to some dusty commercial traveller from Batna, in the arbour trellised with vines that fronted the desert.
Marie Lemaire, who had been Marie Bretelle, at El-Kelf! Marie Lemaire in the desert of Sahara attending upon God knows whom: Algerians, Spahis, camel-drivers, gazelle-hunters! No; it was too much!
But if you have a "kink" in you, to what may you not come? Marie Bretelle's "kink" had been an idiotic softness for handsome faces.
She wanted to shine in the world, to cut a dash, to go to Paris; or, if that were impossible, to stay in Marseilles married to some rich city man, and to give parties, and to get gowns from Madame Vannier, of the Rue de Cliche, and hats from Trebichot, of the Rue des Colonies, and to attend the theatres, and to be stared at and pointed out on the race-course, and— and, in fact, to be the belle of Marseilles. And here she was at El-Kelf and all because of that "kink" in her nature!
Lemaire had had a handsome face and been a fine man, stalwart, bold, muscular, determined. He did not belong to Marseilles, but had come there to give an acrobatic show in a music-hall; and there Marie Bretelle had seen him, dressed in silver-spangled tights, and doing marvellous feats on three parallel bars. His bare arms had lumps on them like balls of iron, his fair moustaches were trained into points, his bold eyes were lit with a fire to fascinate women; and— well, Marie Bretelle ran away with him and became Madame Lemaire. And so she came to Algiers, where Lemaire had an accident while giving his performance. And that was the beginning of the Odyssey which had ended at El-Kelf.
"Fool— fool— fool!"
Often she said that to herself, as she went about the inn doing her duties with grains of sand in her hair.
"Fool— fool— fool!"
The word was taken by the wind of the waste and carried away to the desert.
After his accident Lemaire lost his engagements. Then he lost his looks. He put on flesh. He ceased to train his moustaches into points. The great muscles got soft, were covered with flabby fat. Finally he took to drink. And so they drifted.
To earn some money he became many things— guide, concierge, tout for "La Belle Fatma." He had impossible professions in Algiers. And Marie? Well, it were best not to scrutinise her life too closely under the burning sun of Africa. Whatever it was, it was not very successful; and they drifted from Algiers. Where did they go? Where had they not been in this fiery land? Oran on the Moroccan border had seen them, and the mosques of Kairouan, windy Tunis, and rock-bound Constantine, laughing Bougie in its wall by the water, Fort National in the Grande Kabyle. They had been everywhere. And at last some wind of the desert had blown them, like poor grains of desert sand, from the bending palms of Biskra to the mud walls of El-Kelf.
And here— Gold help them!— for ten years they had been keeping the inn, "Au Retour du Desert."
For ten, long, dry years, and such an inn! Why, at Marseilles they would have called it— well, one cannot tell what they would have called it on the Cannebiere! But they would have found a name for it, that is certain.
It stood alone, this inn, quite alone in the desert, which at El-Kelf circles a small oasis in which there is hidden among fair-sized palms a meagre Arab village. Why the inn should have been built outside of the oasis, away from the village, I cannot tell you. But so it is. It seems to be disdainful of the earth houses of the Arabs, to be determined to have nothing to do with them. And yet there is little reason in its disdain.
For it, too, is built on sun-dried earth for the most part, and has only the ground floor possessed by most of them. It stands facing flat but not illimitable desert. The road that passes before it winds away to land where there is water; and from the trellised arbour, but far off, one can see in the sunshine the sharp, shrill green of crops, grown by the Spahis whose tented camp lies to the right of the caravan track that leads over the Col de Sfa to Biskra.
Far, far along that road one can see from the inn, till its whiteness is as the whiteness of a thread, and any figures travelling upon it are less than little dolls, and even a caravan is but a moving dimness shrouded in a dimness of dust. But towards evening, when the strange clearness of Africa becomes almost terribly acute, every speck upon the thread has a meaning to attract the eye, and set the mind at work asking:
"What is this that is coming upon the road? Who is this that travels? Is it a mounted man on his thin horse, with his matchlock pointing to the sky? Or is it a woman hunched upon a trotting donkey? Or a Nomad on his camel? Or is it only some poor desert man, half naked in his rags, who tramps on his bare brown feet along sun-baked track, his hood drawn above his eyes, his knotted club in his hand?"
After ten years Madame Lemaire still asked herself such questions in the arbour of the inn, when business was slack, when her husband was away, or was lying half drunk upon the bed after an extra dose of absinthe, and the one-eyed Arab servant, Hadj, was squatting on his haunches in a corner smoking keef.
Not that the answer mattered at all to her. She expected nothing of the road that led from the desert. But her mind, stagnant though it had become in the solitude of Africa, had to do something to occupy itself. And so she often stared across the plain, with an aimless "Je me demande" trembling upon her lips, and a hard expression of inquiry in her dark brown eyes, whose lids were seamed with tiny wrinkles. Perhaps you will wonder why Madame Lemaire, having once had a passionate love for pleasure and a strong will of her own, had consented to remain for ten years in the solitude of El-Kelf, drudging in a miserable auberge, to which few people, and those but poor ones, ever came.
Circumstances and Robert Lemaire had been too much for her. Both had been cruel. She was something of a slave to both. Lemaire was an utter failure, but there lurked within him still, under the waves of absinthe, traces of the dominating power which had long ago made him a success.
Madame Lemaire had worshipped him once, had adored his strength and beauty. They were gone now. He was a wreck. But he was a wreck with fierceness in it. And command with him had become a habit. And Africa bids one accept. And so Madame Lemaire had stayed for ten long years drudging at the inn beside the salt mountain, and staring down the long white road for the something strange and interesting from the desert that never, never came.
And still Lemaire drank absinthe, and cursed and drowsed. For ten long years! And still Hadj squatted upon his haunches and drugged himself with keef. And still Madame Lemaire stood under the trellised vine, with the sand-grains in her hair, and gazed and gazed over the plain.
And when a black speck appeared far off upon the whiteness of the track, she watched it till her eyes ached, demanding who, or what, it was— whether a Spahi on horseback, a woman on her donkey, a Nomad on his camel, or some dark and half-naked pedestrian of the sands, that travelled through the sunset glory towards the lonely inn.
Although Robert Lemaire was a wreck he was not an old man in years, only forty-five, and the fine and tonic air of the Sahara preserved from complete destruction. Shaggy and unkept he was, with a heavy bulk of chest and shoulders, a large, pale face, and the angry and distressed eyes of the absinthe slave. His hands trembled habitually, and on his bad days fluttered like leaves. But there was still some force in his prematurely aged body, still some will in his mind. He was a wreck, but he was the wreck of one who had been really a man and accustomed to dominate women. And this he did not forget.
One evening— it was in May, and the long heats of the desert had already set in— Lemaire was away from the auberge, shooting near the salt mountain with an acquaintance, a colonist who had a small farm not far from Biskra, and who had come to spend the night at El-Kelf. This man had a history. He had once been a hotel-keeper, and had reason to suspect a guest in his hotel of having guilty intercourse with his wife.
One night, having discovered beyond possibility of doubt that his suspicions were well founded, he waited till the hotel was closed, then made his way to his guest's room, and put three bullets into him as he lay asleep in his bed. For this murder, or act of justice, he got only ten months' imprisonment. But his business as a hotel-keeper was ruined. So now he was a small farmer. He was also, perhaps, the only real friend Lemaire had in Africa, and he came occasionally to spend a night at the Retour du Desert.
Upon this evening of May, Madame Lemaire was alone in the inn with the one-eyed servant Hadj preparing supper for the two sportsmen. The flies buzzed about under the dusty leaves of the vine, which were unstirred by any breeze. The crystals upon the flanks of the salt mountain glittered in the sun that was still fiery, though not far from its declining.
Upon the dry, earthen walls of the inn and over the stones of the court round which it was built, the lizards crept, or rested with eager, glancing patience, as if alert for further movement, but waiting for a signal. A mule or two stamped in the long stable that was open to the court, and a skeleton of a white Kabyle dog slunk to and fro searching for scraps with his lips curled back from his pointed teeth.
And Madame Lemaire went slowly about her work with the sand-grains in her hair, and the flies buzzing around her.
Nothing had happened. Nothing ever did happen at El-Kelf. But for some mysterious reason Madame Lemaire suddenly felt to-day that her existence in the desert had become insupportable. It may have been that Africa, gradually draining away the Frenchwoman's vitality, had on this day removed the last little drop of the force that had, till now, enabled her to face her life, however dully, however wearily.
It may have been that there was some peculiar and unusual heaviness in the air that was generally of a feathery lightness. Or the reason may have been mental, and Africa may have drawn from this victim's nature, on this particular day, a grain, small as a grain of sand, of will-power that was absolutely necessary for the keeping of the woman's stamina upon its feet.
However it was, she felt that she collapsed. She did not cry. She did not curse. She did not faint, or lie down and stare with desperate eyes at the vacant dying day. She did not neglect her domestic duties, and was even now tearing, with a flat key, the cover from some tinned veal and ham for the evening's supper. But something within her had abruptly raised its voice. She seemed to hear it saying: "I can't bear any more!" and to know that it spoke the truth. No longer could she bear it: the African sun on the brown-earth walls, the settling of the sand-grains in her hair, the movement of the flies about her face, wrinkled prematurely by the perpetual dry heat and by the desert winds; the brazen sky above her, the iron land beneath, the silence— like the silence that was before creation, or the monotonous sounds that broke it; the mule's stamp on the stones, the barking of the guard-dogs upon the palm roofs of the distant houses in the village, the sneering laugh of the jackals by night, that whining song of Hadj, as he wagged his shaven head over the pipe-bowl into which he pressed the keef that was bringing him to madness.
She could not bear it any more.
The look in her face scarcely altered. The corners of her mouth, long since grown grim, did not droop any more than usual. Her thin, hard hands were steady as they did their dreary work. But the woman who had resisted somehow during ten terrible years of incomparable monotony suddenly died within Marie Lemaire, and the girl of Marseilles, Marie Bretelle, shrieked out in the middle-aged, haggard body.
"This fate was not meant for me. I cannot bear it any more."
Presently the tin which had held the veal and ham was empty, save for some bits of opaque jelly that still clung round its edges; and Madame Lemaire went over to the dimly burning charcoal with a dirty old pan in her hand.
Marie Bretelle was still shrieking out, but Madame Lemaire must get ready the supper for her absinthe-soaked husband, and his friend the murderer from Alfa.
The sportsmen were late in returning, and Madame Lemaire's task was finished before they came. She had nothing more to do, and she came out to the arbour that looked upon the road. Here there was an old table stained with the lees of wine. About it stood three or four rickety chairs. Madame Lemaire sat down— dropped down, rather— on one of these, laid her arms upon the table, and gazed down the empty road.
"Mon Dieu!" she said to herself. "Mon Dieu!" She beat one hand on the table and said it aloud.
"Mon Dieu! Mon Dieu!"
She stared up at the vine. The leaves were sandy, and she saw insects running over them. She watched them. What were they doing? What purpose could they have? What purpose could anything have?
Always the hand tapped, tapped upon the table.
And Marseilles! It was still there by the sea, crowded, gay with life. This was the time when the life began to grow turbulent. The cascades were roaring under the lifted gardens, where the beasts roamed in their cages. The awnings were out over the cafés in that city of cafés. She could almost see the coloured edges of stuff fluttering in the wind that came from the arbour and from the Château d'If. There was a sound of hammering along the sea. They were putting up the bathing sheds for the season. It would be good to go into the sea. It would cool one.
A beetle dropped from the vine on to the table, close to the beating hand. Madame Lemaire started violently. She got up, and went to stand in the entrance of the arbour. Marseilles was gone now. Africa was there.
For ten years she had been looking down the road. She looked down it once more.
It was the wonderful evening hour when Africa seems to lift itself toward the light, reluctant to be given to the darkness. Very far one could see, and with an almost supernatural distinctness. Yet Madame Lemaire strained her eyes, as people do at dusk when they strive to pierce a veil of gathering darkness.
What was coming along the road?
Her gaze travelled onwards over the hard and barren plain till it reached the green crops, on and on past the tents of the Spahis' encampment, near which rose a trail of smoke into the lucent air; farther still, farther and farther, until the whiteness narrowed towards the mountains, and at last was lost to sight.
And this evening, perhaps because she longed so much for something, for anything, there was nothing on the road. It was a white emptiness under the setting sun.
Then the woman felt frantic, and she beat her hands together, and she cried aloud:
"If the Devil himself would only come along the road and ask me to go from this cursed hole of a place, I'd go with him! I'd go! I'd go!"
She repeated it shrilly, making wild gestures with her hands towards the desert. Her face was twisted awry. She looked just then like a desperate hag of a woman.
But it was the girl of Marseilles who was crying out in her. It was Marie Bretelle who was demanding the joys she had flung away in her youth for the sake of a handsome face.
"I'd go! I'd go!"
The shrill cry went up to the setting sun. But no one answered, and nothing darkened the arid whiteness of the road that wound across the plain and passed before the inn-door.
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NIGHT had fallen when the two sportsmen rode in on mules, tired and hungry. Hadj came from his keef to take the beasts, Madame Lemaire from her kitchen to ask if there were any birds for her to cook. Her husband gave her a string of them, and she turned away from him without a word, and went back into the house.
There was nothing odd in this, but something in his wife's face, seen only for a moment in the darkness of the court, had startled Lemaire, and he looked after her as if he were inclined to call her back; then said to his companion, Jacques Bouvier:
"Did you see Marie?"
"Yes. She looks as if she had just stumbled over a jackal," and he laughed.
Lemaire stood for a minute where he was. Then he shouted to Hadj:
"Hadj! A— Hadj!"
The one-eyed keef-smoker came.
"Who has been here to-day?"
"No one. A few have passed the door, but no one has entered."
"Good business!" said Bouvier, shrugging his shoulders.
"Business!" exclaimed Lemaire, with an oath. "It's a fine business we do here. Another ten years, and we shan't have put by ten sous."
"Perhaps that is why madame has such a face to-night!"
"We'll see at supper. Now for an absinthe!"
The two men walked stiffly into the inn, put their guns in a corner, went into the arbour that fronted the desert, and sat down by the table.
"Marie!" bawled Lemaire.
He struck his flabby fist down upon the wood.
"Marie, the absinthe!"
Madame Lemaire heard the hoarse shout in the kitchen, and her face went awry again:
"I'd go! I'd go!"
She hissed it under her breath.
"Sacré nom de Dieu! Marie!"
"V'là!"
"The devil! What a voice!" said Bouvier in the arbour.
Lemaire was half turned in his chair. His hands were slightly shaking, and his large white face, with its angry and distressed eyes, looked startled.
"Who was that?" he said, moving in his chair as if he were going to get up.
"Who? Your wife!"
"No, it wasn't!"
"Well, then—"
At this moment there was a clink and a rattle, and Madame Lemaire came slowly out from the inn, carrying a tray with an absinthe bottle, a bottle of water, and two thick glasses with china saucers. She set it down between the two men. Her husband stared at her like one who stares suspiciously at a stranger.
"Was that you who called out?" he asked.
"Of course! Who else should it be? Who ever comes here?"
"Madame is a bit sick of El-Kelf," said Bouvier. "That's what is the matter."
Madame Lemaire compressed her lips tightly and said nothing.
Her husband looked more suspicious.
"Why should she be sick of it? She's done very well with it for ten years," he said roughly.
Madame Lemaire turned away and left the arbour. She was wearing slippers without heels, and went softly.
The two men sat in silence, looking at each other. A breath of wind, the first that had come that day, stole from the desert and rustled the leaves of the vine above their heads. Lemaire stretched out his trembling hand to the absinthe bottle.
"For God's sake let's have a drink!" he said. "There's something about my wife that's given my blood a turn."
"Beat her!" said Bouvier, pushing forward his glass. "If you don't beat them be sure they'll betray you."
His wife's treachery had set him against all women. Lemaire growled something inarticulate. He was thinking of the days in Algiers, of their strange and often disgraceful existence there. Bouvier knew nothing of that.
"Come on!" he said.
And he lifted his glass of absinthe to his lips.
At supper that night Lemaire perpetually watched his wife. She seemed to be just as usual. For years there had been a sort of sickly weariness upon her face. It was there now. For years there had been a dull sound in her voice. He heard it to-night. For years she had had a poor appetite. She ate little at supper, had her habitual manner of swallowing almost with difficulty. Surely she was just as usual.
And yet she was not— she was not!
After supper the two men returned to the arbour to smoke and drink, and Madame Lemaire remained in the kitchen to clear away and wash up.
"Isn't there something the matter with my wife?" asked Lemaire, lighting a thin, black cigar, and settling his loose, bulky body in the small chair, with his fat legs stretched out, and one foot crossed over the other. "Or is it that I'm out of sorts to-night? It seems to me as if she were strange."
Bouvier was a small, pinched man, with a narrow face, evenly red in colour, large ears that stood out from his closely shaven head, and hot-looking, prominent brown eyes.
"Perhaps she's taken with some Arab," he said.
"P'f! She's dropped all that nonsense. The devil! A woman of forty's an old woman in Africa."
Bouvier spat.
"Isn't she?"
"Oh, don't ask me about women. Young or old, they're always calling the Devil to their elbow."
"What for?"
"To put them up to wickedness. Perhaps your wife's been calling him to-night. You look behind her presently, and you may catch a sight of him. He's always about where women are."
"Ha, ha, ha!"
Lemaire laughed mirthlessly.
"D'you think he'd show himself to me?"
He emptied his glass. Bouvier suddenly looked terrible— looked like the man who had put three bullets into his sleeping guest.
"How did I know?" he said.
He leaned across the table towards Lemaire.
"How did I know?" he repeated in a low voice.
"What— when your wife—"
"Yes. They didn't let me see anything. They were too sharp. No; it was one night I saw him, with his mouth at her ear, coming in behind her through the door like a shadow. There!"
He sat back with his hands on his knees. Lemaire stared at him again.
Again the wind rustled furtively through the diseased vine-leaves of the arbour.
"It was then that I got out my revolver and charged it," continued Bouvier, in a less mysterious voice, as of one returned to practical life. "For I knew she'd been up to some villainy. Pass the bottle!"...
"Pass the bottle!... Why don't you pass the bottle?"
"Pardon!"
Lemaire pushed the bottle over to his friend.
"What's the matter with you to-night?"
"Nothing. You mean to say ... why d'you talk such nonsense? D'you think I'm a fool to be taken in by rubbish like that?"
"Well, then, why did you sit just as if you'd seen him?"
"I'm a bit tired to-night, that's what it is. We went a long way. The wine'll pull me together."
He poured out another glass.
"You don't mean to say," he continued, "you believe in the Devil?"
"Don't you?"
"No."
"Why not?"
"Why not! Why should I? Nobody does— me, I mean. That sort of thing is all very well for women."
Bouvier said nothing, but sat with his arms on the table, staring out towards the desert. He looked at the empty road just in front of him, let his eyes travel along until it disappeared into the night.
"I say, that sort of thing is all very well for women," repeated Lemaire.
"I hear you."
"But I want to know whether you don't think the same."
"As you?"
"Yes; to be sure."
"I might have done once."
"But you don't now?"
"There's a devil in the desert; that's certain."
"Why?"
"Because I tell you he came out of the desert to turn my wife wrong."
"Then you weren't joking?"
"Not I. It's as true as that I went and charged my revolver, because I saw what I told you. Here's Madame coming out to join us."
Lemaire shifted heavily and abruptly in his chair.
"Hallo!" he said, in a brutal tone of voice. "What's up with you to-night?"
As he spoke he stared hard at his wife's shoulder, just by her ear.
"Nothing. What are you looking at? There isn't—"
She put up her hand quickly to her shoulder and felt over her dress.
"Ugh!" She shook herself. "I thought you'd seen a scorpion on me."
Bouvier, whose red face seemed to be deepening in colour under the influence of the red Algerian wine, burst out laughing.
"It wasn't a scorpion he was looking for," he exclaimed. His thin body shook with mirth till his chair creaked under him.
"It wasn't a scorpion," he repeated.
"What was it, then?" said Madame Lemaire.
She looked from one man to the other— from the one who was strange in his laughter, to the other who was even stranger in his gravity.
"What have you been saying about me?" she said, with a flare-up of suspicion.
"Well," said Bouvier, recovering himself a little, "if you must know, we were talking about the Devil."
The woman stared and gave the table a shake. Some of her husband's wine was spilled over it.
"The Devil take you!" he bawled with sudden fury.
"I only wish he would!"
The two men jumped back as if a viper of the sands had suddenly reared up its thin head between them.
"I only wish he would!"
It was Marie Bretelle who had spoken, the girl of Marseilles, who still lived in the body of Marie Lemaire. But it was Marie Lemaire from whom the two men shrank away— Marie Lemaire changed, startling, terrible, her haggard face furious with expression, her thin hands clutching at the edge of the table, from which the wine-bottle had fallen, to be smashed at their feet.
For a moment there was a dead silence succeeding that second shrill cry. Then Lemaire scrambled up heavily from his chair.
"What do you mean?" he stammered. "What do you mean?"
And then she told him, like a fury, and with the words which had surely been accumulating in her mind, like water behind a dam, for ten years. She told him what she had wanted, and what she had had. And when at last she had finished telling him, she stood for a minute, making mouths at him in silence, as if she still had something to say, some final word of summing up.
"Stop that!"
It was Lemaire who spoke; and as he spoke he thrust out one of his white, shaking hands to cover that nightmare mouth. But she beat his hand down, and screamed, with the gesture.
"And if the Devil himself would come along the road to fetch me from this cursed place, I'd go with him! D'you hear? I'd go with him! I'd go with him!"
When the scream died away, one-eyed Hadj was standing at the entrance to the arbour. Madame Lemaire felt that he was there, turned round, and saw him.
"I'd go with him if he was an Arab," she said, but almost muttering now, for her voice had suddenly failed her, though her passion was still red-hot. "Even the Arabs— they're better than you, absinthe-soaked, do-nothing Roumis, who sit and drink, drink—"
Her voice cracked, went into a whisper, disappeared. She thrust out her hand, swept the glasses off the table to follow the bottle, turned, and went out of the arbour softly on her slippered feet.
And one-eyed Hadj stood there laughing, for he understood French very well, although he was half mad with keef.
"She'd go with an Arab!" he repeated. "She'd go with an Arab!" And then he saw his master.
The two Frenchmen sat staring at one another across the empty table under the shivering vine-leaves, which were now stirred continually by the wind of night. Lemaire's large face had gone a dusky grey. About his eyes there was a tinge of something that was almost lead colour. His loose mouth had dropped, and the lower lip disclosed his decayed teeth. His hands, laid upon the table as if for support, shook and jumped, were never still even for a second.
Bouvier was almost purple. Veins stood out about his forehead. The blood had gone to his ears and to his eyes. Now he leaned across to Lemaire.
"Beat her!" he said. "Beat her for that! Hadj heard her. If you don't beat her, the Arabs—"
But before he had finished the sentence Lemaire had got up, with a wild gesture of his shaking hand, and gone unsteadily into the house.
That night Madame Lemaire suffered at the hands of her husband, while Bouvier and Hadj listened in the darkness of the court.
iii
IT WAS drawing towards evening on the following day, and Madame Lemaire was quite alone in the inn. Hadj had gone to the village for some more keef, and Lemaire and Bouvier had set out together in the morning for Batna.
So she was quite alone. Her face was bruised and discoloured near the right eye. Her head ached. She felt immensely listless. To-day there was no activity in her misery. It seemed a slow-witted, lethargic thing, undeserving even of respect.
There were no customers. There was nothing to do, absolutely nothing. She went heavily into the arbour, and sank down upon a chair. At first she sat upright. But presently she spread her arms out upon the table, and laid her discoloured face on them, and remained so for a long time.
Any traveller, passing by on the road from the desert, would have thought that she was asleep. But she was not asleep. Nor had she slept all night. It is not easy to sleep after such punishment as she had received.
And no traveller passed by.
The flies, finding that the woman kept quite still, settled upon her face, her hair, her hands, cleaned themselves, stretched their legs and wings, went to and fro busily upon her. She never moved to drive them away.
She was not thinking just then. She was only feeling— feeling how she was alone, feeling that this enormous sun-dried land was about her, stretching away to right and left of her, behind her and before, feeling that in all this enormous, sun-dried land there was nobody who wanted her, nobody thinking of her, nobody coming towards her to take her away into a different life, into a life that she could bear.
All this she was dully feeling.
Perfectly still were the diseased vine-leaves above her head, motionless as she was. On them the insects went to and fro, actively leading their mysterious lives, as the flies went to and fro on her.
For a long time she remained thus. All the white road was empty before her as far as eye could see. No trail of smoke went up by the growing crops beside the distant tents of the Spahis. It seemed as if man had abandoned Africa, leaving only one of God's creatures there, this woman who leaned across the discoloured table with her bruised face hidden on her arms.
The hour before sunset approached, the miraculous hour of the day, when Africa seems to lift itself towards the light that will soon desert it, as if it could not bear to let the glory go, as if it would not consent to be hidden in the night. Upon the salt mountain the crystals glittered.
The details of the land began to live as they had not lived all day. The wonderful clearness came, in which all things seem filled with supernatural meaning. And, even in the dullness of her misery, habit took hold of Madame Lemaire.
She lifted her head from her arms, and she stared down the long white road. Her gaze travelled. It started from the patch of glaring white before the arbour, and it went away like one who goes to a tryst. It went down the road, and on, and on. It reached the green of the crops. It passed the Spahis' tents. It moved towards the distant mountains that hid the plains and the palms of Biskra.
The flies buzzed into the air.
Madame Lemaire had got up from her seat. With her hands laid flat upon the table she stared at the thread of white that was the limit of her vision. Then she lifted her hands and curved them, and put them above her eyes to form a shade. And then she moved and came out to the entrance of the arbour.
She had seen a black speck upon the road.
There was dust around it. As so often before she asked herself the question: "Who is it coming towards the inn from the desert?" But to-day she asked herself the question as she had never asked it before, with a sort of violence, with a passionate eagerness, with a leaping expectation. And she stepped right out into the road, as if she would go and meet the traveller, would hasten with stretched-out hands as to some welcome friend.
The sun dropped its burning rays upon her hair, and she realised her folly, took her hands from her eyes, and laughed to herself. Then she went back to the arbour and stood by the table waiting. Slowly— very slowly it seemed to Madame Lemaire— the black speck grew larger on the white. But there was very much dust to-day, and always the misty cloud was round it, stirred up by— was it a camel's padding feet, or the hoofs of a horse, or— ? She could not tell yet, but soon she would be able to tell.
Now it was approaching the watered land, was not far from the Spahis' tents. And a great fear came upon her that it might turn aside to them, that it might be perhaps a Spahi riding home from his patrol of the desert. She felt that she could not bear to be alone any longer; that if she could not see and speak to someone before sunset she must go mad.
The traveller passed before the Spahis' camp without turning aside; and now the dust was less, and Madame Lemaire could see that it was a Nomad mounted on a camel.
With a smothered exclamation she hurried into the inn. A sudden resolve possessed her. She would prepare a couscous. And then, if the Nomad desired to pass on without entering the inn, she would detain him.
She would offer him a couscous for nothing, only she must have company. Whoever the stranger was, however poor, however filthy, ragged, hideous, or even terrible, he must stay a while at the inn, distract her thoughts for an instant.
Without that she would go mad.
Quickly she began her preparations. There was time. He could not be here for twenty minutes yet, and the meal for a couscous was all ready. She had only to—
She moved frantically about the kitchen.
Twenty minutes later she heard the peevish roar of a camel from the road, and ran out to meet the Nomad, carrying the couscous. As she came into the arbour she noticed that it was already dark outside.
The night had fallen suddenly.
THAT NIGHT, as Lemaire and Bouvier were nearing the inn, riding slowly upon their mules, they heard before them in the darkness the angry snarling of a camel.
Almost immediately it died away.
"Madame has company," said Bouvier. "There's a customer at the Retour du Desert."
"Some damned Arab!" said Lemaire. "Come for a coffee or a couscous. Much good that'll do us!"
They rode on in silence. When they reached the inn, the road before it was empty.
"Mai foi," said Bouvier. "Nobody here! The camel was getting up, then, and Madame is alone again."
"Marie!" called Lemaire. "Marie! The absinthe!"
There was no reply.
"Marie! Nom d'un chien! Marie! The absinthe! Marie!"
He let his heavy body down from the mule.
"Where the devil is she? Marie! Marie!"
He went into the arbour, stumbled over something, and uttered a curse.
In reply to it there was a shrill and prolonged howl from the court.
"What is it? What's the dog up to?" said Bouvier, whipping out his revolver and following Lemaire. "The table knocked over! What's up? D'you think there's anything wrong?"
The Kabyle dog howled again, slunk into the arbour from the court, and pressed itself against Lemaire's legs. He gave it a kick in the ribs that sent it yelping into the night.
"Marie! Marie!"
There was the anger of alarm in his voice now; but no one answered his call.
Walking furtively, the two men passed through the doorway into the kitchen. Lemaire struck a match, lit a candle, took it in his hand, and they searched the inn, and the court, then returned to the arbour. In the arbour, close to the overturned table, they found a broken bowl, with a couscous scattered over the earth beside it. Several vine-leaves were trodden into the ground near by.
"Someone's been here," said Lemaire, staring at Bouvier in the candlelight, which flickered in his angry and distressed eyes. "Someone's been. She was bringing him a couscous. See here!"
He pointed with his foot.
Bouvier laughed uneasily.
"Perhaps," he said— "perhaps it was the Devil come for her. You remember! She said last night, if he came, she'd go with him."
The candle dropped from Lemaire's shaking hand.
"Damn you! Why d'you talk like that?" he exclaimed furiously. "She must be somewhere about. Let's have an absinthe. Perhaps she's gone to the village."
They had an absinthe and searched once more.
Presently Hadj, who was half mad with keef, joined them. The rumour of what was going forward had got about in the village; and other Arabs glided noiselessly through the night to share in the absinthe and the quest, for that night Lemaire forgot to lock up the bottle.
BUT the hostess of the inn at El-Kelf has not been seen again.
_________________
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1: Martin Detaille's Account of What Happened at the Vigna Marziali
MARCELLO'S VOICE IS PLEADING with me now, perhaps because after years of separation I have met an old acquaintance who had a part in his strange story. I have a longing to tell it, and have asked Monsieur Sutton to help me. He noted down the circumstances at the time, and he is willing to join his share to mine, that Marcello may be remembered.
One day, it was in spring, he appeared in my little studio amongst the laurels and green alleys of the Villa Medici. "Come, mon enfant," he said, "put up your paints"; and he unceremoniously took my palette out of my hand. "I have a cab waiting outside, and we are going in search of a hermitage." He was already washing my brushes as he spoke, and this softened my heart, for I hate to do it myself. Then he pulled off my velvet jacket and took down my respectable coat from a nail on the wall. I let him dress me like a child. We always did his will, and he knew it, and in a moment we were sitting in the cab, driving through the Via Sistina on our way to the Porta San Giovanni, whither he had directed the coachman to go.
I MUST TELL MY story as I can, for though I have been told by my comrades, who cannot know very well, that I can speak good English, writing it is another thing. Monsieur Sutton has asked me to use his tongue, because he has so far forgotten mine that he will not trust himself in it, though he has promised to correct my mistakes, that what I have to tell you may not seem ridiculous, and make people laugh when they read of Marcello. I tell him I wish to write this for my countrymen, not his; but he reminds me that Marcello had many English friends who still live, and that the English do not forget as we do. It is of no use to reason with him, for neither do they yield as we do, and so I have consented to his wish. I think he has a reason which he does not tell me, but let it go. I will translate it all into my own language for my own people. Your English phrases seem to me to be always walking sideways, or trying to look around the corner or stand upon their heads, and they have as many little tails as a kite. I will try not to have recourse to my own language, but he must pardon me if I forget myself. He may be sure I do not do it to offend him. Now that I have explained so much, let me go on.
When we had passed out of the Porta San Giovanni, the coachman drove as slowly as possible; but Marcello was never practical. How could he be, I ask you, with an Opera in his head? So we crawled along, and he gazed dreamily before him. At last, when we had reached the part where the little villas and vineyards begin, he began to look about him.
You all know how it is out there; iron gates with rusty names or initials over them, and beyond them straight walks bordered with roses and lavender leading up to a forlorn little casino, with trees and a wilderness behind it sloping down to the Campagna, lonely enough to be murdered in and no one to hear you cry. We stopped at several of these gates and Marcello stood looking in, but none of the places were to his taste. He seemed not to doubt that he might have whatever pleased him, but nothing did so. He would jump out and run to the gate, and return saying, "The shape of those windows would disturb my inspiration," or, "That yellow paint would make me fail my duet in the second Act"; and once he liked the air of the house well enough, but there were marigolds growing in the walk, and he hated them. So we drove on and on, until I thought we should find nothing more to reject. At last we came to one which suited him, though it was terribly lonely, and I should have fancied it very agaçant to live so far away from the world with nothing but those melancholy olives and green oaks— ilexes, you call them— for company.
"I shall live here and become famous!" he said, decidedly, as he pulled the iron rod which rang a great bell inside. We waited, and then he rang again very impatiently and stamped his foot.
"No one lives here, mon vieux! Come, it is getting late, and it is so damp out here, and you know that the damp for a tenor voice— " He stamped his foot again and interrupted me angrily.
"Why, then, have you got a tenor? You are stupid! A bass would be more sensible; nothing hurts it. But you have not got one, and you call yourself my friend! Go home without me." How could I, so far on foot? "Go and sing your lovesick songs to your lean English misses! They will thank you with a cup of abominable tea, and you will be in Paradise! This is my Paradise, and I shall stay until the angel comes to open it!"
He was very cross and unreasonable, and those were just the times when one loved him most, so I waited and enveloped my throat in my pocket handkerchief and sang a passage or two just to prevent my voice from becoming stiff in that damp air.
"Be still! silence yourself!" he cried. "I cannot hear if anyone is coming."
Someone came at last, a rough-looking sort of keeper, or guardiano as they are called there, who looked at us as though he thought we were mad. One of us certainly was, but it was not I. Marcello spoke pretty good Italian, with a French accent, it is true, but the man understood him, especially as he held his purse in his hand. I heard him say a great many impetuously persuasive things all in one breath, then he slipped a gold piece into the guardiano's horny hand, and the two turned towards the house, the man shrugging his shoulders in a resigned sort of way, and Marcello called out to me over his shoulder—
"Go home in the cab, or you will be late for your horrible English party! I am going to stay here tonight." Ma foi! I took his permission and left him; for a tenor voice is as tyrannical as a jealous woman. Besides, I was furious, and yet I laughed. His was the artist temperament, and appeared to us by turns absurd, sublime, and intensely irritating; but this last never for long, and we all felt that were we more like him our pictures would be worth more. I had not got as far as the city gate when my temper had cooled, and I began to reproach myself for leaving him in that lonely place with his purse full of money, for he was not poor at all, and tempting the dark guardiano to murder him. Nothing could be easier than to kill him in his sleep and bury him away somewhere under the olive trees or in some old vault of a ruined catacomb, so common on the borders of the Campagna. There were sure to be a hundred convenient places. I stopped the coachman and told him to turn back, but he shook his head and said something about having to be in the Piazza of St. Peter at eight o'clock. His horse began to go lame, as though he had understood his master and was his accomplice. What could I do? I said to myself that it was fate, and let him take me back to the Villa Medici, where I had to pay him a pretty sum for our crazy expedition, and then he rattled off, the horse not lame at all, leaving me bewildered at this strange afternoon.
I did not sleep well that night, though my tenor song had been applauded, and the English misses had caressed me much. I tried not to think of Marcello, and he did not trouble me much until I went to bed; but then I could not sleep, as I have told you.
I fancied him already murdered, and being buried in the darkness by the guardiano. I saw the man dragging his body, with the beautiful head thumping against the stones, down dark passages, and at last leaving it all bloody and covered with earth under a black arch in a recess, and coming back to count the gold pieces. But then again I fell asleep, and dreamed that Marcello was standing at the gate and stamping his foot; and then I slept no more, but got up as soon as the dawn came, and dressed myself and went to my studio at the end of the laurel walk. I took down my painting jacket, and remembered how he had pulled it off my shoulders. I took up the brushes he had washed for me; they were only half cleaned after all, and stiff with paint and soap. I felt glad to be angry with him, and sacré'd a little, for it made me sure that he was yet alive if I could scold at him. Then I pulled out my study of his head for my picture of Mucius Scaevola holding his hand in the flame, and then I forgave him; for who could look upon that face and not love it?
I worked with the fire of friendship in my brush, and did my best to endow the features with the expression of scorn and obstinacy I had seen at the gate. It could not have been more suitable to my subject! Had I seen it for the last time? You will ask me why I did not leave my work and go to see if anything had happened to him, but against this there were several reasons. Our yearly exhibition was not far off and my picture was barely painted in, and my comrades had sworn that it would not be ready. I was expecting a model for the King of the Etruscans; a man who cooked chestnuts in the Piazza Montanara, and who had consented to stoop to sit to me as a great favour; and then, to tell the truth, the morning was beginning to dispel my fancies. I had a good northern light to work by, with nothing sentimental about it, and I was not fanciful by nature; so when I sat down to my easel I told myself that I had been a fool, and that Marcello was perfectly safe: the smell of the paints helping me to feel practical again. Indeed, I thought every moment that he would come in, tired of his caprice already, and even was preparing and practising a little lecture for him. Some one knocked at my door, and I cried "Entrez!" thinking it was he at last, but no, it was Pierre Magnin.
"There is a curious man, a man of the country, who wants you," he said. "He has your address on a dirty piece of paper in Marcello's handwriting, and a letter for you, but he won't give it up. He says he must see 'il Signor Martino.' He'd make a superb model for a murderer! Come and speak to him, and keep him while I get a sketch of his head."
I followed Magnin through the garden, and outside, for the porter had not allowed him to enter, I found the guardiano of yesterday. He showed his white teeth, and said, 'Good day, signore,' like a Christian; and here in Rome he did not look half so murderous, only a stupid, brown, country fellow. He had a rough peasant-cart waiting, and he had tied up his shaggy horse to a ring in the wall. I held out my hand for the letter and pretended to find it difficult to read, for I saw Magnin standing with his sketch-book in the shadow of the entrance hall. The note said this: I have it still and I will copy it. It was written in pencil on a leaf torn from his pocketbook:
Mon vieux! I have passed a good night here, and the man will keep me as long as I like. Nothing will happen to me, except that I shall be divinely quiet, and I already have a famous motif in my head. Go to my lodgings and pack up some clothes and all my manuscripts, with plenty of music paper and a few bottles of Bordeaux, and give them to my messenger. Be quick about it!
Fame is preparing to descend upon me! If you care to see me, do not come before eight days. The gate will not be opened if you come sooner. The guardiano is my slave, and he has instructions to kill any intruder who in the guise of a friend tries to get in uninvited. He will do it, for he has confessed to me that he has murdered three men already.
(Of course this was a joke. I knew Marcello's way.)
When you come, go to the poste restante and fetch my letters. Here is my card to legitimate you. Don't forget pens and a bottle of ink!
Your Marcello.
There was nothing for it but to jump into the cart, tell Magnin, who had finished his sketch, to lock up my studio, and go bumping off to obey these commands. We drove to his lodgings in the Via del Governo Vecchio, and there I made a bundle of all that I could think of; the landlady hindering me by a thousand questions about when the Signore would return. He had paid for the rooms in advance, so she had no need to be anxious about her rent. When I told her where he was, she shook her head, and talked a great deal about the bad air out there, and said 'Poor Signorino!' in a melancholy way, as though he were already buried, and looked mournfully after us from the window when we drove away. She irritated me, and made me feel superstitious. At the corner of the Via del Tritone I jumped down and gave the man a franc out of pure sentimentality, and cried after him, 'Greet the Signore!' but he did not hear me, and jogged away stupidly whilst I was longing to be with him. Marcello was a cross to us sometimes, but we loved him always.
THE EIGHT DAYS went by sooner than I had thought they would, and Thursday came, bright and sunny, for my expedition. At one o'clock I descended into the Piazza di Spagna, and made a bargain with a man who had a well-fed horse, remembering how dearly Marcello's want of good sense had cost me a week ago, and we drove off at a good pace to the Vigna Marziali, as I was almost forgetting to say that it was called. My heart was beating, though I did not know why I should feel so much emotion. When we reached the iron gate the guardiano answered my ring directly, and I had no sooner set foot in the long flower-walk than I saw Marcello hastening to meet me.
"I knew you would come," he said, drawing my arm within his, and so we walked towards the little grey house, which had a sort of portico and several balconies, and a sun-dial on its front. There were grated windows down to the ground floor, and the place, to my relief, looked safe and habitable. He told me that the man did not sleep there, but in a little hut down towards the Campagna, and that he, Marcello, locked himself in safely every night, which I was also relieved to know.
"What do you get to eat?" said I.
"Oh, I have goat's flesh, and dried beans and polenta, with pecorino cheese, and there is plenty of black bread and sour wine," he answered smilingly. "You see I am not starved."
"Do not overwork yourself, mon vieux," I said; "you are worth more than your opera will ever be."
"Do I look overworked?" he said, turning his face to me in the broad, outdoor light. He seemed a little offended at my saying that about his opera, and I was foolish to do it.
I examined his face critically, and he looked at me half defiantly. "No, not yet," I answered rather unwillingly, for I could not say that he did; but there was a restless, inward look in his eyes, and an almost imperceptible shadow lay around them. It seemed to me as though the full temples had grown slightly hollow, and a sort of faint mist lay over his beauty, making it seem strange and far off. We were standing before the door, and he pushed it open, the guardiano following us with slow, loud-resounding steps.
"Here is my Paradise," said Marcello, and we entered the house, which was like all the others of its kind. A hall, with stucco bas-reliefs, and a stairway adorned with antique fragments, gave access to the upper rooms. Marcello ran up the steps lightly, and I heard him lock a door somewhere above and draw out the key, then he came and met me on the landing.
"This," he said, "is my workroom," and he threw open a low door. The key was in the lock, so this room could not be the one I heard him close. "Tell me I shall not write like an angel here!" he cried. I was so dazzled by the flood of bright sunshine after the dusk of the passage, that I blinked like an owl at first, and then I saw a large room, quite bare except for a rough table and chair, the chair covered with manuscript music.
"You are looking for the furniture," he said, laughing; "it is outside. Look here!" and he drew me to a rickety door of worm-eaten wood and coarse greenish glass, and flung it open on to a rusty iron balcony. He was right; the furniture was outside: that is to say, a divine view met my eyes. The Sabine Mountains, the Alban Hills, and broad Campagna, with its mediaeval towers and ruined aqueducts, and the open plain to the sea. All this glowing and yet calm in the sunlight. No wonder he could write there! The balcony ran round the corner of the house, and to the right I looked down upon an alley of ilexes, ending in a grove of tall laurel trees— very old, apparently. There were bits of sculpture and some ancient sarcophagi standing gleaming against them, and even from so high I could hear a little stream of water pouring from an antique mask into a long, rough trough. I saw the brown guardiano digging at his cabbages and onions, and I laughed to think that I could fancy him a murderer! He had a little bag of relics, which dangled to and fro over his sun-burned breast, and he looked very innocent when he sat down upon an old column to eat a piece of black bread with an onion which he had just pulled out of the ground, slicing it with a knife not at all like a dagger. But I kept my thoughts to myself, for Marcello would have laughed at them. We were standing together, looking down at the man as he drank from his hands at the running fountain, and Marcello now leaned down over the balcony, and called out a long "Ohé!" The lazy guardiano looked up, nodded, and then got up slowly from the stone where he had been half-kneeling to reach the jet of water.
"We are going to dine," Marcello explained. "I have been waiting for you." Presently he heard the man's heavy tread upon the stairs, and he entered bearing a strange meal in a basket.
There came to light pecorino cheese made from ewe's milk, black bread of the consistency of a stone, a great bowl of salad apparently composed of weeds, and a sausage which filled the room with a strong smell of garlic. Then he disappeared and came back with a dish full of ragged-looking goat's flesh cooked together with a mass of smoking polenta, and I am not sure that there was not oil in it.
"I told you I lived well, and now you see!" said Marcello. It was a terrible meal, but I had to eat it, and was glad to have some rough, sour wine to help me, which tasted of earth and roots. When we had finished I said, "And your opera! How are you getting on?"
"Not a word about that!" he cried. "You see how I have written!" and he turned over a heap of manuscript; "but do not talk to me about it. I will not lose my ideas in words." This was not like Marcello, who loved to discuss his work, and I looked at him astonished.
"Come," he said, "we will go down into the garden, and you shall tell me about the comrades. What are they doing? Has Magnin found a model for his Clytemnestra?"
I humoured him, as I always did, and we sat upon a stone bench behind the house, looking towards the laurel grove, talking of the pictures and the students. I wanted to walk down the ilex alley, but he stopped me.
"If you are afraid of the damp, don't go down there," he said, "the place is like a vault. Let us stay here and be thankful for this heavenly view."
"Well, let us stay here," I answered, resigned as ever. He lit a cigar and offered me one in silence. If he did not care to talk, I could be still too. From time to time he made some indifferent observation, and I answered it in the same tone. It almost seemed to me as though we, the old heart-comrades, had become strangers who had not known each other a week, or as though we had been so long apart that we had grown away from each other. There was something about him which escaped me. Yes, the days of solitude had indeed put years and a sort of shyness, or rather ceremony, between us! It did not seem natural to me now to clap him on the back, and make the old, harmless jokes at him. He must have felt the constraint too, for we were like children who had looked forward to a game, and did not know now what to play at.
At six o'clock I left him. It was not like parting with Marcello. I felt rather as though I should find my old friend in Rome that evening, and here only left a shadowy likeness of him. He accompanied me to the gate, and pressed my hand, and for a moment the true Marcello looked out of his eyes; but we called out no last word to each other as I drove away. I had only said, "Let me know when you want me," and he said, "Merci!" and all the way back to Rome I felt a chill upon me, his hand had been so cold, and I thought and thought what could be the matter with him.
That evening I spoke out my anxiety to Pierre Magnin, who shook his head and declared that malaria fever must be taking hold of him, and that people often begin to show it by being a little odd.
"He must not stay there! We must get him away as soon as possible," I cried.
"We both know Marcello, and that nothing can make him stir against his will," said Pierre. "Let him alone, and he will get tired of his whim. It will not kill him to have a touch of malaria, and some evening he will turn up amongst us as merry as ever."
But he did not. I worked hard at my picture and finished it, but for a few touches, and he had not yet appeared. Perhaps it was the extreme application, perhaps the sitting out in that damp place, for I insist upon tracing it to something more material than emotion. Well, whatever it was, I fell ill; more ill than I had even been in my life. It was almost twilight when it overtook me, and I remember it distinctly, though I forget what happened afterwards, or, rather, I never knew, for I was found by Magnin quite unconscious, and he has told me that I remained so for some time, and then became delirious, and talked of nothing but Marcello. I have told you that it was very nearly twilight; but just at the moment when the sun is gone the colours show in their true value. Artists know this, and I was putting last touches here and there to my picture and especially to my head of Mucius Scaevola, or rather, Marcello.
The rest of the picture came out well enough; but that head, which should have been the principal one, seemed faded and sunk in. The face appeared to grow paler and paler, and to recede from me; a strange veil spread over it, and the eyes seemed to close. I am not easily frightened, and I know what tricks some peculiar methods of colour will play by certain lights, for the moment I spoke of had gone, and the twilight greyness had set in; so I stepped back to look at it. Just then the lips, which had become almost white, opened a little, and sighed! An illusion, of course. I must have been very ill and quite delirious already, for to my imagination it was a real sigh, or, rather, a sort of exhausted gasp. Then it was that I fainted, I suppose, and when I came to myself I was in my bed, with Magnin and Monsieur Sutton standing by me, and a Soeur de Charité moving softly about among medicine bottles, and speaking in whispers. I stretched out my hands, and they were thin and yellow, with long, pale nails; and I heard Magnin's voice, which sounded very far away, say, "Dieu merci!" And now Monsieur Sutton will tell you what I did not know until long afterwards.
2: Robert Sutton's Account of What Happened at the Vigna Marziali
I AM ATTACHED to Detaille, and was very glad to be of use to him, but I never fully shared his admiration for Marcello Souvestre, though I appreciated his good points. He was certainly very promising— I must say that. But he was an odd, flighty sort of fellow, not of the kind which we English care to take the trouble to understand. It is my business to write stories, but not having need of such characters I have never particularly studied them. As I say, I was glad to be of use to Detaille, who is a thorough good fellow, and I willingly gave up my work to go and sit by his bedside. Magnin knew that I was a friend of his, and very properly came to me when he found that Detaille's illness was a serious one and likely to last for a long time. I found him perfectly delirious, and raving about Marcello.
"Tell me what the motif is! I know it is a Marche Funèbre!" And here he would sing a peculiar melody, which, as I have a knack at music, I noted down, it being like nothing I had heard before. The Sister of Charity looked at me with severe eyes; but how could she know that all is grist for our mill, and that observation becomes with us a mechanical habit? Poor Detaille kept repeating this curious melody over and over, and then would stop and seem to be looking at his picture, crying that it was fading away.
"Marcello! Marcello! You are fading too! Let me come to you!" He was as weak as a baby, and could not have moved from his bed unless in the strength of delirium.
"I cannot come!" he went on; "they have tied me down." And here he made as though he were trying to gnaw through a rope at his wrists, and then burst into tears. "Will no one go for me and bring me a word from you? Ah! if I could know that you are alive!"
Magnin looked at me. I knew what he was thinking. He would not leave his comrade, but I must go. I don't mind acknowledging that I did not undertake this unwillingly. To sit by Detaille's bedside and listen to his ravings enervated me, and what Magnin wanted struck me as troublesome but not uninteresting to one of my craft, so I agreed to go. I had heard all about Marcello's strange seclusion from Magnin and Detaille himself, who lamented over it openly in his simple way at supper at the Academy, where I was a frequent guest.
I knew that it would be useless to ring at the gate of the Vigna Marziali. Not only should I not be admitted, but I should arouse Marcello's anger and suspicion, for I did not for a moment believe that he was not alive, though I thought it very possible that he was becoming a little crazy, as his countrymen are so easily put off their balance. Now, odd people are oddest late in the day and at evening time. Their nerves lose the power of resistance then, and the real man gets the better of them. So I determined to try to discover something at night, reflecting also that I should be safer from detection then. I knew his liking for wandering about when he ought to be in his bed, and I did not doubt that I should get a glimpse of him, and that was really all I needed.
My first step was to take a long walk out of the Porta San Giovanni, and this I did in the early morning, tramping along steadily until I came to an iron gate on the right of the road, with VIGNA MARZIALI over it; and then I walked straight on, never stopping until I had reached a little bushy lane running down towards the Campagna to the right. It was pebbly, and quite shut in by luxuriant ivy and elder bushes, and it bore deep traces of the last heavy rains. These had evidently been effaced by no footprints, so I concluded that it was little used. Down this path I made my way cautiously, looking behind and before me, from a habit contracted in my lonely wanderings in the Abruzzi. I had a capital revolver with me— an old friend— and I feared no man; but I began to feel a dramatic interest in my undertaking, and determined that it should not be crossed by any disagreeable surprises. The lane led me further down the plain than I had reckoned upon, for the bushy edge shut out the view; and when I had got to the bottom and faced round, the Vigna Marziali was lying quite far to my left. I saw at a glance that behind the grey casino an alley of ilexes ended in a laurel grove; then there were plantations of kitchen stuff, with a sort of thatched cabin in their midst, probably that of a gardener. I looked about for a kennel, but saw none, so there was no watchdog. At the end of this primitive kitchen garden was a broad patch of grass, bounded by a fence, which I could take at a spring. Now, I knew my way, but I could not resist tracing it out a little further. It was well that I did so, for I found just within the fence a sunken stream, rather full at the time, in consequence of the rains, too deep to wade and too broad to jump. It struck me that it would be easy enough to take a board from the fence and lay it over for a bridge. I measured the breadth with my eye, and decided the board would span it; then I went back as I had come, and returned to find Detaille still raving.
As he could understand nothing it seemed to me rather a fool's errand to go off in search of comfort for him; but a conscious moment might come, and moreover, I began to be interested in my undertaking; and so I agreed with Magnin that I should go and take some food and rest and return to the Vigna that night. I told my landlady that I was going into the country and should return the next day, and I went to Nazarri's and laid in a stock of sandwiches and filled my flask with something they called sherry, for, though I was no great wine-drinker, I feared the night chill.
It was about seven o'clock when I started, and I retraced my morning's steps exactly. As I reached the lane, it occurred to me that it was still too light for me to pass unobserved over the stream, and I made a place for myself under the hedge and lay down, quite screened by the thick curtain of tangled overhanging ivy.
I must have been out of training, and tired by the morning's walk, for I fell asleep. When I awoke it was night; the stars were shining, a dank mist made its way down my throat, and I felt stiff and cold. I took a pull at my flask, finding it nasty stuff, but it warmed me. Then I rang my repeater, which struck a quarter to eleven, got up and shook myself free of the leaves and brambles, and went on down the lane. When I got to the fence I sat down and thought the thing over. What did I expect to discover? What was there to discover? Nothing! Nothing but that Marcello was alive; and that was no discovery at all for I felt sure of it. I was a fool, and had let myself be allured by the mere stage nonsense and mystery of the business, and a mouse would creep out of this mountain of precautions! Well, at least, I could turn it to account by describing my own absurd behaviour in some story yet to be written, and, as it was not enough for a chapter, I would add to it by further experience. "Come along!" I said to myself. "You're an ass, but it may prove instructive." I raised the top board from the fence noiselessly. There was a little stile there, and the boards were easily moved. I laid down my bridge with some difficulty, and stepped carefully across, and made my way to the laurel grove as quickly and noiselessly as possible.
There all was thick darkness, and my eyes only grew slowly accustomed to it. After all there was not much to see; some stone seats in a semi-circle, and some fragments of columns set upright with antique busts upon them. Then a little to the right a sort of arch, with apparently some steps descending into the ground, probably the entrance to some discovered branch of a catacomb. In the midst of the enclosure, not a very large one, stood a stone table, deeply fixed in the earth. No one was there; of that I felt certain, and I sat down, having now got used to the gloom, and fell to eat my sandwiches, for I was desperately hungry.
NOW that I had come so far, was nothing to take place to repay me for my trouble? It suddenly struck me that it was absurd to expect Marcello to come out to meet me and perform any mad antics he might be meditating there before my eyes for my especial satisfaction. Why had I supposed that something would take place in the grove I do not know, except that this seemed a fit place for it. I would go and watch the house, and if I saw a light anywhere I might be sure he was within. Any fool might have thought of that, but a novelist lays the scene of his drama and expects his characters to slide about in the grooves like puppets. It is only when mine surprise me that I feel they are alive. When I reached the end of the ilex alley I saw the house before me. There were more cabbages and onions after I had left the trees, and I saw that in this open space I could easily be perceived by any one standing on the balcony above. As I drew back again under the ilexes, a window above, not the one on the balcony, was suddenly lighted up; but the light did not remain long, and presently a gleam shone through the glass oval over the door below.
I had just time to spring behind the thickest trunk near me when the door opened. I took advantage of its creaking to creep up the slanting tree like a cat, and lie out upon a projecting branch.
As I expected, Marcello came out. He was very pale, and moved mechanically like a sleepwalker. I was shocked to see how hollow his face had become as he held the candle still lighted in his hand, and it cast deep shadows on his sunken cheeks and fixed eyes, which burned wildly and seemed to see nothing. His lips were quite white, and so drawn that I could see his gleaming teeth. Then the candle fell from his hand, and he came slowly and with a curiously regular step on into the darkness of the ilexes, I watching him from above. But I scarcely think he would have noticed me had I been standing in his path. When he had passed I let myself down and followed him. I had taken off my shoes, and my tread was absolutely noiseless; moreover, I felt sure he would not turn around.
On he went with the same mechanical step until he reached the grove. There I knelt behind an old sarcophagus at the entrance, and waited. What would he do? He stood perfectly still, not looking about him, but as though the clockwork within him had suddenly stopped. I felt that he was becoming psychologically interesting, after all. Suddenly he threw up his arms as men do when they are mortally wounded on the battlefield, and I expected to see him fall at full length. Instead of this he made a step forward.
I looked in the same direction, and saw a woman, who must have concealed herself there while I was waiting before the house, come from out of the gloom, and as she slowly approached and laid her head upon his shoulder, the outstretched arms clasped themselves closely around her, so that her face was hidden upon his neck.
So this was the whole matter, and I had been sent off on a wild-goose chase to spy out a common love affair! His opera and his seclusion for the sake of work, his tyrannical refusal to see Detaille unless he sent for him— all this was but a mask to a vulgar intrigue which, for reasons best known to himself, could not be indulged in, in the city. I was thoroughly angry! If Marcello passed his time mooning about in that damp hole all night, no wonder that he looked so wretchedly ill, and seemed half mad! I knew very well that Marcello was no saint. Why should he be? But I had not taken him for a fool! He had had plenty of romantic episodes, and as he was discreet without being uselessly mysterious, no one had ever unduly pryed into them, nor should we have done so now. I said to myself that that mixture of French and Italian blood was at the bottom of it; French flimsiness and light-headedness and Italian love of cunning! I looked back upon all the details of my mysterious expedition. I suppose at the root of my anger lay a certain dramatic disappointment at not finding him lying murdered, and I despised myself for all the trouble I had taken to this ridiculous end: just to see him holding a woman in his arms. I could not see her face, and her figure was enveloped from head to foot in something long and dark; but I could make out that she was tall and slender, and that a pair of white hands gleamed from her drapery. As I was looking intently, for all my indignation, the couple moved on, and still clinging to one another descended the steps. So even the solitude of the lonely laurel grove could not satisfy Marcello's insane love of secrecy! I kept still awhile; then I stole to where they had disappeared, and listened; but all was silent, and I cautiously struck a match and peered down. I could see the steps for a short distance below me, and then the darkness seemed to rise and swallow them. It must be a catacomb as I had imagined, or an old Roman bath, perhaps, which Marcello had made comfortable enough, no doubt, and as likely as not they were having a nice little cold supper there. My empty stomach told me that I could have forgiven him even then could I have shared it; I was in truth frightfully hungry as well as angry, and sat down on one of the stone benches to finish my sandwiches.
The thought of waiting to see this love-sick pair return to upper earth never for a moment occurred to me. I had found out the whole thing, and a great humbug it was! Now I wanted to get back to Rome before my temper had cooled, and to tell Magnin on what a fool's errand he had sent me. If he liked to quarrel with me, all the better!
All the way home I composed cutting French speeches, but they suddenly cooled and petrified like a gust of lava from a volcano when I discovered that the gate was closed. I had never thought of getting a pass, and Magnin ought to have warned me. Another grievance against the fellow! I enjoyed my resentment, and it kept me warm as I patrolled up and down. There are houses, and even small eating-shops outside the gate, but no light was visible, and I did not care to attract attention by pounding at the doors in the middle of the night; so I crept behind a bit of wall. I was getting used to hiding by this time, and made myself as comfortable as I could with my ulster, took another pull at my flask, and waited. At last the gate was opened and I slipped through, trying not to look as though I had been out all night like a bandit. The guard looked at me narrowly, evidently wondering at my lack of luggage. Had I had a knapsack I might have been taken for some innocently mad English tourist indulging in the mistaken pleasure of trudging in from Frascati or Albano; but a man in an ulster, with his hands in his pockets, sauntering in at the gate of the city at break of day as though returning from a stroll, naturally puzzled the officials, who looked at me and shrugged their shoulders.
Luckily I found an early cab in the Piazza of the Lateran, for I was dead-beat, and was soon at my lodgings in the Via della Croce, where my landlady let me in very speedily. Then at last I had the comfort of throwing off my clothes, all damp with the night dew, and turning in. My wrath had cooled to a certain point, and I did not fear to lower its temperature too greatly by yielding to an overwhelming desire for sleep. An hour or two could make no great difference to Magnin— let him fancy me still hanging about the Vigna Marziali! Sleep I must have, no matter what he thought.
I slept long, and was awakened at last by my landlady, Sora Nanna, standing over me, and saying, "There is a Signore who wants you."
"It is I, Magnin!" said a voice behind her. "I could not wait for you to come!" He looked haggard with anxiety and watching.
"Detaille is raving still," he went on, "only worse than before. Speak, for Heaven's sake! Why don't you tell me something?" And he shook me by the arm as though he thought I was still asleep.
"Have you nothing to say? You must have seen something! Did you see Marcello?"
"Oh! yes, I saw him."
"Well?"
"Well, he was very comfortable— quite alive. He had a woman's arms around him."
I heard my door violently slammed to, a ferocious "Sacré gamin!" and then steps springing down the stairs. I felt perfectly happy at having made such an impression, and turned and resumed my broken sleep with almost a kindly feeling towards Magnin, who was at that moment probably tearing up the Spanish Scalinata two steps at a time, and making himself horribly hot. It could not help Detaille, poor fellow! He could not understand my news. When I had slept long enough I got up, refreshed myself with a bath and something to eat, and went off to see Detaille. It was not his fault that I had been made a fool of, so I felt sorry for him.
I found him raving just as I had left him the day before, only worse, as Magnin said. He persisted in continually crying, "Marcello, take care! no one can save you!" in hoarse, weak tones, but with the regularity of a knell, keeping up a peculiar movement with his feet, as though he were weary with a long road, but must press forward to his goal. Then he would stop and break into childish sobs.
"My feet are so sore," he murmured piteously, "and I am so tired! But I will come! They are following me, but I am strong!" Then a violent struggle with his invisible pursuers, in which he would break off into that singing of his, alternating with the warning cry. The singing voice was quite another from the speaking one. He went on and on repeating the singular air which he had himself called A Funeral March, and which had become intensely disagreeable to me. If it was one indeed, it surely was intended for no Christian burial. As he sang, the tears kept trickling down his cheeks, and Magnin sat wiping them away as tenderly as a woman. Between his song he would clasp his hands, feebly enough, for he was very weak when the delirium did not make him violent, and cry in heart-rending tones, "Marcello, I shall never see you again! Why did you leave us?" At last, when he stopped for a moment, Magnin left his side, beckoning the Sister to take it, and drew me into the other room, closing the door behind him.
"Now tell me exactly how you saw Marcello," said he; so I related my whole absurd experience— forgetting, however, my personal irritation, for he looked too wretched and worn for anybody to be angry with him. He made me repeat several times my description of Marcello's face and manner as he had come out of the house. That seemed to make more impression upon him than the love-business.
"Sick people have strange intuitions," he said gravely; "and I persist in thinking that Marcello is very ill and in danger. Tenez!" And here he broke off, went to the door, and called, "Ma Sœur!" under his breath. She understood, and after having drawn the bedclothes straight, and once more dried the trickling tears, she came noiselessly to where we stood, the wet handkerchief still in her hand. She was a singularly tall and strong-looking woman, with piercing black eyes and a self-controlled manner. Strange to say, she bore the adopted name of Claudius, instead of a more feminine one.
"Ma Sœur," said Magnin, "at what o'clock was it that he sprang out of bed and we had to hold him for so long?"
"Half-past eleven and a few minutes," she answered promptly. Then he turned to me.
"At what time did Marcello come out into the garden?"
"Well, it might have been half-past eleven," I answered unwillingly. "I should say that three-quarters of an hour might possibly have passed since I rang my repeater. Mind you, I won't swear it!" I hate to have people try to prove mysterious coincidences, and this was just what they were attempting.
"Are you sure of the hour, ma Sœur?" I asked, a little tartly.
She looked at me calmly with her great, black eyes, and said:
"I heard the Trinità de' Monti strike the half-hour just before it happened."
"Be so good as to tell Monsieur Sutton exactly what took place," said Magnin.
"One moment, Monsieur," and she went swiftly and softly to Detaille, raised him on her strong arm, and held a glass to his lips, from which he drank mechanically. Then she came and stood where she could watch him through the open door.
"He hears nothing," she said, as she hung the handkerchief to dry over a chair; and then she went on. "It was half-past eleven, and my patient had been very uneasy— that is to say, more so even than before. It might have been four or five minutes after the dock had finished striking that he became suddenly quite still, and then began to tremble all over, so that the bed shook with him." She spoke admirable English, as many of the Sisters do, so I need not translate, but will give her own words.
"He went on trembling until I thought he was going to have a fit, and told Monsieur Magnin to be ready to go for the doctor, when just then the trembling stopped, he became perfectly stiff, his hair stood up upon his head, and his eyes seemed coming out of their sockets, though he could see nothing, for I passed the candle before them. All at once he sprang out of his bed and rushed to the door. I did not know he was so strong. Before he got there I had him in my arms, for he has become very light, and I carried him back to bed again, though he was struggling, like a child. Monsieur Magnin came in from the next room just as he was trying to get up again, and we held him down until it was past, but he screamed Monsieur Souvestre's name for a long time after that. Afterwards he was very cold and exhausted, of course, and I gave him some beef-tea, though it was not the hour for it."
"I think you had better tell the Sister all about it," said Magnin turning to me. "It is the best that the nurse should know everything."
"Very well," said I; "though I do not think it's much in her line." She answered me herself: "Everything which concerns our patients is our business. Nothing shocks me." Thereupon she sat down and thrust her hands into her long sleeves, prepared to listen. I repeated the whole affair as I had done to Magnin. She never took her brilliant eyes from off my face, and listened as coolly as though she had been a doctor hearing an account of a difficult case, though to me it seemed almost sacrilege to be describing the behaviour of a love-stricken youth to a Sister of Charity.
"What do you say to that, ma Sœur?" asked Magnin, when I had done.
"I say nothing, monsieur. It is sufficient that I know it"; and she withdrew her hands from her sleeves, took up the handkerchief, which was dry by this time, and returned quietly to her place at the bedside.
"I wonder if I have shocked her, after all?" I said to Magnin.
"Oh, no," he answered. "They see many things, and a Sœur is as abstract as a confessor; they do not allow themselves any personal feelings. I have seen Sœur Claudius listen perfectly unmoved to the most abominable ravings, only crossing herself beneath her cape at the most hideous blasphemies. It was late summer when poor Justin Revol died. You were not here." Magnin put his hand to his forehead.
"You are looking ill yourself," I said. "Go and try to sleep, and I will stay."
"Very well," he answered; "but I cannot rest unless you promise to remember everything he says, that I may hear it when I wake"; and he threw himself down on the hard sofa like a sack, and was asleep in a moment; and I, who had felt so angry with him but a few hours ago, put a cushion under his head and made him comfortable.
I sat down in the next room and listened to Detaille's monotonous ravings, while Sœur Claudius read in her book of prayers. It was getting dusk, and several of the academicians stole in and stood over the sick man and shook their heads. They looked around for Magnin, but I pointed to the other room with my finger on my lips, and they nodded and went away on tiptoe.
It required no effort of memory to repeat Detaille's words to Magnin when he woke, for they were always the same. We had another Sister that night, and as Sœur Claudius was not to return till the next day at midday, I offered to share the watch with Magnin, who was getting very nervous and exhausted, and who seemed to think that some such attack might be expected as had occurred the night before. The new sister was a gentle, delicate-looking little woman, with tears in her soft brown eyes as she bent over the sick man, and crossed herself from time to time, grasping the crucifix which hung from the beads at her waist. Nevertheless she was calm and useful, and as punctual as Sœur Claudius herself in giving the medicines.
The doctor had come in the evening, and prescribed a change in these. He would not say what he thought of his patient, but only declared that it was necessary to wait for a crisis. Magnin sent for some supper, and we sat over it together in the silence, neither of us hungry. He kept looking at his watch.
"If the same thing happens tonight, he will die!" said he, and laid his head on his arms.
"He will die in a most foolish cause, then," I said angrily, for I thought he was going to cry, as those Frenchmen have a way of doing, and I wanted to irritate him by way of a tonic; so I went on—
"It would be dying for a vaurien who is making an ass of himself in a ridiculous business which will be over in a week! Souvestre may get as much fever as he likes! Only don't ask me to come and nurse him."
"It is not the fever," said he slowly, "it is a horrible nameless dread that I have; I suppose it is listening to Detaille that makes me nervous. Hark!" he added, "it strikes eleven. We must watch!"
"If you really expect another attack you had better warn the Sister," I said; so he told her in a few words what might happen.
"Very well, monsieur," she answered, and sat down quietly near the bed, Magnin at the pillow and I near him. No sound was to be heard but Detaille's ceaseless lament.
And now, before I tell you more, I must stop to entreat you to believe me. It will be almost impossible for you to do so, I know, for I have laughed myself at such tales, and no assurances would have made me credit them. But I, Robert Sutton, swear that this thing happened. More I cannot do. It is the truth.
We had been watching Detaille intently. He was lying with closed eyes, and had been very restless. Suddenly he became quite still, and then began to tremble, exactly as Sœur Claudius had described. It was a curious, uniform trembling, apparently in every fibre, and his iron bedstead shook as though strong hands were at its head and foot. Then came the absolute rigidity she had also described, and I do not exaggerate when I say that not only did his short-cropped hair seem to stand erect, but that it literally did so. A lamp cast the shadow of his profile against the wall to the left of his bed, and as I looked at the immovable outline which seemed painted on the wall, I saw the hair slowly rise until the line where it joined the forehead was quite a different one— abrupt instead of a smooth sweep. His eyes opened wide and were frightfully fixed, then as frightfully strained, but they certainly did not see us.
We waited breathlessly for what might follow. The little Sister was standing close to him, her lips pressed together and a little pale, but very calm. "Do not be frightened, ma Sœur," whispered Magnin; and she answered in a business-like tone, "No, monsieur," and drew still nearer to her patient, and took his hands, which were stiff as those of a corpse, between her own to warm them. I laid mine upon his heart; it was beating so imperceptibly that I almost thought it had stopped, and as I leaned my face to his lips I could feel no breath issue from them. It seemed as though the rigour would last for ever.
Suddenly, without any transition, he hurled himself with enormous force, and literally at one bound, almost into the middle of the room, scattering us aside like leaves in the wind. I was upon him in a moment, grappling with him with all my strength, to prevent him from reaching the door. Magnin had been thrown backwards against the table, and I heard the medicine bottles crash with his fall. He had flung back his hand to save himself, and rushed to help me with blood dripping from a cut in his wrist. The little Sister sprang to us. Detaille had thrown her violently back upon her knees, and now, with a nurse's instinct, she tried to throw a shawl over his bare breast. We four must have made a strange group!
Four? We were five! Marcello Souvestre stood before us, just within the door! We all saw him, for he was there. His bloodless face was turned towards us unmoved; his hands hung by his side as white as his face; only his eyes had life in them; they were fixed on Detaille.
"Thank God you have come at last!" I cried. "Don't stand there like a fool! Help us, can't you?" But he never moved. I was furiously angry, and, leaving my hold, sprang upon him to drag him forwards. My outstretched hands struck hard against the door, and I felt a thing like a spider's web envelop me. It seemed to draw itself over my mouth and eyes, and to blind and choke me, and then to flutter and tear and float from me.
Marcello was gone!
Detaille had slipped from Magnin's hold, and lay in a heap upon the floor, as though his limbs were broken. The Sister was trembling violently as she knelt over him and tried to raise his head. We gazed at one another, stooped and lifted him in our arms, and carried him back to his bed, while Sœur Marie quietly collected the broken phials.
"You saw it, ma Sœur?" I heard Magnin whisper hoarsely.
"Yes, monsieur!" she only answered, in a trembling voice, holding on to her crucifix. Then she said in a professional tone—
"Will monsieur let me bind up his wrist?" And though her fingers trembled and his hand was shaking, the bandage was an irreproachable one.
Magnin went into the next room, and I heard him throw himself heavily into a chair. Detaille seemed to be sleeping. His breath came regularly; his eyes were closed with a look of peace about the lids, his hands lying in a natural way upon the quilt. He had not moved since we laid him there. I went softly to where Magnin was sitting in the dark. He did not move, but only said: "Marcello is dead!"
"He is either dead or dying," I answered, "and we must go to him."
"Yes," Magnin whispered, "we must go to him, but we shall not reach him."
"We will go as soon as it is light," I said, and then we were still again.
When the morning came at last he went and found a comrade to take his place, and only said to Sœur Marie, "It is not necessary to speak of this night"; and at her quiet, "You are right, monsieur," we felt we could trust her. Detaille was still sleeping. Was this the crisis the doctor had expected? Perhaps; but surely not in such fearful form. I insisted upon my companion having some breakfast before we started, and I breakfasted myself, but I cannot say I tasted what passed between my lips.
We engaged a closed carriage, for we did not know what we might bring home with us, though neither of us spoke out his thoughts. It was early morning still when we reached the Vigna Marziali, and we had not exchanged a word all the way. I rang at the bell, while the coachman looked on curiously. It was answered promptly by the guardiano, of whom Detaille has already told you.
"Where is the Signore?" I asked through the gate.
"Chi lo sa?" he answered, "He is here, of course; he has not left the Vigna. Shall I call him?"
"Call him?" I knew that no mortal voice could reach Marcello now, but I tried to fancy he was still alive.
"No," I said. "Let us in. We want to surprise him; he will be pleased."
The man hesitated, but he finally opened the gate, and we entered, leaving the carriage to wait outside. We went straight to the house; the door at the back was wide-open. There had been a gale in the night, and it had torn some leaves and bits of twigs from the trees and blown them into the entrance hall. They lay scattered across the threshold, and were evidence that the door had remained open ever since they had fallen. The guardiano left us, probably to escape Marcello's anger at having let us in, and we went up the stairs unhindered, Magnin foremost, for he knew the house better than I, from Detaille's description. He had told him about the corner room with the balcony, and we pretended that Marcello might be there, absorbed betimes in his work, but we did not call him.
He was not there. His papers were strewn over the table as though he had been writing, but the inkstand was dry and full of dust; he could not have used it for days. We went silently into the other chambers. Perhaps he was still asleep? But, no! We found his bed untouched, so he could not have lain in it that night. The rooms were all unlocked but one, and this closed door made our hearts beat. Marcello could scarcely be there, however, for there was no key in the lock; I saw the daylight shining through the key-hole. We called his name, but there came no answer. We knocked loudly; still no sign from within; so I put my shoulder to the door, which was old and cracked in several places, and succeeded in bursting it open.
Nothing was there but a sculptor's modelling-stand, with something upon it covered with a white cloth, and the modelling-tools on the floor. At the sight of the cloth, still damp, we drew a deep breath. It could have hung there for many hours, certainly not for twenty-four. We did not raise it.
"He would be vexed," said Magnin, and I nodded, for it is accounted almost a crime in the artists' world to unveil a sculptor's work behind his back. We expressed no surprise at the fact of his modelling: a ban seemed to lie upon our tongues. The cloth hung tightly to the object beneath it, and showed us the outline of a woman's head and rounded-bust, and so veiled we left her. There was a little winding stair leading out of the passage, and we climbed it, to find ourselves in a sort of belvedere, commanding a superb view. It was a small, open terrace, on the roof of the house, and we saw at a glance that no one was there.
We had now been all over the casino, which was small and simply built, being evidentally intended only for short summer use. As we stood leaning over the balustrade we could look down into the garden. No one was there but the guardiano, lying amongst his cabbages with his arms behind his head, half asleep. The laurel grove had been in my mind from the beginning, only it had seemed more natural to go to the house first. Now we descended the stairs silently and directed our steps thither.
As we approached it, the guardiano came towards us lazily.
"Have you seen the Signore?" he asked, and his stupidly placid face showed me that he, at least, had no hand in his disappearance.
"No, not yet," I answered, "but we shall come across him somewhere, no doubt. Perhaps he has gone to take a walk, and we will wait for him. What is this?" I went on, trying to seem careless. We were standing now by the little arch of which you know.
"This?" said he; "I have never been down there, but they say it is something old. Do the Signori want to see it? I will fetch a lantern."
I nodded, and he went off to his cabin. I had a couple of candles in my pocket, for I had intended to explore the place, should we not find Marcello. It was there that he had disappeared that night, and my thoughts had been busy with it; but I kept my candles concealed, reflecting that they would give our search an air of premeditation which would excite curiosity.
"When did you see the Signore last?" I asked, when he had returned with the lantern.
"I brought him his supper yesterday evening."
"At what o'clock?"
"It was the Ave Maria, Signore," he replied. "He always sups then."
It would be useless to put any more questions. He was evidently utterly unobserving, and would lie to please us.
"Let me go first," said Magnin, taking the lantern. We set our feet upon the steps; a cold air seemed to fill our lungs and yet to choke us, and a thick darkness lay beneath. The steps, as I could see by the light of my candle, were modern, as well as the vaulting above them. A tablet was let into the wall, and in spite of my excitement I paused to read it, perhaps because I was glad to delay whatever awaited us below. It ran thus:
Questo antico sepolcro
Romano scoprì il Conte Marziali
nell' anno 1853,
e piamente conservò.
In plain English:
"Count Marziali discovered this ancient Roman sepulchre in the year 1853, and piously preserved it."
I read it more quickly than it has taken time to write here, and hurried after Magnin, whose footsteps sounded faintly below me. As I hastened, a draught of cold air extinguished my candle, and I was trying to make my way down by feeling along the wall, which was horribly dark and clammy, when my heart stood still at a cry from far beneath me— a cry of horror!
"Where are you?" I shouted; but Magnin was calling my name, and could not hear me. "I am here. I am in the dark!"
I was making haste as fast as I could, but there were several turnings.
"I have found him!" came up from below.
"Alive?" I shouted. No answer.
One last short flight brought me face to face with the gleam of the lantern. It came from a low doorway, and within stood Magnin, peering into the darkness. I knew by his face, as he held the light high above him, that our fears were realized.
Yes; Marcello was there. He was lying stretched upon the floor, staring at the ceiling, dead, and already stiff, as I could see at a glance. We stood over him, saying not a word, then I knelt down and felt him, for mere form's sake, and said, as though I had not known it before, "He has been dead for some hours."
"Since yesterday evening," said Magnin, in a horror-stricken voice, yet with a certain satisfaction in it, as though to say, "You see, I was right."
Marcello was lying with his head slightly thrown back, no contortions in his handsome features; rather the look of a person who has quietly died of exhaustion— who has slipped unconsciously from life to death. His collar was thrown open and a part of his breast, of a ghastly white, was visible. Just over the heart was a small spot.
"Give me the lantern," I whispered, as I stooped over it. It was a very little spot, of a faint purplish brown, and must have changed colour within the night.
I examined it intently, and should say that the blood had been sucked to the surface, and then a small prick or incision made. The slight subcutaneous effusion led me to this conclusion. One tiny drop of coagulated blood closed the almost imperceptible wound. I probed it with the end of one of Magnin's matches. It was scarcely more than skin-deep, so it could not be the stab of a stiletto, however slender, or the track of a bullet. Still, it was strange, and with one impulse we turned to see if no one were concealed there, or if there were no second exit. It would be madness to suppose that the murderer, if there was one, would remain by his victim. Had Marcello been making love to a pretty contadina, and was this some jealous lover's vengeance? But it was not a stab. Had one drop of poison in the little wound done this deadly work?
We peered about the place, and I saw that Magnin's eyes were blinded by tears and his face as pale as that upturned one on the floor, whose lids I had vainly tried to close. The chamber was low, and beautifully ornamented with stucco bas-reliefs, in the manner of the well-known one not far from there upon the same road. Winged genii, griffins, and arabesques, modelled with marvellous lightness, covered the walls and ceiling. There was no other door than the one we had entered by. In the centre stood a marble sarcophagus, with the usual subjects sculptured upon it, on the one side Hercules conducting a veiled figure, on the other a dance of nymphs and fauns. A space in the middle contained the following inscription, deeply cut in the stone, and still partially filled with red pigment:
"What is this?" whispered Magnin. It was only a pickaxe and a long crowbar, such as the country people use in hewing out their blocks of tufa, and his foot had struck against them. Who could have brought them here? They must belong to the guardiano above, but he said that he had never come here, and I believed him, knowing the Italian horror of darkness and lonely places; but what had Marcello wanted with them? It did not occur to us that archaeological curiosity could have led him to attempt to open the sarcophagus, the lid of which had evidently never been raised, thus justifying the expression piously preserved.
As I rose from examining the tools my eyes fell upon the line of mortar where the cover joined to the stone below, and I noticed that some of it had been removed, perhaps with the pickaxe which lay at my feet. I tried it with my nails and found that it was very crumbly. Without a word I took the tool in my hand, Magnin instinctively following my movements with the lantern. What impelled us I do not know. I had myself no thought, only an irresistible desire to see what was within. I saw that much of the mortar had been broken away, and lay in small fragments upon the ground, which I had not noticed before. It did not take long to complete the work. I snatched the lantern from Magnin's hand and set it upon the ground, where it shone full upon Marcello's dead face, and by its light I found a little break between the two masses of stone and managed to insert the end of my crowbar, driving it in with a blow of the pickaxe. The stone chipped and then cracked a little. Magnin was shivering.
"What are you going to do?" he said, looking around at where Marcello lay.
"Help me!" I cried, and we two bore with all our might upon the crowbar. I am a strong man, and I felt a sort of blind fury as the stone refused to yield. What if the bar should snap? With another blow I drove it in still further, then using it as a lever, we weighed upon it with our outstretched arms until every muscle was at its highest tension. The stone moved a little, and almost fainting we stopped to rest.
From the ceiling hung the rusty remnant of an iron chain which must once have held a lamp. To this, by scrambling upon the sarcophagus, I contrived to make fast the lantern.
"Now!" said I, and we heaved again at the lid. It rose, and we alternately heaved and pushed until it lost its balance and fell with a thundering crash upon the other side; such a crash that the walls seemed to shake, and I was for a moment utterly deafened, while little pieces of stucco rained upon us from the ceiling. When we had paused to recover from the shock we leaned over the sarcophagus and looked in.
The light shone full upon it, and we saw— how is it possible to tell? We saw lying there, amidst folds of mouldering rags, the body of a woman, perfect as in life, with faintly rosy face, soft crimson lips, and a breast of living pearl, which seemed to heave as though stirred by some delicious dream. The rotten stuff swathed about her was in ghastly contrast to this lovely form, fresh as the morning! Her hands lay stretched at her side, the pink palms were turned a little outwards, her eyes were closed as peacefully as those of a sleeping child, and her long hair, which shone red-gold in the dim light from above, was wound around her head in numberless finely plaited tresses, beneath which little locks escaped in rings upon her brow. I could have sworn that the blue veins on that divinely perfect bosom held living blood!
We were absolutely paralyzed, and Magnin leaned gasping over the edge as pale as death, paler by far than this living, almost smiling face to which his eyes were glued. I do not doubt that I was as pale as he at this inexplicable vision. As I looked the red lips seemed to grow redder. They were redder! The little pearly teeth showed between them. I had not seen them before, and now a clear ruby drop trickled down to her rounded chin and from there slipped sideways and fell upon her neck. Horror-struck I gazed upon the living corpse, till my eyes could not bear the sight any longer. As I looked away my glance fell once more upon the inscription, but now I could see— and read— it all. "To Vespertilia"— that was in Latin, and even the Latin name of the woman suggested a thing of evil flitting in the dusk. But the full horror of the nature of that thing had been veiled to Roman eyes under the Greek τηςαιματoπωτιδoς, "The blood-drinker, the vampire woman." And Flavius— her lover— vix ipse sospes, "himself hardly saved" from that deadly embrace, had buried her here, and set a seal upon her sepulchre, trusting to the weight of stone and the strength of clinging mortar to imprison for ever the beautiful monster he had loved.
"Infamous murderess!" I cried, "you have killed Marcello!" and a sudden, vengeful calm came over me.
"Give me the pickaxe," I said to Magnin; I can hear myself saying it still. He picked it up and handed it to me as in a dream; he seemed little better than an idiot, and the beads of sweat were shining on his forehead. I took my knife, and from the long wooden handle of the pickaxe I cut a fine, sharp stake. Then I clambered, scarcely feeling any repugnance, over the side of the sarcophagus, my feet amongst the folds of Vespertilia's decaying winding-sheet, which crushed like ashes beneath my boot.
I looked for one moment at that white breast, but only to choose the loveliest spot, where the network of azure veins shimmered like veiled turquoises, and then with one blow I drove the pointed stake deep down through the breathing snow and stamped it in with my heel.
An awful shriek, so ringing and horrible that I thought my ears must have burst; but even then I felt neither fear nor horror. There are times when these cannot touch us. I stopped and gazed once again at the face, now undergoing a fearful change— fearful and final!
"Foul vampire!" I said quietly in my concentrated rage. "You will do no more harm now!" And then, without looking back upon her cursed face, I clambered out of the horrible tomb.
We raised Marcello, and slowly carried him up the steep stairs— a difficult task, for the way was narrow and he was so stiff. I noticed that the steps were ancient up to the end of the second flight; above, the modern passage was somewhat broader. When we reached the top, the guardiano was lying upon one of the stone benches; he did not mean us to cheat him out of his fee. I gave him a couple of francs.
"You see that we have found the signore," I tried to say in a natural voice. "He is very weak, and we will carry him to the carriages." I had thrown my handkerchief over Marcello's face, but the man knew as well as I did that he was dead. Those stiff feet told their own story, but Italians are timid of being involved in such affairs. They have a childish dread of the police, and he only answered, "Poor Signorino! He is very ill; it is better to take him to Rome," and kept cautiously clear of us as we went up to the ilex alley with our icy burden, and he did not go to the gate with us, not liking to be observed by the coachman who was dozing on his box. With difficulty we got Marcello's corpse into the carriage, the driver turning to look at us suspiciously. I explained we had found our friend very ill, and at the same time slipped a gold piece into his hand, telling him to drive to the Via del Governo Vecchio. He pocketed the money, and whipped his horses into a trot, while we sat supporting the stiff body, which swayed like a broken doll at every pebble in the road. When we reached the Via del Governo Vecchio at last, no one saw us carry him into the house. There was no step before the door, and we drew up so close to it that it was possible to screen our burden from sight. When we had brought him into his room and laid him upon his bed, we noticed that his eyes were closed; from the movement of the carriage, perhaps, though that was scarcely possible. The landlady behaved very much as I had expected her to do, for, as I told you, I know the Italians. She pretended, too, that the signore was very ill, and made a pretence of offering to fetch a doctor, and when I thought it best to tell her that he was dead, declared that it must have happened that very moment, for she had seen him look at us and close his eyes again. She had always told him that he ate too little and that he would be ill. Yes, it was weakness and that bad air out there which had killed him; and then he worked too hard. When she had successfully established this fiction, which we were glad enough to agree to, for neither did we wish for the publicity of an inquest, she ran out and fetched a gossip to come and keep her company.
So died Marcello Souvestre, and so died Vespertilia the blood-drinker at last.
THERE IS NOT much more to tell. Marcello lay calm and beautiful upon his bed, and the students came and stood silently looking at him, then knelt down for a moment to say a prayer, crossed themselves, and left him for ever.
We hastened to the Villa Medici, where Detaille was sleeping, and Sister Claudius watching him with a satisfied look on her strong face. She rose noiselessly at our entrance, and came to us at the threshold.
"He will recover," said she, softly. She was right. When he awoke and opened his eyes he knew us directly, and Magnin breathed a devout "Thank God!"
"Have I been ill, Magnin?" he asked, very feebly.
"You have had a little fever," answered Magnin, promptly; "but it is over now. Here is Monsieur Sutton come to see you."
"Has Marcello been here?" was the next question. Magnin looked at him very steadily.
"No," he only said, letting his face tell the rest.
"Is he dead, then?"
Magnin only bowed his head.
"Poor friend!" Detaille murmured to himself, then closed his heavy eyes and slept again.
A few days after Marcello's funeral we went to the fatal Vigna Marziali to bring back the objects which had belonged to him. As I laid the manuscript score of the opera carefully together, my eye fell upon a passage which struck me as the identical one which Detaille had so constantly sung in his delirium, and which I noted down. Strange to say, when I reminded him of it later, it was perfectly new to him, and he declared that Marcello had not let him examine his manuscript. As for the veiled bust in the other room, we left it undisturbed, and to crumble away unseen.
______________
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THE AD was so screwy I didn't want anything to do with it. But Miss Bryce was both worried and willing to pay me for the trip. Once more I looked over the unusual advertisement.
WILL THE LADY WHO LEFT THE YALE MAN CALL FOR HIM AT DARNELL'S TAVERN ON THE SAWMILL RIVER PARKWAY.
We left the car in the parking lot, and on my way to the door I said:
"This is a gag, Miss Bryce— and it didn't miss. You're falling for it."
She was getting her own way and so she was feeling a little happier.
"You wait and see," she told me. "There's something wrong. You just wait and hear what they say."
With that we went into the place.
It was very nice and the girl pointed this out to me with: "D'ya think I'd made a mistake about being here? I know what you're thinking— that I was drunk and got mixed up. But I'll even show you the booth we were in. It's this way."
She took my arm and led me to a booth about halfway down the dance floor. A waiter broke away from the bar and headed down our way. The floor was bigger than most places like that have, and the bar was at the end of the place. Booths all around the floor, with tables for two spotted out in front of them. And even as far away from the bar as we were I could see it was stocked with good liquor and a lot of it.
In other words the place had class.
The waiter came up and the girl leaned across and whispered: "That's one of them! One of those I talked with."
He was a tough-looking mug, and he came up as though he grudged having to give us the service. He was looking at me and paying no attention to the girl. I told him I wanted straight rye and water, and Miss Bryce said: "A Martini, please."
He looked at her then— one of those so-here-you-are-again looks.
"That's right, friend," I told him. "It's the same lady! How about the drinks?"
I watched him talking to the barman then, while the Martini was being mixed and when the order was being put on a tray.
The girl was speaking again: "You see? He knew me."
"Well, why shouldn't he? You told me you'd been talking to him about this missing man. He'd hardly forget a thing like that."
"I should have gone to the police," Miss Bryce said.
"Why didn't you?"
"Well— well, because."
"That's a swell reason," I began, and stopped because the waiter was back with the tray and with a check for the drinks already on it. He stood there, and when I didn't do anything about it he said: "There's the check."
I told him I saw it.
"I just got told not to serve this lady any more drinks," the waiter explained.
"Who told you?" I asked.
He jerked his head toward the barman and didn't answer.
I said: "If there's one thing I love it's a snooty waiter. This is a public place, isn't it? The lady isn't drunk, is she? So you'll serve us drinks and like it or I'll find out the reason why."
"I just do what I'm told," he said to that. And I retorted: "That's what I want, so where's the argument? If I tell you we want a drink you get it."
He turned his head then and beckoned for the barman, who came out from around his plank with one hand under his apron. He was as hard-looking as the waiter, but he had a nice soft voice. He used it, saying: "Trouble, Luigi?"
The waiter said: "The guy's giving me an argument. I told him no more drinks for the gal and he gives me an argument."
The barman said to me: "Look, Mister! I don't know you and I don't want any trouble. But I'm running this place and I'll not serve that girl another drink."
"Why not?"
He came up right to the edge of the booth table and said: "Well, I'll tell you. She came up here just after I went on shift, and she gives us a story about leaving her boyfriend here. She claims she was in here night before last with him. She also claims that I was on the bar and that Luigi was, the one that served them. Now I was working that night. And so was Luigi.
"We just changed to day shift today. She wasn't in here or we'd have seen her. We haven't got any missing boys around here. The girl's maybe a friend of yours, but she can't come in here with a screwy story like that and get drinks served her. She made a scene, Mister. She called me a liar and she called Luigi a liar. So no drinks. Is that plain?"
Luigi said: "She's just nuts, is all."
I said to the barman: "You all through with the speech?"
"Why?" he asked.
"Because, if you are, get back to that bar and make us another drink. One for me and one for the lady. Now move!"
He did. Faster than I thought he would and entirely in the wrong direction. Toward me instead of toward the bar. I saw the light shine on the brass on his hand as he took it out from under his apron and rolled away from it, but I didn't have a chance. I was sitting down and cooped, with that booth table catching me at the knees.
The barman caught me on the cheek with the first lick. I didn't know where the second one landed until I woke up sitting in the seat of my own car with the Bryce girl alongside me. She had as nice a set of hysterics as I ever saw in my life. And it took me about a minute to decide my jaw wasn't fractured, and to find that my gun had been slipped out of its clip and hadn't been put back.
I didn't argue. I remembered we'd passed a gas station down the road and I drove back there in a hurry...
It seemed the best thing to do at the time and in the circumstances.
The boys at the station were not only nice, but curious. I managed to cut the Bryce girl off before she could tell them anything she shouldn't have. My story was that I'd stopped to pick up a hiker and that the guy had tried to bat me down and take my car, and that I'd shoved him off the running board.
The story went over, but I was praying no highway cop would come by and ask me leading questions. Fooling nice kids like those station boys and fooling a tough cop are two different things. I got the blood off my face and the girl quieted down. As I turned the car back toward town, she said: "Now what do you think? And what are you going to do about it?"
"I think you've got something. We were all alone there, and if you'd only been a little dopey they'd have never turned you down for drinks. You were with somebody, weren't you, and you were sober. And that slugging match came up too fast to be on the up and up.
"And taking my gun wasn't the right thing to do on just an ordinary little bounce, like I shouldn't have been given. That's a public place and they're supposed to serve the public. So maybe you've got something there. Maybe this boyfriend of yours is really missing from the place, after all. Maybe you were right. Maybe you were there."
"We were there all right. What are you going to do about it?"
The answer was so plain I thought she'd figured it out for herself. I said: "Why, I'm going to stop at the State Police station and tell the boys what happened. So will you. Then I'll swear to a warrant and we'll go back there with a bunch of cops while they shake the place down properly.
"I could pick up a cop along the road here, but it's better to go to headquarters and do it right. We've got such a screwy story they'll probably want to check on me before they'll go for it."
"We can't do that," Miss Bryce said.
"Why can't we? If nothing else, I want my gun back."
Miss Bryce then told me why we couldn't go to the cops on the thing.
ii
IT SEEMED that she and this missing boy, whose name was George Harper, were engaged to be married, but that they'd had a struggle getting that way. George was a wild kid, and papa and mama Bryce didn't think he'd do the right thing by their little daughter. He'd been in a couple of jams for drunken driving and his folks once had had to pay him out of a girl jam. Both families had money, or so I gathered.
The girl insisted that going to the cops was out. That I'd have to work it out in some way so there'd be no notoriety. She didn't want her folks to hear of it.
They'd been in this place the night before. And they hadn't been supposed to be in any place where liquor was sold because George was on strict probation.
For that matter, he was on probation with the cops as well. He wasn't supposed to take even one drink and drive his car. That promise was the only thing that had saved his driver's licence.
They'd got in an argument over the kid's drinking. The girl had given him back some sort of a class pin that seemed to mean a lot to her and then had walked out on him.
We came to the police barracks about then, and I parked just the other side of it while we went over it.
I said: "Look, Miss Bryce! This is all well and good. But if you're really worried about this boy the cops are the people to tell it to. They've got authority and I haven't. I'm not going to take a chance on losing my licence by busting into that place without a bunch of cops and a search warrant behind me. On top of that I've just found out it's too hard on the face and eyes."
"How much?" she asked.
Which is what I'd been working for. The more I thought it over, the less I wanted to go to the cops with a screwy story like the one I had . . .
I didn't go back until ten that night and I didn't go back alone. I took Whitey Malone with me, and I had a spare gun and a sap as well as Whitey. I figured I shouldn't take too much of a beating with all three, because Whitey, at one time, had been better than a fair middleweight. He was a little punchy, but he did what he was told to do— and that's what I wanted. I parked the car behind a bunch of others.
"So you got it?" I said. "I go in first and you drift in behind me. Wherever I park, you park near. If I get in a beef, you know what to do."
"Sure, Joe," Whitey answered. "And if nothing happens and you give me the nod I sort of wander around and look the joint over. That right?"
"That's right. Now you've got money and you're supposed to buy a drink often enough for it to look good, but don't get tight. If it comes to a brawl I'll have a tough enough time getting out by myself, without having to dig you out from under a table and carry you on my back."
"Don't fret," he said, sounding hurt, "I don't get loopy when I'm working."
I knew a lot better, but I was hoping he'd hold up that night. It was the stuff in bottles that had beaten him in the ring, not the men he'd fought.
So that's the way we went in, and we found the place about half full.
I headed for the bar the first thing. If the lad who had given me the bounce had told me the truth he and his waiter pal had been off shift for some time. And the only chance I had for trouble would be that one or the other was hanging around. If that was the case I wanted to find it out right at the start, because I wanted to look around a bit and I wanted Whitey to do the same.
But the two barmen who were working then were strangers and I saw no trace of the waiter named Luigi. I took a couple of drinks at the plank, then gave Whitey the nod and sat down at a table where I could watch the dancing. Whitey drooped an eyelid at me and headed toward the back and the men's lounge.
And he was still back there when the cigarette girl came by, with her cute little tray and her cute little uniform.
"Cigarettes, Mister?"
I'd have bought them anyway, but I was a cinch when I saw the pin that held her uniform blouse together. I'd had the Bryce girl give me a description of the pin she'd given back to the boyfriend, and if this wasn't the one it was a dead ringer. I paid for the cigarettes with a five-dollar bill.
"If I told you to keep the change, would you get a cut on it?" I asked.
The girl was pretty and she was smart. She nodded her head and said: "That's the boss just going behind the bar."
I looked at the boss and saw what she meant. He was little and hard-looking and the type who wouldn't let a dime out of his hands unless he was getting two dimes in return. And I knew how most cigarette girls have to turn in their tips.
I said: "Look! He's watching. I'll take the change back and meet you by the ladies' lounge. I'll pass it to you there. If you can't get rid of it back there you're not as smart as I think you are."
"What's the idea?" she asked, all the time counting me out the change. She wasn't in any hurry about it. The girl kept smiling and nodding and acting like cigarette girls are supposed to act with customers who are spending money.
I put on the same kind of an act, and said: "You know something it's worth twenty dollars to me to find out. The five is just so you'll meet me and let me tell you what it is."
"Watch when I go back," she told me. "You come back in about five minutes. I like to talk about things like twenty bucks, Mister."
I could tell by the way she acted that she figured I was on the make. It made me a little sore to be picked for a masher. But I'd walked into it and I was getting a chance to talk with the girl and that was what I was working for. She made her rounds and went out in the back. I waited the five minutes and went the same way.
The bar went about halfway across the back of the building, and the swinging doors to the kitchen opened at one end of it. Past this door was an open hall with a shaded sign on each side of it. One read: LADIES, the other GENTLEMEN. On the other side of the bar was another hall, but this one was curtained and there was no sign of any kind by it.
I took it for granted it would lead back to dressing-rooms for the floor show that was advertised as being on three times nightly. To be truthful I wasn't worrying about it much. I was thinking I'd stumbled on a lead to my missing George Harper if I worked it right and got any kind of break.
As I went down my hall I saw the girl waiting for me. It was quite dark, so dark that I could scarcely make out the dim outlines of the girl.
She said: "Okay, hot shot! Spring it fast! I've got to get back on the floor. I'm not through work until four."
I gave her the change from the five and said: "I'm law. I want to know where you got that pin that's holding your blouse together. I'm willing to pay for the information, and if I don't get it I'm willing to take you out of here right now. Not at four o'clock, but right now."
"Tough, eh?" she said, sounding very thoughtful about it.
"Tough enough."
She proved half smart right then. She said: "You're private law, if you're any law at all. No regular cop would pay for what he could get for nothing. Listen. I get through here at four and I ride back with some of the boys in the band. My name's Mary Ames, and I live on West Seventieth. Can you remember the address?"
I said I could and she gave it to me.
She said: "I can't talk now. I haven't got time. And I haven't got guts enough, either, Mister. You wait for me outside my place. I'll be there about a quarter to five at the latest. And I'm not doing this for the twenty."
"What for then?" I asked.
She said: "You wouldn't understand."
And with that the door of the men's lounge opened and two men came out. And after them a third.
The first one was the bartender who'd heaved me out of the place that afternoon. The second was a dapper little man about half the barman's size. The third was Whitey Malone. With the light from the open door on them they were in a spot where I could get a good look. And I looked even as I ducked so that the barman wouldn't recognise me.
I even looked long enough to see the little man with him had a scarred neck. The scar ran from just back of his ear down into his collar. The barman and his pal ducked into a door right across the hall from the one they'd come out of— a door that in that shadow I hadn't even seen. Whitey turned away toward the bar and dance floor.
I said to the girl: "Who was the big guy?"
"Oh!" she said worriedly. "Did he see us?"
I told her that I didn't think it likely; that we were probably too much in shadow. I didn't tell her that if that barman had seen me he'd have probably tried to repeat the afternoon performance, because I certainly didn't have either the time or the wish to go into that right then.
"You be in front of my place at that time," she said. "Hurry back now. I've got to go. Please! You don't know the chance I'm taking."
I said again that I'd be waiting for her and went back in the bar and dance place. As soon as I got Whitey's eye I nodded toward the door and paid my bar check and went out. Whitey followed me in more of a hurry than I thought he'd be in. I asked him if he'd found out anything.
"Just that you were talking to a girl in that back hall," he told me. "That's all."
"Did you see me?"
"Sure— not plain, but plain enough."
That gave me something to think about while I was driving back into town.
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IT WASN'T until I'd been waiting a half-hour too long that I really started to worry. And at half-past five I started back alone. I had a notion to stop for Whitey, but all he was good for was a stand-up and knock-down fight. And I had a hunch it wasn't going to be anything like that.
I was right. Plenty right. I left my car way this side of the place, before I came to the bridge which was at least a half-mile this side of the tavern. I went up through the brush at the side of the road, too, making the sneak as quiet as I could. But, just the same, I barely put my head out of the bushes, and where I could see the place, when somebody shot at it.
It wasn't any mistake, either. It wasn't anybody potting at what he thought was a rabbit with a small-calibre rifle. The weapon was a heavy pistol. And when I ducked my head like a turtle and went back in the brush they tried for a lucky break and emptied the gun just by guess in my general direction.
By the time they got it unloaded I was getting away from there fast. I didn't have any reason at all to shoot back, even if I did have a dirty idea about it. And that wasn't enough. I stopped for breath and heard them chasing me.
One of them shouted: "He went this way, Sam."
The voice was over at the side, so I kept on heading down the general direction of the road, to where I'd left my car. And I pretty near got caught— because they figured I'd go that way and almost cut me off.
If they hadn't I wouldn't have found the car. I got to the bridge with them close enough behind so that I knew I'd never make it across without being seen. And I had the choice of making a target of myself or getting wet.
I took the latter. Ducking under the bridge with my gun out, I was ready to pop anybody who came in under there after me. The two of them who were chasing me stood right over me and talked it over.
One was the barman I'd had the trouble with. I knew his voice. The other belonged to a stranger, or at least I didn't recognise it. The barman spoke, and it was all I could do to understand him because he was out of breath.
"The skunk got away. It's the same guy, I tell you. The one I gave the heave-ho to this afternoon."
The other one said: "You damn fool! How d'ya know that? And if it was, why didn't you let him walk into something? What in hell did you start blasting at him for?"
The barman insisted: "It's the same guy. He was snooping around tonight, too, I tell you. It was him talking to Mary."
"It was probably some damn fool drunk wandering around the woods. Maybe some guy who ran out of gas and came up to the place looking for a borrow."
"He wouldn't come up through the brush, would he?"
The other man thought this over and finally admitted it wasn't likely.
Then he said: "To hell with it! If the guy tries to pull the cops in they'll laugh at him. He hasn't got anything except an idea. If they come up and say anything we'll tell 'em the guy must either be crazy or drunk. The place is clear."
"It is not."
"Why not?"
"Maury!"
The other man laughed. "Maury'll be okay! Don't you fret about Maury."
They left, and I let down the hammer of my gun and looked around. I was in mud to my waist and in water up to my knees. But what I was looking at was the back end of a convertible coupé sticking up out of the water just under the overhang of the bridge. The car was just about on its nose, with the back end far enough out of water for me to see it was a new green car.
And Miss Bryce had told me her missing boyfriend was driving a new green convertible...
The cops took it as a routine case because I didn't try to make anything else out of it. My story was that I had a leaking connection on my car radiator and stopped at the creek to fill up so I could limp into town and a garage. That I'd just stumbled on the convertible in that way.
That left the Bryce girl clear out of the picture, as far as the cops and the newspapers were concerned. The State Police sergeant said: "Anybody in it?"
I said I was afraid to look and that if there'd been anybody in the car they were certainly dead by that time. The car had been in the creek for some time.
"How d'ya know that?" he said.
"Because the creek's muddy, as you can see by looking at me. The water was clear around the car."
"Then why couldn't you see if there was anybody in it?"
I explained again that the car was tipped. Of course by that time he'd sent a pair of troopers to investigate the thing. It was just a natural police suspicion that was causing the questioning. Not that it made me feel much easier, knowing this.
Then I really got sick. Another trooper came in and said:
"They've checked that identification on the girl I found, sergeant. Her name was Ames, all right. She lived on West Seventieth at the same address as was on the letter in her purse. The city police just called in."
I hadn't said anything before and now I couldn't. The cops don't like it when you only tell half a story and sometimes they do things about your licence for the holding out. I looked interested, and the sergeant said: "We picked up a girl alongside the road about an hour ago. She'd been thrown out of a car, it looked like. Another damn fool kid who let herself get picked up by strangers."
"Local girl?"
He shrugged and said: "New York. At least that's where she lived. The cops there just checked on it and verified it."
That was that. Darnell's Tavern wasn't even in the picture, though the city police would no doubt find out the girl had worked there. And when they found it out the people at the tavern would just say the girl left with some man they didn't know. The cops would put it down as a killing and let it go at that. Which is all they could do, knowing nothing about what had happened.
About then the two troopers who'd been sent to look at the car in the creek came back. They told the sergeant the car was empty and that they'd looked around and seen no evidence of anyone being hurt.
The sergeant sent the police wrecker after the car. I went back to the city to get some sleep— and to try for an idea that would break the thing up and still leave me in the clear with the police. I'd made up my mind that I was going to tell the police what I knew about the mess, client or no client— promise or no promise— if I didn't think of something by that afternoon.
The worst part of the whole business was that there was no proof of a thing. The Bryce girl had a screwy story and nothing to back it up. My story about having the date with the dead girl had no proof back of it— any more than my story about being shot at did. The cops would naturally think that young Harper had run his car off the road while drunk.
They'd believe he had left it rather than report it to the police. For if Harper went to jail on a drunken driving charge he would certainly have lost not only his licence but have spent a little time in jail.
The people at Darnell's would just blandly deny the whole thing. And the cops would believe them, because there was a logical answer to everything that left Darnell's entirely out of the thing.
There was a good chance of young Harper having been murdered. But there was no question at all about the Ames girl being killed to keep her from talking to me.
That's why I put the blame for her death where it belonged— on my own shoulders.
I live in an apartment hotel, a small one where the doors are locked each night at one. That's when the clerk closes up shop and the bell boys take over. Whitey Malone called me at four and said he was coming over— so Whitey gets credit for saving my life. He'd just walked in, looking very unhappy. I'd telephoned down for ice and soda to go with the whisky I already had when there was a knock on the door. Whitey was nearest it.
I said: "That'll be the ice, now. Open it, will you, Whitey?"
Whitey opened it and Luigi, the one who'd first refused to serve a drink to the Bryce girl at Darnell's, walked in. Back of him came the little man with the scarred neck, the one I'd seen with the barman the night before. Both of them had guns, and Whitey and I backed away.
"Over against the window!" Luigi ordered.
My gun was on the dresser, out of its clip. The man with the scar picked it up and started to slide it in his side coat pocket.
"Nice gun, Luigi!" he said. "The dope knows guns, I guess."
Whitey said: "I thought it was you, Maury! I thought it was you!"
The man with the scar looked Whitey over very carefully.
Whitey gave him a feeble grin and said: "If I was in trunks and didn't have quite so much fat around my belly you'd know me."
Maury said: "Whitey Malone, by hell!"
Recognising Whitey had taken his mind away from his business a second— and in that second Whitey moved in. Maury was handicapped by having one hand in his pocket and he'd dropped his gun muzzle a little in addition. And Whitey had always been fast. He slid in ahead and slammed the little man in the stomach. The little man expelled a whoosh and doubled over.
Then Luigi slammed his gun barrel against the side of Whitey's head. Whitey went down on top of the little man with the scar, but by that time I had both hands on Luigi's gun wrist.
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HE WAS shouting: "Let go! Let go!" and was pulling away and trying to get his wrist free. At the same time he was hitting me in the face with his free hand. He was off balance and all that, but it wasn't doing me any good.
My face was still sore from the beating I'd taken the afternoon before, and this was giving him too much of an edge. We wrestled around until we got close to where Whitey Malone and Maury, the scarred man, were on the floor. Then somebody got me by an ankle and yanked.
I went down to the floor, but I took Luigi's arm down with me— still holding to it with both wrists. Then I looked past Luigi's leg and saw the bell boy standing in the door, with a trayful of ice and soda and with his mouth wide open.
I yelled: "Get help! Help!"
It was the scarred man who had me by the ankle, because he said: "Hold tight, Luigi: I'll get him!"
I could also hear the bell boy out in the hall, shouting: "Help! Help! Help!"
If I'd let go of Luigi's wrist I'd have been shot. I had to take a chance on what the little man was going to do, and what he did was rap me on the head with his gun. But he was about half lying on me and had to reach up to hit. So all it did was make me let go of Luigi's wrist and fall on my face. I could hear, but I couldn't move.
Luigi said: "I'll get him right!"
The little man said: "Get the hell out of here! That hall's going to be full in a minute."
Then I heard them go out the door.
It seemed like it took me forever to get my face from the floor, but it couldn't have been long. I twisted my head and there was my own gun in reach. Getting it, I reached the door in time to see Luigi and the little man just at the elevator. Luigi was half in it. The little man was the best target and so I picked him and let go. He went inside and the doors slammed.
I said: "I missed! Missed him!"
I got to the telephone to call the desk and could get no answer. The operator was probably listening to everybody on the floor telling her about the fracas. If she had any brains she'd probably already have called the cops. I put the phone down and Whitey Malone said:
"Argh-gh-gh!"
Whitey was trying to sit up and wasn't doing well at it. I got him up on the bed and felt his head, where the gun had clipped him. But I couldn't find any sign of a fracture. Then one of the biggest cops I ever saw in my life dashed in with a gun in his hand.
"Hey, you! Hands up!" he commanded.
I said: "Don't be a fool! I'm going to call a doctor for my friend."
The cop said: "There's one downstairs. You killed that guy, didn't you?"
"I missed him, I thought."
"You missed him like hell! You shot his guts out all over the inside of the elevator."
"What about the other one?"
"He got away. You got a gun?"
"On the dresser."
He backed away from me until he got my gun. Then he said, a little friendlier: "What in hell happened, boy?"
Whitey's eyes opened then. He looked as if he was around enough to understand what I was saying.
I said: "I'm damned if I know. The two guys came in with guns. My friend here took a swing at one of them and then the battle started. I shot at one, but I thought I missed."
"You hit centre. Who were they?"
"I don't know."
"What d'ya mean, you don't know. A couple of guys don't just walk in and start trouble with a strange guy, do they?"
"They did, didn't they?"
"You're a shamus?"
"Licence in my wallet. That's on the dresser, too."
He looked at my licence. I finally got the desk and told them to send the doctor up. By the time he arrived there were a lot more policemen, the manager of the hotel, two newspapermen inside, with a dozen others trying to get in.
It would have taken a hall to take care of the crowd that wanted to join us. But when I mentioned that to the cops they chased everybody out.
I thought that was so they could question Whitey and me with a little peace and quiet. But I was all wrong. That was to give themselves a chance for rough stuff, if they decided any was necessary— but Whitey and I fooled them.
We didn't know either of the men. We didn't know what they wanted to do a thing like that for. We'd never seen either of them before.
In fact, we didn't know a thing.
We spent the next two days in jail and in different cells. But Whitey had the idea, and I wasn't worrying about him saying anything. In fact there wasn't a lot he could say. He knew nothing at all about the girl being found dead. I hadn't had a chance to tell him about that.
Whitey didn't know about my early-morning trip back, and about me being shot at and having to hide under the bridge. He wouldn't have talked anyway— he's not the talking kind.
The dead man was Maury Cullen, and he was a bad one. Cullen had served time for everything from plain robbery to manslaughter. He'd spent more time in jail than he had outside, if you counted the time he'd spent in reform schools while yet a kid. That was the only reason there wasn't more trouble about it— the only thing that kept my licence for me.
I left Whitey at my place when I met the Bryce girl. I'd called her house the minute I left the station. Finally I got the girl after going through a performance that made me think I was trying to talk with a railroad president.
I said: "This is Joe Shannon, Miss Bryce. I'd like to see you."
"I've been trying to get in touch with you," she said. "I've called your office at least a dozen times a day."
"There's been a little trouble."
"You mean— you mean that George is in trouble."
"I mean that I'm in trouble. Or don't you read the papers?"
"Well, no. I don't pay much attention to them. What happened?"
I told her I couldn't talk to her over the phone and asked her to set a place to meet me. She suggested the Plaza. And when I laughed she told me she often met people there. I gave her the name of a halfway decent bar and restaurant on the wrong side of town. She agreed to meet me there in an hour.
And she did. She came in looking flustered. The minute we were in a booth, she leaned across to me and said:
"I've almost gone crazy. Haven't you heard a thing about him?"
"You might as well get ready to take it on the chin, kid. I'm afraid there's no news as yet. And this time no news is bad news."
"I thought about that. I mean about George maybe being kidnapped."
"That racket's been out since the government men took over, Miss Bryce. I don't mean that he was kidnapped. It's worse than that, I'm afraid."
The girl got white and asked me if I meant he was killed. I said that was it exactly, waiting for her to break down all over the place, but she did exactly the opposite.
She said: "But why?"
Her face was so white that the makeup stood out on it in patches. But her voice was even and no louder than it had been.
I said: "I don't know. Did he have much money on him?"
"Very little. He just had an allowance, you know, and he was careless with money."
"Then I can't tell you, though I'm beginning to get an idea. It's nothing I can go to the cops with."
Then she said something that made me so mad I could hardly talk.
"If it's more money you want, Mr Shannon, I can pay it."
"There's been a girl killed over this mess," I said. "On top of that I've killed a man and spent the last couple of days in jail over it, even if I'm loose now. I damn near got killed myself, and a man who was working with me almost got the same. I've been beaten up and shot up and chivvied around by the cops, and you talk to me about money. Will your money bring back that girl?"
"I'm sorry," said Miss Bryce. "What should I do?"
"If you've got any pull at all, or know anybody who has, you can find out who put that blind ad in the paper. The ad that started this. They're not supposed to give out that information, but maybe you could get it for me. And if you've got the nerve you can go down to the morgue with me and look at all the unidentified bodies of men around the age of this George Harper.
"If he was killed and all marks cut out of his clothes, or if he'd been stripped, that's where he'd be. If I knew him by sight I wouldn't need you. Unless you want to tell his people the story."
"Why break it to them that way?" she asked. "And, besides, we're not sure yet. George had two little moles on his chest, and he weighed one hundred and sixty-two pounds. He was twenty-two. His hair was blond and his eyes were blue."
"That won't be enough."
She didn't change the expression on her face a bit as she said: "He had a birthmark— a strawberry mark I think you call it, on his left thigh. It was very large. As big as that."
She made a big circle on the table.
I said: "Okay, I'll go down and look while you try and find who put that ad in the paper. I'll phone you back in two hours, say. At your house. And listen! If I go through with this and get into trouble, will you tell the cops about it? I mean if I fix it so there's nothing to kick back on you or on the boy?"
"Why of course," she said, looking surprised. "It's only that I don't want to make trouble for my people and his."
We left it that way.
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THERE WAS nothing doing at the morgue except that I damn near passed out while looking for the Harper boy's body. I'd told the cop in charge that my brother was missing and that I was worried. I gave a vague description that tallied a little with the one the girl gave me. The attendant took me around and showed me every man they'd taken into the place during the last three days.
On the third tray they pulled out of the wall was Maury Cullen— the man I'd shot. They'd done a P. M. on him and sewed him up with a swell cross-stitch, but I could see what my slug had done to him. He'd probably been dead before the elevator got to the ground floor.
The attendant said: "I don't suppose this one would be your brother, Mister, but to make sure you'd better look. He's a little older than the way you say it, but it could be."
I said: "No, but the guy looks a little familiar."
He looked at me and said: "It gets you, looking at these stiffs. That is, at first. I'm sort of used to it. But at that I don't eat my lunch in here."
The place didn't smell like any lunch room to me and I said so. It smelled of iodine and chloride of lime and formaldehyde, but all that wasn't enough to kill the other smells. The attendant explained it with: "Some of these guys are taken out of the river after they've been in too long. Some of the others are found a little late. We freeze 'em and all that, but you can't kill all of it."
I got out of the place just in time to keep from being sick.
Miss Bryce said: "If he wasn't there that means there's still a chance, doesn't it, Mr Shannon?"
"I'm afraid it's slight," I told her. "What about that ad?"
"I got a friend of mine who knows a columnist down there to ask about it. It was a girl named Mary Ames who put it in. Does that help you any?"
"Quite a bit!" Then I told her that I'd keep in touch with her.
I hung up the phone, feeling even sicker than I had at the morgue. I remembered what the girl had said when I'd mentioned the twenty dollars I was going to give her for the information. She'd said she wasn't telling me anything because of the twenty, and I'd asked her why she was talking then. She'd said I wouldn't understand— and I hadn't then.
Finding about the ad gave me the answer. The kid had been sticking around and she'd seen he was going to get into trouble. She had tried to get him out of there without telling him anything that would hurt the place too much.
I didn't understand this last— but I had a notion I would in a very short time. In fact, just after Darnell's closed after that night's business.
That's when I planned on crashing the place.
We went in at half-past four. Just Whitey and I. We waited until the band boys had packed up and left and until most of the stragglers were gone. But we didn't wait long enough for any of the help to leave. I mean kitchen help and waiters and bar men. I didn't know who was wrong and who was right in the place. And I didn't want any of the wrong ones to get away.
The doors were locked, of course, so we went in through a window we opened on the dressing-room side of the place. I went in first. Then Whitey passed me the gun I'd made for him during the afternoon and followed it.
It was a good gun, but not handy for housebreaking. I'd gone into a second-hand shop and picked up one of the best guns the Winchester people ever made— an 1897 model twelve-gauge shotgun. That's the one with the hammer.
The new hammerless pumps are quieter and maybe they work a little smoother. But those old hammer guns never hung up and there was never a question about 'em being ready for action. All you have to do is pull the hammer back and pull the trigger.
I'd taken a hacksaw and cut the barrel off just in front of the pump grip. There were five shells in the barrel and another in the chamber, and all loaded with number one buck shot. That's the size that loads sixteen in a shell, and for close-range work that's just dandy. They're big enough to blow a man to hell and back, and there's enough of them to spread out and take in a lot of territory.
It was the logical weapon for Whitey, because he didn't know any more about a pistol than a cat knows about heaven. And he'd shot a rifle and shotgun a few times.
And he was out for blood. It wasn't that he'd been roughed up in my room at the time I killed Maury Cullen— because that didn't bother him. That was just a piece of hard luck to him. When I'd been knocked out and my gun taken from me no doubt the barman had rolled me and found my address and had remembered it.
Whitey had just happened to be calling when they came after me. It wasn't that. It was the girl being killed that was getting him crazy. And he was getting crazy, no mistake. He was a little punchy anyway, from a few too many fights, and when he got excited it hit him.
I whispered: "Now remember! I make the play, if there's one made. Wait for me and back me up. Don't start it."
He mumbled: "The dirty skunks!"
I went out to the front and peeked through the curtain shutting off the hall from the main room. There were still a few people finishing up their last drinks. But the lights had been cut and the bar was closed, and only one waiter was in evidence.
Quite a lot of noise came from the kitchen, and I figured they'd be following the usual roadhouse custom of eating after the guests had left. So I went back to where I'd left Whitey and his shotgun.
"We're getting a break!" I said. "I think they'll all be together in the kitchen. Let's find the door."
Somebody found it for us. We were going down the hall toward the back of the place when a door opened just ahead of us and somebody stepped out. I could hear dishes rattle and heard somebody laugh. The man who'd opened the door turned away from us without seeing us, letting the door slam shut behind him.
He didn't get far. I didn't know who he was or whether he was right or wrong, but I wasn't taking any chances. I caught him just as he started to open another door. When he turned his head to see who was running up to him I slammed him across the jaw with the side of my gun. It's no trick— you just palm it and swing.
Down he went and I took a look in the room. It was empty and I went back to Whitey, who was just outside the kitchen door. Whitey was breathing through his nose, like he used to do in the ring.
I said: "Let's go!" and opened the door into the kitchen.
And I was in, with Whitey and the shotgun right on my heels, before anybody even looked around.
It wasn't the way I'd have put 'em if I'd had the placing. There were two guys in white aprons over in front of a big range. One man in a waiter's uniform was just in back of them. The barman who'd first slugged me was sitting at a kitchen table, alongside the one the dead girl had pointed out as being the boss.
Another waiter was leaning across the table and telling them something they were laughing over. One other waiter was right in back of them, and two men were sitting at the same table with their backs to us.
They didn't stay that way. The waiter saw by the look on the tough barman's face that something was behind him, and he swung. So did the two men by him.
The odds were all wrong and I was glad the shotgun idea had occurred to me. Nine of them and two of us— but the shotgun evened it a bit.
I said: "Everybody over against the wall. Jump!"
I moved the muzzle of my gun a little, and Whitey croaked: "Move!"
The two cooks and two of the waiters started to move. But they never had time to get to the wall. All hell broke loose— like I was hoping it would. The big barman stood up and brought a gun up from where he'd pulled it under the protection of the table. I shot him as near centre as I could. When he didn't fall I did it again.
He tottered and looked at his boss, just in time to see the front of the man's face go out the back of his neck. I swear it looked like that. Whitey's shotgun just blew his face off at that distance. One of the men who'd been sitting with their backs to us fell off his chair. He started to crawl under the table, but the other one stood up, dragging at a gun he must have been carrying in a hip pocket holster.
I took time and did it right. I lined the sights of my gun on the pit of his stomach and let go. Then he doubled up and fell straight toward me. He landed on his face, without even putting his hands out to break his fall.
Whitey's shotgun blasted out again. The waiter on our side of the table went back through the air at least three feet. It was as if there'd been a rope around his middle and somebody had yanked. Then the man who'd ducked under the table shot. I sat down on the floor without knowing how I got there. Whitey shot twice. There was a lot of thumping noise coming from under the table and no more shooting.
The two cooks and the waiters who were left were against the wall, but only two of them were standing with their hands up. The other two were sitting on the floor holding their hands on their legs and howling blue murder.
Whitey said: "You hurt bad, Joe?"
The slug I'd taken had gone through the fleshy part of my leg. I didn't think it had touched the bone because I could move my foot and not hear anything grate.
I said: "I don't think so. Tell those guys over against the wall to come over to me one at a time. I'll shake 'em down and you watch it."
Whitey said: "To hell with it. They're in this, too. They get the same."
I don't know yet whether he was bluffing or meant it, or was just a little crazy with excitement and didn't realize what he was doing. Anyway, he raised the shotgun and the men by the wall screamed at him not to do it. I shouted the same thing.
"Go out in front and collect everybody," I said. "Bring 'em in, customers and all. They see that shotgun and they'll mind you."
Whitey went out of the service door. He came back in a moment with a puzzled look and a bottle of whisky.
"There's nobody there and the front door's wide open," he said. "I thought you could use a drink."
I had the bottle up to my mouth when the big barman— the one I'd first shot— started to move. He'd fallen ahead, so that his head and upper body were across the table. Now he raised his head and looked at me, saying: "I knew I should have taken you and that girl out of the way that first time you came in. My name's Ames— I was married to Mary."
Then he put his head down again, but it didn't stay there. He slipped down on the floor, moving gradually at first, then hitting the floor with a bang.
Whitey said to the four men by the wall: "Well, you guys going to talk, or do I turn loose on you?"
They talked with that, and I didn't blame them. A dumb man would have found speech if he'd looked at Whitey and that shotgun, because Whitey certainly looked as though he wanted to use it.
I heard all about it in the hospital. It was a good hospital, too, and I had a private room. With the Bryce girl's father footing the bills.
Whitey said: "Yeah, the state cops found Harper's body back in the woods. One of them damn waiters showed 'em where to look. The kid got looping drunk and kept wandering around the place. Finally he walked into Maury Cullen and his two pals who were hiding out.
"The barman and Maury and his pals grabbed the kid, but they didn't knock him off right then. They held him down in the hideout room, in the basement of the joint. That's what the spot was doing as a side-line— hiding out guys who were plenty hot and willing to pay for a place to stay."
"That's what the cops said."
Whitey went on: "Well, the gal didn't want to turn in her husband, even if she wasn't living with him. She gets the idea that if somebody come looking for Harper they'd get scared and turn him loose. They didn't— they knocked him on the head and buried him instead. He'd been nice to the girl— he'd even given her his frat pin after his girlfriend had given it back to him. That killing got the girl. She wanted to squawk, but she was scared of her husband."
"She was going to talk to me," I said.
"But she wasn't going to let her husband know about it," Whitey explained. "He caught her and they knocked her off. Anyway, the whole gang were in the hideout racket and they're all going up. You know, Joe, I should have told you about Maury, but I didn't have the guts. I knew the guy the minute I saw him in the can.
"He was a bad one years ago. He'd come to me when I was fighting and wanted me to throw a fight. That's why I didn't want to tell you, see? I figured you'd think maybe I was crooked or something. Say! You going to get in trouble with the cops over this?"
"Hell, no!" I told him. "Bryce got everything cleared. The cops act like I've got a medal coming. They figured it cleared out a bad bunch they didn't know about. And then, Bryce pulls a lot of weight. It's all okay."
"Swell, Joe," Whitey said, beaming at me.
"Tell me something," I said.
"Sure, Joe."
"Did you throw that fight that Maury Cullen wanted you to throw?"
Whitey stared at me and said: "Why— hell, yes! D'ya think I'm nuts?"
_______________
5: That Finished Product
C. S. Montanye
1892-1948
Top-Notch, September 1, 1918
We don't think of Montanye as a humorous writer, but...
MY friend Archibald Catfitz is an inventor. He has invented about everything there is to invent except a way to make money. The washless washing machine, the hairless hairpin, the doorless doorknob, and the automatic fishing rod are some of Archie's inventions. Nobody except myself has ever heard of them. But that isn't his fault. Like all men of genius, Archie is looked upon as being a "nutto" in the top story.
We share the same room in Mrs. Proones' boarding house, and thus it is that I have the privilege of seeing the Catfitz master mind at work. Archie has converted the bedroom into a laboratory. Have you ever seen the back yard of a junk man's residence and workshop? Well, that would be as neat and orderly as an old maid's closet beside our room. He has the packing case our landlady's phonograph came in for a workbench, and I have never been able to learn where all the things on top of it ever came from.
The other day Archie touched me for two bones, and I knew, when I handed them over, that he was about to invent something. It's always that way. When he feels it coming on the first thing he does is to borrow some of my money and then go out and buy some more junk to litter up the room.
Sure enough, when I came in from the office the first thing I laid eyes on was a big package, done up in brown wrapping paper, in the middle of the floor. Archie was sitting beside it on a chair, smoking a cigarette, and looking at it like a mother looks upon a favorite child. To show you how absorbed he was, he didn't even hear me come in.
"Well," I said, "what's the big idea? Is it to be a phoneless telephone or an autoless automobile? Or just a little thing like a safeless safe?"
I give you my word, he didn't hear me! Sure sign there was something mighty big on hand. The time he invented the powder which made clamless clam chowder, he acted the same way. The bigger the problem, the greater the silence.
After a while he tore his fascinated gaze from the package and looked up.
"Oh, hello, Bill! Are you here?"
I took off my hat and threw it on the bed. "No; I'm down at Murphy's, on the corner, buying peaches."
He tossed away the stub of his cigarette and began to stare at the package some more. It surely had him hypnotized.
"Is that so?" he murmured absently. That shows you just how bad he had it. I could see I wasn't wanted, and I didn't care to in on anything that might eventually aid suffering mankind; so I put on my coat and hat and went out for a walk.
When I came back it was almost time for dinner; not that it means anything at Mrs. Proones', but I record the fact to show I returned. I went up to the room, and I give you my word as a shipping clerk, Archie was still in a trance over his package. I really believe if I hadn't shaken him by the shoulder, he would still be sitting there.
"Come out of it!" I ordered roughly. "It's trough time."
He looked as dazed as I would look if somebody gave me a million dollars.
"Is it dinner time already?" he muttered in an incredulous voice.
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AT the long table downstairs I noticed Archie had a preoccupied look in his eyes. Another sure sign! Even the blond Iona, at his right, couldn't get him to carry on a conversation; and when Miss Carr failed to interest him I knew it was about time to look for an invention that would startle the world. After dessert— which happened to be something that resembled apple sauce— Iona cornered Archie in the hallway.
"Aren't you going to let me sing for you to-night?" she asked in her cutest manner.
Archie shook his head. "I'm sorry," he answered vaguely; "but as much as I would like you to I can't to-night."
At first she looked disappointed. Then she smiled. "Are you inventing something?" she inquired.
Archie admitted that he was, but asked to be excused from divulging any particulars. "I'll let you see it, when it is finished," he promised mysteriously; and that was the only way he escaped.
On our way upstairs Mrs. Proones held him up for three weeks' back board, but Archie is a genius in more ways than one. He must have invented stalls. Before he had finished with the good woman she believed he was doing her a favor by letting his board slide.
"Now, look here," I said, when he reached our room and closed the door. "You might let me in on the secret. The time you invented the iceless ice box, you promised, after I showed you the error of your ways, to can the mystery. Besides, don't forget whose two dollars it was that bought your package."
He sat down on the bed and grinned at me.
"Don't be sore, Bill," he replied. "Didn't I fix it so you wouldn't have to hear Iona sing?"
I dropped into the chair by the window, first removing some empty cans and glass jars.
"True," I granted; "but that doesn't let you out of an explanation."
He stopped grinning at this and looked serious.
"This is a big thing, Bill, a big thing," said he. "It's sure to put all the sculptors out of business, and it's going to revolutionize the art world. It's going to make my name a household word from Maine to Missouri."
I tried to keep a straight face, but I had heard Archie talk that way before.
"Go on with the story," was all I said.
He lighted a cigarette and blew smoke circles at the ceiling for a while. "Have you ever heard of Praxiteles?" he said after a pause.
I looked at him suspiciously. "What's that— a man's name or some disease?"
He explained that Praxiteles was a famous Greek sculptor who made wonderful statues out of marble, and who was just as famous in his own way as Benny Leonard or T. Rosenfelt.
"If," continued Archie impressively, "he was living to-day he would have quit work. Yes, sir; old Praxie couldn't have competed with the work turned out by the Catfitz Artless Art Molds and the Catfitz Secret Hardening Fluid."
As he finished speaking he ripped off the brown paper around the package on the floor, and I almost fell over. It was nothing more or less than a large pail of glue that he had been dreaming over.
"Is this the Catfitz Secret Hardening Fluid?" I asked gravely.
He looked a little hurt at my tone, but kept on smiling.
"You said it. And now, as I have to get busy on my molds, I'd be obliged to you if you would take Iona to a movie show or for a walk in the park or something."
He was so serious I had to laugh, and this made him mad.
"You'll laugh out of the other side of your mouth," he growled, "when the dollars begin to roll in."
"I hope you won't forget to roll two of them my way," I answered sweetly as I went out.
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I DIDN'T have much to say to Archie for a week or so, but I could see he was just as busy as he had been in the days of his first invention— the milkless milk bottle. I saw he was making some sort of little pasteboard hollow figures, and when I asked him curiously what they were, he showed me an illustrated book he had borrowed from the library, entitled, "Famous Works of Grecian Art."
One little figure he had made represented Venus taking a bath, or something like that; another was Diana chasing somebody; another Psyche at the garden gate or something of the kind. He told me there were to be six figures altogether; and that he had one more to make.
"And," he concluded triumphantly, "already I have some one interested in the idea."
He fished a letter out of his pocket and handed it to me. Here's what it said:
MR. ARCHIBALD CATFITZ,
Proone Villa, City.
DEAR SIR:
We beg to acknowledge receipt of your letter of recent date, and in reply would say that if all you claim is so, we shall be pleased to market your invention and pay you the usual thousand-dollar bonus besides a percentage royalty. When your work is in a completed state we shall be pleased to have our Mr. Jazbo call at your laboratory and look into the merits of the invention.
Yours very truly,
GRABBEM & GETTIT.
(Agents for struggling inventors.)
After I had read the letter I began to take more interest in Archie. A thousand dollars, less two, would amount to nine hundred and ninety-eight bucks, which wasn't so bad, considering. It seemed that only one more mold had to be made before he would be ready to have Mr. Jazbo call around. And he promised to let me in on it when the tests came off.
About three days later Archie announced that the last figure had been made and everything was ready.
The next morning— it was Sunday— we started work on them. He had cleared away some of the junk from the top of the packing case and had arranged the cardboard figures on top of it. While I held them up he poured the glue through the hollow opening at the bottom and filled them up.
"Now," he said, opening the window so the sun and air could come in on the statues, "I will tell you what the idea is. As everybody knows, when glue is exposed to the air it becomes hard. If it didn't do that it wouldn't be glue. Very good. When our glue becomes hard, in a little while, all I have to do is to remove the pasteboard shells and behold! Under each one will be revealed a perfect statuette of a beautiful amber shade that any one would be glad to pay five or ten dollars for! What do you think of that?"
I admitted that it sounded pretty good, but I asked him if they wouldn't break. He became peevish at the question.
"Break? Of course they'll break if you drop 'em. So will a marble or a plaster statue; but," he added, "people who pay five or ten dollars for a work of art like this don't usually throw them on the floor to see if they will break."
This sounded reasonable enough, and although there were one or two other little things I would have liked to ask him about I refrained from questioning him further.
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ARCHIE looked at his watch and we put on our coats. I went downstairs first to see if the coast was clear. When there was no visible sign of Mrs. Proones in the hallway I whistled, and he came down.
Outside he told me that we were going to walk around to the home of Mr. Jazbo so he could tell him the work was ready to be examined. It was only a short stroll, and when we got there Archie handed the butler his card. It read:
A. CATFITZ.
Inventor.
America.
We were shown into a reception room, where we sat down and looked at the pictures on the walls. They were some pictures, too. Archie, who seems to know a little bit about everything, told me that one was by Vandyke. That was news to me. I never knew it was a painter; I thought it was the name of a beard. Well, after a half hour or so Mr. Jazbo came in. He was a funny little man, about four feet tall, with a head too large for his body; bald, except for a topknot like the comedians in burlesque shows wear.
"Since receiving your letter," he said to Archie, "we have been eagerly awaiting the moment when an inspection could be made. Your presence here seems to indicate that moment is at hand. Am I right in my assumption?"
Archie consulted his watch again.
"Yes. If you will come around to my studio you may see the finished product."
Mr. Jazbo bade the butler bring him his hat, and we all went out. On the way back to the villa Archie did nothing but rave about his inventions. He told Mr. Jazbo about his stepless stepladder, his non-refillable washtub, his heatless stove, and a dozen other things.
Although the little man listened he said nothing.
When we got back to the boarding house we all went upstairs. As I crossed the threshold my eyes fell on the top of the packing case, and I almost fainted. Instead of hardening, the glue had all run out of the figures and formed into curious shapes, dripping in one place on the floor. Talk about your glittering gobs of glossy glue! Archie went pale, but Mr. Jazbo brushed him aside and rushed up to the packing case, where he adjusted his horn-rimmed glasses and leaned over.
"Ah!" he said— "a panorama of a countryside in bas-relief. Very interesting! And composed entirely of glue!"
Peering over his shoulder, I saw that, by looking closely the mess did resemble a wooded country landscape. The glue dissolving had run over the entire surface of the case and had submerged the pasteboard molds, hardening in some places and resembling quaintly a view of valleys' and rivers and little forests, as they would look if you were up in an aeroplane.
"Very interesting!" Mr. Jazbo said, turning to Archie, who leaned weakly against the bed. "But done before, of course. However, the idea of using glue instead of plaster is original, and I will purchase it from you. Will ten dollars be right?"
The next thing I knew Archie had a new tendollar bill in his hand and Mr. Jazbo was bowing himself out.
When the door closed behind him, the inventor threw himself down on the bed and mopped his brow.
"Ten dollars!" he whispered. "Ten dollars! Ten iron men belonging entirely to me!" I gave him a cold look and held out my hand.
"Not entirely," I reminded him. "Come across with my two before another idea bites you."
_______________
6: Ten Thousand Years in Ice
Robert Duncan Milne
1844-1899
The Argonaut, January 14, 1889
Text from anthology Argonaut Stories, 1906
Forgotten Scottish-born American science fiction writer of the 19th Century who published as many as sixty stories, many in the San Franciso magazine The Argonaut.
WHILE LOUNGING listlessly along the sea-wall one afternoon about the beginning of August last— the eighth, I think it was— enjoying the sunshine and inhaling the sea-breeze, my attention was attracted to an unusual bustle and commotion on the quay of Section Two. I could see from where I was that considerable exertions were being made to transfer some heavy object from a vessel moored alongside the quay to the quay itself. As I got nearer I discovered by the name on the stern that the vessel was the whaling-bark Marion, and that the object which the crew, assisted by a number of longshoremen, were making such efforts to get on shore was an immense rectangular block, measuring some nine feet in length by about four in breadth and thickness. Had it been a block of granite, the men could not have worked harder, prying it with rollers and levers along a gangway made of a dozen or so of stout planks laid abreast from the ship’s deck to the quay. As, however, this object, whatever it was, was swathed and enveloped with a plentiful supply of sacking, I could form no opinion as to its nature.
While standing abstractedly by, looking on and speculating as to what this very heavy object might be, and wondering what it could be doing aboard a whaler, I was tapped gently on the shoulder by somebody, and, looking round, my eyes rested on a heavily bearded and bronzed individual in pea-jacket and rough trousers, with a laughing eye, who said, cheerily: “What! don’t you know me?”
I was certain I had never seen the man before, though something in the voice sounded familiar. My doubts, however, were speedily set at rest by this individual exclaiming: “Don’t you recollect Joe Burnham? Has a year made such a difference? If so, I’m glad of it. You couldn’t have paid me a better compliment.”
“Can it be possible?” I said, in surprise, as I grasped his hand; “why, Joe, who would have expected to meet you coming off a whaler? And with a heavy beard, too!”
“Why, I thought you knew all about it,” he returned, with equal surprise; “just wait a minute,” he added, as he turned to give some directions to the men who had now got the heavy object safe on shore, and were proceeding to hoist it upon a dray.
While he was thus engaged, I recalled some circumstances which served to explain the unexpected and original appearance of my friend.
Joe Burnham, the son of the well-known millionaire mining-man, had, I knew, been recommended to go abroad for change of air about a year before, owing to failing health arising from too intense application to study. This, however, was all I knew, and I had no idea that he had concluded to take his change of air aboard a whaler. But knowing his taste for scientific pursuits of any and every character, I can not say that I was very much surprised to meet him again as I had just done. At any rate, the trip had certainly been most beneficial, as he had changed from a sickly and rather delicate student to a hale, hearty, and robust man.
“Yes,” he remarked, as he came back from the dray, which was now moving slowly off, the four sturdy horses which drew it evidently straining under the weight with which it was loaded, “my doctor prescribed absolute freedom from brain-work of any kind. He shook his head when I suggested Europe. There was too much, he said, to be seen in Asia, or, in fact, in any other quarter of the globe, to insure the perfect repose he thought necessary. Even a prolonged yachting excursion did not meet his views. That, he said, would be worse than anything else. Its very monotony and loneliness would drive me to cogitation. The sea part of it, he admitted, was capital. If a sea voyage could be combined with excitement and something to do— but would I work? Then some lucky inspiration seemed to flash across my mind, and I asked him if there were any objections to a whaling trip. ‘The very thing,’ he said; ‘you have plenty of money and can go more as a passenger than as a sailor. You won’t have much time to study on board that kind of a vessel, and I’ll risk all the chances you get to indulge in the study of the flora and fauna of the Arctic.’ And now you see how it is that I happen to be disembarking at the present moment from the stanch bark Marion.”
“You seem to have got plenty of baggage, anyhow,” I returned, motioning toward the dray, which was now fast retreating in the direction of the city; “your share of the blubber, perhaps,” I added, banteringly; “or maybe specimens of the flora and fauna of the Arctic, which your doctor cautioned you against.”
“Partly right and partly wrong,” said Burnham, sententiously and somewhat seriously; “you may have got nearer the truth about that queer parcel than you think. But this is no time or place to speak about it. Come up to the house to-morrow forenoon, if you have time, and I will show you something that will astonish you. I particularly wish you to come,” he added, with emphasis; “you will be amply repaid for doing so by what you will see. Meantime, I have something more to arrange on board this vessel.” So saying, he crossed the gangway and disappeared.
Next morning about ten, in accordance with my friend’s invitation, I ascended the steps of the Burnham mansion, rang the bell, and sent in my card. I was evidently expected, as the servant requested me to follow him, and led the way downstairs. There, in a small court-yard sacred to himself, and in which, together with two apartments opening thereon, my friend conducted his experiments, I found him in his shirt-sleeves, superintending the disposition of the ponderous mass which had excited my curiosity the day before on the sea-wall. The workmen had just succeeded in hoisting it on to a strong and massive trestle-work, some three feet from the ground, and upon this the nondescript, oblong package, swathed with sacking and bound with ropes, now rested.
“There!” said Burnham, as he settled with the men and turned the key of the door leading into the ordinary court-yard of the house; “the most laborious part of the job is over. It was no easy matter getting the package up here. But now, as publicity at this stage must on every consideration be avoided, I must ask you to stand ready to lend me a hand when necessary. Better leave your coat in the laboratory or in the studio— which you please— you can suit yourself.”
The “laboratory” and the “studio” were the respective names of the two rooms opening onto the court-yard where we were now standing, which was itself separated, as I have said, from the main court-yard of the building by a tolerably high wall, opposite which were the entrances and windows of the rooms aforesaid, which had been originally intended for outhouses of some sort. The other two sides of this little court-yard were blind-walls of the house itself. Certainly, if secrecy were the requisite aimed at in my friend’s enterprise, whatever it might be, a happier place could not have been chosen. The “laboratory” and the “studio,” while each opened on the court, and while there was also intercommunication between the rooms, differed greatly in interior arrangement, as well as in the uses to which they were put. The laboratory was fitted up with benches, tables, and shelves, littered with chemical, optical, electrical, and photographic apparatus, zoölogical and botanical specimens, et hoc genus omne; a perfect scientific chaos, in short, without a semblance of law and order. The studio, on the other hand, was richly and luxuriously furnished and kept in scrupulous order by Burnham’s own valet, who, I noticed, however, was not there at this time.
Passing into the laboratory first, I noticed that a trestle-work similar to that in the court-yard stood in the centre of the floor, and that it was surmounted by a shallow pan of zinc, fitted at one end with a waste-pipe, like that of a bath-tub, leading to the gutter of the court. I was still further surprised to note, when I passed on into the studio, that the centre of that chamber also contained what might be termed a supplement to the trestle-work, in that the furniture had been moved to one side to make room for an improvised table on which rested an ordinary mattress. In addition to this a bureau-bed had been unfolded and set in readiness at one of the walls, while a blazing fire burned in the grate, although the day was anything but cold. Before I had time to speculate upon the meaning of all these mysterious preparations, I heard Burnham calling, so throwing my coat on a settee I hastened to join him. I found him engaged in firing up a small portable steam-engine that stood in one corner of the yard, and in affixing to the exhaust-pipe of the cylinder another pipe, several feet in length, with a movable arm, evidently for the purpose of ejecting steam in any desired direction.
“Now,” he said, as he completed the connection, “while the boiler is getting up steam, you and I must get to work and uncover our package. I expected Dr. Dunne here before this, but doctors, you know, are always entitled to latitude in non-professional matters.”
So saying, he took a knife and began to cut away the ropes from the package, I following his example. Then we removed layer after layer of sacking, the air growing, I thought, all the time sensibly colder, till upon removing the last of the sack-cloth— we could not, of course, remove the wrapping on which the weight rested, but merely contented ourselves with ripping the top open and letting it fall on either side— what was my surprise to see before me an immense oblong block of blue, pellucid ice. But who shall express my feelings when, a moment after, I discerned imbedded in the heart of the transparent crystal the form of a man.
But let me describe what I saw. There, lying on its back in the middle of the frozen slab, was unmistakably the body of a man, but so wonderfully life-like in every detail that it was as difficult to believe that the man was dead as it was to conceive how he had come into his present position. The eyes were dark and wide open, and whether or not it was due to some peculiar refracting qualities of the medium through which they were observed, they did not look glassy or seem to have lost their lustre. The short, thick, curly black locks that clustered about the forehead, and the closely trimmed beard that fringed the cheeks, looked as natural as they could have done in the heyday of life. But just as inexplicable was the dress. It was composed of some light material such as is worn in hot climates, and had more in common with the ancient Greek chlamys, or the Arab burnous, than with any other type of dress that I recall. Such colors as it had were tasteful and resplendent, and had lost none of their original freshness. The feet were shod with sandals, and a gemmed ring still sparkled upon one of the fingers of the right hand. It was the face and figure of a handsome man of thirty, or thereabouts, and the whole posture was so indicative of repose as to indicate that, whoever he might be, he had met his end calmly and without pain.
I turned mechanically toward Burnham and saw that he was watching my surprise and smiling.
“Well, what do you think of my package,” he asked; “was it worth the trouble of bringing it here from the Arctic circle?”
“I must congratulate you on your specimen,” I returned; “it will certainly be a great acquisition to our scientific men and antiquaries. But how are you going to preserve it? Won’t you find it rather a difficult matter to keep the ice in a state of congelation— and expensive, too, I should think?”
“That is not my intention,” he replied; “I mean to thaw him out.”
“And then?” I queried.
“Resuscitate him.”
I looked at my friend to see if he were not joking, but could detect no sign of mirth about his face.
“Why not?” he said; “that man in the ice there is as organically perfect as you or I are. No fibre or atom of his organism has undergone any change since he came into the condition he is now in. Say that he met his death— if indeed he is dead— by drowning, and the water he was drowned in was subsequently frozen, he is no worse off at this moment, even though he has been lying where he is thousands of years, than the man who was drowned five minutes ago. And I hold, and my friend Dr. Dunne agrees with me— — ”
Dr. Dunne, one of the most scientific physicians and surgeons in the city, as is well known, entered the court-yard at that moment, after giving a secret knock, and apologized for his tardiness.
“My friend, Dr. Dunne, I say, agrees with me, that our treatment of drowned, or so-called drowned, men is all wrong, and that they can be resuscitated hours after death has apparently supervened, if the proper measures are taken. Drowning is simply a case of arrested function, that is all. Provided the organism is sound, why should it not be made to perform its functions again? Does a temporary stoppage ruin a watch if the works are all right? If so, what are doctors and watch-makers for, I should like to know? Is it not so, doctor?”
“At all events we can try,” rejoined the doctor, impressively; “I am heartily glad of such a favorable, such an ultra-favorable, opportunity, I should say, of testing the efficacy of my treatment of drowned men upon so promising a subject.”
“But what about the freezing, doctor?” I ventured to remark, for the coolness with which the whole subject was treated reminded me painfully of my own deficiencies of scientific lore and rendered me proportionately modest. “I have always understood that frozen limbs are as good as dead, and that amputation alone can save the life of the rest of the organism in such a case. It seems to me that when the whole body is frozen, so much the worse.”
“So much the better,” returned the doctor, warmly; “it is much easier to work where the conditions are homogeneous.”
By this time the steam escaping from the safety-valve of the portable engine showed that the pressure was considerable, and Burnham, who had previously shifted the slide-valve so that the steam would pass straight into the exhaust, now wheeled the engine opposite the block of ice, pointed the lateral pipe, which he had connected with the exhaust, and which he manipulated on its joint by means of a fork, toward the side of the block, turned the globe-valve and let the jet of blue vapor play upon the ice. The court-yard was soon thick with clouds of steam, but the huge ice-block kept dwindling away as the steam was directed upon one point or the other, by wheeling the engine round it, till in less than half an hour the court-yard was little better than a puddle and nothing remained of the ice-block but a crystal envelope, a few inches thick, around the inclosed body, so deftly and skillfully had Burnham directed the steam-jet upon all portions alike.
“We shall now have to exercise more care,” he remarked; “the remaining ice must be removed in a more gentle manner. Help me to carry the body into the laboratory.”
So saying, we all lent a hand and transferred the ice-bound body to the zinc tray upon the trestles in the laboratory, in which a roaring stove-fire had previously been lit, and the temperature of which, when the doors were shut, was like that of a Turkish bath.
“There!” ejaculated Burnham, who, though in his shirt-sleeves, was perspiring freely and panting after his work; “so far, so good. Let us go into the studio and sit down and rest while our guest”— I was struck with the quaintness of the epithet as applied to the corpse in the next room, as also with the emphasis Burnham gave it— “sheds the remnant of the crystal mantle he has worn for who shall say how many thousand years. It will take at least half an hour before he is completely thawed out, and meanwhile, if you like, I will tell you how I managed to run across him in the Far North.”
We were all curious to know, so Burnham gave the following details:
“After leaving San Francisco in March, last year, we sailed North with the intention of reaching Behring Sea by the time the ice broke up, hoping to do well enough with whales and seals to return before the season closed. I had, of course, made my arrangements with the captain, going as a volunteer, to do duty or not as I pleased, and living in the cabin. We had the usual adventures which are part and parcel of a whaler’s experience, and which I will not bother you with, as they are not germane to the question, and I found my health improving wonderfully under the influence of the fresh air, exercise, and excitement.
“By June we had passed Behring Straits and then cruised for a good many weeks in the open sea beyond; but our luck was bad, and, owing to trying to better it before we left, we waited too long; worse than that, we were caught by a storm which blew us nearly due north for several days to a point some hundred miles east of Banks’s Land and the Parry Isles; and before we knew where we were, we found ourselves shut in by the ice, luckily in the lee of some bluffs, forming part of a small island only a few square miles in extent, to which circumstance alone we could attribute the escape of our vessel from being crushed by the ice-pack. Subsequent observations showed that we were in longitude 162 degrees W. and about latitude 76 degrees N.— a point, by the way, rarely reached by navigators even under the most exceptionally favorable circumstances. There was nothing for it, however, but to make the best of a bad job and prepare to winter it out with the best grace we could. Luckily we had plenty of provisions— I had looked after the matter of commissariat, personally, before embarking— and I think I may safely say that few whalers ever wintered in the Arctic circle better equipped in that respect than we were.
“As you can readily imagine, the life of a ship’s crew, ice-bound, during the long, dark, northern winter is not an enviable one. Suffice it to say that we got through it with probably less than the ordinary amount of hardship, and were very glad to catch a glimpse of the sun about the beginning of April, as it looked like a sign of release, though the captain did not think the ice would break up for at least six weeks longer. There was now some pleasure in rambling, as there were a few hours of sunlight to do it by, and I used to make the most of it, as one might get an occasional pop at a seal or otter, and not unfrequently the captain— we were by this time great chums— would accompany me.
“One day in May we were tramping along, gun in hand, over the ice-fields, going over some new ground to the east of the ship, when we came upon a patch of remarkably clear and transparent ice, about a mile from the vessel. This was the more peculiar as the generality of the ice in our neighborhood was rough, jagged, opaque, and usually coated with snow. Looking down casually as we were crossing this patch, my eye was arrested by the curious spectacle of the body of a man embedded in the ice, some sixteen or eighteen feet below the surface. I called the captain’s attention to the phenomenon, and, getting down on our hands and knees, we spent a good while in examining the strange object as well as we could, and speculating upon how it could have got there. What puzzled us most was the white clothing upon the body, the captain’s theory being that it was the corpse of some officer of consequence, belonging, perhaps, to some government expedition, whose shroud had burst its canvas casing after being consigned to the deep, and which had afterward drifted there with the currents and frozen fast. I, however, whose eyes were keener, could see that the dress upon the body was no shroud, and that the features, instead of being livid, bloated, and swollen, like those of a corpse that had been some time in the water, were clear-cut, fresh, and untouched by decay. I became anxious to obtain a nearer view of this strange discovery, and at length prevailed upon the captain to let me have the use of half a dozen of the crew to dig down through the ice till I could satisfy my curiosity regarding it. Accordingly, next morning we set to work with pick and shovel to sink a shaft in the ice, and it was only the work of an hour or two before we were within two feet of the body.
“At this distance I renewed my examination and became the more and more impressed and mystified as I did so. But my astonishment was still further increased when, upon gazing downward through the pellucid depths below, I saw, or thought I saw, the dim outlines of buildings, just as they might seem from the top of some tall monument. I thought I could detect lines of streets and squares, the buildings on which were white as of marble, their architecture seeming to approach the Grecian in type. Gardens and trees, too, I thought I saw, but the light of the low sun was so feeble that I did not know whether it might not all be due to the fantastic forms of sea-weed, and that imagination was doing the rest. As it was, however, the impression I received served to increase my interest in the mysterious object beneath me.
“I now resolved to secure possession of this wonderful windfall, from a scientific standpoint, which luck had thrown in my way; and by dint of promising a liberal reward to my assistants I succeeded in persuading them to dig round and below the body, leaving the block, which we just now melted, only supported securely enough at its ends to keep it from breaking down, till such time as we were prepared to remove it. Here, again, I had a bitter altercation with the captain, when I mooted my design of carrying off my prize. It was absurd, he said, preposterous, to think of packing a huge block of ice, containing only the dead body of a man, and of no earthly use to anybody. Did I think that whalers were fitted out for costly voyages into polar seas for the fun of the thing? Look at the room it would take, if nothing else. No; he must draw the line there; he would be d—— d if he gave his countenance to any such nonsense as that, science or no science.
“I now saw that it was neck or nothing. There is nothing so obdurate as a sea-captain, if he sets his foot down, and by long association I knew my man. I determined to try him on a new tack, and to go to almost any length in doing so, partly through the spirit of opposition which is strong within me, and partly because I had already formulated, in a vague manner, the scheme which we are now carrying into practice. I felt a deep conviction, too, that I was in some mysterious way working out mysterious ends, and that gave new strength to my resolve.
“ ‘Captain,’ I said that evening as we sat in the cabin, ‘what do you estimate that your present trip is worth?’
“ ‘Worth nothing as yet,’ he answered, with a growl; ‘worse luck to it.’
“ ‘I mean what would you take for the net earnings of the voyage, provided somebody bought your chances for what you might pick up upon the return?’
“The captain studied. It was plain that I had given his ideas a new turn. Perhaps he divined the bent of mine.
“ ‘Well,’ he said, at length, ‘there would be the crew to be considered, as well as myself, in a case of that sort. We’re all working on shares. Captain gets half, and the other half of the net proceeds are divided pro rata among the petty officers and crew. What would suit me mightn’t suit them.’
“ ‘Well, what could you reasonably expect to take on the home voyage with average luck?’ I said, returning to the charge.
“ ‘Half a dozen sperm-whales wouldn’t be out of the way,’ returned the captain, cheerily; ‘might get more. Catch might range anywhere from twenty to forty thousand dollars.’
“ ‘Call it thirty thousand,’ I said; ‘would that be a fair average?’
“ ‘Well, there’s twenty-two of a crew. That would net about seven hundred dollars apiece for their share. I don’t think they would growl at that. Fifteen thousand would suit me, and I think I should be very well out of it, for that matter. But why do you ask such questions?’
“ ‘Read that,’ I said, for answer, and shoved a slip of paper across the table.
“ ‘Why, what’s this?’ said the captain, taking up the slip of paper and reading:
Off the Parry Isles,
Long. 162° W., lat. 76° N.,
May 14th, 1888.
Bank of California, San Francisco.
Pay to the order of J. F. Manson, captain whaling bark Marion, the sum of thirty thousand dollars ($30,000) and debit
Richard Burnham.
“ ‘Simply a check for your possible gains on the return voyage, captain. I want the use of your ship as far as San Francisco. Everything satisfactory, I suppose. Good-night.’ So saying, I strolled into my stateroom, leaving the worthy captain to deliberate upon my proposal.
“Next morning I purposely got up late; but by the earnest and many-voiced conversation which I could faintly hear, upon the deck above me, I knew that the seed I had sown was germinating, if not bearing fruit.
“Well, to cut a long story short, my proposal was accepted; the ice-block dug out and conveyed to the vessel with a good deal of trouble; my check certified and cashed in Victoria, where most of the crew were paid off, and— here we are. Now, suppose we adjourn to the laboratory and see if our guest has completely thawed out yet.”
The strong heat from the stove had, in truth, very nearly finished what the steam had begun. Though there was still a shell of ice surrounding the body, it was little more than a shell, and Dr. Dunne recommended that the next stage in the treatment should be approached with all expedition. Burnham, accordingly, went off to prepare a bath in the bath-room adjoining the studio, and when he hailed us, the doctor and myself carried in the zinc tray with the body and deposited the latter in the bath.
“We must proceed very slowly,” said the doctor, as he stood by, thermometer in hand; “I shall begin with a temperature of fifty and increase it very gradually— say, in half an hour or so— to blood heat. All the internal organs are, of course, frozen; the lungs, too, are doubtless full of ice, and the first thing to be done is to relieve them of the water. Not the least remarkable feature, gentlemen,” he continued, turning to us, “is that this body must have been frozen almost before— in my theory, certainly before— it was drowned. But how to account for this? That is the point. It is certainly beyond the range of our scientific experience, nor can we conceive of any natural or chemical force powerful enough to effect such a result. This man, too, is clad in the garb of a tropical, or sub-tropical, region. These are evidently his every-day clothes which he is wearing. He must have been both drowned and frozen almost simultaneously. The drowning and the freezing must have been nearly coincident events— at all events, within an hour or two of each other. I can not see into it. I give it up,” concluded the doctor, with a shake of the head.
“Still,” said Burnham, “have we not something of a parallel in the elephants which, some years ago, were found embedded in the ice to the north of Siberia, just as this man was? The elephant is a tropical animal, and can scarcely be credited with going to the North Pole on a pleasure trip. How do you account for that?”
“Perhaps,” suggested I, “it was a case of the mountain coming to Mahomet in both instances. Perhaps the pole came to them. Suppose that through some unknown natural cause, or some outside cosmical agency, the axis of the earth should change abruptly, as it is probable that it is now doing gradually, and that what were formerly the equatorial regions became the polar, and vice versâ, what would naturally follow? In the first place, the oceans and seas would be hurled over the continents in tidal waves miles high. Only mountaineers dwelling in the highest altitudes would escape. That would be the first result. The second would be that the waters upon what were formerly the tropical regions would be frozen. The third would be— what we see before us now in that bath.”
“Very ingenious, certainly,” remarked the doctor, dryly; “but we have got no time for speculation now. Let us attend to business. Our friend here should be pretty thoroughly warmed through by this time. Please lend a hand to get him on the operating-table.”
Accordingly, we removed the body from the bath to the mattress in the studio, the room having been meanwhile closed and its temperature raised to blood heat.
“We must first get the water out of the lungs,” said the doctor, as he reached for what looked something like a stomach-pump, but which, instead of the suction tube, terminated in a diaphragm made of some elastic substance, which he applied to the open mouth of the body, pressing it closely with his left hand, at the same time asking me to compress the nostrils tightly. The flesh was now warm, soft, and yielding. The doctor then drew back the piston of his pump and a stream of water followed through the discharge tube. This was repeated several times, till the lungs were pronounced free from water.
A consultation now followed between the doctor and Burnham.
“The blood in the veins and arteries,” said the doctor, “though it has undergone liquefaction, is probably, to a certain extent, coagulated. Though why,” he continued, musingly, “should such be the case? At any rate, let us see.”
He then took a lancet from his instrument-case and proceeded to make an incision in the median vein of the left arm, when, to his manifest joy, as I could see, a few drops of blood spurted out.
“Yes! it is as I thought,” he exclaimed, joyfully; “the blood has not coagulated. It is a simple case of drowning, and, to all intents and purposes, our friend here is no better and no worse off than if he had been asphyxiated by water only a few hours ago. Mr. Burnham, I congratulate you,” taking that gentleman by the hand and shaking it with the utmost enthusiasm, “upon being instrumental in providing a subject for resuscitation— for resuscitate him I do not doubt that I shall, now that I have direct evidence that the blood has undergone no chemical change— a subject, compared with which a mere, ordinary case of drowning sinks into the most infinitesimal insignificance; for— who can tell?— perhaps this man has lain in this condition for hundreds, aye, for thousands of years; perhaps he belongs to a remote prehistoric age, for ice, the great embalmer, knows neither time nor seasons, and a thousand years are to it but as one hour. Whatever our friend here is, or has been, he will presently be one of us; he will open his mouth and unlock the secrets of the past. He will tell us how he came to be in his present plight. He will add another page to the world’s history.”
I felt myself catching all the doctor’s enthusiasm, and now hung upon everything that he did with breathless interest.
“The next step,” said the doctor, “is to stimulate the heart’s action and restore the circulation. To do this will require our united efforts. You, Mr. Burnham, will take charge of the battery and apply the electrodes; our friend here”— signifying myself— “will assist in inflating the lungs; I will attend to the circulation. Your battery is ready, is it not, Mr. Burnham?”
The battery, with its auxiliary apparatus for intensifying the current, was brought round and placed on a table close by. Dr. Dunne then made an incision in the breast so as to expose the breast-bone, or sternum, and another in the back, in the region of the third vertebra. To the former of these the negative pole of the battery was applied, and to the latter the positive electrode.
“Where is that phial, I wonder?” interjected the doctor, looking over his medicine-chest, and taking out bottle after bottle; “ah, here it is,” he said, at last, “here is the substance on which I rely to restore the action of the heart and give new life to our friend here. It has only lately been introduced into the pharmacopœia; but since its introduction it has done wonders in cardiac affections. It is distilled from a plant which grows only in East Africa. Its name is strephanthus, and its effect is to accelerate the action of the heart. It is now my purpose to inject a portion of this powerful stimulant into the median vein, which I have just opened, in our friend’s arm, whence it will be conveyed to the heart. Meanwhile, you, Mr. Burnham, and our friend here will induce artificial respiration in the lungs, so that the blood may be oxygenated after it has been expelled from the heart by the spasmodic valvular action which the strephanthus will excite in that organ. Now, let us each attend closely to his allotted duty.”
My part consisted in inflating the lungs by means of a tiny bellows, the nozzle of which had been introduced into the larynx, till such time as the breathing should become automatic and the rise and fall of the lungs regular. At a given signal from the doctor, Burnham turned on the current, the electrodes having been previously placed in position, and, at the same instant, the chest expanded. I plied my bellows as the breast rose, and a second afterward it collapsed, the discharged air rushing back through the larynx with a whistling sound. Three seconds afterward the chest rose automatically again, and again I assisted its rise by inflating the lungs as before. This was kept up for some dozen or more respirations, occupying in all about two minutes.
Meantime, the doctor was intently engaged with a syringe and graduating glass at the left arm of the body. So absorbed was he in his occupation that he seemed oblivious to everything else. Suddenly he sprang to his feet, with an exclamation which startled us.
“We have won!” he shouted; “see! the blood is circulating.”
I looked down at the arm, and, sure enough, blood was spurting in a thin jet from the lower extremity of the vein which the doctor had severed. In my excitement I had withdrawn the bellows from the mouth, but there was no further use for artificial respiration, as the chest was now rising and falling automatically and in regular cadence. The doctor now tied up the severed vein, sewed up the incision in the arm, and, after dressing the patient— for such he must now be called— in a suit of Burnham’s underwear, we lifted him into the bureau-bed that had been prepared at the side of the studio next the fire.
“There is nothing more to be done,” said the doctor, simply; “he will wake by and by of his own accord, and will then need some nourishment. Soup and stimulants will be the proper thing to administer at first.”
Burnham went out and returned presently with a tray containing the desired refreshments. We now waited anxiously for the awakening, which must sooner or later come. The breathing, which had hitherto been labored and stertorous, was becoming easier, the color was returning to the cheeks, and the occasional twitching of the muscles showed that our strange patient was on the point of awaking. At length he turned on his side, opened his eyes, stared fixedly at us, and then uttered an exclamation in some foreign tongue. Burnham got up, wheeled a table to the side of the bed, set the tray of refreshments upon it, and motioned him to help himself, at the same time pouring out a glass of wine. Here Dr. Dunne interposed.
“No,” he said, smiling; “after a fast of so many thousand years I certainly must prescribe hot water as an initiative. It is absolutely necessary for the stomach to begin with.”
The hot water was brought, and our patient, evidently comprehending that he was under medical treatment, shifted his position in bed so as to recline upon his elbow, took the tumbler which was handed him, and, after eying it critically, raised it to his lips and tasted the contents. A shade of surprise and faint protest passed across his features as he elevated his eyebrows, shrugged his shoulders, and swallowed the potion.
“Now let him attack the viands if he wants to,” said the doctor, as our guest’s eye roved somewhat greedily, I thought, over the table. Burnham pushed the tray a little nearer, no second invitation being necessary, and the bowl of soup that had been brought, together with a couple of glasses of old Madeira, speedily disappeared. This duty having been performed, our guest became voluble. He gesticulated and spoke, and, to judge by the inflexions of his voice and the character of his gestures, he was, I should say, appealing to us for an explanation of his presence there and of the strange objects which met his gaze. It need scarcely be said that we could not understand one word of what he was saying, though the voice was clear and mellow and the syllables of his words as distinct and sonorous as ancient Greek, though they bore no other resemblance to that language.
“Suppose we bring him pen and ink and see if he can write,” suggested Burnham, and the idea struck us as a peculiarly happy one.
Pen, ink, and paper were accordingly set upon the table. Our patient eyed the articles curiously for a moment or two, took up the pen, and examined the steel nib with an expression of critical approval, then took up a sheet of paper, examined its texture, and smiled, at the same time spreading it out before him. It was evident that he comprehended what was required of him, for he dipped the pen into the ink and wrote a few words upon the paper, guiding the pen, however, from right to left, according to Oriental usage. The characters partook more of the Chaldaic, or ancient Sanscrit, than any other type. As it was, none of us could make them out. Our guest watched our efforts at deciphering with an amused smile, but when one of our daily papers was handed him by Burnham, this quickly changed to an expression of rapt attention and intense interest. He did not, however, handle the sheet like a savage, but like one who knew the object of it, examining the words and letters with the closest attention, evidently to see whether he could gain any clew to their meaning. After a minute or two he gave up the task, and then, tapping his forehead with a tired expression, smiled at us, lay back on his pillow, and was soon fast asleep.
“He will be all right by evening,” remarked the doctor; “and then,” turning to Burnham, “what will you do with him? Introduce him to the Academy of Sciences, I suppose?”
“Not just yet,” returned Burnham; “I have no objection to some inkling of our wonderful prize getting out— our friend here,” alluding to me, “will, no doubt, attend to that— but I certainly shall not bring him before the public in any way, nor even introduce him to our scientific men, till I have educated him to some little knowledge of our language. There will, I think, be no difficulty about that. He is evidently a man of superior intelligence, and I shall go right to work in the same way as if he was any ordinary foreigner cast upon our shores with no knowledge of our language and I myself equally ignorant of his. It is merely giving names of objects, he learning my name for the object, I his. In that manner we shall speedily arrive at a solution of the all-absorbing question who this remarkable being is whom we have rescued from the jaws of death, and who, to all intents and purposes, has been dead for— who can tell?— how many ages past.”
THE EVENTS I have here detailed occurred on the ninth of August last. Since that time, my friend Burnham has been enthusiastically engaged in carrying out the project which he mapped out on the day of the resuscitation of his remarkable patient and guest. His tailor was called in, and, when Mr. Kourban Balanok, as the stranger calls himself, left Burnham’s studio three days after, he did so as a nineteenth-century gentleman, and is now installed in Burnham’s house as one of the family. People may have noticed the young, handsome, and distinguished stranger to be seen occasionally walking arm-in-arm with Burnham on Kearny or Market Street, but none would guess that he had lain in the North Polar ice in the neighborhood of ten thousand years. Such is the case, however, and, as he is fast acquiring an intimate knowledge of the English language, we may confidently look forward to the appearance, in the near future, of a detailed account of the economy of the prehistoric world, and of the vast cataclysm which swamped it and left Mr. Kourban Balanok embedded in the ice.
_________________
7: The Screaming Skull
J. Allan Dunn
1872-1941
The Frontier, October, 1924
Buried treasure and buccaneers in the early 1700s
OUTRANGING the lighter guns of the Gauntlet, from the start of the fight the skillfully manoeuvered King’s ship had been raking the pirate brigantine with a steady fire from a Long Tom mounted in her bows. For three hours they fought, manoeuvering in the smart breeze in the early evening of a glorious day, the crisp seas blue as indigo, yeasty with spin-drift, the smoke of the guns soaring up in puffs like balloons as they were swiftly served by men naked to the waist, wet with sweat, grimed with powder and splashed with blood.
King’s man and pirate alike wore bright kerchiefs bound about their brows, but the buccaneers aboard the Gauntlet displayed gaudy silken sashes, velvet breeches and high buckettopped seaboots of leather, whereas the tars trod the sanded decks bare-footed.
Now less than a cable’s length away, now nearer half a mile, tacking and veering, striving for the better position, for a rake of the other’s deck, the bright red flashes of fire showed belching from the barking dogs of war as pirate’s brigantine or the King’s corvette rose to the crest of a rolling wave and swift gunners set tow to touch-hole. White splinters flew from the black sides that rose gleaming, varnished with the brine.
The flush-decked corvette, frigate-rigged, was handled with as much precision as the overmanned brigantine, and Swayne cursed as he saw that her captain meant to take full advantage of his heavier metals and repeatedly managed a range where the buccaneer’s shot plumped short into the sea. But at sunset the corvette came down, leaping before a quartering breeze, flinging the seas away magnificently to leeward, buoyant as a cork, her canvas snowy white, the red flag flaming in challenge to Swayne’s sable banner, keen to make a finish. The sun hung in the west in a growing confusion of purple cloud and wheeling rays of crimson vapor, wheeling over a background of troubled gold. The clouds overhead were silverwhite as pearl on their eastern sides, amber and amethyst toward the west. The two ships, filled with men who longed to be at the death-grapple, to decide the supremacy of law or piracy, seemed inconsequential as they fled on the lifting surface of a sea purple as the skin of grapes.
Swayne strutted in confidence on his quarterdeck, togged out in all the glory that delighted his heart: vermilion, gold-laced coat with a blue sash of silk across it, a wide belt, velvet breeches thrust into boots of Spanish leather, plumes in his hat above his hair that hung below the wide collar, long mustachios fiercely curled, a scar across a nose that bridged out like a prow to his strong face. Hardly less brave of attire and demeanor was Hoyle, his lieutenant, though his face scowled the more from its pockpittedness than Swayne’s from its scar. Hoyle worked the ship, following Swayne’s orders. Skinner, the quartermaster, chosen representative of the crew, a check on the captain to a certain extent, stood beside Swayne, his green eyes, flecked with brown spots, watching the corvette, unblinking to the increasing glory of the sunset behind her.
Long of arm and bowed of leg was Skinner, strong and active as a cat. He wore short breeches of striped canvas and a shirt of black silk that fluttered open at his hairy chest. His legs below the knees were bare to the horny soles of the splay feet. A fo’c’stle man was Skinner, though rating counted little in this sea brotherhood. He had pistols and a cutlass that swung unsheathed against the hard muscles of his calf, its edge keen as a razor, keen as the two long dirks in his belt.
Swayne roared an order and Skinner looked at him in a surprise that blended with delight.
“You’ll let ‘em board?” he shouted above the rush of the wind in the rigging, the seethe of the sea and the reports of the stern-chaser that ceased as the helm was put up and the men rushed to the braces.
“We’ll meet ‘em half way and let the losers go to hell! But we’ll set a hurdle or two for ‘em to jump. Nettings there. Pikes and cutlasses!”
By the prevailing laws of the Brethren of the Sea, Swayne had the absolute right of determination in all questions concerning fighting, chasing or being chased. In all other matters whatsoever the captain was governed by a majority. His decisions were subject to a later vote if the majority seemed to consider him in the wrong, but here there was no dissenting voice; the pirates believed themselves unmatched at close quarters. The battering from the corvette had enraged them, the pannikins of rum from the broached cask amidships had inflamed their natural deviltry, and they yelled in unison when they saw Swayne meant to come to grips.
AXES and pikes and cutlasses were set handy while they worked frantically to stretch the bulwark nettings. On came the King’s ship, her men bunched in three groups, some on the yardarms, some with grappling irons ready to fling aboard. The dazzle of the sunset was in the eyes of the buccaneers but they were used to such matters and they bellowed a brazen defiance as the two ships closed.
Pikes thrust at men, impaling them; axes swung through soft flesh and splintering bone; pistols were fired point-blank, searing and singeing where the bullets entered. Men poured into the brigantine, swarming the nettings actively as baboons, their sharp steel between their teeth, silent but grim as the outlaws of the sea jabbed and struck at them. Men dropped from the yards; there came clash and grate of steel against steel. The grunt of men hard pressed, the groans of the wounded, oaths, yells sounded while the sunset filled the hollows of the waves with blood that mocked the gore that ran on the slippery decks of the Gauntlet as men rolled into the scuppers, clutching at each other’s wrists and throats, stabbing, slashing.
In the south a squall gathered, hovering while the fight gained fury. Swayne marked it from the corners of his eyes, his lips set, his nostrils wide for better breath as he lunged and parried with his Spanish blade against the onslaught of the corvette’s first lieutenant, an old sea-dog with a wrist of steel and the cunning of a master of fence.
Swayne swiftly calculated the chances of victory or defeat, fearing the latter, even for himself in his present issue. He was wounded in the leg by a bullet from the corvette’s foretop and at his best he was no match for this man who changed his style of fence at will, who had learned in the schools of France and Italy and Spain and practised them all in bloody battle.
There was no quarter. Every man pirate of them would be hanged at Gallows’ Point, Port Royal, if they were taken alive. It had been a mistake to let the King’s men board. Slowly but surely they were driving the buccaneers back. Hoyle was down, cleft from shoulder to the middle of his chest by a gigantic seaman whom Swayne himself had spitted the next instant. Skinner was back to the rail, with three or four comrades, fighting like maddened cats against odds.
Swayne shouted for a rally, tried to lead it, and left an opening that was instantly entered by the point of the imperturbable Englishman. The blade ran through his chest and lungs. Swayne stood for a moment with disbelieving amazement in his eyes as the other withdrew his sword and gave him a little nod. His own hilt was suddenly too heavy for his nerveless grasp; his voice failed him; he coughed and fell with a gush of blood from his lips.
The loss of a commander may make for despair of two kinds, the one generated by loss of hope that scatters courage and stays all effort, the other that produces a furious struggle against impending doom. Skinner broke through the cordon that had hemmed him in, hewing a way for himself with his reeking cutlass, his fierce face aflame, filled with the valor of desperation.
“It’s over with ‘em, lads, or Port Royal for us all!” his great voice roared.
The rally sent the corvette’s boarders back to their own deck, cursed at by their officers for cowards, smarting and stiff with wounds, almost spent with the fury of the onslaught, the pirates in little better shape. In the lull the gunner of the Gauntlet appeared with case-boxes he had swiftly manufactured during the boarding flurry. They were filled with powder, small shot, slugs and scraps of lead and iron, a sputtering quickmatch in the mouth of each of them as they were flung by lusty arms wherever men grouped aboard the King’s ship.
The grenades exploded with frightful execution, scattering their rending contents far and wide. The officers of the corvette jumped to bring order out of the confusion, and lead another charge with fresh men who had not yet been in hand-to-hand conflict. The pirates seized the brief respite to catch their laboring breaths. Swayne was borne down to his cabin; Hoyle left in his own blood— dead.
Then the squall swept down, ravening, fierce and fast, veiling the sunset, darkening sea and sky with its pall. The ships had lain bow-and-stern; now the Gauntlet flung into the wind to meet the corvette as she came down it. But the gale came from another quarter. It flung itself upon both vessels, setting the corvette aback as it stormed over its bows, driving the Gauntlet ahead as the pirates cut the grappling ropes, glad to see the chance to avoid the mustering boarders, maddened by the bursting of the grenades.
One last battery from the corvette’s guns roared out before they were clear, splintering and shattering their quarter. As they rolled to the great waves that enveloped them, leaping and ravening at them out of the roaring blackness, wallowing and plunging before the squall that at once saved them and threatened momentarily to set them on their beam-ends, the carpenter set up a cry for men to start the pumps. The muzzles of the King’s ship had been depressed for that farewell broad-side, the cold shot had gone lunging through between wind and water and, with every plunge into the streaking gulfs, water gushed in.
SKINNER was a seaman, every ugly, efficient inch of him, in all but navigation. And now they had an open sea ahead, to the best of his belief. He had to save ship, to get in sail, to repair rigging shot sway, to hastily fish the foremast, quarter-chewed by a lucky shot, creaking and threatening to go by the board.
At it he went, shouting his orders in that almost Stygian darkness with night following hard on the heels of the squall, overtaking it, mingling with it. Lanterns swung and flitted here and there. The decks were cleared of raffle. In the lee scuppers lay the dead and dying of their own crew and from the corvette. The latter Skinner ordered thrown overboard without shrift or mercy. Their own dead went into the gulping maw of the sea, the wounded taken below.
Within an hour he had done what could be done, save for the needed continuance of the clanking pumps, the mauling and plugging of the carpenter and his mates. The gale shrieked and the sea rose, the tempest leveling the crests and sending it in vast sheets fore and aft; rain fell in torrents and salt and fresh water mingled in a constant flood upon her decks where the scuppers and torn bulwarks eddied as they strove to discharge the waste.
The bellow of the wind outvoiced all thunder, but jagged blades of lightning showed the sable and mountainous clouds from which they came. Still the brigantine held buoyancy; the rags of canvas still set held her from too violent lurching as she rushed down the watery valleys and climbed the seething hills. The pumps gained on the leak and at last the carpenter sealed the shot holes in the stout skin.
Skinner entered the cuddy cabin, below the quarterdeck. A swinging lamp illumined it, filled with the prodigality of loot, silken hangings, rich carpets, cushions on the transoms, a silver crucifix on one wall next to a canvas in a rich frame, both ravished from a Spanish merchantman. Carven furniture, gold plate on the table held by racks. Outside, through the great stern window, the sea slavered at the glass. On the starboard lounge lay the form of the captain, covered with a rug.
Skinner, bare-legged, the rest of him soaking wet, spilling puddles on the floor, blood on his arms to the elbows, on his face that was framed in hair almost as red, was a repulsive sight. He caught at a flagon of wine that was tucked between cushions, knocked off its neck and drank, regardless of the jagged glass that cut his mouth. He kept at it until he had finished the bottle and, flushed with the heady stuff, flung it crashing against the side of the cabin.
Two men followed him in, Tremaine, the gunner, wide-faced, like an owl, and Raxon, a member of the crew who was looked up to by many of them because of his facility of tongue and flow of language. Raxon was a hatchet-faced sea lawyer, making up in wits what he lacked in bodily strength and favor. Both of them were sopping, smeared with blood and begrimed with powder. Tremaine’s gore was partly his own and partly from the men he had fought. That on Raxon came from the dead he had helped to fling overboard. He grinned at Skinner with yellow teeth and a side jerk of his head toward Swayne.
“Dead?” he asked.
Skinner shrugged his shoulders.
Tremaine went over to the lounge. “Did you get it out of him?” asked Raxon.
Skinner stared at him blankly. Something like contempt for the dullness of the other came into the eyes of Raxon. One-time scrivener’s clerk was he, shipped from the Port of London in a pressgang that he almost forced himself upon, fearing hue and cry for a murder he had committed; deserter, renegade, rat of the seas, with all a rat’s cunning and, perhaps, a rat’s courage when driven into a corner. So far he had kept out of corners.
He looked at both his companions, both indispensable to the plan he had in mind, if it was still feasible. If Swayne still lived. For wealth was now being weighed in the uncertain balance of the life of a desperately wounded man. Skinner should be captain. That he lacked navigation was to be lamented but Raxon did not consider that insurmountable. Tremaine, a giant, master gunner, was a necessary factor—not so much so as Skinner perhaps, but Raxon knew that Tremaine admired him and he meant to use the gunner to help him against the other.
Skinner was dull but Tremaine was stupid, away from his calling of gunner-seaman. It would go hard, thought Raxon, if he couldn’t use them both to his own ultimate and sole advantage.
But— if Swayne was dead?
“He’s nigh gone,” announced Tremaine, “but there’s still breath in him to this mirror.”
The gunner held up a looking-glass in a frame of rococo silver-gilt and rubbed his great digit through the mist upon it. “Give him some wine,” said Raxon.
“Quick! He’s got to talk. Look you, Skinner, of all the six men that landed to bury the loot, Swayne alone breathes. The devil himself was against us to-night. First Hoyle killed, then Swayne mortally wounded. Payson, Davis, Poole and Gibbs, every one of them dead— and thrown overboard.”
Skinner’s eyes, green as sea water, blazed.
“By God!” he cursed as his intelligence reacted to the meaning of the other. “Then Swayne alone knows the place where the treasure’s buried,”
“Hoyle and Swayne were the only ones who ever really knew. The other four could have led us close to it. They’ve gone. Does he take the wine, Tremaine?”
“Aye. He sighed. His eyes are open, but they see nothing.”
“They will. Give him more wine. Smile at him, you fool. Make him think you, we are his friends. Skinner, you must do the talking, since you represent the crew. Easy at first, you see? Easy, or he’ll die on us. Look.”
He had come to the lounge with Skinner and the three of them hung solicitously over the dying man. Raxon drew aside the laced coat, unfastened the cambric shirt with its tucks and frills all wet and red, and showed the slightly puckered wound where the sword had pierced him. Through it oozed crimson froth at every labored breath that barely lifted the captain’s chest. Raxon cursed softly.
“We need a chirurgeon aboard,” he said. “He’s got to talk. Skinner, you said there was brandy aft. Get it. The wine’s not strong enough.”
The effect of the cordial opened the captain’s eyes again. This time there was recognition in them, but no especial friendliness. He seemed to recognize the errand upon which they had come, catching him on the edge of the gulf of death, bringing him back for their own purposes. The loot that he and Hoyle had buried had been their own accumulated shares of long looting. The crew had long since spent their shares with gaming and women.
THE Gauntlet had been careened for cleaning in an inlet of the Carolina sea Islands when Governor Rodgers arrived at the Isle of Providence with the king’s pardon for all buccaneers surrendering in person before the date set as the limit of grace. Swayne, not arriving, had been proscribed but, following the example of Captain Charles Vane, he made no attempt to surrender.
Vane was now delivered over to the law at Jamaica by the men who took him from the island in the Bay of Honduras where he had been wrecked. There were cruisers out rounding up notorious commanders, and Swayne deemed it prudent, lest he be over-hauled, killed, captured or sunk, to bury his treasure for the benefit of his wife and children. Much of it had been taken under privateering rules, most of it from the Spaniards, and he considered it lawful and hard-earned proceeds. Hoyle, a Carolina man like Swayne, and married to the captain’s cousin, followed his example.
A boat’s crew of four had rowed them ashore to one of the islands lying between Savannah and Charleston, and between Port Royal and Saint Helena Sound. The chest was carried ashore and set down while Swayne selected a place for the men to dig. Before they had finished, according to the measure he had given them, he and Hoyle, who had stepped away, reappeared and told them that they need dig no more, that the chest was already disposed of. Certain other precautions were taken and the boat returned with the crew somewhat chagrined, dimly perceiving that they had been cleverly prevented from ever divulging the place where the loot was buried. It was a shrewd move and Raxon, for one, appreciated it. It was as effective as if Swayne had followed the procedure of other commanders and killed the diggers on the spot lest they talk too much.
“Cap’en,” said Skinner, trying to make his hoarse voice pleasant, to cajole his villainous features into a look of sympathy. “You’re goin’ fast. We’ve shook off the bloody corvette an’ give ‘em a taste of hell when Tremaine, here, fixes the case-boxes. So, Skipper, we’ve saved the ship.”
Swayne looked at him with eyes that fixed themselves on the quartermaster’s face questioningly.
Raxon jabbed the questioner in the ribs.
“Out with it,” he prompted. “He’ll not last long. Out with it. Fair means or foul. ‘Tis a fortune.”
“For all hands,” backed up Tremaine.
Raxon darted him a look of scorn. “For three of us, anyway,” he corrected. “Let me at him, Skinner.”
Skinner gave way, acknowledging the better brain.
“Skipper,” said Raxon, his weasel face close down, “you’re bound for heaven or hell. In the first place they say there’s gold an’ jewels like sand and pebbles of the sea. You can’t take yours with ye to either one. Left behind in the sand, ‘tis only a mockery of what we all fought for. Look you, tell us where ‘tis hid, give us a fair share of it for our trouble, and we’ll see the rest conveyed to your wife.”
Pleased with his own craft, his face half in shadow, Raxon winked at his comrades, who grinned back. “We’ll swear to that, Skipper, on anything ye like. Hoyle’s gone but we’ll do the like with him.”
Swayne’s eyes held a light in them that made Raxon’s voice grow suddenly hard. It was an uncertain light, like the leaping flame of a candle that is guttering down, but it showed mockery and decision for all its fitfulness.
“You can lie to your mates with your glib tongue, Raxon,” he said faintly, “but you can’t lie to me. Think you I swallow your cant?”
“You wrong us, Skipper. Believe me, ‘twill go better with you if you tell us.”
‘‘Only fools threaten dying men. The loot will not be lost. The corvette will report the fight and my mortal wound. When that news gets out, Raxon, you fox, I have friends who know its location and will unearth it for those to whom it belongs.”
“They’ll never get it,” said Raxon fiercely. Then, as Swayne smiled at him, he broke into sudden fury. “Give me your dirk, Skinner,” he cried. “Tremaine, draw off his boots an’ set the lamp to his feet. I’ll give you a foretaste of hell, Swayne, if you don’t tell.”
“So brave? And jumping to my word when I was whole. You dogs! Think you I would trust you? I’m going, Raxon, where you and these two scoundrels cannot follow—as yet. It is in my mind that you will not be long in coming. I’ll see to ‘t— I’ll see to ‘t——” he wheezed, the red froth bubbling about the slit in his chest—”that ye are well received.”
And he grinned at them out of a face almost as white as his teeth.
“We know the island,” muttered Raxon. “We’ll dig it over foot by foot but what we’ll find it.”
“ ‘Twill be a pleasant task. So, you’re willing to work for it? I’ll give you a cue to follow, lads, as my last words.”
The syllables grew fainter, farther and farther apart. It might be that Swayne spoke against time to avoid torture, knowing how close he was to the end. His eyes still mocked them; his teeth gleamed, for he seemed unable to part them and his words hissed.
“Here’s a lead for you, my bullies— and, on the word of a dying man, ‘tis a good one— go, find your island, if Skinner there doesn’t cast you ashore, then ask the secret of the screaming skull!”
He started to laugh; the mirth grew hideous as it changed into a rattle, then a gurgle, as blood broke through his relaxed jaw. The three looked at each other with eyes that rolled back to the corpse.
“There was a skull,” said Skinner slowly. “The nigger said so— and he said it screamed. Give me that brandy. A murrain on him!”
They drank deeply but hurriedly and they left the cabin. As the ship tossed, the shadows were flung wildly by the gimballed lamp. They flickered on the still features of the dead man, and Raxon, turning as they went out of the cuddy, could have sworn that Swayne, from the far side of the grave, was laughing at them, silently and mockingly.
SKINNER was voted captain, taking up his quarters in the great stern cabin, wearing boots and velvets, gold lace and a hat with a red plume in it as visible signs of his advancement. There were few of the rough crew who considered the matter of navigation or doubted that Skinner could take them anywhere. He himself believed that he would have slight difficulty in reaching the coast of the Carolinas and entering on the sea islands. As to finding the island of the treasure, he convinced himself that that was equally easy.
Gibbs, the negro who had been in the boat that took the chest ashore, was not dead. Another black had been mistaken for him in the confusion after the fight. Gibbs was wounded badly and was astounded at the care he received until the three considered him able to get out of his fo’c’sle bunk and come aft for a talk, filled with gratitude.
He was not overly bright, which suited their purpose, since they planned— or rather Raxon planned, and was clever enough to let Skinner think he advanced much of the scheme— to keep the loot for themselves.
To that end Skinner used his influence to get Raxon appointed quartermaster. Tremaine remained gunner with his semi-official rating and his extra share. All of the crew had entry right to the cabin, but it was necessary for the three plotters to meet often and these ranks made their conferences seem a part of the barkentine’s routine.
To the crafty scrivener’s clerk his quartermastership seemed a rare joke. He was supposed to look after the interest of the crew he was determined upon keeping out of all knowledge and share of the rich booty. There was one weak spot. Some of them might remember the treasure, especially when the barkentine again entered the sea island estuaries.
But Skinner had not thought of it, or Tremaine; it had been Raxon’s wits that took him to the cabin in time to try to get some clue from the dying skipper. For that, he knew that Tremaine and Skinner both respected him, though Skinner’s recognition was underlaid with a temper that Raxon handled carefully. Skinner wanted to be the master and Raxon wanted the precious metals, the gems and jewelry that had gone aboard in the chest. So he pandered to the new skipper, flattered him, moulded him like putty.
The condition of the barkentine gave them excuse for putting in somewhere to refit, and to lay low until the cruisers left those waters. Rum was served freely and the men went to bed drunk and arose “half seas over,” swearing that the cruise was the right sort and Skinner a proper commander. Thus Raxon calculated to keep any of them from thinking.
He suggested that, since the Gauntlet had entered the maze of sea islands by Saint Helena Sound, it would be a good plan for them to go in this time by Port Royal, lest some memory be jogged and, with it the question of the loot brought up. To this Skinner assented. The liquor he swigged kept his confidence in his own powers well cocked, though he remembered the general similarity of the islands, with occasional broad reaches, with rivers flowing into them at one end and tortuous passages amongst them. There was a rude chart aboard, and they could impress a native Indian pilot and work their way to the island of the skull.
For there was a skull, fastened high to a dead pine, and Gibbs told in the cabin one night how it was placed there.
“Cap’en an’ Hoyle go asho’ first,” he said. “Tell us to bring erlong dat ches’. Mighty heavy dat ches’. We couldn’ tote it wiv our hands so we put rope about it an’ sling two pole. Den we hoist it to shoulder. We row boat in I'll crick an’ bye-by we come to bayou. Big ‘gator in dat bayou. Time we go out, gittin’ dahk, an’ dose bull ‘gator dey beller like thundeh.
“Big ridge on dat islan’. Pine on ridge. Liveoak an’ moss all erlong dat bayou. Magnolia tree. Cactus an’ spike-plant plenty. Plenty brush. Plenty deer erlong dat way. An’ snake. Whitemouf wateh-snake. Ef he bite you, you finish. Wil’ pig erlong dat place. Rabbit an’ pa’tridge. Win’ blow low an’ sad throo dem tree. Hants erlong dat place.”
Tremaine started to curse at the negro’s tediousness, but Raxon checked him with a look and passed more rum to Gibbs. He wanted to get all the negro knew.
“Pow’ful hahd time totin’ dat trunk. Cap’en he lead to top of hill. Look oveh otheh islan, an’ den one mo’ island out to sea. Den we neahly fall oveh something in bresh. Golly! Dat bad voodoo conjuh fo’ dose t’ree men erlong wid me. Dead man in de bresh. Ant take all flesh, long time. Davis an’ Poole in front. Dey step in rib, mighty nigh trip dem. Payson back wid me. He stumble too. I see white bone. No touch me.
“Cap’en look an’ laugh. He pick up dat skull. He hand to Hoyle. I tell him it mighty bad voodoo. I tell him every one touch dose bone die mighty soon. Why fo’ I know? Becuse my mudder conjuhwoman. I see li’l snake glide out erlong dat skull befo’ cap’en take it up. Dat spirit of dat man.
“Cap’en tuhn oveh dat skull plenty time an’ say something to Hoyle erbout makin’ dat hant watch oveh dat chest. ‘Nail it to tree,’ he say. Den I know they gwine to die. I mighty scared niggeh myse’lf. But I not tech any dat bone. Mighty careful how I walk.”
Tremaine was listening now with dropped jaw. The negro told his tale so well with intonation and gesture that they could see the thing happening under their eyes and Raxon alone was untouched with superstition. Gibbs’s skin had grayed with the renewed terror of the affair; his eyes projected from their sockets and rolled with flashing whites under the cuddy lamp.
“Ev’ry one tech dose bones die, ‘cept me,” he said solemnly. “An’ me— I come mighty close.”
Even Raxon got a touch of something weird and looked toward the stern window, fancying a cold draught had crossed and slightly lifted the hair on his scalp. He shoved the goblet at Gibbs and told him to go on. The negro drained it and his skin regained its glossy plum-blackness.
“We git top of dat ridge,” he said. “Mighty glad to set down dat ches! Cap’en he tell us where to dig. We bring mattock an’ pick erlong, stuck in ropes. Ax too. Cap’en he take axe an’ cut sapling— so long. Tell us to dig dat deep. Den he an’ Hoyle go off in woods fo’ li’l while.”
“Did he take a shovel?” Tremaine leaned forward, shooting out the question eagerly, screwing up his eyes at the others.
“No, suh. Dey take ax erlong. Take fowling piece. Dey ‘low to shoot pa’tridge. Take skull. We dig, easy at first through sand. Den come rock. Mighty ha’d work, but we know cap’en he ‘sist on dat hole bein’ deep erlong dat sapling he cut. We sweat; sun staht to go down. All of us in hole so deep no one can see out. Throw up rocks. Bimeby wateh come in fas’ but now de sapling reach to bottom an’ we climb out.
“Den cap’en shoot, two time. Bimeby shoot two mo’. Bull ‘gator beller back in bayou. Bird fly. Buzzut fly erlong. Dat voodoo bird. Den I heah something go tap-tap— loud, like woodpeckeh on holler tree. I look up an’ I see cap’en climb way up dead pine, nail white t’ing to tree. Sun low an’ shine red. Shine on dat t’ing. By golly, dat de skull!
“Win’ staht to blow. ‘Gator beller. Buzzut wheel. Cap’en he come down. Come back wid Hoyle. We ‘speck he tell us go git ches’ an’ put in hole, an’ I mighty glad to git troo, git off dat islan’. But he only laugh an’ say, ‘Nem’mine, boys. Job’s all oveh. We fix ches’.’ Golly, we dig fo’ not’ing at all.” The three exchanged glances.
“How far away was the hole from where you put down the chest,” Raxon asked.
“I dunno. Mebbe ten rod, mebbe twenty. Mighty hahd to jedge in all dat bresh.”
“You think you can find the place?”
Gibbs did not know, but his life hung on the answer. The same thought was in all their minds; it needed but a look between them to leap and kill the man and silence his tongue for ever, to toss him through the stern window into the wake— once they had pumped him dry.
“I don’ want to go on dat place agen,” he said.
“Could you find it?”
“I reckon so.”
They relaxed. Now they would swear him to secrecy, make him a steward, keep him aft, watch him day and night until they got him ashore— drunk, if needs be. They would sober him up at the point of pistol and dirk and force him to bring them to where they would see the skull— or, if the winds had blown it down, at least point out the tree.
“Win’ blow hahd when we tuhn back,” Gibbs continued. “Howl an’ cry. An’ den I hear terrible scream. I look back. It come from dat skull!
“Two buzzut circle low oveh dat tree. An’ I say, ‘Laig, save de body,’ an’ I run, wid de cap’en laughin’ behin’ me. ‘Gator beller, snake rustle troo de bresh, but I come to de boat. Bimeby dey all come. We go back to ship. What happen? Hoyle die. Cap’en die. Payson, Poole, Davis, all die. How come, suppose dat not voodoo?”
“The voodoo’s worked out now, Gibbs,” said Raxon. “Have some more rum. Captain Skinner’s goin’ to make you steward. You’ll sleep in the cuddy. You’ll have it soft, Gibbs, with good things to eat an’ drink. But, understand, don’t you tell that yarn any more. No sense in getting the crew scared. You keep your tongue quiet an’ we’ll see you get paid for it.”
Gibbs showed his ivory teeth in a broad grin.
“Cap’en,” he said. “I’m mighty ‘bliged. Yes, suh. An’ I keep quiet as a winteh terrapin. Me, I don’t like talk ‘bout dat t’ing.”
They sent him forward for his dunnage and Raxon talked fast.
“The skull’s a guide of some sort. They took no mattock. They must have found some sort of cave to hide the chest. We’ll find it. We’ve got to find it!”
He saw Skinner’s green eyes watching him covertly and he read them, though he affected not to, translating Skinner’s thoughts by his own.
“He thinks what’s big for three will be bigger for one, he told himself. He’s right. I’ll make trouble between him and Tremaine. Let one kill the other. Kill each other, if I’ve luck.”
“What made the skull scream?” asked Tremaine.
“It didn’t. It was a bird—owl likely. The nigger was scared stiff.”
“Swayne said it screamed. He expected it to scream.”
“Maybe he thinks he’ll haunt it. It’ll take more than a talking skull to keep me from that loot. Eh, Skinner?”
Skinner grunted and knocked the neck off a fresh bottle of brandy.
THE Gauntlet arrived off the low land of Port Royal Sound in the afternoon, doing little more than drifting over a sea that showed hardly a ripple, rising and falling in deep heaves of round swell, the wind, in cats’ paws, ruffling the surface and sending the brigantine ahead with little more than steerageway. Her bottom was fouled with long tropical cruising; only the most imperative repairs had been made since the fight. Her water supply was low and foul, and she was in sore need of refitting, careening and the sailmaker’s art.
It was fact that none of the crew had drawn a sober breath for days, and this afternoon they were roaring, singing drunk, the intoxication doubled by the Carolina heat that made the pitch show in little beads along the deck planking.
They were all agreeable to entrance into Broad River, where Skinner promised them carousal with plenty of fish and fruit and game while they repaired ship. But Skinner’s low brow was creased with care, and Raxon’s weasel features looked pinched and anxious.
The same corvette that they had fought had sighted them that morning and had chased them all that day. Luck had been with them in the favor of the variable winds or the corvette, always the faster and the cleaner-bottomed of the two, would surely have overhauled them, at least have got within range of her superior cannon and pounded them to surrender. Thrice they reopened distance that had been gained and sailed on with a slant of favoring breeze while the corvette hung with slack canvas, gripped by the Gulf Current that set them to the north and leeward of what wind did blow.
To the men, drinking mock healths to the King’s ship, yelling bawdy songs, the Gauntlet had outsailed the other, showed a fair pair of heels. Now, with the corvette hull down, her canvas, hung wide and high for every puff of the fickle wind, gleaming like a fragment of pearl against the misty horizon, they considered the chase fairly over and jeered at the enemy.
“They’ll see us in through their glass,” said Skinner moodily. “They’ll either follow us or they’ll cruise on and off outside between here and Saint Helena Sound like a cat before two mouseholes, knowing we’ve got to come out of one or the other.”
“Why?” asked Tremaine. “Couldn’t we make our way inland, once we’ve got the loot?”
“Yemassee Injuns revolted three years back,” said Skinner. “They got beaten but they ain’t forgotten it. Then there’s the Cherokees. It’s all salt marsh for God knows how many miles back. Swamps on swamps. The ‘skeeters ‘ud kill us if the Injuns didn’t.”
“Or the fevers,” put in Raxon. “Carolina ague’s worse than the rack. Look you, this ship’s consort is like to be at Charles’ Town. She may send word. Leave one outside while the other follows us in. Or one come one way, t’other another. ‘Tis what I’d do. The odds are too strong to risk against such treasure, to my mind. But—” his gaze traveled craftily from Skinner to Tremaine and back again—”if those drunken fools are of a mind to fight, let’s give them their belly’s full. Fight they must, for that cruiser is rather bull-dog than cat, to my mind. They’ll never quit and, by that token, we must be about the last buccaneer of the old fleet. The game’s dead and now is the time to quit.
“What think you of this plan? If yon cruiser does not follow us in too closely—”
“She’ll not do that,” said Skinner. “We’ll creep in on the last of the flood, if this wind holds. They’ll have the ebb to stem, and the tides run fast and strong. Let us get in and I’ll warrant us being let alone till morning.”
“Good.”
“We’ve had luck, so far.” Skinner went on. “It may hold. The glass is uncertain. This is the hurricane season. ‘Twould not surprise me to see it blow before morning, and we’ll find a good lee anchorage in case of it. But your plan, Raxon; what of it?”
“ ‘Twas suggested by a word of yours, Captain,” said Raxon with a sly wink at Tremaine, whereby he established with the latter the fact that he flattered Skinner for policy and for peace. “There is a pinnace hangs above the stern window on its davits. A small boat, but large enough for four, together with provisions, and yet leaving room for— let us say— a chest. It has seemed to me not altogether fair that we should glean the booty and leave the crew no share— though they have indeed had and spent their share of it and what we take is but for our pains and trouble to see that the wives and children of Swayne and Hoyle are not left to penury.
“Yet, I say, I have a tender conscience, like the both of you. It irks me to feel that each is not left well treated at the last and I think we have agreed that this is like to be the last of the Brethren of the Coast for a whiles.
“So, why not let us provision this boat? Let us leave with the crew our blessing and the ship for their own uses and devices while we go see the loot. For this a small boat will serve as well, perhaps better. Gibbs can row when the wind is not favorable. And, since these foolish fellows might not appreciate the fairness with which we mean to treat them, it might be as well to depart sometimes in the night, this or the next or when it seems most suitable. Or we might go ashore to seek for fresh water and not be able to find our way back. The point is, we make the crew a gift of the good ship Gauntlet and all she holds.”
“Sink me!” cried Tremaine, clapping his great hand on his thigh with a report like a pistol. “Sink me, Raxon, if you ain’t a fox!”
“Nay, give credit where credit is due. I but work out the details from the ideas that the captain, here, sets in my brain.”
Skinner chuckled in high good humor. It struck his fancy to leave the crew to wait the inevitable attack by the King’s men, holding the empty sack. That was a rare joke and, since he had been given the credit of it, he laughed the more. The touch about the wives and children also amused him.
“We’ll see how all works out,” he said. “Here is the chart with the sea islands lying close as eggs in a basket, yet with waterways between that are fairly navigable. We’ll work up inside close to Saint Helena Sound, yet carefully, lest the corvette’s consort meet us there. Then we’ll take boat at midnight. I would give much to see their faces next morning when they find us gone. As for finding us, had they the spirit, as soon discover a pin in a haystack.”
“Where’ll we go,” asked Tremaine, practically, “after we get the loot?”
“Make up the coast for Charles’ Town itself. There will be none to positively identify us with the Gauntlet. We need show no more of value than will pay our way, or, should there come necessity, ‘tis said the governor doth greatly admire the palm of his hand when ‘tis gilded. He gets nothing from the cruisers and he has seen more than one buccaneer. Or we can go on to the settlement at Georgetown, or further still, by inland waters, to Albemarle on the Chowan River, where men from Virginia have established themselves. We can trade the small boat for a larger to some logwood trader, perchance, either by purchase—or otherwise.”
AS THE day waned the breeze grew more and more fitful and at. last failed altogether. Now the corvette had the advantage of a breeze further out and came bowling along until her hull lifted.
Skinner ordered the boats out for towing so that they might cross the bar and get fairly into the river before the tide turned. The men refused. He argued with them for a few minutes, pointing out the necessity of taking advantage of the turn of the tide against their pursuers, of the probability that, if they did not take out their boats, the seaward breeze would bring the corvette close enough to send shot plumping aboard.
“It’s fight or pull, you dogs!” he told them at last. “Take your choice. You can sit and handle oars, but I’m damned if there’s one of ye sober enough, to stand upright or see straight, let alone fight. Row, and to-night we’ll rest easy, to-morrow we’ll feast. Stay here and the most of ye’ll be stewing in hell by midnight—and I’ll be the first to send some of ye there to tell the devil the rest are coming.
“Cross me, will you? “ he suddenly shouted in a fury. “Into those boats, you scum! Into them and pull yourselves sober.”
In an instant he was down among them, his sword, once Swayne’s, pricking and fleshing them, with Tremaine at his back swinging a cutlass and Raxon looking down from the rail of the poop. One man protested and Skinner shot him through the mouth.
“I’ll brook no mutiny,” he thundered. “You make me skipper and I’ll make ye skip. Look at the corvette coming up hand over hand, you mongrel fools.”
The breeze still with her, the cruiser was coming up fast. As they gazed they saw a small ball of white detach itself from her gleaming side and the boom of a gun came faintly over the water.
“That’s not for us,” said Skinner. “‘Tis a signal to her consort. Now, you swabs, will you row and go clear, or stay and be bilboed and hung?”
The boats were outswung, manned and soon the Gauntlet began to move slowly but surely toward the shore. Another gun sounded from the cruiser. It was not likely that they were wasting ammunition on the chase at such a distance. The consort would inevitably heave in sight before long. Doubtless they could see her already from the corvette’s masthead.
“We’ll beat ‘em yet,” said Skinner. He snuffed the air, looked high and low, scanned the horizon and then went into the cuddy for a look at his glass. “There’ll be no hurricane to-night,” he told Raxon and Tremaine. “But we’ll make the bar half an hour before the turn. And then our dogs can tow us up the river and out of sight. To hell with the corvette and her consort, too. We’ll spend that money yet, fling it to the lasses an’ put a jewel on their fingers for a kiss. Eh, lads? We’ll ruffle it yet with the best in New York City or belike in London Town itself. We’ll pass for rich merchants and choose us each some wealthy wench to wed when we are tired of light-o’-loves!”
Raxon turned to hide the sneer he could not control at the idea of Skinner posing as a merchant, or wooing a rich man’s daughter. He had his own ambitions and on their horizon neither Tremaine nor Skinner showed.
The three had the deck to themselves with all the crew still slaving at the sweeps. Skinner put Gibbs at the wheel and the three took the chance to fully provision the stern pinnace, too small for use in towing. Now it was ready for their use at any time, the stowage covered with canvas long before the sweating and sobered men came aboard. The river had curved; the entrance was out of sight, the corvette lost in purple haze as the sun went down.
Still the wind proved freaky. With twilight, a breeze began to blow from the southwest, the prevailing wind of that latitude, coming down the valleys of the rivers that emptied into the isleted estuary. Skinner sought to take advantage of it and follow up the wide and seemingly deep channel. They could see banks of reeds backed by palmettos. Back of them, chinquapin oak, live oak draped with long streamers of moss and thicket plantations of pines. All was on low ground, much of it tidal.
Through the evening sky moved lines of cranes, great flocks of belated ducks coming in from the night. They saw buzzards wheeling and once, when the barkentine tacked, in the momentary silence before she came about, they heard the Carolina nightingale, the mocking bird, that knows no special hours of song. Fish leaped all about them; porpoises and dolphins rolled and the great rays leaped to fall with a resounding crash. Shut in from the sea, here seemed an inter-island paradise—save for the mosquitoes, hovering in clouds.
It was partly the mosquitoes, partly the terrific force of the ebb, increasing momentarily in power and violence as they advanced that proved their undoing. Skinner sought to find anchorage where the breeze would be the strongest and blow the pests from the ship. They passed two islands between which the tide came eddying and swirling to join the main stream.
There was a leadsman in the chains but the men had started drinking again with their supper when they came abroad from towing, and doubtless the man was incapable.
The thing came about suddenly enough yet gently, as the Gauntlet, clutched by the tide, nosed on a bar of soft but clinging mud and sand, glided on until suddenly she came up with sails shivering, held fast.
Skinner swore volubly but, beneath his cursing, made up his mind that this was the night for their desertion of the barkentine and the crew. On the falling tide they could not hope to get the Gauntlet off, nor was there much chance of getting off by kedging and warping, even on the top of the flood, so deep had she keeled into the stuff that would hold her faster yet before the tide changed.
But he did not announce this.
After his first outburst, mainly directed at the man with the lead, he made light of the situation.
“It’s only soft bottom. No damage. This is a good place to stay till she floods again. Right in the breeze.”
He got two fiddles going, had rum brought up and before two hours the deck was a pandemonium that might almost have been heard outside at sea.
If the corvette had sent in boats then the barkentine would have been an easy conquest. To the tunes of the fiddles men howled ribald ditties and danced clumsily, locked with each other like bears broken into a distillery. Raxon watched all from the poop rail, Tremaine beside him, while Skinner mingled at first with the men, edging them on to the intoxication that would presently turn to maudlin daze and then oblivion.
The eyes of the ex-scrivener’s clerk glittered, his nostrils dilated. He seemed almost to quiver with repressed activity, like the weasel he was. His brain was busy with many things. Tremaine, big, stolid, leaned his great forearms on the broad rail. Gibbs hovered in the background, waiting orders to bring fresh mugs of wine for the quarterdeck gentry. Tremaine swigged down some rare Xeres as indifferently as if it had been small beer. Raxon drank more appreciatively, more sparingly. He liked the warmth of the wine, the flavor, the effect that charged his courage. But he wanted to keep his head clear.
“Have you had any words with Skinner?” he asked Tremaine. “Me? None. What of it?”
“Nothing. Tremaine—” he hesitated a moment— "mark you, you are my friend and with them I play fair to the last drop, the last coin. I may be wrong but Skinner seems to grudge you your share in this loot. He seems to fear that you will give us away by your behaviour after we get clear. Nothing outright, mind you, but little doubts that are close to slurs and put, so I think, to sound me as to whether I agree with him. Skinner will bear watching, Tremaine.”
“‘Stap me, but if I catch him in treachery I’ll wring his neck. I’ll tear the windpipe out of him and make him chew on’t,” growled the giant. “Go easy, man. I’m not sure. If I am, at any time, I’ll tell you. Meantime you and I are with each other. We’ll pledge to that. Gibbs!”
His face hidden in his cup Raxon grinned, knowing he had sown the swiftly developing seeds of unrest and mistrust in Tremaine’s simple mind.
TWO hours after midnight they were away. The crew lay about the decks in stupor as Raxon and Skinner came up to the poop and lowered the pinnace without a splash.
Then, from the stern window, all four swarmed down the ropes and cast off. Gibbs took the sculls and, pulling athwart the current, rowed them up a creek, though he protested against landing there.
“Too dahk fo’ to see,” he said, “but plenty ‘gator lie on dem bank. Swish you wid tail an’ you go into wateh— dat end of you. Bimeby, flood come, dey all go into hole undeh wateh. Betteh wait till flood come erlong, wait till sun come up.”
“It’s a good idea—curse the mosquitoes!” said Raxon. “Think you. the corvette will be in on the flood, Skinner? If so we might lay low and watch what happens.”
He chuckled in the darkness as if he were looking forward to witnessing a play. Skinner could match that mood and did so.
Tremaine said nothing. Whatever he might have thought concerning the treachery of their desertion was overbalanced by the glitter of gold and jewels that was ever before his eyes.
They all smoked constantly to protect themselves from insect bites, swigging occasionally at the liquor they had brought along, dozing off until the negro wakened them.
Dawn was in the sky; Vs of ducks were aflight with the strings of cranes and herons. The tide was high up in the reeds and still rising fast. Gibbs’s eyes showed bursting; his ears seemed to be pricked forward.
“I hear plenty rowing,” he said in an awed whisper. They all listened. Plain to their accustomed hearing came the click-clack of oars in the pins, sounding across the water, far off. They knew it did not come from the Gauntlet, did not threaten themselves.
Down along the reeds to the exit of the creek they hauled with their hands. Before they quite reached it the sound had ceased but they saw a little flotilla of four cutters, oars shipped now and lugs set to the light wind. Swiftly the cutters came on the incoming tide, making for the barkentine where the buccaneers snored on in drunken sleep. They could see the level sunlight catch and twinkle on weapons, on accoutrements of the officers.
“There’ll be rare fun soon,” said Skinner. “We’re well out of it.” But there was little spectacular about the thing that happened, save for its ending. The cutters were close to the Gauntlet before some buccaneer with a splitting head and swollen tongue sought the water tub and sighted them, striving to arouse his stupefied comrades in time for a futile resistance.
Hardly a shot was fired. From the creek mouth they could see the flash of blades and hear a few shouts promptly followed by hurrahs that were undoubtedly the cheers of British seamen. It was all over in a few minutes.
Then the corvette appeared, following up her boats on the lifting tide, a signal weft flying. A cutter stroked back to her, received orders and returned. The pirates were bundled overside into the sterns of the boats, huddled under the pistols of their conquerors, bound for judgment and the penalty of their acts as proscribed men. Had the Gauntlet been surrendered at Providence, any irregularities would have been winked at and, though probably any present loot would have been appropriated, past offences would have been assumed to have been committed under privateering custom against the King’s enemies. Letters of marque were readily enough obtained from venal commissioners and the surrendering buccaneers were given the benefit of a doubt as to their sincerity in adhering strictly to the articles of their commissions.
But these poor wretches were bound for Execution Point, there to swing as examples of those who had defied the King’s leniency. Skinner jeered at them and Raxon grinned silently, his tongue showing between his teeth. Tremaine, goldblinded, looked on without comment. Only Gibbs muttered something in commiseration of his late comrades till Skinner turned fiercely on him.
“Quiet, you black dog! But for us you’d be with them.”
“They got ‘em asleep,” said Raxon. “They’ve never missed us. They’d not ask for us by rank, knowing they killed Swayne. It may never come out till the trial that we got away. Look, they’ve set the ship afire!”
“Too much trouble to get her off for a prize,” said Skinner with a shrug, as smoke curled up from both hatches and swiftly increased. “That’s the end of her. Let’s be getting back into cover.”
Raxon began to laugh, silently. “It is rare,” he said when his fit was over. “Yon corvette’s captain goes bragging that he has killed Swayne. The news goes to Swayne’s relatives— if he told the truth in that matter— and they will presently come down to find the treasure— and find it gone.”
“Art so sure of finding it?” asked Tremaine.
“Aye,” answered Skinner with a snarl. “If we dig the island over.”
They did not dare show themselves in the open for fear their absence might be marked, the question of the loot brought up. For two days they did not dare to light a fire and, at the end of that time, they were lost in the labyrinth of the islands where blind channels led into marshes and baffled them fifty times. Reeds grew high above them in the passages and the rough chart was worse than useless. They saw no Indian pirogues nor sign of natives.
On the third day, their best edibles gone, they caught fish and found oysters, not daring to fire a shot at the game they saw. This time they landed and waded to high land to find wood and broil their catch. The mosquitoes plagued them by day and tormented them by night, despite smudges. The bites festered; fevers came on them with chills that held them gripped with ague and left them weak as children.
Gibbs climbed a tree and announced that he saw the main channel and no signs of the cruiser. So they worked their tedious way to open water and crossed it, veering north and seaward, bearing in mind the negro’s description of the two islands he had seen between him and the sea from the island of the screaming skull. Now they began to calculate how soon the dead captain’s relatives might come with explicit directions.
They were prepared to fight, to murder for the loot; but suppose they arrived too late? They had been ten days in the maze of marshes and islands that were separated and made true islands only at high tide. In the channels, masked by reeds and palmettos, the currents raced, as often against them as in the direction they wished to go, wasting their time. They grew morose in speculation of it. No longer were they three joined in one enterprise. Skinner seldom talked to them and Raxon ever stirred the poison he had brewed in the mind of Tremiane, with Skinner’s attitude to color his suggestion.
The big man glowered at Skinner, becoming obsessed with the idea that the other was plotting how to obtain the loot for himself, though Skinner’s main worry was that they had lost too much time. Once he set the blame on Raxon for suggesting the small-boat cruise, but Raxon, fairly sure by now of Tremaine’s support, snarled back and reminded him that he, as captain, was responsible for the Gauntlet having run aground.
Gibbs watched the three white men with rolling eyes, his blubber lips seldom opened in speech. He was the slave of them all, rowing hour after hour while they lolled in the stern sheets, catching their provender, cooking it, and dreading more and more, as they worked up to where they thought the island lay, that the voodoo of the dead man and the skull would surely be worked upon him for coming back into its province.
TWO more days passed, spent in coasting islands and looking through Gibbs’s eyes for familiar signs, searching the trees for one that bore a white object. Their cocksureness faded; they accused Gibbs of misleading them, of deliberately passing signs he knew, threatening him, shaking with malaria, burning with fever, their bones aching with the back breaking dengue.
It was Raxon who, at dawn one morning, shook the rest— save Gibbs— and pointed out, across a wide stretch of golden water, an island with a ridge running lengthwise. The ridge was set with pines and on one of these, near the center, something caught the early light and flared like a ball of fire, then faded to white as the sun rose and the light slid down from the tree-tops. They gazed at it with jaws agape and straining eyes.
It was the island of the skull!
“Say nothing to the nigger till we get him ashore,” whispered Raxon. “He’ll not notice it if we set our course right. If he knew it he might balk.”
“Let him,” said Skinner. “Let him try to thwart us.”
But they took Raxon’s advice, distracting Gibbs’s attention till they had started when he, with his back to the bows of the pinnace, could see nothing. Yet he sensed something. As they neared the shores and looked for a landing, he suddenly stopped rowing.
“Go on,” ordered Skinner, but the negro’s face seemed to have fallen in, the broad nostrils seemed pinched, the cheeks hollowed, and the flesh was gray and beaded with sweat.
“It de place,” he muttered. “Voodoo brought us here.”
“Is that the creek you rowed up with Swayne and Hoyle?” demanded Skinner. Gibbs nodded mutely. “Then go up it.”
“No, suh. If I go ashore dat place I die fo’ suah. No, suh! I don’ go.”
Skinner whipped out the pistol he had primed and kept beside him on the stern seat. “You’ll die now, if you don’t go on,” he said grimly. “Row.”
“Buccra,” pleaded Gibbs, while the tide set them down, past the creek entrance. “Voodoo on dat place. You all die suppose you go. I not go.”
His oars trailed. Skinner raised the pistol. The flint lifted.
“Take up those oars, you dog!” Gibbs looked pleadingly at Raxon and Tremaine, but got no sign of pity. The same thing was in the mind of all of them. They had sighted the skull. They could find the excavation that had never been filled in. He could do little more for them. They had never meant him to share the loot and become a danger to them. He was doomed.
Suddenly the negro sprang up and leaped overside, swimming out into the channel.
Skinner sighted deliberately and fired. The bullet struck Gibbs at the base of the skull and he sank instantly.
“Let the ‘gators eat him,” said Skinner. “Tremaine, will you row.”
The giant pulled vigorously and they passed in, landing at what seemed a convenient place. Through cactus and agave, through thickets of palmetto and thorny briars, they fought their panting way each intent, in that mad race, on reaching the ridge and finding the pine, heedless of the others. Once they passed a pool where alligators floated like great logs and, skirting it, Skinner narrowly missed being bitten by a water moccasin. He slashed off its head with the cutlass he carried as a brush cutter.
The fever caught Tremaine and he pulled up, shaking and spent. The others did not heed him until they heard his exultant shout. He had found the hole dug by the four men who had died. It was half full of water.
Now they hunted under the hot sun like dogs on a rich scent, thrashing through the brush, seeking caves in a likely looking ledge of sandstone. Noon came and exhausted, torn, bloody, grimed and soaking wet with their own hot sweat, their tongues hanging out of swollen lips, they still pursued the quest, crawling into smothering holes, prodding others with boughs.
There was no sound from the skull that now and then attracted their glance. Once Skinner shook his fist at it, swearing the thing was set there to mock them. They had brought nothing to eat or drink from the boat and none would go back for it, slaking thirst in a hole dug beside a pool too foul for them to risk without some filtration. By midafternoon they were done and they flung themselves down exhausted.
The sun began to sink and a wind rose, moaning through the pines. Alligators began to bellow in the lagoons, mudhens called weirdly and once again the long flights of cranes commenced, with the ducks coming in for the night feeding. The buzzards they had seen all day, whenever they happened to look skyward, were still circling, soaring on extended pinions, effortless, afloat rather than flying, watching for carrion.
Tremaine was close to Raxon, who was sick with disappointment and fatigue, sick with the fever, despondent, realizing that they were practically castaways in these fever-ridden, mosquito infested swamps.
“The nigger was right,” said Tremaine huskily. “This place has a conjure, or a curse, or both, upon it. We’re fooled. Skinner made hint to me, if we should find the loot, that there would be more for two than for three. But I checked him and he saw I was not with him. You were right, Raxon, he is a scoundrel.”
“Aye— did he not want me to join with him against you? Now he turns to you to help him against me. If either one of us fell for his plans he would murder the survivor in his sleep. ‘All for one and that one, Skinner,’ is his motto. Much good it will do him. There’s nothing to divide.”
“It must be hereabouts,” said Tremaine doggedly, “but we can’t find it after dark and ‘twill be that in an hour. Better get back to the boat. I’m famished and my throat aches for a swig of liquor. Come on.”
They both spoke to Skinner who grunted and slowly followed them down. Tremaine led, traversing the ridge to avoid much of the worst of the thorny, prickly undergrowth and to strike down some gully to the creek.
THE twilight purpled, the sun swimming in a mist that turned it to a scarlet disc, then to a crimson, lighting luridly bank after bank of clouds that reached half-way to the zenith. The wind soughed mournfully, coming from the southwest with sudden piping gusts. The air seemed cold.
Tremaine turned into a sandy draw and abruptly halted with an exclamation. Fairly in their path was a chest, metal bound, substantial, big enough to hold the ransom of three kings. With hoarse shouts they all raced toward it, trying the lid, flinging back the hasp before they noticed there was no padlock.
The chest was empty—empty as a broken gourd!
A gust of wind came whistling down the draw, driving grains of sand before it.
Suddenly a high-pitched scream sounded, exultant, mocking, devilish. Instinctively they looked around and up. Plainly from the head of the gully where they stood they could see the dead pine. The skull seemed to gaze in their direction, the sunset dying it bloodred from dome to gaping jaws, the eye sockets purple.
Again the scream came and Tremaine wheeled and started to bolt down the draw, plunging through the soft sand like a startled bullock. Skinner stood with his face turned up, snarling half in defiance, half in fear, while Raxon’s little eyes glittered in his weasel face like those of a trapped animal.
With that fearful cry the buzzards seemed to wheel lower, the sky to darken. Slowly Tremaine came back as the screams ceased, half ashamed of his panic. The wind was still blustery and all about them the palmettos thrashed as the three stared at the empty chest, the end of their hopes.
“ ‘Tis Swayne’s folks! They’ve beaten us to it,” croaked Skinner. “And you to blame for ‘t, Raxon!”
“You lie!” It needed but small spark to set the tinder of their tempers aglow. Skinner caught up his cutlass and leaped at Raxon, the blade gleaming red in the rays that streamed into the mouth of the gully, his shadow springing grotesque in front of him.
Raxon drew his pistol from his belt and fired it pointblank, but the priming was poor, dampened, perhaps by the sweat that had poured out of him all day. There was only a fizz and a flash in the pan. With a squeak of terror he flung the useless weapon at Skinner, turned and ran, dodging behind Tremaine. Raxon was no fighter.
Furious, frenzied with disappointment, Skinner cursed at Tremaine for being in his way, and cut at him as he seemed disposed to shield Raxon. The blow sank deep in the giant’s defending forearm and the hot blood spurted. With a roar of rage, the gunner caught the cutlass blade, regardless of its edge against his palms, and wrested it away. Then his bleeding hands clutched at Skinner’s throat, choking him.
Skinner’s own hands sought to tear away the frightful grip that shut off blood and breath. He wheezed as his eyes seemed popping out, his body writhing while he strove to reach Tremaine with kicks that the other did not feel.
The strangling appeared for the moment to deprive Skinner of reason; he fought without thought of weapons, striving only to loose the vise about his neck. Raxon stood apart, watching the struggle. There was barren gain for him now in what he had meant to bring about, but he exulted in Skinner’s plight. Tremaine’s strength could be used to good advantage in getting away from the place.
Suddenly Skinner fell, limp to all seeming, and Tremaine fell over him to his knees, shaking him as a bulldog might shake its victim. Blood was pouring out of Skinner’s mouth and nose; his face was almost black. Yet he had one blow left in him, a last convulsive attempt to best the other.
Tremaine’s grip may have slackened in the fall. Skinner’s groping hands found the hilt of Tremaine’s two-edged dirk that slid easily from its sheath. Deep into Tremaine’s belly Skinner thrust the keen steel.
The gunner toppled forward, fairly on top of his victim. His grasp on Skinner’s throat relaxed as the blood gushed from him, but those steel-strong fingers had done their work. The last of Skinner’s strength went in that stab.
Raxon watched Tremaine writhing on top of the other until he stretched out, shuddered and lay still. He had retrieved and reprimed his pistol and now he carefully sent a bullet crashing through Skinner’s forehead.
His face was that of a balked devil as he turned to go down to the boat, leaving the two behind him on the blood-soaked sand.
The last of the sun had left the gully. It was swiftly dark. All about him the palmettos rustled and clashed as the wind whooped. Out of the darkness the two buzzards had dropped and lit at the head of the draw.
Raxon struggled on as best he could toward the creek, sure that Tremaine had chosen wisely when he picked the gully and that he had only to follow it down to find the water and then the boat. He looked forward to a great draught of brandy. He was in bad shape and felt the fever coming on as he staggered and stumbled through the brush, tripping, held back by thorns, stumbling into bayoneted agaves.
On the brink of the creek, now at low tide, something rustled and struck at him through the soft leather of his Spanish boots. He felt the blow and then the fangs and, though he saw nothing, he visioned a stumpy serpent gliding away. He knew what it was— a moccasin— perhaps the very snake that had slipped out of the skull.
Swiftly the virus ran through his tired body. He felt sick and weak and sat down on a log.
Instantly it moved and, with frightful swiftness, flailed with an armored tail that smote Raxon from his feet, his legs broken. Then the bull alligator clamped his jaws upon his prey and waddled toward the creek, dragging the clawing thing that gibbered until first mud, then water, filled its mouth.
High up on the ridge, as the ripples spread out, the palmettos clashed together, the wind whooped, and, high above it, a scream came from the top of the pine where the skull dimly showed.
It startled the gluttonous buzzards for a moment; then they went on tearing, gobbling in the dark.
A WEEK later a turtling sloop from Georgetown came to the island and the brother of Swayne’s widow, with a cousin and the younger brother of Hoyle landed. They did not go near the gully, where the buzzards had gathered and glutted themselves on rare food, but passed the excavation and, without looking for the chest, went on to the tree of the skull.
There was a fair breeze in the pinetops. The three men rolled up the sleeves of their shirts, two took up axes, while the third glanced aloft.
“I thought you said it screamed when the wind blew?” he asked Swayne’s brother-in-law.
“It does, but the wind has to be from the southwest and this has quartered from the usual. Moreover it has to be almost a gale to make the device work. It’s simple enough. Swayne wrote that he had borrowed it from the Indians of the Isthmus, who use it on the tree-graves of their chiefs. The skull sets in a fork and they made the whistle of a tube, a funnel and a tongue of thin metal, to rest in the crotch below it.
“Swayne wrote he never meant to bury the chest in the hole he made them dig, lest they blab about it, but he did not think of the tree until he had climbed it with the skull he meant to set there as both guide and warning. You have to mount half-way before you note the opening that tells you it is hollow. They could not see him from the hole where they were busy digging and he had Hoyle send up the contents with rope and a sack he made of his shirt. Swayne hauling and pouring the stuff into the hollow of the tree. Well, let’s get at it. It should be but a light task.”
The keen blades bit into the dead wood fast and, presently, the pine toppled and fell crashing to the ground, hollow for half its length. The stump was a heaped casket of objects that gleamed and shone and sent off dancing rays of colored light. From the trunk there rolled other precious things, while more remained within. Gold and jewels winked more brightly as the dust settled. Through it one of the three saw the skull bound from the ground and, after its leap, go rolling down into a nearby gully. Then he started to help gathering up the loot.
_______________
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"PADDY" O'Sheen tried to ignore the soft hand that fell across his own in the darkness of the Sixth Street Theatre. The contact with cool, dainty fingers wasn't unpleasant, but there was the little matter of Marta, O'Sheen's wife, sitting in the seat at his other side.
O'Sheen had long since solved the murder that bothered Rudolph Raphle, the movie hero. At present Rudolph Raphle was pursuing a huge ape across a roof-top and Paddy, very bored, was paying very little attention.
The woman whose fingers now rested on O'Sheen's right hand had entered the theatre just behind him and Marta and occupied the seat at the end of the row.
O'Sheen drew his fingers away slowly, but the hand remained on his knee. His face became unpleasantly warm. He chanced a quick glance at the owner of the smooth fingers.
Paddy's blood immediately turned several degrees cooler. The woman's head had fallen forward and her shoulders drooped pitifully. With great concern, Paddy realized that she was quite dead.
He excused himself to Marta and moved carefully into the aisle and up toward the lobby. He found a red-coated usher.
"I'll have to see the manager right away," Paddy informed him.
The kid in the uniform was filled with selfimportance.
"Sorry, Mister, he can't be disturbed. Anything I can do?"
"There's a dead woman in there," O'Sheen answered dryly. "I suggest you remove her."
INSPECTOR MIKE HUMPHRY of New York Homicide liked O'Sheen. Perhaps it was Paddy's blarney that endeared him to the rough-talking, hard-hitting Humphry.
The corpse had been removed with dispatch and several persons sitting near the murdered woman were questioned. Humphry, O'Sheen and his attractive spouse, Marta, sat in the manager's office. A couple of plainclothesmen waited near the door.
"Her name was Peggy Walters," Humphry said. "Wife of Ed Walters, a big gambler from downtown. He'll have an alibi all sewed up."
Peggy Walters had been shot with a .32 equipped with a silencer. It was lying in her opened purse. There were no prints on the gun, and Peggy Walters had worn gloves.
"Someone murdered her, all right," O'Sheen offered. "I remember we came in when the picture changed. She must have been right behind us, and there was a lot of noise and commotion."
Humphry snorted.
"Walters will swear she came to the theatre alone, pulled a gun and committed suicide." O'Sheen grinned nervously.
"Guess I'm a little out of my own territory," he confessed. "Me and Marta don't know much about this city police work. Up home the criminals ain't so much on alibis and such."
He drew his watch from his pocket, separated it from a handful of assorted junk and whistled.
"After midnight," he said. "Come on, Mrs. O'Sheen, I'm needing a pillow under my head."
Marta stood up, smiling uncertainly at Mike Humphry.
"I'm wishing we could help Mr. Humphry," she said regretfully. "Seems like we owe him something for being so nice."
Humphry took her hand in his.
"Forget it," he said gruffly. "I'd almost forgotten Irish girls could be so fresh and pretty until tonight."
Marta blushed and Paddy cleared his throat loudly.
"Enough of that blarney, Mike Humphry."
He took the Inspector's hand and shook it warmly. "Maybe you could tell us where the Globe Wide Photo Service is. They took a candid picture of Marta and me when we came in. I'd kinda like to take it home for a souvenir."
Humphry gave him the proper directions and the O'Sheens left. On the street, Paddy hailed a taxi.
"I think we'll take a little ride before we turn in." He squeezed her arm affectionately. "It's fun I'm having, after all."
INSPECTOR HUMPHRY was tired. It was three in the morning. Ed Walters had been in his office since midnight, Walters, a slim darkfaced man with a trimmed mustache, sat at ease on the far side of the room. Three sleepy-eyed police detectives lounged near the door. The room was a blue haze of smoke.
"As I mentioned several hours ago," Ed Walters put just the right inflection of sarcasm into his speech. "I'm all busted up about Peg's death. I didn't know she knew about the gun. But, so help me, Humphry, I've got two dozen witnesses who will swear I was at my club from five to midnight this evening."
Humphry shook his head.
"We know— we know," he growled. "You can pay a hundred witnesses, but you still knocked off the kid."
Walter's sneer grew more pronounced.
"I'd like to go home," he said. "This is all pretty silly."
A knock sounded on the door. One of the detectives opened it and turned to Humphry.
"It's that hick cop and his wife from upstate," he said.
Humphry nodded and Paddy came in. Marta, tired and looking unhappy, was at his side. O'Sheen looked quickly at Ed Walters.
"Her husband?" he asked. Humphry nodded.
"We been on his neck all night," he admitted. "His story is air tight."
The light in O'Sheen's eyes went steely cold.
"Sure and I'm not agreeing with that," he produced a small envelope from his pocket, took a tiny photo from it and tossed it on Humphry's desk. "There's your killer."
Humphry picked up the picture and his face turned several shades redder.
"This is a picture of you and your wife approaching the theatre," he protested. "I don't understand..."
O'Sheen smiled.
"It's still a picture of your killer," he insisted. Humphry's eyes hardened. His voice became cuttingly sarcastic.
"Are you trying to tell me that you did this job?" Marta was at Paddy's side, her hand clutched tightly on his arm.
"Paddy, you're tired. Sure and I'm thinking the pixies are in your head."
Paddy was enjoying himself immensely. "There's dozens of people in that print," he insisted. "See that taxi cab behind us at the curb. Who's getting out of it, Inspector?"
Ed Walters crouched forward nervously on his chair. His cheeks were suddenly drained of color.
"I can't make out," Humphry squinted at the tiny picture. "Could be anyone, I guess."
O'Sheen fumbled in his coat and drew out a crumpled 8x10 blow-up of the same print, and passed it to Humphry.
"I figured Mrs. Walters was just behind us when we came into the theatre," he said. "With a hundred people outside when our picture was taken, there was a chance that they might be in the crowd. I was right. That enlargement shows both Ed Walters and his wife leaving the taxi. It proves the time..."
"That's a lie." Walters sprang to his feet, his lips parted in an ugly snarl. "I wasn't..."
The dicks at the door tossed him down quickly and snapped on the cuffs. Marta O'Sheen beamed proudly upon her husband, and Mike Humphry stared with a new respect.
"By Golly, O'Sheen, that was quick thinking," he admitted. "If it hadn't been for your hunch to enlarge a candid shot we would never have pinned him down."
Paddy O'Sheen chuckled.
"What you might call a photo finish," he agreed.
________________
9: The Great George Mystery
Gordon Graham
Evening Journal (Adelaide) 7 Nov 1908
[The Novel Magazine, Sep 1908]
Author of a very small number of short stories published around 1907-10; nothing else is known.
"ONE OF THE most interesting investigations that I was ever called upon to undertake," said Mr. Raybould Saker, the well-advertised private detective, "was that known as the 'Great George' mystery.
"Tell it to you? Well, yes, I don't mind," and the smart, clean-shaven, pink-faced little man put down his pipe.
"I was wired to from Adchester, a small town on the Great North road, last summer," he began. "The proprietor of the Great George Hotel begged me to catch the next train down, and down I went.
"The Great George is one of those rambling old hostelries of which Dickens was so fond. Quite 300 years old, it had flourished exceedingly in the good old coaching days, suffered with slow decay when the railways superseded the road, and revived again when motor cars made use of the highways.
"The landlord, Mr. Agate, was a smart, up-to-date young fellow, and had been in possession about two years.
"I went into a great yard, the hotel and stables (now mostly altered to a garage) making the enclosure. A balcony went round two sides, and Some of the rooms opened on to it.
"I found Mr. Agate looking ill and worried, but he brightened up as soon as he found out who I was.
" 'Mr Agate hasn't seen the awful thing,' the waiter interposed oilily, 'and that makes all the difference.'
" 'I wish it would appear to me,' the proprietor sighed, 'I'd soon learn what I want to know. But some of the guests have seen it, and they and others have been robbed by it.'
" 'Ghosts don't steal,' I observed, and then the waiter shrugged his shoulders, as though to infer that I was a fool.
" 'What, sort of a ghost is this?'
" 'A skeleton, with a long brocaded dressing gown on,' Jabez explained; 'Doors and windows are fastened, but it can come into any room. Sir John and Lady Breamish, who were here last night, have lost jewels to the value of £150, besides cash.'
" 'Did they see it?' I asked, and was told that Sir John saw it plainly, saw it grinning at him. It carried a small blue light, and when Sir John sprang out of bed this went out , and left him in darkness.
" 'People wont come here to be robbed, even by a ghost," sighed the landlord, adding— 'I've paid out over a thousand in compensation to those who wouldn't believe the ghost theory, in order to keep the scandal quiet, but now it's no secret.'
"They took me to the rooms where visitors bad been robbed. They were Nos. 15. 16, 17, 18, and I9 on the first floor, and were the best rooms. The hotel is only two storeys high and has 22 bedrooms in all.
" 'Jabez says he has seen the ghost in the servants' . quarters, as well as in the dining room,' Mr. Agate continued, 'and one of the maids was frightened in the corridor by the haunted rooms. She says she saw it.'
"I asked to see the haunted bedrooms, and was taken there. Sir John and his wife had gone away, and a local policeman was there making notes.
"The rooms were large low-ceiling ones, all five about the same size. Each had two doors, one of which led on to the balcony. There were strong locks and bolts on the inside. The windows were of the old-fashioned, casement kind, and the ground below was about a 16-ft. drop. The walls were bare, no one could have scaled them. The windows could be securely fastened.
"The sides of the rooms, and also the ceilings, were lined with boarding almost black with age. Three of the five contained large double cupboards. The fireplaces were immense, the grate standing on legs in the middle of a wide hearth. I could step under and see daylight at the top. Curtains that could be drawn op kept off any drafts. I sounded each wall carefully. Many of these old buildings were built with priests' holes or secret hiding places, but after a careful examination I could find no evidence of these.
Mr. Agate and Jabez accompanied me and watched attentively.
"I suggested that thieves might hide in the ample cupboards; but I was assured that visitors who had, been robbed were certain that these were empty. The room in which Sir John and Lady Breamish had slept had no cupboard, and they had acknowledged that their doors and windows had been carefully fastened.
"John Teale, the night porter, assured me that no one could get into the yard after doping time, and that he had watched the balcony and must have seen anyone using it.
"Although I did not believe in the ghost story, I was certainly puzzled over the affair. Had only one room been visited by the thief the mystery would have been lessened, but here were five rooms visited and robbed, a meeting on the corridor outside these rooms, and a meeting with Jabez in the dining room, which was downstairs.
"When I had finished my investigations and asked for a little time to think matters over. Jabez came quietly to me.
" 'I've not told the guv'nor,' he said to me shakily, "but this 'ouse 'as been 'aunted by a skeleton for years. For some years it disappeared, and folks 'ave forgot it, but I was born in Adchester, and I remember my father, who was ostler 'ere, telling my mother he'd seen the skeleton at midnight one night.'
" 'Were people robbed then' I asked, and Jabez. drawing nearer, whispered to me—
" 'One was murdered!'
" 'Murdered?' I asked, and he nodded.
" 'It were 60 year ago and over. They 'ushed it up, and called it suicide, or it 'ud 'ave ruined the 'ouse. Cost the landlord a tidy bit. I've 'eared tell. I wouldn't tell the guv'nor for worlds; but if I was you I'd advise 'im not to upset the ghost too much. It's spiteful.'
"He left me then, raising a warning finger and stepping on tip-toe. His unwholesome-looking face looked back once, and I fancied that l read intense dislike for me in his eyes.
"I decided to sleep in one of the haunted rooms that night, and chose No. 16, which had a large cupboard.
"When I retired to my room I locked the doors carefully, examined the cupboard, looked un the chimney, and then tried walls and ceiling again, peeking for some hidden door. I especially tried the back of the cupboard, but could find nothing.
"I tried the floor, even going so far as to throw back the carpet some way all round. I passed my hand over every panel in the wall, but I could find nothing suspicious. Then I locked the cupboard door, put the keys of all doors under my pillow, fastened the window securely, and put chairs under the handles of the doors, after which I partially undressed and went to bed.
"I heard midnight chime dolefully from the dock in the tower near by. and the house seemed quiet enough. Tired by my journey, I fell asleep soon after, and was awakened by my pillow shaking.
"I sprang up in bed, and, to my horror, I saw a skeleton hand bolding a faint, blue light, pointing at me. I had just time to see the grinning skeleton head and the brocade dressing gown, and then the light went out.
"I had matches handy, but by the time I had lighted the candle the room was empty; but, sticking in my pillow, was a rusty, old-fashioned dagger.
"I felt a bit creepy on seeing this. It might have been sticking in my heart, I thought.
"I had another hurried look round the room and found the doors were securely locked and the window fastened. I looked up the chimney and saw the stars above, and then I sat on the bed more puzzled than ever. A skeleton can't move unless it is moved by human agency. I had seen the skeleton, but there was no sign of an accomplice. The dressing gown certainly was only big enough to cover one form.
"At that moment I began to think that people who refused to believe in the supernatural were more or less idiots. Five minutes later I was sceptical again, and five minutes after that only the ghost theory would satisfy me.
"Yet why should a ghost desire valuables? Why should a ghost rob people of rings and jewels? They could be of no service in the spirit world. I was altogether a sceptic now, but I was sure that I had to do with a very cunning criminal and a very bold and dangerous one to boot.
"The visit was. I felt sure, made to intimidate me, so that I should not remain to interfere, and, being an obstinate sort of fellow, I at once determined that I would remain, whatever risk I ran, until I finished the business by being defeated or by defeating the enemy.
"NEXT morning Mr. Agate and Jabez were anxiously waiting for me.
" 'Have you any clue?' the landlord asked breathlessly.
"I smiled. I saw the pain go out of his eyes at once, and then I glanced at Jabez. He did not seem best pleased, although he said he was.
" 'I was a bit frightened for ye,' he said.
I laughed, and said nothing of the dagger.
" 'A few days shall solver the murder,' I announced with great confidence. 'I'm right on the track.'
"I thought I saw a look of fear, as well as of anger, on the waiter's face, and then again I wondered if he had an accomplice. If so, they had a secret way of entering the rooms that was the biggest puzzle that I had ever tried to unravel.
" 'You didn't see anything of the skeleton?' he asked.
"I laughed again.
" 'Not I," I said boisterously. 'It knows I want to see it. I've a warm welcome for it if it comes my way, and that's why it won't come.'
"He stared at me curiously and suspiciously, but again I was sure that he was far from comfortable.
"After breakfast I found Mr. Agate alone, and questioned him.
" 'Would Jabez gain by your leaving here?' I asked, and he shook his head.
" 'Not in any way. The next man might not take him on, and no one would give him better terms than I do. Surely you don't suspect him?'
" 'I suspect every one at first, I answered lightly. 'That's the detective's way.'
" 'He's a most faithful fellow,' Mr. Agate added, 'and I'm sure that, apart from his interests, he is genuinely upset over this affair. Besides, it is keeping people away, and he's losing in tips.'
" 'Conclusive evidence,' I answered, apparently convinced, and then enquired the name of the people who owned the hotel.
"I found that the ownership was vested in a firm of solicitors as trustees for the widow of the late Mr. Samuel Bayley, a well-known local celebrity in his day. Messrs. Fraser & Fraser received me politely when I stated my business.
" 'Does Mr. Agate really wish to give up possession?' Mr. Ernest Fraser asked me.
" 'He is thinking of it,' I replied, "and I want to know if you have had any enquiry for the place?"
" 'Well, yes, we have,' Mr. Fraser answered thoughtfully. 'I shouldn't tell you under ordinary circumstances, and, of course, an outsider can't understand a detective's plans, and so I will give you the information on the understanding that it is private between you and me. A Mr. Jabez Hunt has asked for first refusal of the house in the event of its being to let, and we have promised this.'
"I had already guessed as much. The information fitted in with my theory, and I thanked Mr. Fraser and hurried back to the hotel. This much I was certain of— that Jabez Hunt wanted to get Mr. Agate out of the hotel. Also that the robberies were furthering this end. But how these robberies were managed I was as much in the dark as ever. Still, I was quite positive now that the skeleton was no spirit, yet how it contrived to move about without apparent agency remained a mystery.
"I though Jabez looked enquiringly at me when I returned, as though wondering how much I knew, and so I kept a smiling face in order that he might believe I knew a good deal, and my investigations were prospering.
" 'You're looking tired, Jabez,' I said after a little, 'as though you don't sleep well of nights.'
"His ruddy face grew white and then flushed purple, and his little eyes wouldn't look into mine.
" 'I must confess I'm a bit skeered o' nights,' he answered readily enough. 'I'm mortal afeared of that skeleton a-coming into my room and cutting my throat.
" 'Yours is the last room it is likely to enter,' I observed, watching him narrowly, 'at least with any show of enmity.'
"I laughed lightly, and I was sure that he winced. Soon after he made an excuse to leave me, and I did not see him again that night.
"I went into the town and made a few purchases, and then I went into the deserted billiard room, for there were only two visitors in the hotel, and had a nap, so that when bedtime came I felt rested and alert.
"I spent an hour testing the walls and ceiling of No. 16 again for an exit, as reason told me that it must exist somewhere, but at last I gave up the search in despair, and made certain preparations for the reception of a possible visitor.
"At the foot of the bed I strewed a quantity of flour over the carpet, and, where I had seen the skeleton stand, I spread out a sheet of strong brown paper that I had smeared well over with bird lime.
"The windows were screened by heavy plush curtains, and behind there I put a stool. Then I put my nightshirt round a spare bolster that I had borrowed, tucked it into my place in the bed, and finished he picture by putting a wig upon the top end of the bolster.
"When I had finished this I was quite satisfied. At first glance it looked just like man sleeping there, and so with a revolver in my jacket pocket I put out the light, took up my position behind the curtains and waited.
"Only those who know what waiting in silence and darkness for an impending at catastrophe means can realise the strain upon the nerves. A soldier may face death with comrades beside him cheerfully, but give him a post of danger in the darkness and tell him that the enemy will try to kill him at some time or other, and he will find waiting a trying tune.
"The old house creaked and groaned, as old places containing much wood always do, and every sound made my ears strain tensely. Midnight struck, then 1, then 2, and then 3 o'clock.
" 'My friend is not coming to-night,' I thought, and wondered if I had frightened him away. I was stiff and cold with my long vigil, and inclined to give up my task for the night.
"Then a scraping sound made me hold my breath. There followed the rattle of dry bones that, despite my reasoning, made my heart spring to my mouth.
"In the small hours the belief in the supernatural is above all reasoning. I fancied that the floor creaked, and I felt for my matches and pistol, and peeped between the curtains into the darkness.
"Then I distinctly beard a muttered curse and the scraping of one foot against another. The intruder had stepped on to the bird lime, I felt sure, and my courage returned. I had no ghost to tackle, and I was prepared for anything human.
"Suddenly a pale blue flame shone out and I saw the grinning death's head and the outstretched skeleton arm, and for a moment I was too startled to move.
"Then a human hand protruded from the brocaded dressing gown, and in it was a dagger. For a moment the weapon was raised, and then it came down with force, and then again, and again.
"I stepped quietly out upon the floor and I saw that a small, portable electric torch fastened to the bony fingers, and without more ado I flung myself upon my enemy.
"It was no intangible ghost, but a portly man— Jabez Hunt, I was sure. He was taken by surprise, but he managed to twist round. The light went out, and I tightened my hand upon a flesh and blood neck.
"He was breathing hard, but his strength was considerable, yet I think that I should have conquered him, but just as I got my grip more secure he stabbed me in the arm.
"I was forced to let go, and a moment later I was embracing the dressing gown from which my would-be murderer had slipped. I fired a couple of shots with the revolver in my left hand, more with the idea of rousing the house than with opened and a night porter and briefly explained the situation. A light showed white footmarks, for the flour had been stepped into, up to the fireplace, and on the left side of that a low door stood open.
"It was so cleverly contrived, with a setting of bricks in a wooden framework, that it had never been suspected, but in a moment we were through the opening.
"A long passage, just broad enough for a man to edge himself along, was disclosed, and it evidently ran at the back of the haunted bedrooms. I could see doors leading into the other four rooms by the fireplaces.
"At the far end the ladder led up to a loft, and here was a mask made like a death's head, and skeleton arms and ribs.
"The loft had evidently just been visited, but it was empty now.
"I rushed down and went full speed to Jabez's room and knocked at the door. A sleepy voice asked, 'Who is there?' and then, aided by Mr. Agate and the man, I forced the door open.
"Jabez was partially dressed, and the bed had not been used, and when I pointed the revolver at him he fell on his knees moaning for mercy.
"In half an hour he was in Adchester lockup, and we were recovering the stolen property from a box in the loft.
"Jabez had never got rid of any, and so Mr. Agate was able to return everything that had been lost, and. as the ghost was laid, the advertisement of the trial was a fine thing for the house,
"And I did well out of it," Mr. Saker added cheerfully as he lighted his pipe again.
____________________
10: O'Sheen's Sweet Tooth
Leroy Yerxa
Mammoth Detective Nov 1943
PADDY O'SHEEN'S night-stick gyrated with a little more gusto as he passed the fly-specked, dimly lighted windows of Armado's Pool Hall. It was close to eight in the evening and the town's hoodlum incubator was already doing a noisy business. Ike and Phil Armado, small town crooks, were both thorns in O'Sheen's side.
He made the turn into the lane that bordered the pool room and headed for the phone box visible in the street light at the far end of the alley. The Armado house was a dirty, two storied affair backed up to the rear door of the pool hall. The light on the porch sent out pale yellow from a dirt-crusted globe. Paddy O'Sheen hesitated. In the dark shadow of the porch steps he saw a dark bundle that looked like cast-off clothing. Paddy's eyes suddenly hardened. Evidently one of Armado's customers had absorbed too much rot-gut and passed out. Bending over, O'Sheen brought the stick down in a sharp blow across the soles of the man's shoes.
"On your feet, bum. Sure and you'll catch your death laying out here."
The man didn't move. Bending lower, with gradually awakening horror, O'Sheen rolled the man over on his back. Wide, unseeing eyes stared up at Paddy. It was Ike Armado, and he wasn't drunk. He had a deep, wide knife gash across his chest and the dark blood had dribbled out and soaked the front of Ike's white shirt.
"A divil of a way to celebrate my birthday," O'Sheen whispered. There was no one in sight near the alley entrance. Ike Armado wouldn't move again. O'Sheen's feet pounded swiftly on the concrete as he ran toward the phone box near the far end of the lane.
MARTA smiled happily when Paddy O'Sheen stomped into the warm kitchen.
"Happy birthday, Paddy." She was waiting eagerly for him to kiss her.
O'Sheen slumped down in the chair by the stove. He was scowling as he bent to loosen his shoes.
"Sure, and what's troublin' my big Irishman? You should be grinning your head off, this being your birthday."
She dropped at his feet and helped him remove the uncomfortable shoes.
"I've gone and stuck my fat neck out again," Paddy confessed. "Ike Armado was murdered. I told the Chief I was sure Phil Armado, Ike's brother, did it."
Marta's face grew concerned.
"You've been right before," she said. "The town will be better off without the pair of them."
"That's just it." Paddy stood up, crossed the room and dipped his finger into a pan of soft fudge on the table. "They tried to pick up Phil Armado. Found out he's been in Walkerville all day. A hundred miles from the scene of the crime, and a perfect alibi is what he turns up with. Say, you must have used a pile of sugar in this fudge."
Marta chuckled.
"You just sit down and eat the whole pan of it," she urged. "It might sweeten your disposition a little. The other will turn out all right."
O'Sheen complied humbly, his eyes never leaving the warm, delectable figure of Marta as she hovered over the kitchen range. She removed a vast, well-browned cake from the oven.
O'Sheen scowled.
"Say!" he protested. "Did you forget sugar rationing, what with cake and fudge all in the same day?"
Marta whirled around, pier eyes flashed.
"Sure and you're the world's prize grouch, this night. You just take the ration books and get some more sugar now that I think about it. Coupon twelve is good since yesterday and maybe the walk will cool you off a bit."
O'Sheen grumbled steadily as he once more laced his shoes and donned his coat.
At the door he hesitated, smiling uncertainly at Marta's back.
"I'll be right back," he said humbly, and went out.
TWO hours passed. Marta O'Sheen finished smoothing out the boiled frosting on the big birthday cake and put the remainder of the dinner back in the oven to keep it warm. With the ticking of the clock she grew more wor¬ ried. Paddy had been angry and upset. He might get himself into trouble.
She heard his footsteps on the porch and sighed with relief. Paddy O'Sheen, when he opened the door, was a changed man. A broad grin encompassed his red face. Under one arm he carried a bag of sugar. The other held a huge bouquet of fresh roses.
"Good evening, Mrs. O'Sheen," he greeted her cheerfully. "Shall I toss my hat in first?"
A small bundle of charming womanhood dashed into his arms. He tried awkwardly to hold Marta, the sugar and the roses at the same time. Paddy could still blush at his wife's kisses.
CHIEF WALTER HENDERSON sat grumpily behind the bench at City Police Headquarters. Paddy O'Sheen, smiling and untroubled, waited for him to finish the tirade of abuse.
"And don't forget that Phillip Armado will sue the city for every cent he can collect," Henderson shouted. "I don't like him any better than you do, but he's got a perfect alibi. Six witnesses, including his own parents will swear he was a hundred miles from here, spending the day with his folks, when the murder occurred."
"But there wasn't another man in town who cared if Ike lived or died," O'Sheen insisted politely. "Phil wanted to get him out of the way and run the business himself."
"All right," Henderson leveled a finger at O'Sheen's ruddy face. "Phil Armado is coming in right now. If you can't make your accusation stick, I'm warning you...."
"That I'll be without a uniform next week," O'Sheen interrupted him. "I'll take that chance."
Phillip Armado was fat, with a thick imported cigar pushed between the heavy lips of his swarthy face. He moved ponderously into the small room and seated himself beside the chief's desk. Removing the cigar from his mouth he spat across the floor into a half-filled cuspidor and stared at Paddy.
O'Sheen smiled.
"Hello Armado," he said. "I understand you don't know how Ike got that knife wound in his chest."
Phil Armado turned slightly pale.
"I'd rather not talk about..."
"Wait a minute," O'Sheen drew a small, flat booklet from his pocket and held it before Armado.
"Then let's talk about something else," he agreed. "This your sugar ration book, Phil?"
Armado nodded sulkily.
"It's got my name and description in it," he said.
"Yesterday was the twenty-eighth of the month," O'Sheen said softly.
"So what?" Phil Armado showed mild interest.
"Nothing much," O'Sheen admitted. "Except that this book proves you were in town about ten o'clock yesterday morning."
CHIEF HENDERSON flashed a glance of renewed interest at O'Sheen. A curse escaped Armado's lips.
"What the hell you trying—"
"Just this," Paddy O'Sheen went on. "I know you hated Ike. You wanted him out of the way. Last night I remembered that coupon number twelve was good from yesterday morning until the end of next month. People who like to eat like you and I do, don't forget that sugar ration system. It was only a guess, but I spent a lot of time in your kitchen late last night. I found your book in a pantry drawer and a bag of sugar with 'Longstreet Groceries' stamped across the top of it. Stamp number twelve was used and you couldn't have used it before yesterday morning."
Armado chewed his unlighted cigar between rotating jaws. His lips were wet.
"That don't mean nothin'," he protested. "Anyone could have cashed in on that stamp."
"Not when two clerks at the Longstreet Grocery can swear that you came in at ten yesterday morning and bought your supply," O'Sheen said grimly. "You must have fought with Ike and cut him up after you returned home. Then you got out of town in a hurry. Ike managed to crawl out on the porch and fell off the steps. He wasn't noticed because the alley is deserted most of the time."
Armado leaped to his feet. The cigar rolled from his lips and hit the floor.
"You dirty punk!" Sweat stood out on his forehead. "I'll tear you..."
He stopped abruptly, and found himself staring down the big barrel of O'Sheen's pistol.
"I'm kinda fond of sweets myself, Phil," O'Sheen said quietly. "We got one thing in common. A man can be pretty smart sometimes but he's pretty sure to humor his sweet tooth."
________________
11: Concession
Annie S. Swan
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Prolific Scottish popular novelist
COMBERMERE had come over from Shanghai and had been detained at Vladivostok for three whole day. It was the month of February and bitterly cold: the wind blowing from the northeast seemed to have the sting of the wintry steppes in it. Everybody was clothed in furs, and Combermere, though a strong and hardy person, was glad to tie something over his ears, which brought back to him a memory of his Scotch nurse and the "lappets" of his childhood.
He was a mining expert, and his business in the dominion of the Czar was that fruitful and ever-widening theme "concession." Probably there is no word in the English language embodying so much high comedy, so much grim tragedy, so many of the worst passions of humanity. It is the chimera pursued by thousands of greedy seekers after wealth and power; it is the lever which great nations have used without scruple to rob lesser ones, and its pursuit and manipulation have changed many an honest man into a rogue.
Combermere was still, however, an honest man, and his mission was not much to his liking, now that he had arrived at close quarters with it. His business had not taken him to China, and finding he had to wait for what appeared to be an indefinite period at Vladivostok, on the coming of a powerful noble from the interior, with whom rested the final decision regarding the concession, he had taken a run across to see an old school friend occupying an important Government post. He had greatly enjoyed that reunion, and had left Shanghai with regret; now he was kicking his heels in an agony of impatience, in the dullest, dreariest hole on earth. He found no word of the Baron when he returned to Vladivostok, and was just pondering how much longer his syndicate would expect him to freeze in Russia, and incidentally envying Robert Hesseltine in his comfortable Government berth, with duties clearly defined and adequate salary assured, when the Baron arrived in great style at the hotel, wakening up the sleepy square into a semblance of life.
Combermere squared his handsome shoulders, and from the deep embrasure of the window watched with keenest interest the unburdening of the sledge. The horses were magnificent, four sleek and noble black creatures, to which the swift drawing of the heavily weighted sledge over the frozen snow had been but play.
First alighted the Baron, an immense and awe-inspiring figure in sable robes. Combermere could see little of his face, but his eyes were terrifying enough, glaring out from under bushy brows, as he shouted his orders, not with the repose of a great noble, but as a bully might have sought to strike terror into the creatures of his will.
Suddenly, however, Combermere saw his manner change as he stepped deferentially to the side of the sledge to help therefrom the slight figure of a woman, also heavily wrapped in furs. Combermere smiled; he had so often seen it in life, the coward and the bully held in thrall by the slender grip of a woman's hands. She appeared completely indifferent to him, and as she passed close by the window Combermere obtained a clear view of her face. It was sweet and tranquil rather than arresting, there was a lovely colour in her cheeks— a very English colour Combermere thought— and her grey eyes were thoughtful and true. Yes, certainly it was a winning face; and he wondered whether, if the Baron proved amiable, he might beg for an introduction.
He was summoned to the Baron's private sitting-room within the hour. Divested of his outward trappings, his figure now appeared lean and hard and his height enormous; his face was certainly handsome, but marred by its domineering, somewhat cruel expression. He greeted Combermere with a nice mixture of cordiality and patronage.
"I am glad to meet Your Excellency at last," said Combermere civilly, but without gush. "It is three weeks today since I first arrived at Vladivostok."
The Baron merely shrugged his shoulders. Time was of small account with him; the time of another man of no account at all.
"I have received all the communications of yourself and your firm regarding the concession asked for on the western boundaries of my estates, and my answer to them all is—No."
The Englishman stood aghast. His disappointment was overwhelming, and for the moment he desired only to curse this autocratic Russian who had kept him waiting so long, only to insult him. Happily he restrained himself, and observed with an icy and sarcastic politeness:
"If Your Excellency intended such an answer from the first, surely it would have been only courteous to have acquainted me with it earlier. Thus both my time and my purse would have been spared."
The Baron merely smiled. "It was not convenient for me to communicate earlier. And, besides, I wished to see you. You have my permission to propound your cause, though I warn you that it will not make any difference to my decision."
Combermere expounded his cause with great deliberation and a modest eloquence which appeared to impress the Baron. But upon its conclusion he made a remark that had no bearing whatever on the case.
"When do you propose to leave Vladivostok ? I have someone to put in your charge, an English lady, who has been an inmate of my house for the last eighteen months. She now wishes to return to her own country. Will you be introduced now? I leave the hotel in an hour's time."
Combermere was at once chagrined and angry, but reflecting that he was, figuratively speaking, against a dead wall, he replied civilly that he would be pleased to be of use to the lady, and was left kicking his heels once more while the Baron went to fetch her.
The moment Combermere's eyes fell on the sweet face of May Latimer he realized that a fresh force had come into his life, and that his visit to the wilds of Russia in dead of winter had not been in vain. They shook hands as old friends might have done, their eyes communicated a complete understanding, relief and appeal in hers were met by loyalty and assurance in his, and the deed was done. But Combermere's extraordinary interview with the Baron was not over yet. When they were once more alone, that strange personage fired a fresh bomb at the Englishman s composure.
"She is charming, your countrywoman," he said, in his excellent French. "Very simple and quiet; but, look you, she has a great destiny in her little hands. She has been so good as to teach my motherless children for the last two years. If you can persuade her to return and mother them— indeed, to become Her Excellency the Baroness Alikoff— then, Monsieur, the concessions you so much desire will be yours."
Having thus delivered himself the Baron made his adieu.
"Dotty," muttered Combermere to himself. "Quite dotty, and, poor buffer, he doesn't know it."
Combermere and May Latimer were fellow-travellers next, day, but a good many- hours elapsed, and they were far across the vast snow-clad steppes which brought them nearer to Moscow before Combermere ventured to tell her of the Baron's extraordinary speech. She smiled a little, but almost immediately grew pale.
"He is not mad at all. Generally, he is the kindest of men. I was happy there, and I loved the children dearly. All was well until— until— he began to wish to change things."
"It would be a great position," said Combermere quietly. "He is certainly one of the richest and most powerful nobles in Russia."
"Yes," she admitted. "I know that, but I would rather die."
Combermere said no more.
The rest of the journey was a dream. At Berlin he changed his route, so as to be able to accompany her, and it was on the Hamburg boat in mid-Channel that Combermere spake the words which finally sealed the fate of the Alikoff concession. But his syndicate never knew that he had held it in the hollow of his hand.
_______________
12: "Great Minds Run—"
Harold Ward
1879-1950
Black Mask, Jan 1922
BEFORE the two men seated at the table stood the accused. Normally he might have been called good looking in a rough, rugged way. Just now there was a look of fear upon his face; great drops of sweat stood out upon his bronzed forehead as his eyes darted here and there as if seeking some means of escape from the baleful stare of the shapeless thing of cold clay which lay in a huddled heap on the floor just beyond his reach. Move where he would, the glassy eyes followed him. The face of the dead man wore a sardonic, twisted grin as if in appreciation of the grim jest in which fate had given him the stellar role. The young man shifted nervously, then turned suddenly to the older of the two men before him.
"So help me God! Guffin," he declared, "Jim's got me wrong. I'm willing to admit that there was no love lost between Cogswell and me. But as for killing him— you know yourself that I haven't got it in me." He hesitated for a second, then seemed about to continue when the other interrupted him.
"That's just what's keepin' me from harnessin' the dawgs and takin' you in, Brooks," he drawled. "If it was Jim here that had been out with Cogswell, I'd know bloomin' well who done the shootin'. But as for you, I've got you figured out as too cussed yellow to shoot a man and—"
The third man— he whom the others addressed as Jim—leaped to his feet, his eyes blazing. "Look here, Guffin," he interrupted angrily, "Brooks and I agreed to let you sit in as judge and jury because we knew that you're on the square and disinterested. For God's sake, then, don't form any opinions until you've heard the dope. I accused Brooks of killing Cogswell because I know— and he knows— that he had reasons. For that matter, so have I. But the mere fact that I was with you gives me a clean slate. But Brooks is guilty— guilty as the devil— and I'll tell you why if you'll listen."
Guffin nodded. "Fair enough," he answered. "This is serious business and we want to get at the bottom of it if we can. Let's hear what you've got to offer."
Brooks shrugged his shoulders. "
Go ahead," he said huskily. "Only tell— tell the truth, Jim— for the sake of our past friendship."
The other snarled. "Friendship hell! I'll tell the truth fast enough," he answered. "And what I tell will put a rope around your neck, you skunk!" He turned to Guffin. "As you've often heard us say," he began, "the three of us— Brooks, here, poor Billy Cogswell yonder, and I— all came from the same little town out in Illinois. We were all about the same age and practically grew up together. In fact, we were pals until— well, until a certain girl stepped between us.
"When I say that she stepped between us I don't mean to insinuate anything against the girl. She was innocent enough and she's just as good as she is pretty. Only it happens that her father's the president of the bank and the richest man in town, and we were all three of us as poor as Job's turkey. Of course we went together in the same crowd, but when we got old enough to know that we were in love our eyes were also opened to the fact that none of us had money enough to marry her. We had sense enough to realize it, too; and we did what we thought was the right thing— we got together and talked the matter over like men.
"There was only one thing to do, Guffin. The fellow who won her had to make his pile and make it quick. The gold rush was on out here, and like all tenderfeet we imagined that the yellow stuff was laying here ready to be picked up by the first comer and that a fortune could be made in a day. All three of us decided to come north.
"Spite of the fact that we each wanted to beat the others, we were homesick kids when we arrived and it was only natural that we'd gravitate together. In fact we had to pool our money or we'd have starved to death the first season. We've been here ever since— too cussed poor most of the time to get away if we wanted to. The girl married a fellow in the bank and that sort of cemented us together, too. After that we hadn't any desire to leave this country.
"There's no need of my telling you how we drifted in with you and how we struck pay last year. Then we heard that her husband was dead and that she was free again and then the hell broke loose. We never showed it before you, but we got to hating each other more than ever after all these years, I guess that all three of us wrote to her.
"At any rate, when the last packet came in it brought a letter from her to Billy Cogswell— accepting him. He was going out next spring when the river opened up— going out to marry her. He bragged about it to Brooks and me. There's been murder in my heart every day since— and if Brooks denies that he felt the same he's a liar.
"Now let's get down to cases. Spring's nearly here. The thought of Billy getting her— Alice— wore our nerves to a frazzle. Brooks and Cogswell made it up yesterday to go hunting today. Brooks says that Cogswell shot himself accidentally— that he was some distance away when he heard the shot, and turning saw Billy fall. I ask you what happened to Cogswell's gun? Brooks says that it slid over the edge of a gully and that with the snow in its present condition he was afraid to go down and get it, and didn't think it important anyway."
"But you were there and helped carry the body in," Brooks interrupted excitedly. "You could see for yourself, Guffin, that I was a hundred yards away when he was killed. The tracks in the snow show that. The only tracks I made were when I ran up to him after the— the accident. You can't get away from that evidence. The footprints are in the snow yet. Examine them again if you want to. And look at the way he was killed— whole top of his head blown off. You know yourself that number eight shot wouldn't carry and make a wound like that at a hundred yards—"
Jim Kincaide stopped him.
"I'll explain all that in good time," he answered. Then he turned to Guffin again. "Their guns were exactly alike, as you'll recall. Now listen to me carefully. Last night I couldn't sleep and got out of bed to find something to read. Being in my stocking feet I made no noise. Brooks was out here fooling with a gun. He acted startled but I paid no attention at the time. He told me that he, too, was unable to sleep and that he'd got up and decided to clean his gun.
"This morning I found this piece of wood in the woodbox.. See, it's round and smooth. Brooks, damn you, it was Billy's gun you had. You plugged up the barrel of Billy's gun—drove the plug in far enough so that it wouldn't be noticed.
"And when he pulled the trigger— evidently on that rabbit whose tracks we noticed near the body— the gun exploded and the breech-block blew off and took off the top of his head! Examine the wound and see if I'm not right, Guffin.
"Do you want any more evidence that Brooks is the murderer?"
He stopped short, a look of triumph on his face.
For a second Brooks was too startled for utterance. Then he straightened up, his countenance twisted into a look of hatred.
"You liar!" he shrieked. "It was you who plugged the muzzle of the gun! That's why you're so devilishly familiar with what happened!"
He leaped forward, his fists clinched, overturning the table. Seizing a chair, he swung it above his head in an effort to fell the other. Kincaide, surprised, leaped backward into the corner. As he did so his fingers came in contact with Brooks's gun standing where he had placed it after the accident. He seized it and brought it breast high.
"Get back, damn you!" he shrieked.
Guffin, his chair tipped over, leaped to his feet shouting at the two angry men. But they gave no heed. Already Kincaide had the weapon to his shoulder and was drawing a bead on the man he had accused. An instant later there was a dull, muffled roar. The weapon dropped from Kincaide's nerveless hands, the barrel shattered. He dropped to the floor, blood splattering over the wall behind him from the ghastly wound made by the breech as it was hurled with terrific force by the explosion.
For an instant there was silence.
Then Guffin turned to the man who stood, dazed, in the middle of the floor, the broken chair still in his grasp.
"Brooks," he said slowly, "you were right. It was Kincaide. He had planned to do both of you. And in the excitement he forgot that he fixed the other gun!"
Like a man in a trance, Brooks turned away from the two horrible things lying there upon the floor. Without a word he picked his mackinaw from the peg and pulled it on. Then, drawing his cap down over his ears he walked slowly out of doors.
For half an hour he dragged his snow-shoed feet through the soft, mushy snow until he reached the spot where a clot of blood upon the trampled whiteness showed where the earlier tragedy had occurred. Close by was a gully. Over the edge Brooks pushed his way, clinging here and there to an overhanging bush until the bottom was reached. After a short search he found the object of his quest— a shotgun, the barrel twisted and split, the breech gone. He picked it up and gazed at it with a faraway look in his eyes.
"Well, I'm damned!" he exclaimed. "They say that great minds run in the same channel. That son-of-a-gun of a Kincaide fixed my gun to get me the same way I fixed Billy's gun to get him. Wouldn't that get your goat?"
And throwing the gun across his shoulder, he commenced to climb up the side of the gully again.
__________________
13: White as Snow
C. S. Montanye
Detective Story, 18 Feb 1919
IT was common talk in the underworld of the great metropolis that Slim Hanley had a longstanding grudge against a dip familiarly known as Mike the Mouse. Just how it had come about or why Hanley hated the Mouse, no one seemed able to understand thoroughly, but it was gossip in the cafes, gambling dens and dives, Slim intended to get the Mouse and get him good.
Had the facts of the feud been known, the angels of crime who fluttered through the red lights of the joints would have understood that Slim Hanley had reason for the grudge he cherished.
Several years before, incredible as it seemed, both men had been partners, traveling the farmer circuit and burglarizing small-town post offices and banks with a fair degree of success. There had been the little episode of the railroad station in the town of Millsburg. Here, Slim Hanley had fallen victim to the wiles of one Sada Kern, daughter of an old-time counterfeiter who had reformed and was cultivating a small farm. Sada, born of criminal parents, yearned for the city and Slim promised that her yearnings should not be in vain; he proposed to marry her and make her both wife and partner; but first there was the matter of the safe in the depot of Millburg.
On the night the robbery was scheduled to take place, the slim yegg, hurrying to the rendezvous, found that some one had visited the spot before his arrival. From a distance, Hanley observed the bobbing of lanterns and saw the place swarming with minions of the law. As he had committed no crime in that particular town, he drew near and made inquiries. Some one, full of information, told him that the station safe had been blown by "a robber who had run off with old man Kern's daughter." When Slim, seething with varied emotions, hurried to the farm of the ex-counterfeiter, he found that what he suspected was true. It was Mike the Mouse who had both blown the safe and eloped with the Millburg maiden.
All this had happened two years ago, but Slim Hanley had not forgotten.
Mike the Mouse, after his marriage with Sada Kern, had abandoned safe-blowing for the easier and safer profession of picking pockets. Sada, welcoming a life of crime, turned shoplifter and, as a sideline, enjoyed a lucrative income from the peddling of small quantities of "snow." Both had kept an eye on Hanley when he returned to the city to turn capper for a gambling-house in the upper Forties; but the tall, well-groomed young man had done nothing beyond mentioning, in the presence of the Mouse, the fact that he intended to get him at some future date. When the Mouse, slightly perturbed, hurried to his Sada and informed her of what he had learned, his better half soothed him and routed his fears by waxing sarcastic.
"So you fell for that stuff, Mike?" she sneered. "Don't you know he was throwing a scare into you? Why, that cheap flash couldn't get even with a wop peanut seller! Pull yourself together, Mike. If he tries to start anything, for two bits, I'll get Larry the Barber to stick a knife in him."
Despite himself, her husband shuddered. He knew that Sada wouldn't hesitate to do what she said and it alarmed him. His sobriquet well befitted him. He had the heart of a mouse. Secretly he feared his former partner, but took pains that Sada should not know of it.
"He's a bad guy," the Mouse muttered, "but he can't bull me. I remember the time he shot one of the constables at Hillmount—"
His wife made a weary gesture.
"Country stuff," she said disparagingly. "Small-town bunk! Slim may be a boob in most things, but when it comes to looking out for himself, he's there with the brains. He knows he'll take a nice little ride up the river for a stretch at making shoes if he starts anything like that here. Nix on the gun play for Hanley. The worst he could do would be to try and frame you, and he can't get away with that while I'm on the job!"
Slightly mollified and reassured, the Mouse threw out his narrow chest, and, when interviewed on the subject of the grudge of Hanley, he would laugh contemptuously and sneer an answer:
"I don't know what that guy's got against me, but let him start something. I guess he'll get more in return than he imagines."
When Slim, hearing of the Mouse's sangfroid and his invariable answer, realized that his one-time partner was returning his threat with interest, he laughed long and loud.
"Will you get wise to Mike," he told Red Saunders, a friend and confidant, "trying to make believe he's there with the nerve! The sawed-off dip! I'll bet he's shivering all the way down to his shoes!"
Red Saunders laughed. "What did he do to you, Slim, and when are you going to throw the hooks into him?"
The lids came down over the crook's shifty eyes and his mouth tightened to a thin, red streak.
"What he did to me," he answered slowly, "is a personal matter, and when I get busy with him it will, be nobody's business but my own— and yours. You're going to play a star part, kid."
TIME PASSED, and as Mike the Mouse went about his affairs unmolested, he breathed more easily again. What Sada had told him about Slim's words being a scare, he believed; and after a few months, he forgot entirely the threat of the other.
Meanwhile prosperity came to him and his wife. Sada had given up the shoplifting game to devote her energies entirely to the selling of narcotics. At this she did a flourishing business, drawing down profits that amazed her until she became used to them; and the Mouse, leaving leathers alone, and refraining from allowing his fingers to stray into strange pockets, became her agent, transferring the snow from Sada to the purchaser.
It was almost six months after the Slim Hanley scare that Mike the Mouse met Austin Bender. Bender, it seemed, was a Philadelphia lush who had lately taken to dope, and who had come to the city where the supply was more plentiful and easier to procure than in the sleepy town of his birth. Mike the Mouse picked up his acquaintance in a Rialto cafe and promptly learned, through discreet questioning, that the man was a "sleigh rider." Upon hearing this he sold him all the snow he had about him at a prohibitive price, and carried home the news to Sada, who listened suspiciously.
"H'm," was her comment when the Mouse finished his narrative. "How do you know he isn't a pigeon? You're too friendly altogether with people you pick up."
At this the Mouse looked grieved and hastened to assure her that his find was a booze-soaked spendthrift from whom they could raise unlimited money from the sale of the restricted article they handled. As a few weeks passed, and Bender kept both of them busy filling his orders with no untoward happening, Sada dropped her guard and confided to the Mouse that she was entirely wrong in her former opinions.
"Look here, friend," Austin Bender said to the Mouse, late one afternoon, a month or two after they had become acquainted. "I'm leaving for Phillie to-night, and I've got a couple of friends in town who want to load up on the stuff before catching the rattler. You know there's nothing doing in that line in the Quaker City and we want to be stocked up with it before leaving. How much have you on hand and where can we get it?"
The Mouse pleaded ignorance until he could see Sada, and after promising Bender to telephone him at his apartment, hurried away. When the former daughter of Millsburg heard the news of a heavy purchase, she listened in silence and then nodded.
"Sure, give him a ring and tell him to come down here with his friends," she said. "I guess we can fix them up."
The Mouse licked his lips. "You— you don't think this bird's a dope-squad bull, do you?" he asked anxiously. "How do we know who his friends are? I think he's on the level but— but you can never tell."
Sada was amused, for when she had been skeptical, her husband had valiantly stood up in defense of the Philadelphian. Now, when she was undisturbed, it was his turn to doubt.
"Tell them to come down," she said, "and leave the rest to me."
When the Mouse, still somewhat uncertain, went out to use the telephone, Sada became very busy about the small parlor.
IT WAS almost ten o'clock that night when the front doorbell of the apartment rang three times and the Mouse, drawing a deep breath, admitted Bender and two well-dressed men, who came in quietly and sat down in the parlor while the ex-dip called his wife. She appeared presently, was introduced to the trio, and bade her husband bring a bottle of wine.
"We're in a little hurry," Bender said. "Our train leaves in an hour and we don't want to miss it. Can you let us have the stuff now?"
Sada looked at him coolly.
"Yes. How much worth do you want?"
"For myself," murmured one of Bender's friends, a short stout man with keen eyes, "I'd like to take a couple of hundred dollars' worth."
He winked at his companion. "Enough, to last until we blow in again, eh Joey?"
The other inclined his head. "Right! And the same for me."
Bender glanced at his watch. "And my usual quantity tripled."
The wife of Mike the Mouse allowed her cool, impersonal gaze to linger upon them.
"I'll get it," she said quietly. As she left the room, the man who had been addressed as Joey encountered the gaze of Bender and nodded slightly. The third member of the trio arose from his chair to examine a framed photograph near the door. A minute or two passed and then Sada returned carrying three small packages which she placed on the table in the center of the room.
"Here's the stuff," she said. "Cross my palm, if you please."
The man across the table from her picked up one of the packages, opened it and brought to light a small box filled to overflowing with a white powder. As he raised his eyes from the package, he threw back the lapel of his coat with one hand, disclosing a shield, at the same time producing a shiny revolver, seemingly from nowhere.
"All right, boys!" he cried. "Caught 'em both with the goods!"
Mike the Mouse, frozen with terror, made a rush for the door but stopped abruptly as he looked into the barrel of a gun held by the man who had lately been scrutinizing the picture on the wall.
"Great Scott!" the Mouse screamed. "It's a pinch!"
His captor laughed. "Looks like it, don't it," he said easily. "We've been on your trail for a long, long while, but we wanted the woman higher up and I guess we've got her!"
In the center of the room Sada rested dimpled elbows on the table top and stared thoughtfully across at the trio and at her quivering husband.
"What's all the excitement about?" she drawled languidly.
The man called Joey looked at her with a glance of admiration. "Pretty cool, girlie, but we've nailed you with the goods."
Instead of replying she looked into the face of the man who called himself Austin Bender.
"So I was right from the first," she said slowly! "you are a pigeon!"
He nodded, a sneer on his lips. "Yep— out to get you both and I guess you're got."
There was the jingle of handcuffs and the Mouse gave a squeal as they passed over his wrists. At the sound of her husband's voice, Sada straightened up.
"Don't be in so much of a hurry," she said pleasantly, "there isn't any train to catch now, you know. Don't try to rush the game by slipping the bracelets on before you're wise to the layout!"
The man called Joey took a step forward. "What do you mean by that?" he demanded harshly. She laughed and in her laughter was soft triumph. "Listen, and you'll find out. In the first place I knew Mr. Bender here, alias Mr. Red Saunders, was doing this little job to oblige his pal, a once-was friend of mine and Mike's, known as Slim Hanley. I recognized him the minute I saw him, and as for you two gentlemen, if you want to learn to act like hopheads, first you must leave off feeling for your guns every two or three minutes."
She stopped to give vent to laughter again as Austin Bender, alias Red Saunders, retreated a step or two.
"Shoot the rest of the piece!" the detective facing her ordered. "How about the stuff, here?"
Sada yawned. "If you had been on the level," she said frankly, "you would have got it. As it's a frame up, it's all off! You can search this place from end to end, and you won't find an ounce of dope— not a grain!"
The detective opposite her snatched up the package on the table, and with professional haste, examined it carefully. Then with, an oath he dropped it.
"Baking powder!" he cried.
The woman laughed calmly. "Baking powder it is!"
______________
14: Justice Borrows Bullets
Roger Torrey
Secret Agent X, Feb 1937
JOHN ARCHER had left a growing law practice to join the Federal Bureau of Investigation, solely because he'd thought there'd be excitement in that branch of the government service. He'd found very little. He was young, only twenty-seven, and lusty and fullblooded; and he had the young lusty man's conviction that definite and decided action would solve all trouble. He argued to Evan Dykes:
"We're going at this wrong, Evan. The thing to do is force a show-down and stamp them out. While we spend time checking their books, kids are going hungry."
Dykes was directly opposite to Archer in every respect, save that of working for the same government service. He was fifty-six, twice and ten years as old. He was thin, pale, white-headed. He was a former accountant and had all that profession's respect for the exact truth, in either figures or fact.
He shook his head, said: "You're wrong, John. You're very wrong. You're a lawyer; you know we haven't proof that'll stand up in court."
Archer said stubbornly: "Milk in this town used to be ten cents a bottle; it's fourteen, now. We know the producers get no more for it. We know the storekeepers make no more profit on sales. The jobber is taking the difference. It's a racket. Heber's books show big payments to cash. Put on the screws, and make him say to whom. I'm willing to bet they're made to Mike Tovar; he's got a finger in every other racket in town."
"We can't prove that, John."
"We can stick him for income-tax evasion."
"But we're working on this milk racket."
They argued about it until they came opposite their hotel, where they stepped from the walk, Dykes in the lead. Archer looked up to the right, saw two cars coming but still a safe distance away. Dykes apparently didn't think so because he halted, turned his head to speak.
Then Archer saw the second of the two cars pick up speed and swing out to pass the first. He heard the whine of gears as the driver shifted into second for more pick up, saw the car surge ahead and swing out and toward them. He cried out, jumped ahead in an attempt to clutch Dykes, who twisted his head at the same time and saw the car come surging at him.
He jumped back, but not in time.
Even in that instant of flashing action, Archer knew it was no accident. While he hadn't been watching the car particularly, he had the impression that it had been parked just beyond their hotel. He got a glimpse of the license plate as the car sped away. Then he ran to Dykes.
THE sedan had struck and whirled the white-headed man in such fashion that he'd fallen under the car. One of the rear wheels had passed over his legs, and from the twisted way he was lying, Archer knew they were both broken. He'd fallen to the pavement with tremendous force, because, even over the hiss of screaming tire rubber, Archer had heard the thud he'd made.
He was unconscious now, with blood streaming from his nose and mouth, and from one lacerated cheek. Archer heard a traffic policeman's whistle shrill out, and heard the man come pounding up as he lifted Dykes to the curbing.
The policeman said: "The dirty rats! Hit and run!"
Archer didn't turn his head. He was straightening Dykes' twisted legs, holding Dykes' broken and bleeding head clear of the pavement. He said:
"Call an ambulance! Quick!"
"I got that license number, bud!"
"So did I. Call an ambulance!"
The policeman lumbered away toward a call-box, and Archer held Dykes while a crowd gathered. Then the policeman came back, said,
"They're on their way," and cleared the crowd from the still unconscious man. He said to Archer:
"Is he your father, bud?"
"A friend— the best I've got."
"That's tough, bud— that's tough." Archer said: "It's going to be tough for somebody. That driver went twenty feet out of his way to hit him."
The license number of the hit-and-run car was 5-D4-587, and Archer noted this down while he rode the ambulance to the hospital. He watched them carry Dykes to the operating room, then went to the phone and called the police station. He got Joe Denny, Bunco Squad Captain, gave him the license number and said:
"Check it, will you, captain. The car's a small sedan, if that helps. And keep it quiet."
Denny said he'd do this, asked: "How's Dykes?"
"If he isn't hurt internally the doctor thinks he'll live. He's got a fractured skull but not too bad. One leg's going to have to be taken off. It's crushed too badly to do anything else with."
He heard Denny whistle softly, then Denny said:
"If they catch that hit-and-runner, he'll get life." Archer said: "He should get the chair. It was deliberate."
He waited four hours before he could see Dykes— four hours of torturing thoughts of the year he and Dykes had worked together, of Dykes' unfailing kindnesses and help, of Dykes' loyalty and burden-taking ways, of his almost fatherly counsel. He finally saw him, just before they took off the crushed leg, and Dykes managed to smile a little and whisper:
"I thought you'd be around to see the old man, John."
Archer had difficulty in saying, "You'll be a new man, Evan, when they get through with you," because he wanted this to sound bright and cheerful— and couldn't.
He very apparently failed, because Dykes muttered: "You don't mean a new man, John. You mean half a man. Keep on with those books— the answer's there in those cash payments."
Archer said he would. Dykes warned weakly:
"Work slow, John. Keep away from Mike Tovar until you've got proof. You're alone on this, unless they send somebody to give you a hand. Work slow, and play safe. They mean business."
Archer watched them wheel him away toward the operating table— and the loss of one leg— and decided Dykes was right about the milk profiteers meaning business. And he thought of Dykes, still worrying about the job at hand, and decided to mean business himself.
He had gone with the F.B.I, because of a love of honest excitement and an equally honest hatred of crooks. Working for the Government had been an impersonal sort of thing, for a while, but this feeling had gradually changed. The personal feeling had been creeping in since Archer had started this case.
First it was children being robbed of life-giving milk. Seeing Dykes, his friend and partner, deliberately run down and maimed was the final thing needed to make Archer run amuck— but with his head controlling the running....
JOE DENNY was still checking on the hit-andrun car when Archer went into his office. He said:
"That's tough about Evan Dykes, Archer. Anything I can do?"
Archer said it was all being done. Denny looked at his tight, hard-drawn face, his tight, hard-bitten lips, and said:
"And I take it you'll do what's needed. I'm having that car checked now." He broke off as a clerk came in the room and handed him a slip of paper, then said:
"Here it is now— a Hurz sedan. License is 5-D4-587. Registered to William Heber. That's Heber, who runs the Dairy Products Incorporated. His place is on Front Street."
Archer said: "You should tell me. We've been checking his books, captain. We were coming from there to the hotel, when it happened."
Denny looked curious. "How'd you get at his books? Find anything?"
"We're supposed to be checking his income-tax reports. There've been a lot of big cash payments made that don't look right. Heber's been acting nervous about us, too. It ties up, all right."
Denny said thoughtfully: "Heber's supposed to be square. I don't know. I know you fellows are checking this milk racket, and I'm glad of it. We can't do anything, unless there's a complaint made. You can. If we can help, we will. You know that."
Archer leaned over the desk, said: "I'm going out after Heber, now. When I get him, I'm going to charge him with attempted murder and try to break him on the racket payoff at the same time. You know the local people— and I'll ask favors if I need them."
Denny said he'd be glad to help in any way, and added:
"I don't know about the attempted murder charge. A hit-and-run driver isn't planning murder, when he does it."
Archer said grimly: "This one was. It'll be a first-degree charge, if Dykes dies. If not, it'll be attempted murder."
Denny said: "You know best. They're supposed to teach you things like that, I understand."
"They do," Archer told him. "I'm going out and grab Heber before he knows about us tracing his car."
HEBER'S home was a fair-sized, comfortable house, set in a respectable but far from wealthy neighborhood. The yard was big, wellkept, but didn't have the spick and span effect a hired gardener gives to a place.
Two boys, tinkering with a bicycle on the front porch, looked up as Archer came up the walk, and one of them volunteered: "Just ring the bell, mister. Mom's inside."
Archer did this, asked: "Your dad home yet?"
The boy said his dad wasn't, and then the door opened, and Archer faced a buxom, matronly woman, who looked as though she'd be at home in a farm kitchen. He started to speak, but the woman turned and called:
"Marian! It's Mr. Sproat!"
Archer said: "I beg your pardon, but my name is Archer. Is Mr. Heber expected soon?"
The lady said: "At any time. I'm Mrs. Heber."
Then she laughed, as though she and Archer shared a joke, and confided: "I thought you were my daughter Marian's friend. She's been expecting him. Won't you come in and wait for Mr. Heber?"
Archer said he would and followed her into a comfortable, though worn hall, and from there into an equally worn parlor. Mrs. Heber and the house reminded him of his own mother and the midwest farmhouse in which he had grown to manhood.
He said: "I'm sorry to intrude, but it's necessary that I see Mr. Heber at once."
Mrs. Heber said her husband was always home between five and six, and then to a girl who came hurrying into the room:
"I'm sorry, Marian! It was Mr. Archer, here, wanting to see your father. It wasn't Mr. Sproat, after all. This is my daughter Marian, Mr. Archer."
Archer said he was very glad to meet Miss Marian and meant it— and felt sick at the errand that had brought him to the house. He liked Mrs. Heber and thought that "like" was too weak a word for what he could feel for Marian.
She was small and he liked small girls. She wore little makeup, and he didn't care much for painted cheeks. She was dark, with big blue eyes, and Archer admired honesty more than any single thing in the world. Altogether, he thought Miss Marian quite a girl.
She said: "I'm sure dad will be home right away, Mr. Archer."
Archer talked vaguely about the weather and was suddenly conscious of a slight bristle on his cheeks and that his shoes were dull instead of glossy.
The bell rang, and the girl left the room to answer it, and Mrs. Heber said comfortably:
"I declare, since we've moved to town, that bell's worn out by young men ringing to see Marian. First it's one and then another. Why—"
She broke off as Marian brought a tall, thin-faced man into the room, and said: "Mother, this is Mr. Sproat. Mr. Archer; Mr. Sproat."
Archer shook hands with Sproat and decided he didn't like him and never would. He didn't like smooth and soft young men, and Sproat was both. And he got a curious impression of Sproat at the same time. Sproat seemed to be watching him and studying him— and Archer felt as though Sproat knew his errand there. Then the man proved this by saying: "Rather an odd way to make an arrest, isn't it, Mr. Archer?"
Sproat's voice was so smooth and silky that for a moment Archer didn't realize what had been said. Then he flushed as Sproat turned to the girl and said:
"I'm sorry, Marian, but your father's in trouble. He had an accident with his car, and this man is here to arrest him."
The girl faced Archer, head up, and demanded: "Is this true?"
Archer said nothing for a moment, and Mrs. Heber said: "I can't believe it. If it was an accident, why should Will be arrested?"
Sproat said: "I'm afraid he was excited. The police will call it hit-and-run driving because he didn't stop at the time."
"Is this true?" the girl asked again.
Archer said miserably: "I'm afraid it is. These things happen." He walked toward the door, said: "I'm sorry about it. Believe me, really I am."
She taunted: "And I thought you were a friend of Dad's!"
THE boy with the bicycle was still on the porch, but was alone. He looked up as Archer came out the door, said: "Will you give me a lift on this, mister? I got to have somebody hold this chain while I tighten the sprocket."
He pointed at the bicycle, and Archer bent to help him. Then the girl said icily, from behind him:
"That will do, Tommy. Let Mr. Archer go."
Archer straightened and went down the walk, leaving the staring Tommy.
He called Denny, the Bunco Squad Captain, from a corner drug store, said: "Heber's not home yet, and I can't wait for him. Will you send out a couple of men and stake the house for me? You might put out a general order to pick him up on sight."
Joe Denny said he would, then: "Where you going to be? When we get hold of him, you'll want to be called, won't you?"
Archer said: "I've got something to do, but I'll be at my hotel after that. Call me there if there's news."
Denny said he understood, and Archer called a cab.
The books they had been checking in Heber's store suddenly loomed in importance. After all, Dykes had said the answer was there, and Archer thought Dykes might be right. He would take time to procure; knew that in that time the books might be altered or missing. So he decided to take a short-cut, though he knew Dykes would not approve of this.
The cab let him out on Front Street, at the corner where Heber's dairy and food store was located. Archer paid the driver, told him not to wait, and watched the cab roll away.
He saw another car parked a few feet down the street, decided this meant nothing, and turned into the entry of the store.
When he tried the door, he knew something was wrong. It was open, standing slightly ajar, and Archer remembered Dykes telling him that Heber had watchman service to guard against a thing like that happening. He drew the gun from under his arm, took the vest-pocket flash he always carried, and stepped inside.
He flashed the torch; heard a hurried scramble, and his light picked a man running toward the back. He raced after this man, shouting: "Stop, you!" and as he did, another man shot at him from the side of the store.
He flinched from the crashing report and dropped his light. The same man shot again, and he fired in return. He heard more noise from the back of the store, heard men run out from that direction, and then saw a side door open to show a patch of gray against the dead blackness.
Archer shot twice at the figures huddling through the door, then raced to the door after them in time to see a sedan start down the street, with two men hanging on the running board.
The sedan's lights flashed on, showing the license plate, and he saw the sedan was Heber's; that the license number was 5-D4-587, then saw a uniformed policeman running up the walk toward the car.
The car pulled past the policeman, and one of the men on the running board leaned away from the car and fired directly at him. The policeman turned and ran into the wall by him, and Archer, aiming carefully, fired the remaining three shells in his gun at the disappearing car, then ran to the policeman.
The cop looked up at him, groaned, then said: "What's it all about?"
Archer thought he knew the answer, but didn't tell the man. Instead he asked: "Where you hit?"
"In the leg—high up."
"Where's the nearest call-box?"
"Half a block that way."
The policeman pointed the direction, twisted his wounded leg in the effort, and groaned again, and fainted. Archer ran toward the call-box, deciding that Heber's books were as important as Dykes thought they were. And then he waited for the ambulance and police cars to come—and had one of the last carry Heber's books to his hotel.
MIKE TOVAR was an easy man to find, but a hard man to see. He lived in a neighborhood that didn't want him, but was afraid to say it didn't; lived in a house that looked like a motion-picture parody of a gangster's castle. And Mike could well have played the gangster part in the picture. He was big, broad, burly. Hair grew low on his forehead and high on his cheeks, and his little pig-eyes were sunk in rolls of fat.
Archer, following an armed guard into the room, found him with his big frame sunk in a chair that seemed too small to hold him. He looked up, said in a voice that tried to sound friendly:
"Hi, man! What's on your mind? Sit down."
Archer didn't accept the invitation. He turned, looked at the man who'd admitted him, and Tovar took the hint and said:
"Okay, Jack. If this guy wants to take me out of here, I'd go. He's got the law back of him, I hear."
Jack, the guard, went away. Archer said: "So you know who I am?"
Tovar admitted readily:
"Sure! You're one of these tax guys who go around saying people ain't paid enough. You was lined before you was in town an hour."
"Little scared of this tax business, aren't you, Mike?"
"Hell, no!" Tovar said. He tried to make this convincing, but his eyes showed worry. "I got lawyers and bookkeepers to figure it out for me. They know their stuff."
"You paid none last year."
Tovar muttered something about bad investments. Archer said: "Of course, you list all the money you do make, Mike."
Tovar said his bookkeepers did, and looked more than a little worried.
Then Archer said: "Okay! What's this money Heber's been paying you listed under. Tell me that one."
He was watching Tovar's eyes when he asked this, and it seemed to him that some of the worry faded with the question.
Tovar laughed, said: "So that's it, huh? Well, see here— I had a few trucks left over from the old days; trucks made to haul— uh— well, say milk. You get it? I sold 'em to Heber, and he's been paying for 'em. That's' all."
"In cash?"
Tovar looked puzzled. "Hell, no— check, of course. I got a record of them in my books."
"You ever around Heber's store?"
"Well—uh— Say, what the hell is this?"
Archer said evenly: "It's this, Tovar! Heber ran into my partner today and almost killed him. We're looking for him now. There's been a robbery at Heber's store this evening— after that— and I'm checking up."
Tovar said: "I get it! Listen— I been down there, of course—seeing Heber about the truck payments. But I wasn't there tonight, and I can prove it."
Archer said, "You may have to," and started for the door. Tovar got up, went over and stopped him just as he got there, however.
Tovar then leaned close said:
"Now get this; I don't monkey with stuff the man with the whiskers says I shouldn't monkey with. Get that? No federal man's got a thing on me—and won't get a thing on me. That plain?"
Archer said, in the same even tone: "I could take that as a threat. Is that what you mean?"
Tovar's face reddened. "Take it the way you want to. I mean, I won't be framed."
Archer tapped the big man on the chest with one stiff forefinger. He said: "Now, you get this. We don't frame a man; we don't have to frame a man. And if we get something on him, we take him. Is that plain?"
He turned then and walked out, leaving Tovar staring after him.
THE telephone awakened him, just as it turned daylight. He fumbled for it, grumbled, "Yeah—Archer speaking," and heard in return:
"Joe Denny at the station. We've found your man Heber."
Archer came wide awake in that second. He said: "I'll be down— right away. Hold him."
"Don't hurry," Denny said dryly. "He'll stay here."
"What d'ya mean by that?"
"He was found in the car he hit Dykes with, out along the Middle Road—off the road and against a tree. His car's wrecked completely."
"What about him?"
Denny said:
"Well, he's not smashed so bad we can't tell who he is, but that's about all I can say. The crash happened about three, and the medical examiner says death was instantaneous."
Archer put the phone down slowly. In a way, the news was what he'd wanted to hear— the man who had maimed Evan Dykes had paid for it in one sense. Killed by the same instrument he'd used to make Dykes a helpless cripple for the rest of his life.
Archer rather liked this idea, but the thought of Heber's family— of Marian, of Mrs. Heber, of the boy with the bicycle— took away this sense of justice rendered. It wasn't their fault, and he knew the burden of grief would fall on them. He dressed, half hoping the identification would be at fault and that the man in the wrecked car wouldn't be Heber....
The Medical Examiner was small, brisk, paunchy. He rubbed his hands briskly together, studied the card Archer showed him, then said:
"Well, a Government man! We hear much about them, but rarely see them." Archer said:
"We keep out of sight— most of the time. What killed Heber?"
The M. E. said briskly: "Fractured skull and crushed torso— instantaneous. The skull structure was broken in badly. And here's something odd."
He led Archer to a morgue slab, pulled back a covering sheet to show the body of a middle-aged man, and said: "I can assure you this business of mine is full of surprises. Look at this." He pointed, explained: "The wrists are lacerated. Neither hand is injured in the slightest, but look at those wrists."
Archer looked and saw lacerated flesh on both the dead Heber's wrists. He was still dressed, though his coat and shirt had been cut away from his chest, and Archer saw where blood had stained the shirt cuffs. In addition they were dirty, discolored.
He said slowly: "I suppose you have a microscope?"
"Naturally I have— one of the best. I use it in post-mortem work."
He brought a complicated brass affair over, said with pride: "If you'll tell me what it is you want to know. I'd be glad to assist you. Microscopic study is rather a technical thing."
Archer stated dryly: "That's one of the things they taught us in school, doctor. Thank you just the same."
He scraped at the dead man's sleeve, put this scraping on a slide, and did the same with one of the dead man's wrists. He studied both these slides through the scope, carefully, then stepped aside and asked: "What do you make of this, doctor?"
The medical examiner peered, said:
"Why, sir, I'd call it fibre of some kind. Rather coarse fibre, I'd say." Archer smiled grimly and said:
"I'd call it the same. Thanks." He walked toward the door, and the pursy little doctor called after him: "And— yes, I'd say it was very dirty fibre as well."
Archer nodded agreement and kept on going. He had to see Joe Denny, and he wanted him in a hurry.
THE government man found Denny in the bunco-detail room, feet propped on a desk, and snoring loudly. He shook him and Denny woke up, peered at him and grumbled:
"I been up all night. Thought I'd take a nap for myself."
Archer said: "When you put that call out to pick up Heber, how was it done?"
"The regular way."
Denny looked surprised. "When you called in and wanted his house staked, I put it out to the radio cars and over the station system. One of the boys in the radio cars saw the wreck along the road and called in. Just routine."
Archer said: "Thanks, captain. I'll tell his folks, or have them told."
Denny looked relieved and said he didn't envy any one that job. Archer said: "It's got to be done, and it might as well he done now. They'll be over it that much sooner."
"How's poor Dykes getting along?"
"As well as can be expected. He's going to feel a lot better when I tell him this thing is cleared up."
Denny yawned, said. "Well, you got the guy that hit him, anyway," and Archer rejoined: "I've got the answer to a lot of things, I think. Listen, captain— there're two things I want you to do. You know the local setup, and you can give me a hand."
He leaned over the desk, talked persuasively, and Denny finally said: "It's okay, but you take the blame if it falls through. I'm going to live here, after you're gone, you know."
He called a clerk, said: "Dig up one of the print men. I've got a job for him to do," and, when the clerk had gone: "Do you want the medical examiner now, too?"
Archer said: "Bring him with you, when you come. That's time enough."
Denny nodded, and Archer picked up the phone. He called Guy Sproat's house, got Sproat and said:
"This is John Archer. Mr. Heber has been killed in an accident, and I thought it might be best if you broke the news to his family."
He listened a moment, said:
"I took it for granted you were their friend, is all. You'll do this at once then, is that right? Thank you."
He said to Denny then: "He's going to do it right now, as soon as he dresses. He seems to think it's too early in the morning to be called for a job like that, but after all, we've got our work to do."
Denny grinned, said: "Yeah! Early in the morning's a good time to be doing it, too. Up with the milk-men, after the milk racketeers."
Archer phoned again before he left Denny's office, and Mike Tovar was dressed and waiting for him when he stopped by Tovar's house.
The big man said: "What is it now?"
"I want you to take a ride with me and look at some things."
"Is it a pinch? You got a warrant?"
Archer didn't like the big racketeer, and this showed in his voice when he said: "No— but if you make a point of it, I can probably get one. You've got your fingers in too many pies, Mike, to make an issue of a warrant."
The big man said sullenly, "It's just I don't want a frame hung on me," and climbed in the car.
Archer drove to Front Street and to Heber's store, and when they pulled up in front, Tovar blurted out: "Hey! You trying to pin this on me?"
Archer said: "Listen— that's enough. If you want to come in here with me and answer some questions, all right; if not, all right. I'll just take you in."
"You can't pull this third-degree stuff on me."
Archer said, "Okay, you're asking for it," and climbed from the car and into the street.
Tovar got out, as hurriedly, said: "Okay—I'll go in with you." Archer said, "That's better," and led the way into the store.
THE FINGERPRINT man from the station, Joe Denny, and the pursy little medical examiner, were waiting for them. Denny said: "Joe, here—" he pointed at the print man— "has found plenty of prints, and I've found this."
He held up a piece of stained rope, added: "It was on one of those bales there. It had been pulled out and cut off."
Archer said, "That's all we need," and went to the store phone. He called Heber's house, asked for Sproat, then said:
"Mr. Sproat?.... This is Archer, again. Do you suppose you can come down to the store. There are some things here I'd like either one of the family, or a friend of the family, to see, and I suppose they're too broken up over Mr. Heber's death to be available."
He listened a moment, hung up the phone and said: "He's coming right away."
Tovar asked: "Now what is this?"
Archer blazed out at him: "It's this. There're prints here, and we're going to check to see if your prints match them. There's a piece of rope here that ties in with this, and that's going to come into the picture. If you told me the truth last night, all right; if not. I'm going to find it out— and right now."
Tovar shut up, and Denny said: "Those calls ought to be coming through pretty soon. I put a crew on the job."
Archer replied: "That's fine. Here comes Sproat."
Sproat came into the store, solemn-faced, said to Archer and Denny: "It's a terrible thing, this Heber matter— terrible." Archer said: "Yeah— all of that. I wanted you here to tell you what I've found, Mr. Sproat. The situation is this— when Mr. Dykes and I checked Heber's books, we found records of cash payments, though no record of who they were made to. Then Dykes was run down and maimed. Naturally we suspected Heber, as Heber's car was used. Then the picture changed a great deal."
Sproat looked interested, said: "Indeed!"
"As I see it now, somebody tied Heber up and used his car to run down Dykes. The same person wanted Heber blamed for the accident, so he kept him tied up for a while and then killed him."
Sproat looked thoughtful and said he didn't quite get the last. Archer explained:
"It's simple. If Heber had been killed before his car was used to run down Dykes, the medical examiner would have known it from the condition of the body. It was important that he be kept alive."
Sproat nodded. Tovar looked interested and kept his eyes flashing from Sproat to Denny and then to Archer. Archer went on with:
"This same man then wrecked Heber's car, with Heber's body in it, and so it would look as though Heber had been killed in the accident. The books at the store here might have led to something— and an attempt was made to steal them. I got them instead."
Tovar blurted out: "That don't mean a thing to me. My books'll check with 'em on those truck payments."
Archer started to answer, but the phone rang, and he answered this instead. He listened a long moment, said, "Thanks," and then hung up. He came back, said to Tovar:
"Let that print man take your prints. Denny, you help your man on that, if he needs it."
Then he nodded at the medical examiner, and that man brought out his microscope and put it on a stand. Archer said to Sproat:
"Okay, guy. I want to see your hands."
Sproat said: "I don't understand. What for?"
TOVAR had straightened and was staring at them, as was Captain Denny and the print man. Only the medical examiner seemed to understand what was going on. Archer said then, spacing his words:
"Because that microscope will show parts of rope fibre ground in your hands— rope that was used to tie Heber's wrists while you used his car to run down my partner. That's why! You made a mistake, Sproat, when you told Heber's family I was waiting to arrest Heber for hit-and-run driving. That's what put me on you."
Sproat turned his head, looked at Denny, then turned back to Archer. He said:
"I heard the police were looking for him." Archer moved toward him, snapped:
"That's odd. I didn't have the police look for him until after you'd told the family I was there to arrest him. How did you know?"
Sproat didn't answer. Archer reached out to take him by the wrist, said at the same time:
"Another thing— Captain Denny's men just searched your place and found a notebook with notations of cash received on the same dates Heber paid it out. They did the same at Tovar's— and found nothing. That clears Tovar and cinches you. That's why I took both of you out of your places. Let's see those hands of yours. The microscope will tell us the truth."
Sproat suddenly whirled away and grabbed for Denny's belt. Denny carried his gun there, police fashion, and Sproat managed to snatch this clear as Archer closed with him. There was a brief flurry, then the gun boomed out in an oddly muffled way, and Sproat crumpled to the floor.
Archer stepped back, breathing hard, said: "That's what he wanted it for. He knew he'd burn for Heber's murder and he took this way out. He's dead."
Big Mike Tovar said: "Well, I guess that let's me out!"
Archer shook his head.
"Just for this, Mike, we're going to take your prints, just the same. There are other things we'll be talking to you about, and we might as well do it now and save time."
He watched the sullen Tovar being printed, then took the microscope and knelt by Sproat. In a moment he looked up and said:
"It's as I thought. That rope-ground fibre into his palms when he pulled it away from the bale. Look, doctor."
The medical examiner looked and agreed that this was right.
Archer said: "That's fine. In our business, we can't leave any loose ends."
ARCHER faced the girl and her brother in their parlor, again. He said slowly: "I'm very sorry about it, Miss Heber. It should make you feel better to know your father was innocent. It should make you feel better to know that, through him, we've got this milk racket in hand. It's just a question of time before the men who worked with Sproat in the racket are arrested and jailed. Your father helped on that. We're going to get Mike Tovar on this same deal— the trucks he sold your father were used to haul whiskey, and he never paid a tax on the profit he made that way."
The girl said: "Poor dad! I knew he didn't do anything like that."
"He was probably forced into it; Sproat probably told him he'd kidnap you or the lad here. A threat like that will frighten any man. Through him, we've broken the racket."
"That doesn't bring him back." Archer said it didn't and that he was sorry. He started toward the door, and the boy blurted out: "Say— are you a G-man?"
Archer said he was. The boy said: "I'm going to be one when I grow up."
Archer thought of Dykes, in the hospital for following his duty, and said: "I don't know, lad. It's a tough business."
Then the girl said: "Come and tell me how it comes out, Mr. Archer."
Archer felt rather glad he was in that business. After all, he'd done his job; he'd gotten justice for Dykes and the girl's dead father; rough justice perhaps, but still justice— G-man justice.
_________________
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AN air pilot by profession, and an adventurer by nature and by choice, I have never led a prosaic, uneventful life. Quite the contrary! But, towering above all other episodes in my experience, the Markham case stands alone. For sheer thrill it remains unsurpassed; but, for all of that, I should not care to go through it again.
I had not long been a professional flier, and was, indeed, looking for a job, when I was invited by one Edwin Spencer, a lawyer, to call at his offices. He was acting, he informed me, for two of his clients, the brothers Markham, who were in need of an air chauffeur.
He explained the drawbacks of the position candidly enough. The Markhams were scientists, wrapped in their own work and uncommunicative, except with each other. Their only servants, a man and his wife, were deaf-mutes. Their house was situated on the side of a mountain, miles from any neighbor and fully thirty miles from the nearest village. Not an especially enjoyable prospect.
Bleak though the proposition, however, the salary offered certainly was not. In fact, it was so generous that I was tempted to accept without further deliberation. But the work—?
"The Markhams," Spencer said, in response to my question, "have recently acquired a desire to fly; for pleasure, I presume, as they have no need, known to me, for transportation to any other place. They have purchased an airplane and turned over to me the task of finding a pilot. If you enter their employ, not much service will be required of you; as they religiously spend ten or more hours a day in their laboratories. You will have no duties other than flying: the machine and taking care of it."
I considered quickly. "Done!"
"You'll take the position?"
"Yes."
"Good. When can you leave?"
"Immediately, if you wish."
"You leave tomorrow, then, at noon. Call here tomorrow morning and you will receive a ticket, credentials, money for a flying wardrobe, and more specific directions for reaching your destination."
He rose. The interview was at an end.
AT TWILIGHT of the next day a chuggy local brought me into the little western town of Shotsford, I entered the only hostelry and made myself and my business known to the proprietor— told him I wanted to hire someone with an automobile to drive me to the Markham place. His jovial face seemed to alter at the words. There was repugnance, curiosity, and just a little fear in his eyes and voice when he spoke again.
"So you're goin' to live in 'The House on the Mountain,' eh? Well, I guess I don't envy you none."
"What's that? What's the matter with it?" I could see that it was not just the loneliness of the site that disturbed him.
"Nothin'. I ain't said anythin' but what it ain't all right, have I? I got nothin' against the Markhams. Only—"
"Only?" I prompted.
"They're queer people, all right, them scientists. But those animals—"
I waited, but he seemed indisposed to say more.
"You people haven't got the idea that the place is haunted, or anything like that, have you?"
"Haunted? Whadaya mean? Think I'm a kid or somethin'? Of course it ain't haunted; and if it was, who'd give a damn? We're men out here."
"And concerning the animals?" I pressed.
"I got work to do. If you kin git hold of Jeff Todd up the street, he's got a good car an' maybe he'll take you up. Ef he won't, nobody will."
JEFF TODD, an old-timer if I ever saw one, was puttering busily with the engine of his car when I came into his yard. The machine was an ancient Franklin that hadn't more than a few mountain climbs under its hood.
He straightened up when he saw me, wiped his fingers on a bit of waste and shook my hand; even before he knew who I was. Strangers were fairly scarce in Shotsford. When I explained my mission, he readily agreed to take me to the Markham place immediately. He seemed to be of hardier stuff than the innkeeper— less liable to groundless superstitions and beliefs.
"It's a terrible road up the mountain," he said, "but she'll stand it all right"— indicating the car. "I just had that big running-board light put on. It's sure powerful. We'll git up all right with that on."
Fifteen minutes more of tinkering, and we were off. Almost immediately I asked Jeff the meaning of the inn-keeper's words.
He laughed gruffly. "That fat-head and the hotel crowd are as bad as old maids. There ain't nothin' to that talk. They think it's funny that the Markhams don't want nothin' to do with 'em, but I don't. I don't think much of the citizens of Shotsford."
I questioned him further.
"Well, I'll tell you all I know about it," he assented. "It ain't much. The Markhams have been livin' on that mountain for a long time— fifteen years, maybe. They're scientists. Not inventors— they don't invent nothin' that I ever heard of, but they just work around. Put a match to a little dynamite to see what it'll do, or somethin' damnfool like that. They ain't ever talked any to us folks— never come down into town, even. Fact is, nobody from outside's even seen the old geezers for five years. They send their man-servant— he an' his wife is deaf an' dumb, y' know— to town for stuff to eat an' anythin" else they need. Sometimes they send him out of town. They send away by mail a lot for things, too.
"Well, the town never did like 'em overmuch, but they like 'em less since the animals have been comin' in. Monkeys an' dogs an' cats, mostly, an' a few birds an' lizards an' fish an' snakes an' what-not. The town's down on vivisection, an' that's what it suspicions. Luke Hollyer went up there once an' saw the servant man buryin' a lot of dead animals. Luke looked 'em over close while the feller was buryin' 'em; but he says there wasn't a scratch on 'em." Jeff expertly pulled the car out of a rut.
"That's all I know," he said.
It took three hours to cover the thirty miles between Shotsford and "The House on the Mountain".
At the end of that time we were rewarded by the sight of a great gray mansion of rambling contour with many gables that shone silver under the full moon. It was situated on the very brink of a cliff; behind it stretched a wide, grassy, level space, the floor of a great niche in the mountain side. On this space, at the mansion end was a construction that I immediately recognized as a hangar; and my heart gave a leap at the thought of again putting my hands on a set of controls.
Jeff dropped me and my luggage before the door, and, calling to me to visit him soon, rolled away. The main door was on the side of the house away from the cliff; and this side was entirely without illumination from the inside. I had to ring long and hard before I received any response.
Then, suddenly, lights flashed on and the massive, carved door swung heavily inward. Revealed in the bright rectangle of the doorway was a man, a huge, hulking mass of flesh with the suggestion of great strength; he was dressed simply and roughly, and without coat or necktie. He stood aside silently and motioned me in.
Perceiving that he was considerably younger than I understood the Markham brothers to be, I immediately came to the conclusion that this must be the deaf-mute servant. Accordingly, I said nothing, but dashed off my name and business there on a page of my notebook; which I ripped out and handed him, together with my credentials.
He glanced over them cursorily, nodded his head, and wrote a return note on the back of mine in a coarse, cramped hand.
The Markhams were in their laboratory and would not see me until morning. Would I eat, amuse myself about the house, or be shown to my room?
Being exceedingly tired from the hard, jolting trip in Jeff's auto, I elected to go to bed. Mounting the broad, sweeping staircase, I started, suddenly and involuntarily. I stopped, paused to listen for the repetition of some sound— what, I did not know. The clumping footsteps of the man before me ceased also; he had stopped to see what was keeping me.
Then I heard it—or them— louder than before. Barks, growls, yaps— both shrill and deep— of dogs, dozens of dogs! I looked inquiringly at the deafmute— Franz was his name, as I learned later. He shrugged, shook his head, and, motioning me to follow, led the way upwards again.
The next morning I met the Markhams. They looked alike enough, with their iron-gray goatees, studious expression, and sober black clothes, to have been twins. The eyes of David, however, were gray and cold; while those of James were blue and a little kindlier.
"We shall tell you in advance," said David, "when we shall require your services; so that you may hike or fly about the country-side when we do not need you. Operating the plane will be your only duty. You may have the run of this part of the house, including both libraries; but you are to keep away entirely from the left wing, which is devoted to our laboratories."
IN the weeks that followed, I had little to do. I took the brothers for rides in the air each afternoon for about an hour; moving slowly for a plane, at low altitudes. They seemed to enjoy it; though it always seemed to me that they would have been more enthusiastic over a bit of chemical in a test tube. There was little conversation between them, and none with me. I had at all times the free use of the plane and all the fuel needed; so I early acquired the habit of taking long jaunts by myself.
But even that became boring, so I turned to the libraries. Shelves and shelves of scientific books of all kinds, literally thousands of them, were all the reading matter to be found. I began reading them and, although never before interested in science, I found them so engrossing that I was hardly ever without one. It was in this way that I finally really came to know the Markhams. They were quite as pleased at having me become an enthusiast, as a missionary would be after having converted a heathen; I believe they actually looked at it in that manner. As a result, I was given access to some of the laboratory rooms; and they took turns in expounding to me their views, most of them too technical for me to follow. They adopted me, without saying so in so many words, as their protégé.
"As you know," James Markham told me one day, "there are laboratories here which you have not as yet been permitted to enter. They contain our choicest and most advanced experiments. Some of the knowledge we have derived from them would astonish theoretical scientists; some would destroy the foundations of accepted beliefs; some few practical ones would revolutionize whole industries; and there is one—our greatest— which transcends a universe in importance. Frankly speaking, David and I like you, King. You are intelligent, interested in science and, above all, do not possess that extreme skepticism lamentably evident in so many present-day scientists. It is our fond desire that, some day, when you are sufficiently advanced in your studies, we may impart to you the knowledge we have gained. Realizing that we may meet our ends suddenly and without warning, taking our discoveries with us to that destiny, the nature of which we have yet to discover, we have long wished for such a person as you. We knew nobody outside, and our servants, faithful though they are, are not— er—overly intelligent. It would be a severe blow to us, now that we have accepted you, to have you refuse the commission."
"I am afraid I can never be a dyedin-the-wool scientist," I answered, "but I find myself very enthusiastic over the proposition, and I'm willing to try."
"Thank you," he said gravely: "You will never be sorry; for we offer you greater power than any man, other than ourselves, has ever possessed."
Six weeks later occurred the next important event in this strange tale of ours. During those weeks three shipments of animals came in. The first two were small— of ten each. They were taken in their cages into one of the laboratories forbidden to me. The next day the giant Franz wheeled their dead bodies across the take-off field and buried them.
The brothers, in spite of their constantly growing affection for me, and my attempts to lead them around to the subject, steadfastly refused to speak concerning the animals or their fate.
Then the third shipment came in— twenty dogs of the more intelligent breeds, and ten monkeys. That was on a Tuesday afternoon. On Wednesday evening, while I was working in the laboratory, a singular drowsiness came over me. I went to bed and could scarcely keep awake long enough to draw my clothes off, don my pajamas, and climb into bed.
I dreamed— a very strange and eerie dream, of a strange indescribable thing. Something was drawing me to IT, as a lodestone draws a bit of iron. I was clothed in luminous green; all the universe, it seemed, was lighted by dim, green lamps.
I regained consciousness suddenly to find that both my arms were being held and that I was being shaken roughly. Opening my eyes, imagine my consternation to find myself standing upright in a green-lighted laboratory which I had never before entered! Shaking me were the two Markhams, both also in pajamas! I stared about me and at them in amazement.
"King," said David sternly, "you were never nearer death in your life than you were just a moment ago. We stopped you on the very brink of destruction. Are you often troubled with somnambulism?"
"Never before, to my knowledge," I replied: "But what do you mean by saying I almost met my death?"
"If you had ever walked into that green aura, in your unconscious state, nothing could have saved you."
I turned my eyes in the direction to which he was pointing.
Suspended from sturdy steel rafters by heavy chains, at a distance of about eight feet from the floor, was an intricate contrivance made of thousands of small pieces of metal of all shapes, all fastened together by the same substance. The metal, the like of which I had never seen before, was dimly luminous and an emerald-green in color. The whole mass was about five feet on an edge, and irregularly cubical in shape.
It was connected by wires to eight great storage batteries which rested on a table against one wall of the large room. The strangest thing of all, however, was the extraordinary sight of a quivering, emerald-green mist, surrounding the apparatus to a depth of perhaps six feet in all directions, and apparently flowing from the metal.
On low benches, sufficiently high to bring their surfaces within the limits of the green mist, were several cages, containing the now life-less bodies of a dozen dogs and monkeys. I turned back to the brothers.
"Very strange coincidence, that aura," I said, in perplexity; and proceeded to recount to them my dream, in which that same luminous, emerald light had been so in evidence.
Strange to relate, the faces of both suddenly became very pale. David frowned and James' hands twitched nervously. The latter was the first to speak.
"It drew him, David, It drew him! Its power extends beyond the aura! I told you last time It was becoming too powerful. We have nearly murdered a man, David! And do you realize what the results would have been? With the added power of a single human intelligence of superior quality, It would have overcome us. With our minds assimilated, Its influence would have extended farther; and so on, in everwidening circles, until It remained the sole intelligence of the planet We have made a Frankenstein, David, with the power to destroy humanity and all living things!"
DAVID'S frown became blacker. He nodded.
"You are right, of course." James picked up a pair of wire snips. "I have a good mind to sever the connections without further hesitation," he cried.
"And ruin in the stroke the accomplishment of a lifetime? No, James, I do not believe that is necessary. If It can do great harm, It can also do great good. As our master, nothing, I admit, could be worse than It; but as the servant of mankind, It would make this world nothing short of Utopian."
"But am I not to have an explanation of it all?" I cried, my mounting curiosity getting the better of me. Both started, evidently having temporarily forgotten me.
Then David nodded slowly.
"There is no doubt but that we owe you one," he said: "Perhaps if you had known about It before, this unfortunate near-catastrophe could have been averted. Certainly you would have become suspicious when that involuntary unconsciousness began stealing over you. I shall, then, briefly describe to you the nature of the Thing you see before you.
"You know, of course, that at the present time man, despite his advancement, has learned but little of all there is to be known in nature; so the conception of an utterly new metal should not astonish you particularly. The green metal, slightly luminous, that you see here has never before, to the best of my knowledge, been known to exist. We derived our supply from a meteorite that fell on this mountain; and this is all that remains which has not lost the strange power I shall tell you of. When we first came into possession of the metal, we were carrying on a large number of experiments; but we devoted spare moments to the finding of some use for it.
"Once, purely in blind experiment, we sent through it a small current of electricity which, by some oversight, was not turned off that night. The next morning, upon entering the laboratory, we were considerably astonished to find our big gray cat, which was a pet, dead beside the metal. That in itself would have been passed over with but little thought; had it not been for the astonishing fact that the strange metal was now surrounded by a luminous green vapor, having the cat within its limits! Very strange— a physical phenomenon without parallel, that! James experimentally opened the circuit. The green aura vanished— evidently it had been caused by the current.
"James closed the circuit again, but, strange to say, the peculiar green mist did not reappear; nor could any efforts of ours induce it to do so. Greatly interested, we attempted continually to repeat the phenomenon; but in vain. We even placed a cat near the metal; although we did not think that could have had anything to do with the occurrence. Not content until we should have tried every recourse, we brought in from the meteorite a fresh piece of the metal and passed a current through it. No result. Idly, I pushed the cage containing the cat toward it— Voila! Upon the motion, the cat reeled about for a few seconds, tried to escape, then collapsed and was dead; and the same, strange, luminous, green aura formed. We opened the circuit and again the mist vanished, and, as before, could not be made to reappear.
"We brought in more of the meteorite's strange cargo. We found in every case that the metal, with an electric current passing through it, was able to kill any form of life and form an aura by the killing; yet it lost the faculty altogether if the current were shut off for a single instant A fresh piece of the stuff, of sizable dimensions, could kill only a small animal, but It could kill any number; and Its power seemed to accumulate with the deaths, for the aura extended farther with each victim, and as a result Its capacity for larger victims grew. An animal had to be completely within the aura to be acted upon.
"An amazing fact, for which we could not immediately account, was that a small animal of great intelligence actually extended the aura farther than a large animal of small intelligence. Could it be that the intelligences of the animals caused the phenomenon? It was hard to believe. However, we had recently perfected a very sensitive and complex device which now proved of enormous value. It had the faculty of instantly determining the location and exact power of any intelligence within a certain distance. We placed it in the room with a piece of aura-surrounded metal, with astounding results. The instrument showed that the weird green metal had actually assimilated and taken for its own the intelligence of the deceased animals, and was literally a metal brain, an inanimate substance possessing intelligence. You can imagine our wonder and ecstasy. We had the power to create a brain so colossally powerful that It might solve all the riddles of the universe— so omnipotent and enduring that It might solve all the problems of mankind, and yet be a slave and not a master.
"With that in mind, we immediately set to work, and, using all the metal that remained potent, made the brain you see before you. We have fed It animal brain until It is the greatest intelligence in existence."
THERE was no triumph in David Markham's voice as he spoke the last words. His tone was flat, and he stared moodily at the floor. As for me, my incredulity had faded and broken before the quiet recital of this towering discovery by an undoubtedly sane man. Only curiosity remained to me.
"And have you received any information of importance from It?" I asked.
James rose to his feet nervously. "There, my boy, lies the problem. The Thing is no longer our slave, as David said. It can communicate— we have provided It with means, and It has done so— but now, for a month, it has absolutely refused. It has become malevolent and treacherous. Lately It has developed a peculiar ability, which we cannot understand, which enables It to expand or retract Its aura a foot or two. Twice the green mist has suddenly extended in vain attempts to reach David or myself when we happened to venture too close. And now It exhibits, in your case, a heretofore unknown ability to draw toward Itself living beings beyond Its supposed influence. In all seriousness, I believe the Thing's keen intelligence is plotting the conquest of all human intelligence. I believe it should be destroyed!"
"You know as well as I," said his brother, "that our experiments can never be repeated if we do that. No, I think there is some easier way out of the predicament than that. At any rate, we must not act hastily. I suggest that we barricade well all entrances to this room and then retire. You are suffering no ill effects from tonight's mishap, King?"
"I am not aware of any," I answered; "But tell me, have you no theories concerning the nature of the green metal and its strange power?"
"On the contrary," David replied, "we understand the phenomenon fairly well; which fact, however, does not aid us in our present quandary. It shall be explained to you in detail when you have become sufficiently advanced in your studies."
But that was destined never to be.
In the days that followed, nothing further was said or done concerning the destruction of the diabolical metal's power. Entrance to the room containing It was no longer denied me, and I saw Its now repugnant green frequently.
Familiarity, however, bred no contempt. Every day seemed to reveal to me some new and incredible invention.
Markhamite, the terrifically powerful explosive, and the crystal-mirror— but the latter plays so important a part in this narrative that I had better start at the beginning.
In the morning, fourteen days after that memorable night, I left the hangar after a jaunt in the plane to find, at a point near the straight-rising cliff of the mountain side, and perhaps a thousand yards from the house, David Markham, who was staring intently at a device before him. It was a huge upright mirror, ten feet square and made of a peculiar, crystal-like, transparent substance. Encased mechanism was fastened to the back.
David frequently walked around to the rear to make adjustments, and spoke tersely into a small field telephone. As I came up behind him, I was surprised— my capacity for amazement existed no longer— to find apparently reflected in the seeming mirror the apartment of the metal brain, which was a thousand yards distant!
James Markham was seen to be sitting at an instrument board against the wall, speaking to his brother on the telephone. When David saw me beside him he said:
"It is a vision-at-a-distance machine; something like television. James is having trouble at his end. Stay here, please, and do as you are instructed over the phone. I shall return in a short time."
So saying, he strode off toward the house. Presently he came within the field of vision of the instrument before me. Together the brothers worked over some bit of mechanism. I started. Something, somehow, seemed suddenly radically wrong in that room. Then I let out a wild shout, and my scalp prickled, as I became abruptly conscious of the horrible truth.
That green, luminous mist, the metal monster's hands, was creeping forward, like a stalking leopard! I snatched up my phone in a frenzy. David listened, whitened, and swung about, clutching James' shoulder spasmodically.
Upon the instant the aura swirled forward, fast as light, and enveloped them. They tried to run, but could not, and tottered forward weakly. James slid to his knees, tried helplessly to fan away the vapour; then hurled at the demoniac metal, with his remaining strength, a small hammer he held in his hand. David, more sagacious in an emergency, reeled, then crawled, armed with a pair of wire snips, toward the wires connecting the metal to its batteries. It was useless— halfway across the room he fell forward on his face, quivered, and lay still! James too had collapsed.
I stared at the scene for a moment, horrified. Then I turned and dashed for the house, with a vague idea of warning the servants. When I was within sixty feet of the porch, I saw, through the open door, the giant Franz, with his frail wife across his shoulders, come leaping down the staircase.
A dozen steps from the bottom the emerald mist slipped about him like a fog. He stumbled and fell the rest of the way; attempted to rise, clawing furiously against the Thing that was striving to suck away his reason; then the shaggy head sank back upon the already lifeless form of his wife.
They were dead!
They had succumbed much more quickly than the scientists; probably, I decided afterwards, this was due to the lower power of their intellects.
I stood, for a moment, staring in horror at the house whence green tongues, like flames, licked out and then drew back within the walls. For a moment only, however; then I was racing for the plane, a plan already formulating in my brain. There were five aerial bombs, filled with the terrifically destructive Markhamite, in the hangar. They were to have been tested that afternoon. The most brilliant of intelligences could not withstand that explosive.
To plan was to act. Five minutes later I was aloft with the bombs, the size and shape of large cocoanuts. I was cool, now that I was handling my beloved controls. As I came into firing position, I let slip a bomb over the edge, aiming as carefully as possible.
Miss! It had gone over the cliff. The second blew a chunk out of the edge of the cliff. The third was a hit; it demolished part of the right wing, containing the living quarters, but that was not what I desired. The fourth was a miss. But, even as it struck the ground, I found myself looking down through the green aura!
The Thing was extending itself to reach Its would-be destroyer! Even as I tried to rise away from the vapor, It was about me, and I felt myself grow weak and helpless. The plane shuddered crazily, swung about and drove back again, almost out of control, but the vapor stayed with us. On the brink of eternity I managed feebly to get the last bomb to the edge of the cockpit and shove it over. Then I seemed to sink down deeper into the black oblivion that was enveloping me.
Suddenly I was again in full possession of my faculties, getting the plane under control. Then the noise of the explosion drifted up, and I gazed over the side to find the green vapor gone and the left wing of the mansion, containing the metal brain, utterly demolished.
I breathed a fervent prayer of thanksgiving. The metal intelligence was destroyed, never to raise Its ugly threat to mankind again.
That was the end of the Markham case, the strangest in history.
Of course, there was my trial for the murder of the brothers and their servants. Strange and insane as my recital of the events at the mansion seemed, I was acquitted.
There was the testimony of the three farmers, honest men in their community, who, when driving along the road at the foot of the mountain, had seen a towering column of luminous, green mist suddenly shoot up from "The House on the Mountain" into the sky, to envelop a lone airplane, which had unaccountably begun to waver in its flight. With the fifth explosion they had seen the green column disappear as if it had never existed.
And there was the testimony of the men, doctors among them, who had found the bodies of Franz and his wife (uninjured, curiously enough, by the explosions) and had been strangely frightened when they saw in the dead eyes that horrible look of stark terror of the unknown.
But none of them quite believed my story. I do not suppose anyone ever will.
_______________
16: One Hour Back
C. S. Montanye
Thrilling Detective, April, 1943
I NEEDED the fifty bucks bad, but I should have been smarter than to fall for Toby Petrelli's line. The whole trouble was Marge. Marge Gannon, that's the girl I was going steady with. Marge's kid sister, Ruth, needed an operation. Marge had all the dough she needed for it except a measly fifty bucks. That night when Toby spotted me at the Omega Alleys, I was in the mood to listen.
"Hello, kid," he said. "Haven't seen you much."
"I've been around," I said, and wondered what was on his mind.
I knew all about Petrelli. He was bad news. He had been yanked a couple of times. Grand larceny, assault, things like that. Both times he had beaten the rap because there wasn't enough evidence to put him where he belonged.
Toby Petrelli was a labor agitator in a small way. "Chiseler" would be a better word. He dreamed up ideas to get a buck or two, weekly, out of a guy's wages. He was like a fat spider feeding on the pay envelopes of all the guys in town. I'd heard, that right now Toby was trying to swing something up at United Canneries. That was the big salmon outfit in the northern part of the state.
Marge's uncle, a party named Simon Cafferty, was superintendent in charge of the men. From what the girl friend had let drop I figured Toby Petrelli was trying some sharpshooting with the guys at the cannery. When I finished rolling my last box, Toby bought me a beer
"Look, kid," he said. "It's raining. Why don't you let me give you a lift home? I've got a car outside."
"Thanks, I can walk," I told him.
He slapped me on the back. "C'mon, don't be a dope. Besides, I want to talk to you. I might be able to throw something your way. Maybe you could use a half C, how do I know?"
Fifty bucks. That hit me right in the bread-basket. Funny, he should mention that amount. Two hours ago Marge had been almost nuts trying to figure out where she could get the fifty for Ruth.
THE medico wanted to go to work Saturday on the kid sister. But they wouldn't turn a wheel at the hospital without lubrication. Advance payment for the room, surgery, anesthetic and so forth. The angles I had to raise the dough were no good. Six months ago, when I was blasting for the K and L Construction bunch, it would have been a cinch to swing it. Now, waiting for a break, I was living on credit with hardly two dimes to rub together.
"Okay," I said to Toby. "Let's ride."
He grinned. I never liked his looks and nobody else did. He was the original Mr. Five-by-Five. He was like a tub on legs. He had a moon face, oily hair and eyes like a rat. I didn't trust him as far as I could throw a locomotive by the bell, but fifty bucks was something else, if it was legitimate, which was the question.
We parked his bus in front of my boarding house and I took him up to my room. I told him to keep his voice down because Mrs. Wasson, the landlady, didn't cotton to her boarders having jam sessions late at night and disturbing guys trying to sleep.
Toby sat on the bed. He weighed the springs down. I sat in the only chair. Petrelli sucked on half a cigar, if you could call it that. I knew I'd have to open the window after he left to air the place out. He fixed his beady little eyes on me.
"Ever hear of Joe Chapman, Eddie?"
"Yeah. He used to be a small contractor. Why?"
"I'm backing him. He's got a contract to build a dam up the river." I sat up straighter. Chapman was a good egg. On the beam. He'd never gotten anywhere with his bids because the K and L outfit, when I was with it, always undersold him. But he was on the level and that made this sound better.
"He'll be in the market for a first-class blaster— after the first of the month."
Toby rolled his cigar from one side of his crooked mouth to the other.
"I've been thinking of you. Been out of work some time, haven't you?"
"I'm waiting for a defense plant job to break. Over at Ogden. Skelton Powder."
Petrelli grinned. "You might wait six months before you get word. They're bringing most of their men from the Middle West. I know, I've been snooping."
I believed that.
"What about Chapman?" I said.
Petrelli kept his eyes on me. "That's what I want to talk to you about. We've got some dynamite. Not a whole lot. We haven't got priorities— yet, and the dam is, still more or less a private affair. What we need is a guy to come up to the shack tomorrow and put together a test charge. I'll supply the stuff. You fix it and you get fifty dollars for your work."
It sounded all right. But somehow there was a something in Petrelli's face that made me suspicious. I couldn't put it in words, but it was there. Another thing, what he offered was too much for my part in the job. That is, it would be too much in ordinary times. But maybe he couldn't get anybody who knew how to handle TNT. Most of the high explosives bunch were working for Uncle Sam, these days. Petrelli wrote an address on a slip of paper.
"Think it over, Eddie. If you want to do it come up here tomorrow at noon. You can take the bus to the end of the line. It's a twenty-minute walk from there."
I CALLED Chapman on the telephone the first thing in the morning. He remembered me. He told me it was straight stuff. He told me Petrelli was backing him and he did have a contract to build a dam up the river.
So I took the eleven o'clock bus out.
The address was near Lake Lawson, six miles north of town. Petrelli owned an acre there. There were shacks on it, tool sheds and the like. He stored junk there. A broken steam-shovel, other pieces of rusty machinery. I found him in a shack that had the words Danger— Explosives painted on the door in red. Petrelli came out and shook hands with me. On the phone I had asked Chapman not to tell Petrelli I had asked questions about him. Little Toby didn't like people who didn't trust him.
"So you came up, Eddie. That's good. Come on in and I'll explain what I want."
The shack was like any one I used to work in. Racks for the bang sticks. The walls asbestos insulated. The tools rubbercoated. He showed me his dynamite stock and it was low. Low for heavy work on a riverbed. However, he had enough on hand to make a good sized rock charge. Petrelli picked up an empty leather suitcase. He split it in half and laid it on the table.
"What's this for?" I asked. "You've seen the stock, Eddie. Build me a blast in here, in this suitcase, that I can put safely in the car and drive up to Chapman's with. We haven't got any blasting material there to set it off with. So I want you to make a time charge out of this. Fix it so I can hook an alarm clock in. You know."
That sounded screwy. I looked at him and he must have seen what was in my expression. Instead of smiling, he pulled his mouth together. His eyes were like bits of coal.
"What do you say, kid? Fifty bucks." He pulled a fat roll of dough out of his pocket and peeled off two twenties and a ten.
"Still interested?"
I thought of Marge. I thought of the kid, Ruthie. I thought of Saturday and I swallowed the bad taste in my mouth and nodded.
"Okay," I said, and my voice was kind of thick.
"Attaboy, I knew you would tackle it. Here, shove this in your pants."
He gave me the money.
"Can I have it by six tonight?" I nodded again. "Yeah, but I'll have to go back and get some of my own tools. Leave me the key to this place and I'll come out and put it together later this afternoon."
Petrelli leaned against the workbench. He began to smile. One of those cold-asice smiles that makes the shivers go up your spine.
"You wouldn't forget to come back, Eddie? You wouldn't get absent-minded on me or anything? Because," he said, "I don't like guys who forget easy." "I'll be back. You paid me, didn't you?" I said.
MARGE cried when I gave her the fifty.
"You got this honest, Eddie? You wouldn't do anything you'd be sorry for?"
I put my arms around her. The top of her head just came to my chin. She was wearing a house dress. I could feel how warm and soft she was.
"This is legitimate, baby. I'm working for it."
"You're sweet, Eddie. Please forget I said what I did."
I kissed her and she said I had to stay for lunch. While she got it together I went in and talked to Ruth. The poor kid was propped up in bed. I told her stories and tried to keep her laughing. Now that the kid was all set to be taken care of Saturday, Marge's spirits went up. She was happy all during lunch. She talked a lot about the future— about us getting married.
"Eddie, guess who came to see Ruth yesterday? Uncle Simon. I spoke to him about you. He says he's going to have a job for you at the canneries as soon as he gets the labor trouble over with. Isn't that swell?"
Then she went on to tell me the trouble Cafferty was having. Little by little my appetite began to fade. By the time she'd finished I could feel a buzzing inside my head.
I kissed her good-by and ducked back to the boarding house to get my tools. I kept them in an old bag in the closet. Then I chased over to the bus stop. It was after three when I got out to the end of the route and going on four when I reached the shack. Petrelli wasn't around. I started to make his time bomb.
I worked slowly, carefully. You can't hurry when you're handling dynamite. I had a lot of wiring to do, a lot of fitting. I had to pack the stuff in so it would be tight in the suitcase and not rattle around. I was almost finished when I heard Toby's car. By this time it was pretty hot. Like the close, steady heat that comes before a thunderstorm. Sweat rolled down my face. I looked up when Toby came in.
"How you doing, kid?"
"All finished." He came over and looked in the suitcase.
"Swell. Here, I bought this." He took the wrapping paper off a new alarm clock. It was small and wound up. I looked at my watch and saw that it was the right time.
"Hook this up," he said. I could feel the heat of Petrelli's body as he stood beside me. He had taken off his coat and had his sleeves rolled up. His hairy arms were round and thick.
"I just had word from Chapman. He's going to use this tonight so first thing in the morning he can put a clear-away gang on the stone and get it out of the way."
"What time do you want it set for?"
Toby scratched his oily head. "Let's see. It's about an hour's drive up the river road. Better make it for seven."
WIRING the clock in was the toughest job of all. Petrelli backed out of the shack. He wasn't taking any chances getting his fat carcass spread all over the landscape. I clamped the last wire in place, shut the suitcase, locked it and buckled the two straps. Then I picked it up by the handle and carried it to the car.
Petrelli's fat face had beads of sweat all over it. He watched me lay the suitcase on a folded blanket on the floor in the rear of his two-door sedan. He looked at it nervously.
"What about bumps, Eddie? Any danger of it going off?"
"Not if you drive slow and take it easy. You've got cement all the way up the river road. I don't think you have to worry. It would take a pretty hard jolt to set this charge off. You've seen them handle dynamite. There's no danger at all unless you get rattled."
He licked his thick lips and got in under the wheel. He backed the car and looked out the open window.
"About that job with Chapman, Eddie; I'll let you know," he said.
I stood and watched the sedan until it turned and disappeared up the highway.
It was cool and nice at Marge's. She had the radio turned low. A little breeze blew the curtains in and out at the windows. Ruth was asleep and it was an hour after dinner.
"I'm glad you ate better, Eddie," Marge said to me. "You acted funny at lunch. I mean, the way your face got white and you didn't seem hungry."
"I'm all right," I told her.
"Remember we were talking about Uncle Simon?" She laid her head against my shoulder. "How this Petrelli had been threatening him because my uncle threw him out of the canneries last week? Well, it seems Petrelli called Uncle Simon this afternoon and gave him one more chance. He said Uncle Simon will have to do what he wants or else—"
She kept on talking but I hardly heard her. I hardly heard anything except the news announcement that came in the middle of a musical program on the radio:
"We interrupt our program to bring you a special news bulletin! There has been an explosion at Weldon Bridge!'" The man spoke fast. "A green Buick sedan, driving at legal speed, mysteriously blew up when nearing the bridge. It was such a terrific blast that so far the State Police have been unable to identify car or owner. It is hoped—"
Marge shut the radio off. She came back and sat on the couch with me again.
"I'm worried about Uncle Simon, Eddie. From what I hear about Petrelli, he's just the kind that might try to kill him! What should I do? Petrelli said if my uncle called the police he'd get him anyway."
I put my arm around her. I was kind of shaky inside. My mouth was dry, too, and I felt cold.
"I wouldn't worry, baby," I heard myself telling Marge.
"Why? What can you do in a case like this?" She snuggled up to me. I kissed the top of her hair, the fluffy, brown-gold hair like silk.
"Well, for one thing," I said, "you can always set the alarm-hand on a clock back an hour. I mean, so it will go off at six instead of seven!"
_______________
17: To Skid or Not to Skid
C. S. Montanye
Top-Notch Magazine, 1 March 1919
We have met inventor Archibald Catfitz earlier in this book. He is at least a consistent inventor...
ALL men are created equal but some grow up to become inventors. My friend Archibald Catfitz is one. If you won't take my word for it, ask him and for proof he will show you his card, which reads: A. Catfitz, Inventor. America.
To those unacquainted with Archie's brain children I will say briefly that his inventions began with the automatic fishing rod and have continued without interruption.
If every invention of Archie's represented a dollar bill, he would be independently wealthy. But such is far from being the case! Money with my friend is as scarce as strawberries at Christmas. In fact if I see him with more than five dollars at a time, I consult the paper and read of all the pocket-picking cases recorded, and wonder! Apart from the habit he has of continually drawing on me for small loans, I am very fond of Archie. He has a way with him. Even after his inventions misinvent, it takes only a few days for my resentment to wear away. And although I know I will regret it, sooner or later I forgive him and we smoke the cigarette of peace, and all continues to be calm until the bug of misfortune bites him again.
One morning lately Archie said to me: "Lend me two dollars for a week, old man."
I gave him a cold look.
"Who," I inquired, "is the weak old man?"
But sarcasm doesn't work, and Archie got his two bills. Yes, he certainly has a way with him. Immediately after I had given him the money I regretted it.
Some people borrow money to purchase the necessities of life, others blow it in on hilarious amusement, but Archie does neither. When he makes a touch it means that a newly hatched invention is galloping around, like a frisky colt, in the back of his brain. As it turned out I was right!
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THE next evening, when I quit work and returned to Proone Villa— the boarding house in which we share a topfloor room— I found friend Archie reclining in the Morris chair before the window. But what an Archie it was! The disreputable old suit he had on bore quaint designs of mud and red clay, and his face, too, had not escaped the conflict. Several streaks of the same material trickled coquettishly down his cheeks and had splashed with whimsical abandon over what was once a clean, white collar!
Archie, if nothing else, is usually extremely neat and takes pride in his immaculate appearance, so I can be pardoned for standing still and looking about suspiciously.
"Hello, Bill!" he chirped. "I just got back from Jersey."
I took off my hat and coat and sat down on the edge of the bed.
"Jersey?" I inquired. "Are you sure it wasn't Siberia? What were you doing in Jersey— riding on the Erie?"
He grinned and helped himself to one of my cigarettes.
"I was making a tour of the various sand pits," he replied.
I didn't know if he was kidding or not.
"Sounds like a song," I said, " 'In the Sand Pits of New Jersey I Will Wait for You!' "
When Archie goes anywhere, he usually returns with some little article of junk to add to his collection. Archie, to excuse the accumulation of trash in our room, calls the bedchamber his laboratory. Here you will find everything from a rusty nail to the parts of a sewing machine.
It's a good thing he has a high-sounding name for the room, for Mrs. Proones, our landlady, has threatened to clean the place out, many times. But Archie has impressed upon her the importance of his work, and threatens to sue her for libel or something, if she so much as moves a pin.
As I said before, I looked about suspiciously, but saw nothing visible that looked as if it might be something which, with a little help, would turn into an invention. I felt a little relieved.
Archie stood up and consulted the watch I gave him last Christmas.
"I think I'll wash up before dinner," he remarked.
I laughed.
"If you'll come down in the back yard with me, I'll hose you off. With the possible exception of a union suit, nothing sticks so closely as Jersey mud."
He caught up a bath towel and found a cake of soap under the remains of an invention that was to be a typewriterless typewriter and sauntered out.
I took advantage of his absence to make a thorough investigation in the hope of finding a package that might give me a clew as to what was about to happen, but again discovered nothing.
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AT dinner, that evening, Archie directed most of his conversation at Mrs. Proones, and I saw that, for some reason, he was trying to win her favor. Even the blond Miss Iona Carr, on his right, was temporarily shelved as Archie beamed on our bewildered landlady. I have seen lady vampires in the movies, but I never suspected before that my friend could pull the same kind of stuff on a poor, defenseless woman and get away with it.
After our so-called dinner was over, Archie, stayed to linger about Mrs. Proones, but I made a quick dash for the hall to escape being led into the parlor by Miss Carr and sung to. The blond Iona is an awfully nice girl, but she imagines Farrar has nothing on her, and is ready to prove it at any moment. She has a nice voice I admit— for selling Liberty Bonds or something— but when it comes to singing, I prefer to hear her at a distance— the farther away the better.
I returned to my room in safety, and a half hour later Archie appeared carrying under his arm the following things: ten yards of tin railroad track in sections; one toy locomotive; one toy coal tender; two toy baggage cars; four imitation Pullman cars.
When I saw the playthings I began to understand his sudden affability at the table. The toys were the property of little Willy Proones, the nephew of the boarding-house keeper, and a child who, with another disposition, might be called civilized. Archie had evidently enticed Mrs. Proones into lending the playthings to him, and with a few qualms of impending disaster I watched him as he silently put the tracks together and laid it over every available inch of floor space.
Then he wound up the miniature locomotive and looked up at me.
"It's a lovely night for a walk, Bill," he said suggestively, "or the open-air movies. Why don't you take Iona over to the Palace Gardens? They are showing 'The Curse of Drink' in five reels and 'The Broken Doll' in two parts."
I could see I wasn't wanted, so I picked up my hat.
"Some people," I said as cuttingly as possible, "reach their second childhood earlier than others."
Archie, monkeying with the engine, grinned.
"And some," he replied pleasantly, "never graduate from their first."
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A WEEK went by, during the course of which Archie spent most of his time lying on the floor, watching the little engine spin around on the tin tracks. Some amusement for a man who votes! I honestly believe if anyone else had seen him then, he would have been given a free ride to some nice, quiet, laughing academy in the country.
I noticed other things, too; among them, the presence on the floor of some gritty substance that felt like sandpaper when I walked on it in my bare feet. I refrained, however, from questioning Archie. I would just as soon enter the cage of a hungry lion, armed with a feather, as I would disturb my friend when his mind is all gummed up with a forthcoming invention.
By Sunday the incubation period of what was about to happen was over, and Archie lost some of the silence that had hung over him for the past week.
"Bill," he said seriously, when he saw I was awake, "what is the present danger in automobiling?"
I hunted up the various articles of my apparel before answering, wincing as a bit of the tin track on the floor leaped up and bit me on the ankle.
"What's the answer?" I growled. "Liquor?"
Archie shook his head moodily. "The great danger," he said, "and a danger that never has been entirely overcome, is the skidding of the machine on wet and slippery pavements. I admit tire chains have to a certain degree eliminated some of the peril, but the cure is nearly as bad as the disease. Chains require time for adjustment, and likely as not they are forgotten when most needed. Then again, the man who drives his own car dislikes to get out in the wet and mud to jack up the car and put them on. It's a nuisance."
He sighed profoundly.
"I might add that chains will becomeas old-fashioned as your grandmother's hat when the Catfitz Skidless Safety Skidder makes its appearance on the market."
I paused in the act of knotting my cravat and looked at him with open mouth.
"The— which?" I inquired weakly.
Archie made a gesture.
"You heard me," he replied, "the Catfitz Skidless Safety Skidder, a little invention of mine, for the manufacturing rights of which, Mr. Hiram Holley, of the Unique Six Motor Company, is at present negotiating. I will not go into particulars regarding the principle of my Safety Skidder now, but shall wait and let you judge its merit when you see it in actual operation."
I recovered a little and asked: "And when is this going to happen!"
Archie looked out at the lowering skies overhead. "The moment it rains. Mr. Holley has granted me the use of one of his cars, and I have equipped it with a Safety Skidder. All I am waiting for now is a little moisture so that I can demonstrate to him the marvelous efficiency of the device. Say, I hope it rains!"
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ABOUT noon Archie's luck got in its fine work, and it did rain! A cold, steady drizzle fell, and the wind swung around to the east. It gave every indication of being an all-day affair.
When Archie saw this, he borrowed a nickel from me and rushed out to telephone. He returned all smiles and announced that Mr. Holley would be ready at three o'clock for a demonstration.
Then he loosened up and informed me in a matter-of-fact way that I was to be included. No excuse I could think up made any impression on him. Gently but firmly he eased me into my coat, clapped my hat on, and, holding me by the arm, so that I could not escape, led me off to the subway.
Our destination proved to be the combined garage and repair shop of the Unique Six. When we arrived we found the place full of chauffeurs putting chains on the tires of their cars, prior to taking them out. Archie grinned as he saw them and nudged me.
We hurried to the rear of the place and to the automobile that Mr. Holley had lent my friend to conduct his experiments with.
At first glance it looked the same as any other car. Closer inspection, however, revealed the fact that there were two oblong, wooden boxes under the rear fenders, from which protruded copper pipes, opening directly in front of the tire on each rear wheel. The boxes were painted black, and Archie had labeled each neatly in yellow paint: Safety First! The Catfitz Skidless Safety Skidder.
"Now," my friend said as I stared at the contrivance, "I shall acquaint you with the basic principle of the invention. As you see, I have built a special box— two of them in fact— and with a few feet of copper pipe or tubing have rigged up a device which will make the life of the motorist a long, sweet song. For example— you are out in this car and it suddenly begins to rain. Do you get out, flounder about in the mud, and get soaking wet, while you haul out your tire chains and bruise your fingers putting them on? You do not! What do you do? Simply this."
He went to the driver's seat and pulled a little lever on the wheel. As he did so, from each copper pipe a stream of sand poured out, falling over the tire and heaping up on the floor. I began to understand what it was that I had been walking over on the floor of our room at the Villa.
"Sand!" Archie cried. "The same idea as used by the street-car railways, but never before adapted to the automobile!"
He turned off the current and continued: "The box containing the sand is arranged inside like an hourglass. That is, it is divided into two sections, separated by a diaphragm. The upper section contains the sand— and I might mention this is the roughest sand I could find in New Jersey— the lower part of the box contains the shutter and the mouth of the pipe, controlled by the lever on the steering wheel.
"When this lever is pulled," he went on, "it automatically releases the shutter and the sand runs out, and, falling on the wet pavement or road, covers the slippery surface and gives the tires a sufficient hold. Under the floor of the tonneau is kept a reserve supply of sand, and by my experiments I have figured out just how much is required per mile. What do you think of it?"
I had to admit that it sounded all right.
At this moment a respectful hush fell over the place, and a stout, puffy little man, with a red face and white hair, came briskly in. It was easy to see that he was somebody of importance, and I was not surprised when he came over to us and Archie introduced him as Mr. Holley, the president of the Unique Six Motor Company. They had a long conversation together concerning the working of the invention. At the conclusion of this we entered the car and Archie took the wheel.
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OUTSIDE it was still raining, but as we rolled out Archie gave the sand-control lever a twist and we turned a corner without slipping an inch.
"Nice work!" Mr. Holley beamed. "Don't be afraid to give her the gas!"
Despite myself I shivered a little. He wouldn't have said that had he known Archie as well as I do. For almost an hour everything was lovely. We skipped merrily over every kind of road and pavement, laughing back at the poor unfortunates who were hopping around and getting all dirty with the chains they were trying to put on.
Archie put the Unique Six through every stunt on the calendar. We wheeled, turned, ran from side to side, doing the tricks the aviators perform in the sky, without a mishap. Everything was running so smoothly that I began to get nervous. It was too good to last.
Sure enough I was right! We reached a broad stretch of asphalt, as highly polished as a mirror, and the first thing I knew we were cutting figure eights all over it.
Archie looked puzzled, but that didn't help matters any, nor did it do anything save to make him lose his self-possession and yank desperately on the sand-control lever. We executed some curious curves and twists and threw in a couple of scenic-railway dips and side slips for good measure. It must have looked funny to an observer to see us whirling around like a fancy dancing master, but the humor of it wasn't apparent to me— or Mr. Holley either.
While we went around like a merry-go-round minus the music, the president of the Unique Six Motor Company, losing some of his florid complexion, began to howl instructions to Archie, who, becoming more rattled, put on the brakes.
"I can't understand it!" Archie panted. "It's beyond me—"
Mr. Holley began to loosen up on some torrid language and bawled if he didn't stop the car and let him out he was going to call an officer. He had hardly uttered the words when we skidded over to the curb, upset a peanut stand, toppled over a lamppost, and then rushed back to the center of the street, where we did all our former tricks all over again.
I was wondering how long it was going to last, and what the proprietor of the fallen peanut stand— a swarthy Italian— was going to do to us, whenever we did stop, when my meditations were brought to an abrupt termination. We backed up to the curb again; there came a dull, heavy thud, the tinkle of breaking glass; something hit me on the head and the lights went out.
WHEN I came to, I found myself sitting on a chair in a grocery store, and Archie was picking small pieces of broken glass from various parts of my anatomy. There was no sign of Mr. Holley or the Unique Six, but there was an aperture in what had once been the show window of the store large enough to admit an adult elephant.
"The top of the car," Archie said soothingly, "was jolted loose when we hit the store and fell on you." Then he added: "Did you ever see such an unreasonable person as Mr. Holley? Just because I happened to run out of sand, he came to the conclusion that the Safety Skidder is no good! And the things he called me!"
He exhaled a breath and followed it up with a sigh. Then suddenly he brightened up and plunging a hand into his pocket, produced a five-dollar bill.
"I believe I owe you a couple of bucks, Bill," he said. "Here take the five-spot and put it out of circulation!"
Weakly I accepted it and then asked a question.
"How did I get it?" Archie repeated. "Well, you see Mr. Holley thought that you were out for good, and he said he felt sorry for you being my friend, or something like that, and gave me ten bucks to get some liniment for your head. As you don't need it, we'll go fifty-fifty on the gift. Anyway, if it hadn't been for me, you wouldn't have got any of it."
______________
18: The Pipe of Death
Charles B. Stilson
1880-1932
Top-Notch Magazine, 1 Nov 1930
WHAT fifteen years will do to a boyhood friend is unpredictable. Something to that effect was in my mind as I stamped the snow from my feet in Shaine's hall and followed him into his snug library.
Shaine had been handsome in those college days when seven of us, chosen companions, good fellows all, had formed our own secret society and sworn fantastic oaths of fealty and mutual aid in the Crimson Circle.
Boyish foolishness. Doubtless. But I still wore my gold ring with its emblematic groove of scarlet enamel. So, I noticed, did Shaine.
He had grown gross. His face was purple. His jowls hung. His blue eyes were red-rimmed as a St. Bernard's. Nevertheless, when his summons had reached me, couched in the grotesque and archaic jargon of the Ritual, bidding me be at his house at eleven that night, "on an affair of fatal urgency," I had not disregarded it.
"What's the rumpus?" I asked as he settled into a chair opposite me.
"You'll know when the rest get here," he replied, scowling under snarled brows. "Anyway, you came. I knew you would. So will the rest."
I was beginning to wish I hadn't. I didn't like the look in Shaine's eyes. It was unhealthy and sinister. I was minded, too, to remark that the gathering of the Seven would not be complete, and never could be again in this world; but I recalled that Shaine knew more about that than I did.
"The show's to come off at midnight," he volunteered. He lapsed into moodiness.
We sat and smoked and waited.
One by one the others came. Mason, the doctor; Corwin and Bell, the two attorneys, a Mutt and Jeff pair; and Meyer, the auctioneer, with the possible exception of Shaine, wealthiest and wisest of us all. Shaine was an unknown quantity. He had gone adventuring in strange countries.
Shaine himself lumbered out to answer the bell. None of his servants appeared, though I had a vague impression, from a long previous visit, that he had a rascally Portuguese butler. Only to Mason did Shaine unbend.
"I'm glad to see you, doc," he said. "I'm sorry to pester you chaps, but this had to be done."
Meyer was last. It was well after eleven thirty when he arrived. And when he had eased into a chair and lighted a cigar:
"We're all here— the old Ring, by golly— only 'Slender' Hicks, and he's dead."
"He isn't!" The negative was Shaine's, and it was violent.
"I thought he was, but— he— isn't."
Shaine brought his big soft fist down on the table. We stared at him.
"I met him in Guatemala. He'd turned bug-hunter for museums, you know. We went into the Jivaro country, up the Amazon— after emeralds. Hicks knew where they were. I put up the money. Risked our heads. Jivaros are nasty. We got the emeralds. Then we had a row. Hicks said I cheated him. I didn't. He got his share. Anyway, I had put up the money. I— I heard afterward that he was dead.
"He's been writing to me. He's crazy. The damned fool"— Shaine's heavy voice went unnaturally shrill— "has threatened me. He said he'd kill me— even named the day. Yes, sir, the idiot told me that if I didn't come across by a certain day, I wouldn't live to see midnight. And today's the day!"
Shaine knuckled the table and glared.
I THINK we all felt that it sounded fishy. If Slender Hicks said he'd been cheated, it was a bet that he had. He was a man who couldn't lie. Moreover, if Slender Hicks had said that he would kill me, I knew that I would have made my will. He had a steely quality of unswerving directness that was invincible and a little awesome. He made a fetish of his word. He had become a scientist and a fanatic. And now—
I looked at the clock, and shivered. It marked six minutes to midnight. Shaine must have pressed a bell. That rascally Portuguese appeared.
"Bring him in!" roared Shaine.
"Oh, yes, I've got him here— safe and fast. I learned where he was hanging out, and we bagged him. He was going to kill me by midnight, and he's got just five minutes to make good."
Two men carried a big, padded chair to the foot of the table. The Seven were met again. We had to take Shaine's word, though, that it was Slender Hicks, till he opened his eyes. He was yellow, worn to skin and bone, and horrible. But when he opened his eyes, we knew it was Slender.
His mouth was shut like a gash, and he didn't say a word, though we were all babbling. He just sat and looked at Shaine, and those familiar eyes in that ghastly, shriveled mask were horrible.
"That's a dying man, Shaine," said "Doc" Mason. "Take off those chains."
I hadn't noticed the chains.
"In four minutes, doctor," said Shaine. "But not for four minutes— and all hell can't make me. Look at his eyes. If a look could kill, by God, he'd make good yet. He won't talk. Hasn't opened his mouth since I got him, day before yesterday— won't talk, won't eat— just sits and tries to hate me to death."
For fear, I suppose, lest we should say too much, we all fell silent. The clock hands crept. Shaine got up and stood over Slender Hicks.
"Hicks," he said, "I'm almost sorry for you."
The clock clicked and struck. Hicks's face was raised to meet Shaine's gloating gaze. At the mellow chime of the clock, the chained man's lips parted. I caught a glimpse of a tiny wooden tube clenched between Slender's teeth. I heard a hiss of expelled breath.
Shaine staggered back, clutching at his throat. He plucked away a tiny something that clung to one of his pendulous jowls.
"A Jivaro dart!" he screamed. "You—"
He flung himself at Hicks. Big Corwin caught him from behind. He struggled, snarling and frothing like an animal. He was almost a match for all of us. Then, all in a minute, he collapsed. We laid him on the floor, and Doc Mason covered his face.
_________________
19: The Two Chignons
Anonymous
South Eastern Times (Millicent, Sth Aust), 22 Jan 1924
IN the days when chignons first came into fashion, Hetty Green, going to the city with her mother, saw the enchanting monstrosities, and retained with curious visions of them floating through her brain.
"You don't look like anything without one on in town" she said to her cousin, Tilly Squires. "They are as big as cabbages and come on as far as your ears. You braid your hair in two tight tails and stick it up anyhow, and pin 'em on, and looks awfully stylish."
"How much do they cost?" asked Tilly.
"Well, two pounds— good ones, said Hetty.
Tilly was not a town girl. "Two pounds!" she ejaculated. "Well, we may as well give up all thoughts then. If your pa will give you that for false hair when you've got a fine suit of your own I'm chicken."
"I must have one," said Hetty. "You'd say so if you'd been to town. Ma and me looked perfectly absurd with our two little twists of hair. Cousin Amendalina quite laughed about them; and Mrs. Squire Bivins has got one, and the clergyman's wife, she has one."
"If the clergyman's wife has got one," said Tilly, "why, that is enough. Pa can't object."
But Pa did object nevertheless. Rich old farmers enjoy paying out ready money less than any other class under the sun. And his wife sided with him.
"Sakes alive, Hetty!" she cried. "Do you want to make yourself look like Amendalina? Her head was as big as a bushel basket, and she'd hev done to put in a museum for a show. Why, she had the headache the heft of the time; and your hair is very good, though I don't want to make you vain. And as for Mrs. Bivins, she always was half-witted— crazy after finery, and all that; and if the minister lets his wife wear, that thing to church, it's because he can't manage her, that's all."
"Well, I suppose you think you and me looked stylish with a couple of walnuts tacked on to the back of our heads," said Hetty, in a huff. "Aunt was ashamed of us, I saw that."
"And you shan't go to town again, if it is going to put such folly into your head," said Mr. Green.
Tilly's father and mother held the same opinions, so the girls gave up their chignons , and as the fashion did not grow very rapidly in Hopetown, they suffered very little in consequence until one day a letter reached Hetty, with one enclosed for Tilly.
Amendalina was about to be married, and desired her cousins to be present at her wedding.
"I know you've got very pretty silks," she wrote, "and I should wear those, if I were you. Nobody has seen them here. You'll want lace fichus, and gloves and slippers; and do, my dears, get chignons. I know your .country notions on the subject, but I tell you, as a sister might, that they are necessary."
"She thinks that we are dreadfully countrified," said Tilly.
"So we are," said Hetty.
"Well, you see, we must have the chignons."
But again the parents were not to be softened. Mrs. Green went shopping with, the girls, and bought them fichus, and slippers, and gloves, also, but not a tress of false hair.
"And without that," said Hetty, "I won't go."
The day of the wedding approached. The girls held solemn council. One night, the very night before they were to start for the city, Hetty crept into her father's room while he was snoring, unlocked the little old-fashioned safe, took out the money, and fled in terror.
"Oh, Tilly," she whispered, as she crept into bed with her cousin, who was passing the night with her, "Oh, Tilly, I've got it; but if I should be struck dead for it I shouldn't be surprised."
The girls started the next morning. Hetty's hair was very black; Tilly's was very red; they bought the most intense chignons in the place— the largest the shiniest— and appeared with them in boxes at their cousin's door.
"You needn't put them on before evening," said Amendalina, "and your heads won't ache so much."
But Hetty did not tell her city cousin how she possessed herself of the chignons. Awful thoughts coursed through her mind. Suppose something should happen to her father, and her last act had. been to rob him! Suppose she should die herself, and never have a chance to confess!
She suffered agonies of repentance now that it was too late, and tried in vain to think of some way of repaying the stolen money. Naturally she cried a good deal, and Tilly, who knew the cause of her grief, was not in good spirits.
However, the day passed, and the hour for dressing came. Bride and bridesmaid were in their room with the hairdresser; and in their own, Tilly and Hetty took down their crimps and found them charmingly fluffy, braided their own plentiful hair in flat pig-tails, and pinned them up, and, took their chignons out of their boxes.
"Now," said Hetty, "we'll dress first, and then pin these on the last thing, as the hairdresser showed us how."
"How do I look ?" said Hetty.
"Oh, lovely," said Tilly. "How do I?"
"Sweet," said Hetty. "Turn the gas up higher, please."
Tilly essayed to do it; but as people often do, even when they are more used to gas than the Hopetown girl was, she turned the light off instead of on.
"What shall we do now?" she said. "There isn't t a match in the room."
"Oh, we are all ready but our chignons," said Hetty, "and see how bright the room is. Throw open the shutters, and we can put them on beautifully."
Tilly obeyed. The moonlight was bright enough to see everything but colour, and the girls pinned on each other's chignons with great care. Two roses were added, and then they waited for their aunt's knock' at the door.
"Ready girls?" she asked at last.
"Yes. ma'am," said Hetty.
"Well, just run down into the parlours," said aunt. "The people are almost all there. No ceremony among relations you know."
The country girls went downstairs,' and found themselves in a crowd of strangers. Too bashful to raise their eyes, one was hustled into a corner, and one found a seat behind a door.
The grand entrance of the bridal party, the ceremony, the prayer, occupied some time. Then there was the march towards the bride and groom; and, afterwards, both Hetty and Tilly remembered the look of speechless horror with which their relative regarded them as they kissed her.
"I wonder what, people look at me for?" thought Hetty, as she retreated to her corner. "I'm sure I'm all right; well dressed enough. Chignon on and all."
"What are people laughing about?" thought Tilly. "It can't be at me. It must be my nerves make me think so."
But the other guests did stare at those girls most surprisingly. Men grinned women smiled.
"It is me," thought Hetty, after while, as she choked with tears.
"It is me," thought Tilly, white hot with rage.
"Oh, how funny!" said a little belle who stood near the bride. "Who is she? She must be crazy."
"May be it is the fashion," said the gentleman on whose arm she hung.
"As if I didn't know the fashion," said the lady.
Meanwhile the bride was engaged in maintaining the dignified repose required of her by society, when everyone was looking, and in telegraphing her mother when she was unobserved.
That lady at last saw and understood the signals.
"What is it, dear?" she whispered, behind her fan. "Hetty— Tilly— you'll see. Get them out of the room," whispered the bride.
Mamma, amazed, but certain of the necessity of the case, hurried away. One glance at Hetty sufficed her.
"Heavens and earth!" she ejaculated, under her breath; "run up to the dressing-room."
Then she looked about for Tilly, found her and bore her off.
The girls stood trembling and crying before her, in the room upstairs.
"What is it, aunt?" said Hetty.
"Look at each other," said aunt, dropping into a chair. The girls looked.
Oh, why had they not looked before? Hetty, who had black hair, wore Tilly's bright red chignon. Tilly, who had red hair, rejoiced in one of jetty dye. No little twist of the thinnest hair ever grown could have been so absurd, and the whole company had seen and laughed at them. Moonlight had reduced the new monstrosities to, the same tint, and thus the awful mistake.
"Change them, and come down to supper, my dears," said aunt, faintly.
Neither Hetty nor Tilly appeared below again that evening. Redeyed and overwhelmed with mortification they arrived next day at Farmer Green's homestead, and there Hetty made full confession on her knees, to her father.
The old gentleman forgave her. Fathers generally forgive their daughters a good 'deal.
"You'd gone crazy, I think," he said, pityingly. "City fashions misled you. I knowed a young man once as was misled such a degree that he is in prison now, and he started very fair. And girls, as well brought up as you, have gone so wrong that I mustn't speak of it no plainer, from vanity and folly, and wanting more fine things than they could honestly get. But the good Lord watched over you, Hetty, and I'm thankful you was mortified and shamed, and brought to repentance. Where's them false heads?"
The chignons were produced. Farmer Green walked quietly out into the middle of the road, lighted some straw, laid these triumphs of the hairdresser's, art upon it, and watched until nothing; was left of either, and that was the end of the two chignons.
______________
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SELDOM did anything happen in the Western Pacific Copra Company. Time passed undated. Calendars were not, and all the clocks had long since run down. The steamer came once a month.
Far out on the rim of the blue a speck held the empty sweep of the sea— a dirty weather-beaten sail color of a moth's wing. Two white men stood on the beach.
"He'll make it about sundown," observed Lane, watching the distant cutter.
He gave a hitch to his lava lava, and flicked a hermit crab into the sea with his toe. His yellow skin showed plainly the ravages of malaria, as of one who has spent some time in the tropics. His expression was thoughtful, even perplexed. He appeared to be weighing a problem.
Joe Horricks was a fat florid individual, with shrewdish small piggy eyes. Now and then he blew out his cheeks as though he found breathing a very difficult matter indeed.
"I don't like it," he said complainingly. "Buying a woman for pigs, a white man, too. I don't like it."
"He'll make it about sundown," repeated Lane. "Woman and all, Joe, we'll see him then."
"If she kicks up a fuss," continued Horricks, "there'll be the devil to pay."
Hennem was out there in his cutter beating up to their anchorage. Six months ago he had come to them broke— tradeless, boyless, penniless broke.
"Lost everything in the last hurricane, boys— trade— every thing the lot," he had said. Then they had offered him the west coast trade on commission, and he had accepted. He had proved a born trader, sailing the west coast from end to end, entering every channel, anchorage, and passage, visiting the most unfriendly tribes, combing the whole of every particle of copra.
Day and night he toiled his cutter, breasting the short aggressive seas of that lone shore, where the hills slept under the blue and purple mists, like the voiceless sleeping sentinels of a mighty silence. Always his cutter was somewhere in the shadow of those hills. Restless it moved, a flitting grey moth of the sea.
In the few brief spells in which the three found themselves together, they learned that Hennem was a Swede. About his recent past he was strangely reticent, saying little beyond that he had come from the north. About his more remote past he was more communicative. He hinted darkly that scandal had driven him from home. He told the story in a melancholy strain as befits one who has been wronged and is of noble birth. In the intervals when he was absent, they carried on a surreptitious trade in rifles and rum with the bushmen in the adjacent hills.
They were careful to hide all trace of this contraband from him. They distrusted him, feeling that his high code of honor would lead him to betray this illegal trade to the naval authorities.
They were startled one day by his saying:
"I'm going up north for a trip. There's a girl up there I fancy. P'raps I'll bring her back with me."
"I never trouble women," Horricks had answered, weakly remonstrative, and puffing out his cheeks. "They generally upset the place."
The Swede had smiled and glanced across at Lane. Lane had coughed, made a gesture and threatened to say something. Whatever it was it had died on his lips.
They had imagined that it was an ordinary love affair. This was bad enough, for it was inconvenient for commercial reasons. Women talked so. And the first law of contraband is absolute secrecy.
Consider their stark astonishment on the following morning when they learned that Hennem had put to sea, taking with him twelve pigs.
"He's going to buy a woman," Horricks had exploded, astounded. "That Swede buy a woman for pigs? Like a native?"
He puffed heavily, ponderously, almost overcome. In a distorted vision he saw a long march of missionaries visiting the place, probing, asking all kinds of awkward questions. The gunboat would come up. Their trade would be ruined. They might get two years.
And now after two weeks they awaited the arrival of "That Swede," and his purchased belle.
The day passed. At sunset they heard the anchor chain rattle out as the cutter came to rest. Horricks emerged from his room, where he had been sleeping.
"There he is," he said. "He's got her with him."
They did not go to the beach to welcome him, as was their usual custom. But each applied his eye to some chink in the bamboo work so as to obtain a secret view. After all, this woman business was interesting. They saw the Swede lift her from the boat, and carry her through the shallow water to the shore.
She appeared to be a young, supple native, with a flowing wealth of hair, which fell in a luxurious cataract to her waist. In the crown of her head was a red flower. She laughed as he placed her on the shore.
"She's pretty, Joe," said Lane. "Almost white."
"She's a corker," answered Horricks from his peep hole. "All for twelve pigs, eh?"
Hennem was heard to speak sharply to the girl. The laughter died from her lips. Instantly she became sulky and mutinous. As he came towards the bungalow, he had to take her by the hand, and almost drag her along. She appeared to gain in rebelliousness.
"Not all sugar," commented Horricks. "Funny honeymoon, eh? See that look she gave him?"
Hennem reached the verandah and called out, "Inside there? What's the matter?"
They came to the door, and he made one of those sweeping foreign bows. "My wife, gentlemen— Laola."
She turned away sulkily, covering her face with her hand, as though afraid of the glances of these strange white men.
"Don't seem proud of the fact," ventured Horricks.
Hennem shrugged his shoulders.
"What can you expect? When a native buys a wife he beats her for a start. After that she's all right. They fret a little at leaving their village."
He turned and spoke to her rapidly in an unknown tongue. Her eyes flashed as she drew a knife from the folds of her lava lava. The knuckles of Her hand went white as she clenched it in front of her naked breast.
"There's a bit o' the tiger in her," remarked the Swede approvingly. "She'd stick that into me for an old yam, or a string of beads. She fought like a wild cat at first."
Hennem departed leading Laola to his bungalow opposite.
They watched him as he walked. He was spotlessly dressed in white duck, a soft light panama and neat canvas shoes. He had never descended to the lava lava and singlet. There was a touch of pride in his bearing. They marvelled at it, and felt reluctantly aware of the spirit that animated him— that spirit which they always failed to fathom.
He was a mystery. He made them angry with a mere gesture. They experienced the impotent wrath of the weak who are confronted with the strong.
"He'll have to go, said Horricks, chokingly.
"Sooner or later she'll run away," said Lane. "Tales like this travel. We can't afford it, Joe."
Neither made any further remark, though each knew that the other desired to say, "You tell him."
They sat down to tea— boiled yam, bully beef, and some cabin biscuits. Then they smoked moodily without maturing any definite action.
Night fell like a velvet curtain thick with stars. The long Pacific swell toppled lazily over the outer reef. Fireflies flashed and glittered in the impenetrable darkness at the foot of the forest. Somewhere at in the hills the boom of a pom-pom caught the stillness of the night. Inside the reef the calm waters mirrored the stars. '
Finally the two rose and went to bed. From the mosquito nets they debated the matter at length. After a long silence Horricks said, "I'll sack him in the morning. I've made up my mind on that. He'll ruin our trade."
"I'm thinking of that girl," said Lane. "She must hate him. I suppose they have their feelineg the same as a white."
"Of course," agreed Horricks. "Just imagine being bought for pigs? She's good looking, too. It's downright slave dealing, that's what it is."
In the end sleep came and silenced the debate.
A hermit crab moved across the room. Another clattered to the floor, falling from somewhere high on the wall. Horricks snored. The snore rose and fell like the heaving of a diminutive troubled sea, filled the bungalow and overflowed out into the night. A mongrel native dog peered in at the door, sniffing with canine interest. He gave a plaintive yelp and trotted off as though disturbed. The hurricane lamp burned low and dim, throwing two bars of saffron light through each door out on to the white coral pathways. A whispering breeze stirred the trees.
Hennem stood in the doorway and surveyed the sleepers. He smiled. It was one of those smiles that had so often puzzled them.
Horricks turned ponderously and ceased snoring. What's that?" he said, and sat up wide awake "
"It's me, Hennem," answered the Swede, lighting a cigarette.
"What's the matter?"
"Laola— she's run away," he answered with a shrug.
Lane rose, rubbing his eyes.
"I thought I'd tell you," continued Hennem. "She's a bit of a wild thing, and I'm not sure how far she'll go with that knife. She may even come here and attack you. I wouldn't go to sleep again if I were you. I'm off to look for her."
He lit a hurricane lamp and hurried out into the night.
"The devil!" ejaculated Lane. looking across at Horricks.
Horricks jumped from his bed. "There, I thought so— the natives know already. He's got them helping him. The whole thing'll be right along the coast in the morning. We'll have the missionaries up, and the gunboat. They'll be nosing in every nook and cranny.
"That girl's being hunted out there," answered Lane, girding on his lava lava.
"We'll have to protect her," said Horricks. "That Swede's not going to have all his own way."
Lane followed him through the door. Far over in the clearing the hurricane lamp moved fitfully and there, revealing the accompanying dark bodies of the natives. They were chattering like so many jays as they helped the Swede in his quest.
Presently the light halted and the hubbub increased.
"Finish, you-feller," commanded Hennem angrily "Finish!"
The natives ceased speaking suddenly.
"They've found her," exclaimed Horricks excitedly, breaking into a run.
When they arrived Hennem said, "She's on the very top of this tree."
He flashed a little electric torch, and a white circle of light disclosed Laola way up in one of the forks of the highest branches. He eyes flashed from behind the veil of leaves. She held her small knife pointed down in a fierce gesture of challenge and defiance.
"She's a beautiful little savage!" enthused Hennen. "Worthy of a pirate chief, eh?"
"This has got to stop," broke in Horricks's agitated voice. "It can't go on. Not another minute. Not another minute, I say." He was stammering very excitedly.
Hennem turned round with his eyes cold and steady. "How?" he asked, with fine sarcasm. "Who's wanting to stop it? Isn't it my show? Didn't I pay for her?"
"It's our station," said Lane coolly, "and we don't trade slaves and—"
"Or buy women for pigs," interrupted Horricks, trembling from head to foot with a strange loss of control.
"Tell that woman to come down," ordered Lane, stepping forward aggressively.
Hennem hesitated for a moment.
"Suppose I refuse," he said, smiling.
"We're two to one. We'll tie you up. If we can't the boys'll help us. See!"
Hennem looked quizzically at Lane, as though he were trying to read him.
"If I agree, what then?"
"We'll look after her and take her back to her island as soon as possible. You'll get aboard your cutter tonight. We're through with you."
The shadow of a smile touched the Swede's lips. In the dim light of the swaying hurricane lamp it passed unnoticed. His eyes opened wide and questioning. He made a quick impulsive gesture.
"All right," he said. "You win this time. The next is mine."
Lane was surprised. Horricks stared dumbfounded, blowing out his cheeks. Neither expected such a quick and unconditional surrender.
Hennem lifted the electric torch, again throwing the light on Laola. A rapid conversation followed. The girl seemed to be protesting and demanding terms.
"Well?" asked Lane. "She says there's a devil-devil in my bungalow. She won't go back to it."
"Tell her she can have ours. We'lI stay on the beach."
Hennem translated.
"What now?"
"She wants us to stand back while she comes down. They have a strange idea of the influence of a white man's eyes. Think they'll fall or something."
All retreated some twenty paces from the tree. Laola descended and joined them, taking care to keep as far from Hennem as possible.
"You've frightened the life out of her," said Lane heatedly.
"She needs a whipping," answered Hennem shortly. "You don't understand natives."
They reached the bungalow.
"Tell her she can sleep on that settee till the morning."
Hennem spoke again, and she threw herself sulkily on to the couch.
"She's a wild cat all right," smiled the Swede. "What next?" he asked facetiously.
"Your cutter," answered Lane, compressing his lips. "We'll see you to the beach. You can get away at dawn in the morning. We're through with you."
The Swede chuckled as he shoved his small dinghy into the water.
"Good-bye," he said, "and good luck. I don't suppose you can help it. Some people have all the cards. Others, just a hand of rags. Still, we're birds of a feather "
They watched the dinghy move into the silent darkness. The phosphorescent wake spread out like the luminous tail of a slowly moving black comet. Blue liquid gems dripped from the oars. The muffled clug of the rowlocks drifted in on the stillness as the sounds of an unseen ghostly rower. The noise ceased. The wake paled and disappeared. Silence reigned once more. Hennem had climbed aboard.
Lane yawned. "I'm sleepy," he said. "If you'll take the first watch, I'll have a nap."
Horricks lit a cigar and in a few moments Lane was asleep.
From the cutter Hennem watched the fitful glow of the cigar. Patiently he timed the intervals— the black patches between each little stain of light. They did not last long. Four minutes by the watch.
"About half smoked," he reflected. "Now for Laola! What a girl! One in ten thousand!"
Again the dark waters were begemmed with the liquid light of the phosphorus, a transient milky way trailing across the sea. For a moment it paused. Hennem was listening to the long unbroken snore of Horricks. Whisky has spoiled many a better man, he mused as he stepped out from the dinghy.
For a moment he examined the sleepers, but only for a moment, for the next he was hurrying away in the direction of the bungalow.
The dawn was smearing the east when Horricks moved and rubbed his eyes. Some vague presentiment touched him. With a jump he was on his feet.
A little beyond the outer reef Hennem's cutter was bending gracefully to the light morning breeze. It appeared like a great dust-colored bird skimming away over an ashen sea, a live little thing with the spirit of unrest in its wings.
"Good riddance," grunted Horricks, feeling easier. Great beams of light shot across the sea until the whole became one vast sheet of gleaming white metal. The sun had reached the eastern rim. The fin of a shark cut the calm silver sheen.
He followed the travelling ripple idly, ruminating on the events of the night gone by. Suddenly he gasped. The fin of the shark had led his eyes to a very unexpected sight. His cutter had been sunk. The top of the mast was but about two feet above the water.
"That— blank— Swede," he yelled.
Lane was aroused to a sitting posture.
"Look," cried Horricks. "Look! What did he want to do that for?"
Lane was on his feet in a second. The next second he was running with all speed towards the bungalow. Horricks lumbered after him in little jerks and starts, stopping often to blow.
"Why did you go to sleep?" stormed Lane as Horricks stumbled into the bungalow.
"She's gone!" puffed Horricks, without showing much alarm.
"That doesn't matter much, does it? We're well rid of the two of 'em."
"A year's money's gone with her. Five hundred quid."
At this news he collapsed into a chair.
"Blame me— blame me," he said. "I wanted to bank it. You always blame me— we'll have to go after him."
Lane looked at him. it was a fierce look of contempt. It registered to a nicety the natural difference of their social positions as expressed by four years service together in the employ of the Western Pacific Copra Company.
"You're a fool, Joe. I always thought you were a fool. There's three days to salvage our cutter."
"That's why he sunk it," moaned Horricks. "That's why he sunk it."
Lane's look became withering.
"Your brain works like a nigger's."
At last they mutually agreed to set about salvaging the cutter. With improvised tackle slowly inch by inch they drew the sunken vessel in towards the sloping sands.
ON the morning of the third day a blast on a conch shell awakened them with an imperative call. They ran to the door to learn what visitor had made their anchorage at such an early hour.
Hennem's cutter was dropping its anchor in the passage behind the inner reef.
Lane started.
"I'll kill him this time," said Horricks, immediately showing signs of excitement
"It's Peterson," answered Lane. "But it's Hennem's cutter."
Both discarded their lava lavas, and donned trousers and coats, as was their custom when some distant trader paid them a visit. They met Peterson on the beach.
He was a little dark man with a scar on his neck. His eyes were bright and playful. His lips mobile and humorous.
"Hulloa, you hermits," he greeted, shaking hands.
"Where's that Swede?" began Horricks. "
"Gone south in the steamer. Told the captain you had no copra this month, so he passed on without coming round. It was that that made me run over. I wondered what was up. I bought his cutter. That's how I heard."
He lowered his voice, adding seriously, "He knows you're running guns."
Lane looked out over the smoking surf. "He knows I does he?" was all he said.
"The spying square-head," exclaimed Horricks.
"He said to tell you," continued Peterson, "that he could keep a secret if you could."
"Which means," replied Lane dolorously, "if we try to have him arrested by wire from the capital he'll blab. He s got us all ways."
"I often wondered why you employed him," reflected the trader as he rolled a cigarette. "Everyone knew him for a crook"
"A crook was he? I didn't know anything about him when he bought that girl for pigs—"
"What did he do with her?" interrupted Horricks suddenly remembering Laola, who had been forgotten in the light of the greater money loss.
"You're all mixed up. What was her name?"
"Laola," answered Lane. "Wild as the wind— straight from the bush. A pig deal it was. We intended taking her back, but he outwitted us."
Peterson looked from one to the other as though he hadn't heard aright.
"Something's queer," he said pensively.
"Yes?" prompted Lane.
"Laola!" came Peterson's interrogative exclamation. "Why, man, she's his wife."
"Married a native?" exclaimed Lane, in astonishent.
"Laola! A native? Why, she's a full white. A little dark, perhaps, but a full white all the same. French, I believe. Was a chorus girl once, before he married her. Now known as 'Laola of the Isles.' "
"I think the tropics are stealing my wits," said Lane. "She should have kept to the stage. She acts with conviction."
Briefly Lane told the story of Laola's stay on the island. A stiff trade breeze was freshening the sea. Long streaming whips of spray came showering inshore. Peterson whistled as Lane concluded his story.
"They did the Western Ocean trade together before they came here," said Peterson. "Mostly the big liners. Card sharping. Diamond smuggling. Every company's detective knew them. And yet they were never caught."
He paused for a moment as though he were conjuring some distant vision, a past event, or happy memory. It must have been a happy memory, for he smiled recollectively as he finished.
"She worships him; and he's her slave. It's a case of perfect love. Perhaps love has developed their art. Theirs is a finely tuned sympathy. Some day they'll be caught. But they'll never go to prison."
_____________
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