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MISTRESS OF THE

SIXGATES OF HORROR

by Emory Connor

No one has ever surpassed the Chinese at tor-
ture—buit dbeautiful Hsui T’ang added one last
refinement to the worst yet devised!

Outside the British Legation

in Peking that summer in
1900 stormed-a howling, blood-
lusting mob of thousands of
Chinese screaming ‘“Protect the
country, destroy the foreign
devils!” — the rallying cry of
the secret terrorist society
~known as the I Ho Ch'uan,
literally “Righteous Harmony
Fists,” or — as they had become
known to the world at large —
the Boxers.

“There’s no chance of their
breaking in here,” said the Bri-
tish Ambassador, Sir Henry
Lane Robinson, as he peered
through a crack in the shut-
tered windows. “Not a chance

in the world,” he repeated con-
fidently. “This Legation used
to be an old Manchu fortress.
It’s impregnable. The walls are
at least fourteen feet thick, the
windows are barred, the main
gate of solid s*-~el and triply
bolted. Don’t you agree, Pax-
ton?”

“Definitely, Sir,” said the
young military attache at his
side. “We have food enough
for a month’s siege. And help
should reach us long before
that.”

“Where is that fleet of Bri- .
tish gunboats now, my boy?”
asked the distinguished-looking,
white-haired diplomat, turping
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from the window.

“T haven’t checked since yes-
terday, Sir. I will now.” He
turned to the lovely, red-haired
young girl at his side. “Will
you come with me, Dorothear
Or stay here with your father?”

She smiled nervously. ‘I
think I’d feel safer with my
husband-to-be,” she said. Il
don’t want you out of my sight
for even a moment.”

The two of them walked
down the long, deserted corri-
dors of the Legation to the
Telegraph Room. A half-dezen
Morse code sending-and receiv-
ing-sets stood on tables; the
walls were covered with maps.

All but one of the sets was
covered with a layer of dust.
They had been connected to
various departments 1n the
Emperor Kwang Hsu’s govern-
ment. But now Kwang Hsu was
a virtual prisoner of the dow-
ager empress Tzu Hsi who,
against the counsel of saner
heads, had tacitly supported
the Boxer uprising and ordered
all foreigners to be killed. Only
one department of the Chinese
government had remained loyal
to the Emperor and that was
the Ministry of Defense. But

they — along with about 500
loyal troops — were also pri-
soners of the Boxers, powerless
to break out of their encircled
building in The Forbidden
City.

They were in communication
via telegraph, however, with the .
outside world — and it was for
this reason that Bryan Paxton
was now tapping out his mes-
sage of inquiry to them about
the progress being made by the
British fleet in its effort to
reach China in time to save
what was left of Peking’s for-
eign population.

From outside the ILegation
came the screams of the fren-
zied mob. Stones and chunks
of brick rattled against the
walls and shuttered windows.
For over a week now the mob
had swirled through the Lega-
tion Quarter of the city, burn-
ing, pillaging, raping. Already
the German Ambassador had
been murdered and a number
of Legations were on the verge
of falling into the mob’s hands.
More than a thousand foreign-
ers and Chinese Christians had
already been slain during the
week — and hope was fast run-
ning out for these who still
survived.
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shudder of horror shook

Dorothea as she listened to
the inhuman roar of fanatical
hatred from outside. “Thank
goodness father had the fore-
sight to dismiss all the Chinese
help a few months back and
bring in English servants,” she
said. “I’ve heard that many
foreigners have been murdered
in their sleep by servants who
belonged to the Boxer move-
‘ment. Wouldn’t it be horrible
to think that vou were safe
from the mob outside; only to
have your throat quietly slit
while you were sitting there
congratulating yourself on your
good fortune?”

Paxton did not reply. He was
intently taking down the Chi-
nese Ministry of Defense’s re-
ply to his query. “British . . .
fleet . . . now. .. off ... Aden.
Steaming . . . sixteen. . .knots,”
the receiver tapped out. Sign-
ing off, he made some swift
calculations on a piece of
paper. “They’re six days sail-
ing-time away,” he said.
“Come, let’s tell your father.”

In the hall they came upon
Bettina, a pretty Yorkshire lass
who was one of the servants
who’d been brought out from
England. She was pale and

frightened-looking. “Oh, Mum,
Sir,” she burst out, “I'm so
glad I found you. There’s some-
thing funny going on here.
Cook and Ginny are gone.”

“What do you mean gone?”
demanded Paxton. "

“Disappeared, Sir. ['ve
searched the place from top to
bottom and they’ré not to be
found.”

“But that’s impossible, girl
— we’re absolutely sealed in.
There’s no way out. They're
probably in the cellar checking
the food supply. You must get
ahold of yourself.”

“No, Sir, I looked there, and,
Sir, T saw something in the
East Room just now what half-
frightened me to death,” and
she began sobbing. “It was out
of the corner of my eye and
real quick-like but there was

no mistaking it — a man and,
Sir,” she wailed, ‘“he was
Chinese!”

“That’s ridiculous,” snapped
Paxton. “You know there isn’t
a Chinese in the Legation —
and absolutely no way of one
gaining entrance. You're under
a strain and have begun to see
things, that’s all.”

“What was he doing, Bet-
tina,” asked Dorothea. “And
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where did he disappear to so
fast that you only saw him for
a split-second?”

“Into the wall, Mum.”

“Really, this is too much,”
said Paxton. “Come, to relieve
your mind, we’ll search the
room from top to bottom.”

The East Room had once ap-

parently been used for con-
ferences by Manchu officials.
It was large, with a high
vaulted ceiling. A vast ebony
table inlaid with ivory occupied
its center “while high-backed
chairs of matching material
lined the walls. When the Em-
bassy staff had moved in they
had left the room just as it was.
It was rarely used. Or dusted,
thought Paxton, running his
finger across the surface of the
table. Dusk was setting in and
the shuttered room was very
dark. Paxton lit a number of
o1l lamps that were fixed to the
walls and then proceeded to
examine these walls in more
detail. They were covered with
some Chinese fabric having a
green ground whereon was a
design representing a grotesque
procession of white peacocks.
But they were solid enough.
Paxton satisfied himself in this

regard by thumping every
square foot of them and coming
across no hollow-sounding area
that might have concealed a
panel.

“You see, Bettina,” he said,
straightening up from an exam-
ination of the wallboards. “It
was purely your imagination.”
Receiving no reply, he turned
around. Bettina was nowhere
to be seen. “Now where did she
go running off tor” he said ir-
ritably. “A more irrespon-
Sible . . ¥

“Bryan,” said Dorothea, a
frightened look in her eyes,
‘‘she was standing right next
to me no more than a second
ago. Do you suppose . . . ?”

“Nonsense. She’s probably
just out in the hall. I'll] have
a look.”

He crossed the room and,
without actually leaving it,
leaned out into the hall and
looked in both directions. “No,
she’s not out here,” he said and
turned back into the East
Room — to freeze in his tracks,
consternation and a chill of
fear rippling up his spine.
Dorothea was gone! He rushed
to the center of the room and
glanced about wildly, even
checking under the huge con-
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ference table.

“My God!” he muttered, the
fear slowly turning to horror.
There was no doubt about 1t —
she had simply vanished! Into
thin air! There was no other
exit beside the one he’d been
standing in — and she couldn’t
have gotten past him there. Nor
would she, he suddenly realized,
have had the time to even cross
the room from where she’d been
standing.

Remembering what Bettina
had said about the man dis-
appearing wto the wall, he
rushed to the spot where he’d
last seen Dorothea and started
to beat the wall frantically and
to tear at the covering material,
trying to find an opening. He
was so engrossed in this task
that he didn’t notice a section
of the wall opposite him slide
silently and swiftly open, nor
did he hear the large Mon-
golian with a shaven skull and
fists like hams who was upon
him in a second, one hand
covering his mouth before he
could utter a sound, the other
swinging him bodily through
the already closing wall . . .

}_t e was being dragged down
™ what seemed to be endless,

twisting stone stairs, pain stab-
bing his limbs at each step.
The giant, whose hand closed
almost completely around his
throat, was carrying a torch
that cast wierd shadows along
the slimy, verminous walls be-
tween which they moved.
Down, down — endlessly down,
until suddenly there was no
further to go and Paxton was
lying on the damp, cold floor
of some huge subterranean
chamber. Torches held in place
by wall-brackets glowed taint-
ly through a heavy haze, and
through it he could just make
out the-ancient brickwork root
towering what seemed like
miles above him.

“Welcome, Mr. Paxton,” said
the faintly accented but fa-
miliar voice of a woman.

Now the giant’s hand was
about his throat again and he
was being dragged across the
rough stones toward that voice.
Then all at once he was jerked
brutally to his feet, the hand-
choking off his breath. Groggi-
ly his eyes focussed on the
figure before him. It was a
woman’s — tall, statuesque, her
perfect, hour-glass figure re-
vealed by the black, skin-tight
leather pants and doublet she
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wore. A black mask covered
the upper part of her face —
but that smile, those eyes; He
would have known them any-
where.

“Hsui T’ang!” he gasped In
surprise as he recognized the
British Legation’s former Chi-
nese liason. “How did vou get
here? What’s happening . .. ?”

At a motion from her, the
Mongolian giant pressed him
to his knees. “A more fitting
posture for a foreign devil,”
her taunting voice said.

“You . . . a Boxer?” mur-
mured Paxton in disbelief. “But
you’re a cousin of the Emperor.
I should think your Iloyalty
would be to him. You...?”

From behind her back ap-

peared the coiled shape of a
whip and before he could utter
another word its tip came
snaking toward him with a
crack, slashing him across the
lips and drawing blood. “You
will speak only at a sign from
me,” she commanded. “Other-
wise remain silent. But since
you mention the Emperor, let
me point out that the dowager
empress 1s my aunt so that if 1
owed loyalty to anyone it would
be to her. But you have things

slightly reversed, my dear Pax-

ton. Her loyalty is actually to
me.”

Paxton forgot the whip, for-
got her injunction to remain
silent in his complete conster-
nation. “My God, you don’t
mean to tell me that you are
the Black Dragon!”

Her smile answered every-
thing. It was true, then. This
mere girl of twenty-nine, whom
he’d always thought of as hard-
working, self-effacing, loyal
to the Emperor and of great
value as a liason between the
British Legation and the Em-
peror’s government was actual-
ly the notorious and mysterious

“Black Dragon Woman” who
was said to be one of the top
leaders of the Boxer movement
and who had reputedly influ-
enced the Empress Tzu Hsi in-
to tacitly supporting that ter-
rorist organization. -

“Is it not amusing,” she was
saying, ‘‘that the headquarters
of the I Ho Ch’uan should be in
a sub-cellar beneath the British
Legation?

“But what...?” How...?7

“You forget that the lega-
tion was once a Manchu fort.
This sub-cellar, which was used
to torture enemy prisoners, had
been sealed off about a cen-




MISTRESS OF THE SIX GATES 7

tury ago. As to how we gained
entry to it, that was simple.
All these old forts had secret
passageways that connected
them with The Forbidden City.
And do you know to what min-
istry? Well, quite naturally, the
Ministry of Defense . .. ”

“Where vou had sought
refuge as a loyal subject of the
Emperor! Of course, I should
have guessed it! What fools
we’ve all been . ..”

Again the whip lashed out,

snapping around his left
ear, almost ripping 1t off.
“Listen, my dear Paxton. Only
listen. Do not speak. Listen and
you will learn everything —
even what is required of you.”

Through her mask, her green
eyes — eyes green as those of
a cat in the darkness — burned
into his. ‘“Listen,” she whis-
pered hypnotically, “and you
will hear amusing things such
as the fact that the secret pas-
sageway to this place should,
ironically enough, open at a
touch of that statue of the Em-
peror on the second floor of
the Ministry of Defense; in-
triguing things such as the fact
that the East Room in your
Legation 1s really a room with-

in 2 room in the fashion of a
Chinese box trick and that el
of the walls slide back at will,
not just one, or a section of
one — you looked so amusing
clawing fruitlessly at the ma-
terial — and that the peacock’s
eyes are really peep holes
through which all corners of
the room can be seen. Listen
and you will also hear terrible
things like this.”

She made a motion with her
hand and a terrifying, almost
inhuman, shriek that Paxton
immediately recognized as com-
ing from Dorothea echoed
through the immense subter-
ranean chamber.

He fought to wrench free, to
turn and see from where it
came, but the giant Mongolian
held his head rigid between his
fingers. “All in due time, my
friend,” purred Hsui T’ang.
“You may feast your eyes on
your beloved shortly . . . 7”7

“If you have so much as

harmed a hair on her head,
 E) Y SR

Again the whip lashed out
and pain seared his face. ‘“Even
children learn from experi-
ence,” she taunted, speaking in
that slow, deliberate manner of
hers, as if she were choosing
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with care words which should
perfectly clothe her thoughts.
“‘For a burnt child fears the
fire,” says your English adage.
But you learn nothing from ex-
perience. You are less than a
child. But perhaps you are
learning slowly. If you promise
not to be annoying I will even
have Li Chiau release your
neck.”

And at a sign from her the
shaven-headed giant unclasped
Paxton’s throat, allowing him
to gulp great, soothing draughts
of air.

hen he’d sufficiently re-

covered, he glanced about
at his surroundings — at the
heavy table, first, behind which
Hsui T’ang was now sitting.
It was covered with various im-
plements of torture — wire
jackets, leaden balls on which
victims were made to kneel,
barbed hooks, manacles, metal
collars, leather knouts and a
variety of whips made of every-
thing from razor-sharp strips
of bamboo to barbed-wire.

In a high-backed, heavily
carved chair behind this array
sat the Black Dragon Woman
watching his expression with a
smile, her beautiful face as pale

as death, but her slit-like eyes
blazing with a sort of splendid
madness. One claw-like hand
whose nails were at least six
inches long rested upon the
ebony of the table — inches
from her collection of whips.
On a .smaller table beside her,
a stick of incense, in a silver
holder, sent up a pencil of va-
por into the air, and now that
he was able to breathe Paxton
noticed that the chamber was
loaded with the sickly sweet
fumes.

Slowly his eyes moved away
from her, past the big, shaven-
headed Mongolian, and came to
rest on a group of hooded fig-
ures. They stood silently in a
row along the wall and if one
of them hadn’t moved slightly
he might have taken them for
inanimate objects. But they
were alive, human beings:; he
could see their eyes now
through the slits in their masks
and all of them were fastened
hypnotically on Hsui T’ang —
as 11 awaiting her command.

Then, as his gaze continued
to move through the chamber,
Paxton saw four figures hang-
ing by metal collars from
chains that passed therough pul-
leys fastened to the ceiling. So
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high in the air were they that
he hadn’t noticed them at first.
It was as if they had been
pulled up out of the way for
the moment; playthings of
monsters that had been tem-
porarily put away. In the gloom
he couldn’t at first make out
who they were — just that they
were women’s bodies in various
stages of undress and pain.
Two appeared extremely bat-
tered and bruised, one of them
bleeding badly from fresh whip
marks that criss-crossed her
back; the others were compara-
tively untouched.

Then he saw the lovely, long
red tresses he knew so well.
“My God!” he cried out.
“Dorothea!”

He ran toward where she
bung but he couldn’t reach
her. She was too high. He spun
about helplessly, then saw
where the pulley chains were
attached to a hook at shoulder
level and dashed toward it. One
of the black-hooded f{figures
moved to Intercept him, whip
raised high. Its black, oiled
length snaked toward him and
he was brought sprawling to
the floor by the impact and
pam".", . )

“This fool never learns,” he
heard Hsui T’ang’s voice say-
ing somewhere above him and
he felt himself being jerked to
his feet, his clothes torn off
him and his head and hands
being inserted in a large board
frame that was then padlocked
shut. He was bent in a painful,
humiliating position, but the
worse pain was yet to come.
Hsul Tang’s whip cracked.

“How do you like our cangue,
Mr. Paxton?” her voice taunted
between strokes. ‘“It’s an old
Manchu punishment for petty
crime.”

The
agamn.

“As a matter of fact, all the
instruments of — shall we say,
persuasion — that you see in
this chamber are relics of Man-
chu days. They were very adept
at nflicting pain and practiced
many refinements. But my ia-
vorite device T didn’t find here
but created myself, following
instructions 1 found in a scroil
dating from the Ming Dynasty.
It’s called the Six Gates of Joy-
ful Wisdom and you will see it
in action presently.” |

Finally the whipping ceased
and through eyes blurred by,
pain, Paxton saw Hsui T’ang

whip slashed down
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move toward her chair. “Now
the show begins,” she said. “It
is really in your honor. I hope
you enjoy it.”

She struck lightly a little sil-
ver gong and the hooded fig-
ures leaped into action, lower-
ing the two most tortured-look-
ing figures to the ground. Pax-
ton recognized them as Mary,
the chubby, big-bosomed cook,
and Ginny, the Legation’s scul-
lery maid, a trim little brunette
who’d always gone about her
work singing. She wasn’t sing-
ing now, however, but scream-
ing, as, brought back to con-
sciouness by slaps across the
face, she was stripped of her
clothes and seated in a large,
oddly-shaped chair and her foot
inserted in a long iron boot
into which the hooded figures
thereupon began driving
wedges.

“A crude torture,” he heard
Hsui T’ang’s voice saying above
Ginny’s  screams. “As the
wedges are driven between the
limb and the boot the foot 1s
slowly crushed. A variation on
it is to place the iron boot In
fire.” She barked a command
in Chinese to the hooded fig-
ures and Paxton saw Ginny’s
hands being inserted in thumb-

screws. Her screams grew even
more terrible.

“You fiend!” he cried out.
“Why are you doing this? Why
not just kill us and get it over
with?”’

“I’'m disappointed, my dear
Paxton,” replied Hsui T’ang
mock dismay. “You’re not en-
joying the performance. Per-
haps you do not like the cast.”

t a motion from her, an-
“ * other group of hooded fig-
ures took Mary and placed her
in manacles which pressed her
head to her feet, almost break-
ing her chubby pink body in
half. They then placed her in
a vise-like wedge and began to
tighten it. Her full-throated
screams mingled with Ginny’s.
“Caschie-laws is the name of
that instrument,” said Hsu
T’ang. “Heat is applied in some
cases.”’
“Why?” Dbellowed Paxton.
“Why must I see these things?”
“TI want you to see all my
pretty playthings in action be-
fore we talk,” purred the Black
Dragon Woman — and he did,
one torture after another being
applied to those two miserable

‘creatures.

They were stretched out
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upon their backs and pressed
with heavy weights, their hands
inserted in iron gauntlets or bil-
boes, their legs crushed between
boards; they were forced to
kneel on chains, their limbs
placed in receptacles into which
boiling oil was poured. He saw
all Hsui T’ang’s ‘“playthings”
1 action during that night —
her beds of iron, red-hot spikes,
boiling water, knives for cutting
the Achilles tendon, the “bedu-
ty’s bar” — three crossbars of
red-hot metal to which the
breast, small of the back and
bent-up legs were fastened; the
“parrot’s beam” in which the
victim was raised from the
ground by strings attached to
each finger . ..

Once he glanced across at
Hsui T’ang and saw that she
was leaning forward eagerly,
watching every detail and that
those mad green eyes of hers
had become horribly filmed over
like nothing human or imagin-
able. Nausea welled up in Pax-
ton’s throat. Those eyes did not
mirror a soul, he thought, but
an emanation of hell . . .
“And now my  ‘chef-
d’oeuvre,” ” she said after the
mangled remains of Mary and

o

Ginny had been cast into an
unused corner of the vast dun-
geon. She clapped her hands
and Bettina’s naked form was
lowered to the ground. She was
fully conscious and, having
heard the screams but having
been unable to see what was
going on, was in such a state
of terror that her legs buckled
under her. |

“For the Six Gates of Joyful
Wisdom,” said Hsui T’ang, “we
need someone whose body has
been relatively untouched. That

makes the first pain so much
more delicious.

Bettina was thrown to the
floor by the hooded figures and
stretched flat on her back, her
arms thrown back over her
a heavy iron staple attached to
the wall. Her ankles were also
manacled and fixed to a second
chain, which quivered tautly
across the stone floor to the
opposite wall. |

L1 Chiau, the gigantic Mon-
golian, now entered Paxton’s
field of vision bearing a strange
contrivance. It was a wire box
about six feet long, some two
feet high and about two feet
wide. Its stout framework was
covered with fine wire-netting
on the top, sides and ends —
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but it was open at the bottom.
It seemed to be made in five
sections or to contain four shid-
ing partitions which could be
raised or lowered at will. These
were of wood, and in the bottom
of each was cut a little arch. The
arches in the four partitions
varied in size, so that whereas
the first was not more than five
inches high, the fourth opened
alimost to the “wire roof of the
cage, and a fifth, which was
only a little higher than the
first. was cut in the actual end
of the contrivance.

The cage was placed over
Bettina, completely covering
her body, but leaving her neck
and head exposed. The hooded
figures adjusted the sliding par-
titions to her recumbent form,
and Paxton saw the purpose ot
the graduated arches. They
were intended to divide a hu-
man body in just such fashion
and were cunningly shaped to
that end. The whale of Bet-
tina’s body lay now in the wire
cage. each of the five compart-
ments shut off from its neigh-

bor.

The Mongolian now reap-
peared carrying a curious
leather sack. Opening a little

trap in the top of the first com-
partment of the cage — the one

covering Bettina’s feet and
ankles — he inserted the neck
of the sack, then suddenly
seized it by the bottom and
shook it wvigorously. Before
Paxton’s horrified gaze, four

huge rats came tumbling out
from the bag into the cage!
The Mongolian snatched away
the sack and snapped the shut-
ter fast.

“Hun Ho river rats, my dear

Paxton,” smiled Hsui T’ang.

“The most ravenous in the
world they have eaten
nothing for nearly a week!”

With nauseated horror, Pax-
ton watched the -four lean and
hideous animals in the cage.
They were squealing and scur-
rying about and, then, as they
overcame their temporary fear,
they began . . Bettina
screamed. Her face was a grey-
ish hue, and dank with per-
spiration.

“The first gate, by which the
rats are admitted, was known
to those of the Ming Dynasty
by the quaint name of the Gate
of Joyous Hope,” Hsui T’ang
was saying. “The second, the
Gate of Mirthful Doublt. The
third gate is poetically named.
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Her wrists are chained to
the Gate of True Rapture, and
the fourth, the Gate of Gentle
Sorrow. One official who re-
mained foolishly loyal to the
Emperor, an exalted mandarin,
sustained the course of Joyful
Wisdom to the raising of the
Fifth Gate -— the Gate of
Sweet Desires — and the ad-
mission of the twentieth rat. I
esteem him almost equally with
my ancestors. The Sixth, or
(Gate Celestial, i1s the one
whereby the victim enters 1nto
the Joy of Complete Under-
standing.”

Above Bettina’s screams
could be heard the squealing
of the rats again. They were
fighting 'over her toes.

“The raising of the FIirst
Gate is always a crucial mo-
ment,” purred Hsui T’ang. She
stood with one long, claw-like
hand on the top of the first
gate. Suddenly she raised it.
The rats rushed through the
arch and up Bettina’s legs. Her
screams became gurgling, in-
human sounds.

“Now as to the purpose of
all this,” said Hsui T’ang. “It
is to soften your disposition
toward your eventual task —
for, you see, all this 1s going

to happen to your beloved
Dorotheg . . . ”
“What! Why you...”

The whip slashed his back,

sending waves of pain
through his entire being. “Once
again, you forget to be silent,”
she said. “Now listen and learn
what this task will be. It 1s
well-known that the only thing
keeping most of the foreign le-
gations from capitulating and
recognizing the DBoxer regime
as China’s legal government 18
the example of the stubborness
of the British Legation in hold-
ing out. Dorothea’s father 1s
not nicknamed Old Ironsides
for nothing. He is as hard as
that metal. He himself would
not crack. He would never ne-
gotiate — not even 1if he were
here watching his daughter be-
ing eaten alive by the rats. He
is that kind of man: And that
is why he is not here and you
are, my dear Paxton. Your very
human feelings for Dorothea
make you the weak link in the
chain. And through your weak-
ness — and you will capitulate
— we can undermine Old Iron-
sides through trickery.”

“Now here i1s what vou are
to do,” she continued. “You
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will be taken back up to the
Fast Room where vou will be
watched through the peepholes.
You will not leave that room
for an instant but will ring for
a servant and ask. first for a
map of the Gulf of Po Hai and
then, having received that, you
will ask that Sir Henry come
to the KEast Room, that you
have an urgent dispatch for
him. And this is the message
that you will give him — that
a Russian Squadron is already
in the Gulf, only a day’s jour-
ney from Peking, coming to
the Legation’s aid. You will
then propose the following plan
to him — that the way to cap-
ture the Boxer ring-leaders be-
fore they can disband and flee
is to pretend to capitulate and
to send for them, inviting them
to come to the Legation where
official recognition of their
governiment will be drawn up.
Meanwhile the Russian gun-
boats will arrive and capture
them all.”

She paused. “Is that clear?”

And with that shark-like
smile of hers, she added: “Of
course there is no Russian fleet
in the Gulf and the British
Navy is still five days’ away.
But Sir Henry Lane Robinson

will officially recognize the
Boxer government and all the
other Legations will quickly fall
in line. The plan is foolproof.
It cannot fail. And now, my
dear Paxton, are you ready teo
play your part in it?”

“No,” he f{fairly shouted.
“Never. I will never do what
yOu propose . . . >’

But when they took the dead,

terribly mutilated body of
Bettina out of the cage and
placed Dorothea in it and re-
leased four new ravenous rats
into the first partition, he re-
lented.

“Yes, my God, let me loose!”
he shouted above Dorothea’s
shrill screams. “I’l1 do it! T’ll
do anything you say! Just let
her out of there!”

“No,” said Hsui T’ang. “She
remains in there and so do the
rats — just as a guarantee that
you try no trickery when you
get upstairs. Every half-hour a
new gate will be opened — so
the faster you convince Old
Ironsides of the efficacy of
your plan the better it will be
for Dorothea. Now come,
you're wasting valuable time
even now.”’

They gave him back his
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clothes and allowed him to
wash the blood from his face.
Then, accompanied by Hsui
T’ang and the giant Mongolian,
they ascended the long twisting
stairs . .

“My boy, where have you
been? What’s happened to your
face?” asked Sir Henry Lane
Robinson as he entered the
FEast Room.

Aware of the watching eyes
and the listening ears, Paxton
mumbled something about hav-
ing taken a bad fall when he
was descending into the cellar
to check the food supply.

“Why on earth are we meet-
ing in this room? What’s wrong
with my office? demanded the
crusty old gentleman.

“T wanted to spread this map
out on the conference table,
Sir. There wasn’t room in your
office.”

“The Gulf of Po Hai?” said
Sir Henry, glancing at it.
“What’s all this about?”

And Paxton told him the lie
about the Russian fleet and
outlined Hsui T’ang’s false
plan, speaking rapidly and
thinking all the while of those
ravenous rats gnawing at
Dorothea’s lovely, pale flesh.
Sir Henry pondered for what

seemed like hours as Paxton
shifted anxiously from foot to
foot.

“My boy, T think you’ve hit
on something,” he said at last
and rang for one of the Lega-
tion’s butlers. “Thomas,” he
saild to him. “Bring pen and
paper.” And turning to Paxton,
he said: “T’ll draft a rough ver-
sion of the message you will
telepgraph to the Empress. Of
course you may change the
wording as you see fit . .."”

nd at that instant a plan

occurred to Paxton! Care-
ful to keep the excitement from
showing on his face, he stood
behind Sir Henry as the Am-
bassador wrote out the invita-
tion for the Empress’s min-
(sters.

“Sir,” he said, bending over
the paper, “if you’ll allow me,
[ think it might be more effec-
tive if it were worded like this.”

“Really, Paxton!” growled
the old gentleman. “You might
allow me to finish at least...”

“No, Sir, this is a very im-
portant change.” And taking
the pen from him, he wrote:
DO NOT CHANGE THE EX-
PRESSION ON YOUR FACE
OR SAY ANYTHING. WE
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ARE BEING WATCHED. again he was a prisoner . . .

YOUR DAUGHTER IS BE-
ING HELD PRISONER BY
THE BOXERS IN A SUB-
CELLAR OF THIS BUILD-
ING.  “ENTRANCE: ;TOLIT
MAY BE GAINED VIA A
SECRET PASSAGEWAY
FROM THE MINISTRY OF
DEFENSE. TO FIND THE
OPENING, TOUCH THE
HAND OF THE EMPER-
OR’S STATUE ON THE
SECOND FLOOR. I CAN-
NOT LEAVE THIS ROOM.
GO TO THE TELEGRAPH
ROOM AND SEND THIS
MESSAGE, ASKING THAT
TROOPS BE "SENT
THROUGH THE SECRET
PASSAGEWAY IMMEDI-
ATELY.

As Sir Henry read the mes-
sage, he said musingly: “Hmm,
yes, very good. That is better
wording than my message. It
should bring immediate action
on their part.” Standing up, he
said: “I think I’ll send this
message on the telegraph myself
if vou don’t mind, Paxton. There
may be a Victoria Cross in it
for me.”

And with that he strode from

the room. The wall behind Pax-
ton slid silently open and once

“T cannot bear to spoil the
little beasts’ feast,” taunted
Hsui T’ang when they were
again in the subterranean tor-
ture chamber and Paxton had
been padlocked back into the
pillory. She lifted the second
gate and the ravenous rats
scurried along Dorothea’s legs.
Her screams rose to a blood-
curdling crescendo and Paxton,
weak from horror and nausea,
lost consciousness .

hen he came to, strong
arms were releasing him
from the pillory. He opened his
eyes and found himself staring
into the smiling face of a Cap-
tain of the Loyalist Army.
“It’s all right, Mr. Paxton.
We got here in time,” he said.
“Your fiancee has sustained
some bad bites along her legs
but she’ll certainly survive.
They’ve taken her to the dis-
pensary in the Ministry Build-
ing. She’ll be all right iIn a
couple of weeks and by then
the fleet will have reached us

and the siege should be
ditede, oo
Suddenly a blcod-curdling

scream interrupted him.
“My God, what was that?”
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mumbled Paxton weakly —
was the nightmare still not

over? .
“It’s the Black Dragon

Woman,” smiled the Captain.
“Here in China we have ways
of dealing with traitors.” And
he stepped aside so that Paxton
could see . . .

Hsui T’ang, her clothes and
mask stripped from her, lay in-

side the cage in which Dorothea -

had just been and a solider
was releasing a new set of rats
into the first partition. ‘“For-
tunately, she had quite a large
collection of these monsters,”
sald the Captain. ‘“There will
be enough to finish her off.”

Hsui T’ang screamed again,
her eyes rolling with horror, as
the soldier lifted the second
gate and the lean, ravenous
creatures scurried up her legs.

“Mr. Paxton, T imagine you
would like the honor of raising
the third gate,” said the Cap-
tain.

“Yes,” he replied and a smile
spread slowly over his features.
“Yes, I think I would like
that,” and — the smile still on
his lips — he slowly and de-
liberately gazed into the Black
Dragon Woman’s pain-filled
eyes and lifted the Gate of

True Rapture . . .
THE END



HELL'S HAREM

by Herbert Price

The spirited Arab charger Ahmed rode was black
almost as black as his demon-possessed soul!

“MyJever ask a D’jin of the

desert to fulfill a wish —
it will come true” — so wrote
the scribe Me’njab Hamu who
went on to relate the following
story which he was said to have
heard from a certain wise man
who visited Mecca.

In the sixth century of Al-
lah’s greatness there dwelt in
the Sheikdom of Bah'ra a
maiden of royal blood named
Kuala whose beauty, intelli-
gence and haughty demeanor
‘were fabled from the great
northeastern desert to the Red
Sea.

Even more fabled than these
things, however, was her event-
ual fate — which was the direct
outcome of her very pride and
cleverness, for — as the Koran

19

has stated — the woman who
knows not her place will be
brought low.

It was really all her father’s
fault. Sheik Abdul Fazan, bit-
terly disappointed that his first
born had not been a male child
who would inherit his realm,
had done the unheard-of thing
of having her educated in the
manner of a man. The finest
tutors had been brought to-
gether from all corners of the
Moslem world to instruct her
in astronomy, the sciences,
philosophy and geography. And
so it was that she had learned
that in lands to the west men
took not too many wives but
only one, and that they re-
garded them not as goods and
chattel but as unique, individu-
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al human beings whom they
loved and respected.

And so at the age of twenty-
nine, Kuala of the heart-shaped
face and great lustrous brown
eves, of the long, well shaped
legs, of the raven tresses that
fell about her shoulders like a
dark waterfall, Kuala ‘“the
proud magnificent one’” as she

was known throughout her
father’s Sheikdom, was still un-
wed.

A score of suitors had sought
her hand, most of them of great
position and wealth, but be-
cause they had owned harems,
because she would not have
been their only wife, she had
spurned them all. Her younger
sisters, who had been raised in
the traditional manner of wo-
men, had meanwhile all mar-
ried. Kuala’s father had at first
raged and threatened all man-
ner of things, but had finally
fallen into despair.

“She will never marry,” he
had confided to his Vizier bit-
terly. “She is my eternal dis-
grace, my undoing.”

“Be not too certain of that,
almighty one,” this old, wise
man had responded. ‘‘Sooner or
later every woman encounters
the one man she cannot deny.”

And he had been right. From

her handmaidens and slave-
girls Kuala began to hear ru-
mors of a Sheik to the north,
one Ahmed Kazak, who — re-
cently widowed — was said to
have never owned a harem, to
have taken enly one wife at a
time and to have remained
faithful to each in turn. And,
moreover, this Sheik was now
actively in search of a new
wife.

“Is he so ancient then,”
asked Kuala, vaguely puzzled,
“to -have out-lived half a dozen
wives?”’

“He has less than two-score
years,” her oldest and most
trusted handmaid, Tamul, re-
plied.” “And it has been said
that as he rides across the des-
ert on his magnificent black
steed the hearts of all women
who look upon him follow after
in longing. He has the strength
of a dozen men, the command-
ing presence of a prophet.
Handsome is too pale a word
to describe him . . .”

“This is the stuff of fairy
tales,” interrupted Kuala im-
patiently, not daring to believe
her ears. “What about his other
wives? What happened to
them?” '
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“It is said that two died,”
replied Tamul. “One in child-
birth, another from the plague.
A third is reputed to have dis-
appeared in the desert. Of the
others nothing is known but,
after all, the Sheik’s land 1s far
away. The journey is hard and
perilous. Many dangers await
a fragile female. One thing is
known to all, however. There
has never been a more faithful
man. Perhaps it is faithfulness
that proves too much to bear;
that drives his wives 1nto a
perilous decline or causes them
to flee. T have never under-
stood why you have always
wanted to be a man’s only
wife,” she prattled on. “Surely
it must be much more pleasant
to have the wifely duties di-
vided among a congenial group
who could be your friends and
pass the time with you. The
duties of being a wife will take
all your time if you ever do
find a3 man foolish enough to
want only one mate.”

“I realize you have never
been able to understand my
abhorrence at being one wife
among many 1n a harem .
that T must find one man whose
woman ] will be in all ways and
for all time. My heart dares

hope that there is such a man
now that I have heard of this
Ahmed.”

Then, with a sigh, Kuala
added: “I must confess that my
hopes were becoming increas-
ingly dim. My age had almost
convinced me that I had missed
the man Allah had set out for
me and I had even begun to
blame my father for educating
me into being such a displaced
creature of misery.”

“T do see a change in you,”
interjected Tamul eagerly as
she combed her mistress’s long
black hair. “Your eyes sparkle
and there is heightened color
in yvour cheeks that reveals a
fever of expectation which you
cannot deny.”

“Oh, Tamul, T have always
had the greatest respect for
your wisdom and advice,” cried
Kuala suddenly. ‘“Please help
me make this dream come true.
Tell me how I can win Ahmed
to be my faithful husband. I
will need all your wisdom and
wiles. I beg you to start in-
structing me now.”

“You are a very beautiful

. . . woman but — may Allah seize
“my tongue for so daring to

speak — you do not know how
to use this beauty,” said Tamul.
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“1 will teach you how to be a
woman if you will try to forget
that you have never thought
as one. There is much to be
undone before T can bestow the
mysteries of coquettry upon
you.”

“T will be your abject pupil.
And vou will be richly re-
warded by my father if you
succeed in this task.”

“To begin with,” said Tamul,
“we must act quickly. It is
dangerous to let a widower
search alone too long. We can-
not leave his arrival to the
fates. You must ask your father
to send a messenger to him with
an invitation to come here for
a visit at once. Since Ahmed 1is
a man with the same strange
idea as you, I would think it
wise to bring you together and
see what results. By the time
he arrives I will have taught
you all I can and the rest will
be up to you.”

And so it was done. The mes-

senger was sent and the les-
sons began. Kuala learned how
to smile and walk with insinua-
tion, how to gaze into a man’s
eyes as if he were saying the
most important things she had
ever heard and how to silence

her mouth instead of venturing
an opinion or contradiction.
They were hard lessons for her
to learn because she hated de-
ceit and felt she was burying
her real self under a simpering
mask, but she wanted to suc-
ceed so much that she ignored
her discomfort.

As the days passed, the
whole court came alive with a
fever of anticipation. Her

father made -arrangements for
elaborate entertainments and
gathered the finest foods for a
great feast. The servants had
never been busler, but they
didn’t mind because they all
wished Kuala well. She was
gentle and kind and never beat
them as some mistresses would.
In fact, on many occasions she
had saved them from beatings
— or worse. The shame of her
prolonged spinsterhood was felt
by them keenly and their
efforts were frenzied in her be-
half.

The activity continued to
build to fever pitch until the
great day actually dawned and
Sheik Ahmed arrived.

Although a man of great
wealth and power and accus-
tomed to the treatment ac-
corded a ruler of his 1mpor-
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tance, he had never been
greeted as such an honored
oguest before. After his entour-
age — which consisted of a
fifty-camel caravan and twice
as many horse-mounted caval-
ry — had been bedded down
in Sheik Abdul’s stables, he
came riding up to the palace,
alone and unattended, on his
coal-black stallion. It was a
beautiful beast, proud and vi-
cious-looking. No one watch-
ing would have dared to mount
the animal. It belonged to the
man who had broken it and

would allow no other on 1its
back.,

Kua,la watched In breathless

excitement as the beautiful-
ly matched beast and master
rode toward the stairs where
she and her father waited. Ah-
med was indeed a commanding
figure — even a slightly omin-
ous one with his black bur-
noose which was so startling
in a land where everyone wore
white to reflect the sun’s burn-
ing rays. It was almost as if
he needed to draw its warmth
into himself, thought Kuala as
she noted with a thrill of de-
light his fine, sensual features.
Soot-black hair fell over his

sun- and wind-weathered face
and his dark, hawk-like eyes
were full of questions as they
took in every detail of the wel-
come. Everything Tamul has
said about his appearance was
true, thought Kuala with a
shiver of anticipation — in-
deed, this was a man worth
waiting for.

When he dismounted and
came striding up the steps
toward her, Kuala was hard put
to remember the lessons she’d
learned so carefully. All she
could think was: ‘He 1s the one
Allah has marked for me. T will
have him.’

He smiled as they were in-
troduced and the combination
of his eyes piercing hers, his
touch, his voice and the smile
which had some mysterious
quality she couldn’t define,
made a nervous chill reach to
the very pit of her stomach.
Face to face with the one she
had dreamed of so long, she
found she couldn’t act in any
manner except the one that was
honestly hers. She glanced at
Tamul as if begging her to un-
derstand and then began to
speak to Ahmed in the manner
of the educated, intelligent per-
son she was.
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They spent the afternoon dis-
cussing many things that they
found interested them both. She
asked him about his-far off
Sheikdom and the ways that
were followed there and he
answered all her questions
without hesitation, but yet she
felt she knew as little about
his life after the questions as
before.

hat night the best enter-

tainers m Sheik Abdul Fa-
zan’s realm performed at a
great feast. There were acro-
bats, juggler’s and sword swal-
lowers and magicians — and
they were all performing at the
height of perfection. Kuala sat
next to Ahmed and every so
often she found she was staring
at his face instead of watching
the entertainment. She felt she
had known him so long for his
lhonesty and knowledge and she
prayed to Allah that he would
ask her to be his wife. If all
went as 1t had gone today, per-
haps he would make a decision
Very soon.

Suddenly the  musicians
struck up a sensuous beat that
made everyone cease their
chatter: Silk curtains at the far
end of the hall parted and out

swept Samara, the most famous
dancer in Ba’hra.

Her exquisite body, clothed
only 1n silken pantaloons,
twisted and swayed suggestive-
ly to the music. Every move-
ment brought sighs from the
rapt spectators. Kuala had
never seen her dance before,
but had heard of her through
servants’ gossip. She wasn’t
pretty — her face was too hard
and mask-like — but there was
a quality about her that held
everyone transfixed. She wove
around the floor and among the
guests and stopped in front of
Ahmed. Then she danced for
no one but him and each move-
ment was part of a message
that he seemed to understand.
His eyes burned into hers as
the flutes and drums played
faster and faster. Her sinuous
dance reached an unbearable
point and, perspiration pouring
down her, she collapsed at Ah-
med’s feet.

Suddenly, to everyone’s con-
sternation, Ahmed turned to
Sheik Abdul and made the sign
of departure. His visit had ori-
ginally been intended to last a
week but here he was already
thanking his host for his warm
hospitality and saying that his
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stay had brought him the hap-
piness he had been seeking.
Then he turned to the stunned
Kuala and whispered, “I have
come to admire your intellect
and spirit very much this day.
May Allah bring you the happi-
ness you seek, as he has
brought me mine.”

And with a swift motion he
signalled his entourage, leaned
over and swept the limp form
of Samara up into his strong
arms and strode out of the
banquet hall.

here was a stunned moment

- of silence — then a babble
of surprised excitement swept
the hall. Kuala burst into tears.
Her father, beside himself with
rage, wanted to send his war-
riors after Ahmed and slay him,
but his Vizier reminded him
that i1t was forbidden bv the
Koran to harm a guest and
that, besides, there had been no
agreement sealed between them
over Kuala.

As a matter of fact, the sub-
ject had never arisen. ‘He has
committed no offense by car-
rying off a mere dancing girl,”
he said. “She is not even a
member of your household.”

. Everyone present was dis-

tressed at the heartbreak which
Kuala could not conceal — and
yet there wasn’t a man in the
room who could help but ad-
mire the audacious virility of
agreement sealed betwen them
who wouldn’t have gladly
traded places with Samara .

Several weeks passed and
Kuala’s grief did not abate. She
was completely inconsolable.
Nothing her father did or
promised to do had any effect
and there was grave concern in
the court for her health. Tamul
had not dared say, “I told you
so,” but that was what was in
her mind. One day she could
no longer bear to see Kuala
suffer and she hesitated no
longer, but spoke.

“I can no longer keep silent,
but will tell you of a possibility
of some help for your case,”
she said. “However it is a dras-
tic remedy and you must con-
sider carefully before you de-
cide whether to try it.”

Kuala, took Tamul’s hand in

hers eagerly. “You know I -
would rather die than go on
without Ahmed. I did not be-
lieve it possible to care for any-
one so deeply. I will do any-
thing you suggest.” The tears



26 WEB TERROR STORIES

dried on her cheeks and she
fell alive for the first time since
he had left the feast.

“It is a fearful journey that
you must take, but it has been
said that for those who are
brave enough to make it, the
reward is great,” said Tamul
solemnly. “You must ride out
into the desert alone to a cer-
tain place where you will find
a sign that I will tell you of.
There you must say words
which cannot be spoken any-
where but there and you will
thus summon the D’jin who re-
sides there and who will grant
you three wishes for a terrible
price.”

Kuala’s heart sank. So this
was the hope over which she’d
become so excited! A fairy
tale! She was educated and
knew there were no D’jins.

Noting her dismay, Tamul
began to tell of many instances
when this miracle had come to
pass. Finally Kuala sighed and
said, “I have no faith in this
action. But there is nothing else
for me to do, so I will journey
into the desert.

“As you do not believe, you
undoubtedly do not care about
the price you would have to
pay, but T will tell you anyway

so that you may consider it,”
said Tamul.

“If such a creature really
exists and should f{ulfill my
wishes I would pay any price.”

T"he following day she slipped

into her father’s stable and
stole his fastest horse. Dressed
as a man — in case she should
encounter any roving Bedouins
— she galloped out into the
desert in search of this fabled
miracle worker — but with
little hope of acutally finding
him. After two days and a night
of grueling travel she finally
reached the designated spot —
an oasis known by the name of
D’jab Sumul, “the enchanted
place.”

She dismounted and gazed
about her. There was no sign
of life in any direction and she
felt a fool for having under-
taken this mad scheme. She re-
peated the words Tamul had
given her and nothing hap-
pened. She laughed bitterly.
What had she really expected
to happen? She was about to
remount her horse when all at
once a great roar burst out of
nowhere and the sand seemed
to take life and shape and swirl
about her. The noise was deaf-
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ening and the blinding sand-
storm forced her to close her
eyes. .

“I know why you have sum-
moned me.” The words rolled
across the desert like thunder
and Kuala — rigid with fear
and amzement — opened her
eyes. Towering above her in the
now quiet desert was the most
gigantic turbaned figure she
had ever seen.

“I am yours to command,”
boomed its voice. -

“T ... 1I am frightened by
one so immense,”’ quavered
Kuala. “Won’t you make your-
self smaller so that I may
speak with a steady heart?”

The giant’s laug roared for
several minutes and when she
opened her eyes again he was
a little smaller but still im-
mense. ‘“Be not afraid,” he
boomed. “I will not harm you.”

“I ... T love someone who
does not desire me,” she began
in a quavering voice. “Will you
grant me three wishes?”

“T know who you are and
of whom you speak,” rumbled
the D’jin, “and I shall grant
the wishes — but you must pay
the price that all maidens pay.”

“If T do,” replied Kuala with
a sudden stroke of clever in-

spiration, “will you guarantee
that it will not affect the out-
come of those wishes?”

The D’jin was silent a mo-
ment. “I know your wishes,”
he rumbled finally and there
was a note of sadness in his
voice, “and can but grant
them.”

Kuala was overjoyed. She
hadn’t noticed the change in
his voice. ‘“‘Very well,” she said.
“First the wishes — then do
with, me what you will.”

“State your f{first,” he rum-
bled.

She closed her eyes. “I wish
that Sheik Ahmed should ne
longer feel desire for the dancer
Samara.’”

“Granted. And the second?”

“That he desire me in the
same feverish manner that he
did her.”

“It is done — and your
third wish?”’

Suddenly overcome by joy at
the prospect of such a lifetime
of bliss, Kuala blurted out:

“That we should live forever!”

The D’jin sighed a sigh that
rippled the sands at her feet
and said, “It shall be so — but
you do not know what you are
asking. And now you must pay
— after which I shall vanish
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and you will never see me
again. Return to your father’s
house and await the outcome
of your wishes.” '

And with that the D’jn
shrank before her very eyes to
human size and, seized her
roughly. Finally, blessedly,
she lost consciousness . . .

W 7hen she came to, it was

night and the desert was
cold. Eagerly, she mounted her
waiting horse and rode back to
her father’s court. She slept for
many hours upon her arrival
and Tamul did not ask her any
questions. Then, a few days
later, a servant rushed into her
room.

“Quick, my lady, Sheik Ah-
med has arrived! He is asking
for you.”

Kuala didn’t rush. He would
wait. She had all the time in
the world. First she soaked for
awhile in perfumed bath oils
and then she had Tamul dress
her in her finest rainment.
Finally, having seen that all
was as it should be, she went
to meet him.

. Ahmed’s eyes blazed with an
intense, peculiar light as- she
approached him and he lost
no time in coming to the point.

“How was it that T could not
have seen it in your eyes the
last time I was here?’”’ he mur-

mured, his eyes never leaving

hers. “You are what I have al-
ways wanted in a woman. You
have been in my thoughts con-
stantly for the last few days.
Please, leave with me this mo-
ment. I want you to be my
wife.”

“One of many in a harem?”
she asked, feigning coldness.

He shook his head. “I have
never been a man who could
desire more than one woman.”

“Then what about Samara?”

“T have grown tired of her
of late,” he replied. “Certainly
I do not desire her as I do you.
With you I feel desire as one
does a fever.”

“And what will happen to
Samara?”

“She will be kept to enter-
tain us and to be our slave.
Come, put me off no longer, my
darling. I thirst for your body
as a Bedouin does water.”

And so Kuala’s happiness
was complete. The wedding was
the greatest that Bah’ra had
ever witnessed. True, she felt
a momentary qualm of .doubt
after the ceremony — but
hadn’t the D’jin assured her
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that her lack of purity would
not matter to Ahmed? Nor did
it actually, for he laid not a
hand on her, saying, “Wait un-
til we reach my palace,” but
she was not worried for his
every word and movement were
so obviously suffused with pas-
sionate desire held in check.
And they were going to live for-
ever! That’s all she could think
of on the journey to his Sheik-
dom. Only one thing marred
her happiness — she had
wanted to bring Tamul along
but he had been adamnt about
her coming unattended. ‘“Sa-
mara will be your handmaid,”
he had said.

Kuala was astonished at the
fortress-like castle rising out
of the vast, flat expanse of des-
ert. It must have taken thou-
sands of .men to build such an
edifice and she felt proud that
she would be its mistress.

e gates swung shut behind
them and Kuala looked
around at her new home —
then she saw Samara.

“Welcome. May T help you
prepare for my lord?”

The girl seemed humble and
willing to do anything Kuala
could ask. Gradually her jeal-

ousy left her and the excite-
ment of the moment overcame
her reserve. Samara bathed the
dust of the journey from her
body and placed a filmy robe
about her. The oils of sweet
perfume filled the air and at
last she was ready.

“I will take you to Sheik
Ahmed who 1s your lord and
who has complete power over
you,” Samara said. |

Kuala shivered expectantly
and was led down a long flight
of steps and into a very dark
room.

“Come over here,” said Sa-
mara.

Suddenly Kuala felt a pierc-
ing pain about her waist as a
vise-like grip of sharp metal
closed around her. “Wha . .
What’s happening?’” she cried
out. A candle was lit and as
her eyes became accustomed
to its light Kuala peered about
her. The room was filled with
strange instruments. There was
a ladder-shaped piece of wood
with sharp slats, there were
irons and brands and chains
and every sort of device to
create pain and to torture that

had ever been conceived by the
human brain.

“Why have you brought me
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here?” she gasped. “I don’t un-
derstand . . .”

The door of the chamber
swung open and Ahmed en-
tered. “I see Samara has pre-
pared you,” he said. “You
know,” he added, uncoiling a
huge black leather whip, “when
Samara danced for me that first
time 1 visited your {father’s
Sheikdom, I read in her eyes
and movements that she shared
my passion for pain. Mine to
give, hers to receive — we com-
municated the thought to each
other wordlessly. At the time
I had no idea, however, that
you also were one of us. The
thought occurred to me later —
as I remembered you. A very
strange occurrence — one that
has never happened to me be-
fore. Now I have no desire for
Samara in the old way. 1 de-
sire only your pain and our
pleasure in it. Samara ‘will help
me bring it to you.”

The spiked chain cutting into
Kuala’s waist dug in even fur-
ther as they raised her from
the ground, and she felt a
trickle of warm Dblood start
down her body from each

wound. She started screaming
at the first cut of the lash and
the second tore her robe from
her body. She realized through
the pain that they were taking
turns beating her. Her screams
rose and fell with each stroke.
She knew that the pain she felt
today was but a grain of sand
in the vast desert of pain which
would be her eternity. He would
desire her in this way through
their endless life together. With
the full realization of her fate,
her loudest screams mingled
with broken, hysterical laugh-
s 5%

And so, throughout the ages
— as the scribe Men’jab Hamu
concluded this story which he’d
heard from the wise man who
visited Mecca — throughout
the centuries, wherever an Arab
is beating his woman, whether
in a Bedouin tent in the great
desert or in the slums of some
Moslem city, the man’s whip-
wielding hands are those of
Ahmed, and the cries and the
pain belong to the beautiful and
haughty Kuala, the maiden too
clever to know her place . ..

THE END
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by D. H. Symonds

What dread secret frightened the natives away
from the lush Aegean paradise?

The broiling hot sun beat

down on the man who was
bent over, pick in hand, care-
fully digging in the baked
earth. His shirt clung to his
back and sweat trickled down
his face. He stood up and, shad-
ing his eyes from the glare,
looked out over the shimmer-
ing, deep blue expanse of Ae-
gean — unbroken except for a
small, speck-like island on the
horizon. He stared at the speck
for quite a while and then went
back to his labors.

Professor James Ashley was
a well-built man in his late for-
ties. He had a rather handsome,
weather-beaten face and pierc-
ing blue eyes. His sun-bleached
hair was covered by a floppy
white hat which kept slipping
forward over his face as he
worked.
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Carefully and patiently he
toiled, trying to uncover some
archeological evidence to sup-
port the theory which had been
his life’s work.

He wasn’t a wealthy man so
he found it necessary to teach
archeology to advanced stu-
dents at Moran University, but
every summer he came back to
the Greek islands, as he had for
thirty years, to carefully search
out evidence to prove that the
voyages of Ulysses had in fact
occurred — that Ulysses had
been a real man, not just a
mythical figure, and that he
had travelled to many islands,
but that Homer in his 24-book
epic, The Odyssey, had em-
broidered his travels with ele-
ments of magic and ancient lore
which had transformed the
whole thing into mythelogy.
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Professor Ashley had deter-
mined early in his career that
if he could prove his theory, a
secure niche in history awaited
him. He would be as famous as
Heinrich Schliemann whose dis-
covery of the actual site of
Troy had assured his immor-
tality. And that was the one
thing above all others that mo-
tivated him. He would sacrifice
anybody or anything, even his
own health, to achieve immor-
tality.

Over the years, Ashley had
checked every ancient and
modern reference to the voy-
ages and had determined, in his
own mind at least, that the is-
land of the Cyclops was actual-
ly the modern Greek island of
Gavdos, that the Sirens had in-
habited remote XKrios Island
and that Phaeacia was the mod-
ern Stampalia. He had spent
many summers digging on each
of these islands in turn but,
while discovering many pottery
shards of Ulysses’” millenium,
had turned up nothing which
would actually have proven his
contention.

The last three summers he
had spent on Skiathos Island
which he was sure was the an-
cient Aeaea where Ulysses had

fallen under the influence of
Circe and where his men had
been turned temporarily into
swine, but without finding any-
thing of certain value, and so
this summer he had come to the
1sland of Amorgos which he was
just as sure was the mythical
Ogygia where the beautiful, en-
trancing Calypso had detained
Ulysses for seven years after
he had landed alone, having lost
his ship and crew in a wreck
at sea.

Calypso had fallen in love

with him and had kept him
on the island until the gods had
compelled her to allow him to
continue his journey. If Ashley
could find any evidence of a
queen by that name and of that
millenium on this island, his
chain of evidence, albeit cir-
cumstantial, would be complete
and he could at least advance
his theory in solid, scholarly
fashion.

But there was still one puz-
zle he would first have to solve
— and 1t was a tough one.
There were two years in Ulys-
ses’ voyages that were unac-
counted for; two years that
must be reconstructed before
his theory would carry any
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weight at all. These were the
two years that had passed be-
tween his shipwreck and his
arrival, alone, on Ogygia . ..
Professor Ashley straightened
up, stretched his back and
gazed out to sea. Once again
he found his eyes drawn to that
tiny, speck-like 1island. He
made a menta] note to ask the
local Greek fishermen if it was
inhabited and whether they had
ever found any pottery shards
on it. If they had, it might be
worth a trip out to investigate.

Two other people were dig-
ging a little way off from the
Professor. Margo Neff and Bill
Ford were the two most bril-
liant students that Ashley had
ever had. They had each taken
jobs at the University after
they’d completed their post-
graduate work so that they
would be free to travel and
work with the Professor during
the summers. They shared his
dream of establishing the truth
of Ulysses’ journey and were
as dedicated to the search as
the Professor. Of course, he
would get the glory, but as his
assistants they would get a bit
of reflected fame.

Margo realized that as a
woman she would need recogni-

tion or she would fail as an
archeologist. This was one field
where women were really dis-
criminated against. Very few
even attempted to enter the
profession, but from the time
she’d been a little girl and had
read about the great discoveries
in Egypt, she had wanted to be
one who actually uncovers the
physical evidence of the glor-
ious past.

She’d had to be much better
and study harder than any male
to make the grades she had,
and even then Professor Ashley
had been reluctant to admit
that she was good enough to
accompany him on his expedi-
tions. This was her second sum-
mer in the islands and sh’d
been of great help and found
many valuable artifacts, but
had gotten so little credit that
she was beginning to wonder
about her future with the Pro-
fessor.

Bill Ford stopped digging to

rest, and watched the skill
ful way that Margo worked the
dirt. If there was anything
there, she wouldn’t miss it. He
admired her very much, but
he’d always been puzzled by
the fact that such a strikingly
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- attractive girl would devote
herself to such a thankless job.
Her coppercolored hair
gleamed in the sun and her
lithe body never seemed to tire.
Bill knew how hard she worked
and he felt a bit guilty. He was
sure that when they did solve
the puzzle, Professor Ashley
would give her little credit.
He’d already praised Bill much
more than he deserved and
when the - accolades were
handed out he would fare much
better than Margo, he was sure.

Each time Bill asked her why
she was so dedicated, she’d re-
ply that this discovery would
even overshadow that of King
Tutenkhamon’s tomb, and she
was determined to be in on 1it.
She didn’t even have any time
for romance, reflected Bill sour-
ly. Here they were in the per-
fect setting for the most highly
romantic affair and she would
have nothing but fellow-work-
er’'s camaraderie. KEvery so
often Bill would give romance
another try, but he was always
rebuffed. He knew he wasn’t
unattractive; he’d almost. had
to fight off the girls at college,
so his ego was pretty badly
mauled by her behavior. It
made him much more aware of

her than he wanted to be.

Small knots of curious Iis-
landers — rugged Greek fisher-
men with knotted, leathery
faces — would come and watch
the trio work for a while, then
shrug and wander off, leaving
new watchers to take their
place.

At high noon the Professor
and his two assistants stopped
work and sought refuge from
the broiling sun under a nearby
clump of olive trees. There they
ate their lunch of bread and
coat’s cheese, washed down by
Retsina wine. Then they leaned
back and rested drowsily, wait-
ing for the sun to pass on from
directly overhead. Nobody on
Amorgos worked during these
hottest hours of the day and
there was quite a gathering of
islanders sitting beneath the
trees on the hillside.

he Professor called out to
them in modern Greek, ask-
ing if one would be willing to
give him some information. An
old man with a lined, weather-
beaten face and a huge black
mustache rose and came over
to his side.
“What is the name of that
island out there?’”’ he asked.
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The man hesitated a mo-
ment. “It is called Ios, the en-

chanted place.”
“Enchanted?”’

“Yes. No one ever goes
there,”” .the old man replied un-
easily. “The fishing off it is
said to be good and yet we do
not go there. I am eighty years
old and have never been there.
My father, and his father be-
tore him, never went there.
This is how it has always
been.”

“But why?” insisted Ashley,
imediately sensing a possible
lead.

This time the old man paused
even longer before replying. “It
1s well-known throughout the
island that you are seeking evi-
dence of the voyages of the
anclent one you call Ulysses,”
he said finally, “and we have
all feared the day when you
would ask about the island.”

“Yes? Go on, speak, man!”
said the Professor excitedly.

“It has long been a tradi-
tional story among our people
that the one you call Ulysses
did not lose his ship in a
storm,” said the old fisher-
man, speaking with maddening
slowness, “but that he landed
out there on that island. All his

men are said to have vanished
there and only Ulysses himself,
after two terrible years of some
unknown but unspeakable
agony, managed to escape,
swimming over to this island
where he then remained for
seven years, recuperating. Such
terrible things are said to have
happened to him there that the
ancient poet could not bear to
tell of them and invented the
shipwreck story instead.” The
old man shrugged. “Only a silly
superstition perhaps but it is
said that a few hundred years
ago two of our people did go
there. One landed and the other
stayed just off shore in the
boat. The man who ventured
ashore was never seen again.
The other returned but his hair
was white and he babbled in-
coherently for the rest of his
days .. .”

But Ashley was no longer lis-
tening. He was thinking that at
last he’d found it — the an-
swer to the missing two years!
Not only that, but the possibil-
ity of finding tangible evidence
of Ulysses’ visit was very
strong as the island had re-
mained uninhabited and undis-
turbed since early times. He
must go there and without de-
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lay!

The old Greek fisherman

watched the Professor jump
up and go to speak with his
helpers. All three of them then
rushed down the hill and across
the sand to where the motor-
boat on which they’d come
from the mainland was
beached. Shoving it out into the
surf and leaving the extra row-
boat behind, they climbed into
it and the motor spluttered to
life. The old man shook his
head. There should be more
attention paid to the old stor-
1es, he thought. These foreign
fools would learn . . .

Each of the trio was busy
with his own thoughts and
hopes as they approached the
mysterious island. Next to the
Protessor, the most excited was
Margo. She’d begun to feel that
Ashley wouldn’t allow her to
continue with him next year.
He was jealous of her skill
and mistrusted her ambition
which rivalled his own. So if
they could find the answer now
she would have part of the
credit. If this year didn’t bring
the final proof of his theory all
her work would have been for
- nothing. The answer simply

had to be on this island that
was getting ever nearer. -

Bill hoped the island would
hold the key, too. He was un-
comfortable at the tensions that
were building up among them
and he wanted to solve this
riddle and go on to some new
project. The Professor would
never go on to something new.
This would be his crowning
achievement, hiss pass to im-
mortality.

Slowly the boat eased onto
the shore. The Professor raised
the motor and then he and Bill
pulled it up onto the sand. The
island was overgrown with
heavy foliage — which was
strange for that area, thought
the Professor as they fought
their way through the under-
growth, heading inland. The
trees were so thick it was ac-
tually hard to see more than a
few steps ahead. Then sudden-
ly they saw them! Huge women,
seven and eight feet tall, dressed
in short leather tunics. There
were at least fifty of them.
Amazons! thought the Profes-
sor incredulously. But how . . .?

he Amazon leader had jet
black hair and cruelly sens-
uous features. She made a sign.
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The men were seized and their
hands  bound behind them.
Margo was treated more gent-
ly. .

They were led to a clearing.
The men were hung between
two trees by leather thongs
around their wrists and ankles.
The Amazons seemed over-
joyed at their catch. They
leaped and danced about the
helpless men as if they were
delightful new toys.

The men seemed stunned but
Margo was more curious than
frightened. These Amazons
must have captured Ulysses
and his men in just such a man-
ner. These were ancient women
— but how had they survived?
As she pondered these things
the leader came to where she
stood.

“You will not be harmed if
you do as I say,” she said n
Ancient Greek — which Margo
like the others, was conversant
in. “It has been so long since
we’'ve had any men here. It
will be such pleasure to tame
them. Who are they, and how
1s 1t that they came here?”

In halting Greek, Margo told
their story and the leader
smiled. “It must be the gods
themselves who brought you

here,” she said, ‘“the gods who
have taken pity on us at last —
for, you see, we exist only when
men come to the island. Ulys-
ses and his men were practical-
ly our last visitors except for
isolated islanders who let curi-
osity overshadow caution. We
are starved for men. It 1s ex-
citing that they are scholars.
You will help us break them.”
“I? No, I couldnt.”

“We have nothing against
you,” said the leader who told
Margo that her name was
Nausicaa. “It is men we hate.
But if you do not join us you
will have to join them in their
torment. You would be wise to
work with us.”

As Nausicaa spoke, Margo
began to realize what she
meant. The Amazon drew a
long, black coil from her tunic
and walked to where the men
hung. She snapped the supple
whip and brought it cracking
down across the back of the
Professor. His head flew back,
but he made no sound. The
other women gathered around
and each had her own instru-
ment of pain. One had barbed
spikes she had fashioned from
wood and she leaped about the
helpless men, prodding them



NIGHTMARE ISLAND 39

with her agonizing thorns until
their blood trickled from the
gashes in their flesh. The whips
never stopped and they hung
there, their clothing in shreds,
the women laughing and pok-
ing their torn bodies.

“T'his was the treatment we
gave Ulysses and his men so
- you shouldn’t mind too much,”
called Nausicaa who was ex-
hausted from her exercise. “We
can show you every detail of
the entertainments we provided
those men. They lasted quite a
long time, too. I hope you do as
well.”

“They haven’t come to harm
you!” cried Margo who was
sickened at the gory perform-
ance. “Why do you make them
suffer so?”

“They are men.
enough.”

The pain-filled orgy ceased
and the women rested.

“We want them to be our
guests a long time. But me
must make them shriek with
agony,” Nausicaa told Margo.
“Now it is your turn to take
the whip.”

She thrust the coiled black
length of leather into Margo’s
hand and stared commanding-
ly into her eyes. “Go on, beat

That 1is
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them.”

“I can’t do it,” whimpered
Margo. “I’ve never hurt any-
one in my life.”

“If you don’t beat them we
will string you up next to them
and you will feel the lash in-
stead.”

Margo still wasn’t able to
beat these men with whom she
had worked so closely. The
Amazons seized her and, while
one of the giant women held
her, Nausicaa let her whip play
the girl’s body. She
screamed at the first lick.

They let the lash fall several
more times after she’d
screamed her surrender. And
when they stopped they knew
they wouldn’t have any more
trouble with Margo again.
They put the whip in her hand
and she stood in back of the
Professor.

The first lash was rather
weak and the women growled
their disapproval. The second
was stronger and as she found
the rhythm, the pace and power
increased to amad crescendo.
When she fell panting to the
ground the amazons were cheer-
ing her lustily.

After she’d rested they sig-
nalled her to continue with Bill.
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She’d always been rather fond
of him and it was hard for her
to begin, but then she remem-
bered the pain and her whip
rose and fell with gusto. At
last Bill could stand no more
— he shuddered and a scream
from his very bowels filled the
alr.

The women touched his
shuddering body and laughed
exultantly. Nausicaa was dis-
appointed that he’d broken so
swiftly. Now that he had given
in they had no further use for
him., The women swarmed
around him and — with their
great strength — actually tore
him limb from limb.

Margo turned away, horror
and disgust welling up inside
her, but the Professor cried out
defiantly: “I sall be like Ulys-
ses. He survived your hellish
tortures and escaped. I shall
withstand the pain and then I,
too, will escape, taking the
knowledge I have found here
back to civilization. It will
bring me fame and no matter
what I suffer here, the price
will not be too high.”

ausicaa came and stood be-
fore him. She seemed to be
in deep thought. Then she sum-

moned some of the. Amazons.
“Go get the souvenirs of his
voyage that Ulysses left with
us,” s e said. “The clothing,
jewelry, things from the ship,
and place them before this
man. Let him look upon his
proofs. Let him see the objects
he has been seeking and let
him know he will never escape
unless we permit him to leave
for our own reasons.”

The objects were placed at
the Professor’s feet and he
strained at his bonds and al-
most cried out when he saw
them.

Margo knew what they
meant to him and she thought
this must be a greater torture
than the whipping had been.
She went over and examined
the treasure. Here was the
proof they had sought lying at
the feet of her teacher, al-
most within his grasp. She
touched each object lovingly
and she could hear a low moan
that the Professor couldn’t
stifle.

“And don’t dream of escap-
ing,”” Nausicaa said to him
tauntingly. “Ulysses was per-
mitted to leave because of the
interference of the gods after
we had broken all his men. He
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was a fine specimen, with great
courage. Do you expect the
gods to speak for you?”
The Amazon leader’s lash
struck the Professor’s mouth
and blood ran down the side
of his jaw. Still he didn’t cry
out. His silence enraged the
Amazons and they began their
tortures with renewed energy.
The man was barely alive and
yet he wouldn’t give in. His
dream of fame and glory kept
him going and he clung to that
dream through the most hide-
ous waves of pain which man
could endure. When he had
reached a point bordering on
death, the leader called a halt.

t was obvious to her that no

amount of torture would
break this man. They would
kill him before he cried out and
they would count that as a de-
feat. He must crack and be
humiliated before them or the
victory would be his. As Nau-
sicaa thought, she came upon
the one weapon that would con-
quer him, and she smiled. She
waited for him to recover his
strength and while she waited,
her joy grew into a roaring
laugh of pure pleasure that
filled the air.

Later she stood before him,

her cruel, dark eyes feasting
on his face. She wanted to be
sure she missed no part of this
man’s disintegration.

“Before we go on with our
hospitality,” she said, “lI have
some news which should inter-
est you. Do you see all these
objects that are the proof of
Ulysses’ actual existencer” She
pointed to the pile at his feet,
but it wasn’t really necessary,
for his eyes had never leit
them for a moment. “l have
decided,” she continued slowly
and emphatically, ~“that your
female assistant should be
allowed to take them back to
civilization so that the cradit
and glory will belong to her
instead of to you. Thus the im-
mortality will belong to a
woman and you will be for-
gotten. What do you think of
my plan?”

For a moment there was no
response. Then, as the full 1m-
port of her words struck him,
he began to sob. His cries tore
the air and there was never a
more anguished or defeated
man. Even the pain could no
longer be controlled and the
waves of agony washed over
his body. He closed his eyes
and prepared for death . . .
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And then suddenly there was
no more pain. Professor Ash-
ley opened his eyes and . . .
but, no, it couldn’t be! He
rubbed his eyes. He was sit-
ting under the olive tree on
Amorgos. Nearby lay the half-
finished boettle of Retsina wine
and goat’s cheese. On the dis-
tant horizon was the speck-
like island. The sun was still
high in the sky. A dream! The
whole thing had been a pre-
posterous dream, brought on
by too much wine and sun! He
must have dozed off aifter
questioning that old Greek
fisherman about the distant
island . . .

He was wide awake now and
eager to get started for the
island. He glanced around,
looking for Bill and Margo,
but except for a knot of 1s-
landers standing high up on the
hillside looking out to sea, there
was no one to be seen. He
grew impatient. Where were
they just when he needed
them? Then he stopped. Why
did he need them after all?
If he went alone, the glory of
discovery would be his alone.
Grabbing up his- excavation
tools, he ran down to the

water. Damn! The motor boat
was gone. Those two fools must
be taking a joy ride around the
island. But he wasn’t going to
let that stop him. It would be
a long row but it would be
worth 1t. Throwing his tools
into the rowboat, he pushed it
out in the water, leaped in and
frantically began to row . . .
The old Greek fisherman
with the lined face and large
black mustache watched from
the hilltop. A yonger man came
up and greeted him and they
both watched the solitary
figure in the rowboat grow
smaller and smaller as he
neared the forbidden island.

“lI wonder why he is going
back out there,” mused the
younger man finally. “Especial-
ly since the girl said they had
found all the proofs of Ulys-
ses’ existence they needed when
she loaded the motorboat and
set out for the mainland yester-
day. Do you think he is going
to try to find his other assist-
ant?”’

The old man just shrugged.
“Who knows? Who really
cares? They’re crazy foreign-
ers.”” But then he shook his
head gravely. “Still,”” he said,
“more attention should be paid
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to the old stories . ..”
THE END
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DANCE WITH

THE DEVIL

by Arthur Winston

Their road across the witch-infested moors led
siraignt into the jaws of Doom!

Four black steeds pounded

across the desolate moors.
The carriage from Salisbury to
Bath jounced and swayed fear-
fully in their wake. Heavy fog
swirled about it and through
the black night. Occasionally
the full moon would dart from
behind a cloud and then swift-
ly disappear, leaving the car-
riage to be swallowed up in the
surrounding gloom again.

The four passengers bounced
up and down as the wheels hit
stones or ruts in the dirt road
over which they swayed. Sud-
denly the servant gir] sitting
next to the window gave a cry
of alarm.
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“Oh, look, Sir! There’s some-
thing fearful out there on the
moors!”’

Her master put his arm pro-
teotively about his frightened
wife’s shoulders and they
peered out into the blackness
to where the girl was pointing.
There, flitting across the deso-
ate wastes, were fiery, phos-
phorescent shapes which seemed
to be doing a ghostly dance as
they appeared and then dis-
appeared from sight.

“Oh, what- are they, Sir?
They look like burning souls
from hell!” cried the servant
girl, her usually pink cheeks
drained of color, her blue eyes
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wide with terror.

As they watched the wierdly
changing shapes, the two wo-
men in the carriage trembled.

The mysterious stranger who
had gotten on at Wilton leaned
forward and gazed out also.

“They are nothing to be
afraid of,” he finally an-
nounced sepulchrally. “It is a
perfectly natural occurence out
here on the moors known some-
times as jack o’ lantern or
will-o’-the-wisp but called more
scientifically marsh light, it
being caused by the decomposi-
tion of vegetable matter which
forms gases that ignite and
burn in that eerie way.”

He paused, then added mys-
teriously: “It should not be
that innocent light, a mere
plaything of nature, but the
very real evil out there on the
moors that should strike ter-
ror into your souls.”

As he spoke, George and
Elizabeth Darcy and their serv-
ant, Amy Osborne, stared at
him transfixed. They had felt
uneasy ever since the carriage
had stopped to change horses
and driver at Wilton, and this
spectral figure dressed com-
pletely in black had become
their co-passenger. His manner

was cold and forbidding and
the ride had been silent until
now. George recognized that
the stranger must be a man of
some importance and his man-
ner of dress revealed him as an
orthodox Puritan — one of the
aroup that almost immediately
upon the outbreak of the rebel-
upon the outbreak of the Re-
bellion in 1642 had taken con-
trol of the government.

t was now almost three years

since England had fallen into
the hands of these gloomy and
supersitious fanatics and the
country was now almost 1n a
state of anarchy. George was
very curious about  the
stranger’s last comment and
was wondering how to question
him when Amy blurted out:
“Evil, Sir? Is there really evil
out there?”

The deep sepulchral tones of
the stranger filled the carriage.
“I can assure you, my child,
that the blackest of evil deeds
and doers abound on these
moors. I have much knowledge
of this.”

“How can you speak with
such certainty?” demanded
George, who by now was won-
dering if the man might not
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be a bit mad.

The stranger hesitated but a
moment. He wasn’t used to be-
ing doubted. His annoyance
was obvious as he said, “I
have been journeying from
place to place for the past two
years and my work has been
most successful. T am an emis-
sary of our present Parliament.
I carry out their work of find-
ing witches.”

At the mention of witches
the women gasped and drew
their cloaks about them.
George, on the other hand, felt
distinct hostility toward the
stranger now. He knew about
the men with this wierd occu-
pation. They were well paid for

their ferreting zeal and general-

ly feared by the populace at
large. Often their callous, even
brutal, Instincts were barely
concealed beneath a veneer of
fanatical devotion to the cause
of “righteousness.” A rum lot,
thought George, and — remem-
bering that these witch hunters
invariably travelled with an
assistant — he wondered at
this one being alone.

Having overcome their initial
fear, the women were now
pressing the man with ques-

tions.

“What do witches look like?
How can you tell a witch from
an ordinary woman? Do they
always confess or do you find
sometimes that there has been
a mistake?”’

“Witches are sometimes mys-
terious and stately women,” the

stranger replied, apparently
pleased to be so drawn out,
“sometimes foul and {ilthy

hags, but both are equally ter-
rible and potent with evil. It
sometimes takes great skill and
diligence to unmask them.
They practice all manner of
foul rites in worshipping the
devil and call upon the dark
spirits to assist them in their
evil deeds. They summon the
winds and subterranean de-
mons to their aid and by their
charms can draw the very
moon from the skies. Midnight
is the hour of their incantations
and the brain could easily be-
come unsettled by their de-
baucheries.”

“But how do you know
this?” demanded George skep-
tically. “Have you ever wit-
nessed these things?”

“I know from the evidence
gathered for the Assizes,” re-
plied the witch hunter, sensing
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George’s disbelief. “One of the
most shocking cases was of a
woman who had inherited su-
pernatural powers which had
descended in her family from
one generation to another. She
had been devoted to Satan
when only seven years old. She
had dedicated herself body and
soul, her will, her every wish
and movement to the powers
of hell. She had regularly par-
ticipated in the sacrifices, blas-
phemies and debauchery of the
Sabbat, which she described in
her confession. Although phy-
sically beautiful to gaze upon,
she was a most loathsome crea-
ture to whom had been re-
vealed the awful secrets of the
pit, whose eyes had seen un-
moved the torments of dunnest
hell.”

“What is a Sabbat?” asked
Elizabeth, who was as fasci-
nated by this unknown subject
as Amy.

“I hesitate to say since it is
so foul, but perhaps if you be-
come aware of the evil that
surrounds you, you may guard
the better against it,” mused
the stranger, then added: “Yes.
I will tell you of this unspeak-
 able ceremony so that you may

learn and profit from it. The
votaries, or followers of Satan,
cather in some desolate spot
and have a feast with much
wine. They sing bawdy songs
and perform lewd dances. This
goes on for a week with each
day having its own observance,
proceeding to the most infa-
mous conjunctions. Then at
midnight, on Friday, the Black
Mass to Satan is performed
where the altar is the scene of
every defilement. And the hor-
ror is that the witches and their
followers are as devoted in
their worship of evil as others
are in the true worship of good.
They perform human sacrifice
and then examine the entrails
for the sake of divining the
future.”

“And that witch confessed to
all these terrors?’”’ shuddered
Amy who couldn’t decide
whether it might not have been
better to remain ignorant of
such matters.

“Sometimes the witches don’t
confess at first,” the stranger
replied. ‘“That one was es-
pecially stubborn. But I have
been very successful in secur-
ing confessions even though it
does take persistence and ski}l.”
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The little group pressed more

questions on the stranger
who was asked to describe the
means of getting the witches to
confess to their vile crimes. He
hesitated at first, but his desire
to boast overcame caution and
he said: “When a woman 18
suspected of being a witch 1
appoint searchers who take her
into a room and strip her. Then
she is searched for the devil’s
mark. It is found, and then I
ask her to confess. If she re-
fuses she is placed upon a table
in an uncomfortable posture
and kept awake for several
days. She is given neither food
nor drink. If she still won’t
confess we attempt to walk the
devil from her and we force
her to keep walking until her
feet are giant blisters.”

“T also have a common
prober assist me,” he continued.
“He is an expert with needles
and can probe the suspect to
find the insensible spot where
the devil has marked his own.
If all else fails, we swim the
witch. Her thumbs and great
toes are tied across and she
is let down by a rope tied about
her waist into a running stream
or pond. If she sinks without
a struggle she might be cleared,

but if she tries to swim her
guilt is evident. I have dis-
covered over three hundred
witches in these various man-
ners and they have all either
been hanged or burned alive.”

The women couldn’t under-
stand the proud manner In
which the witch hunter recited
this ghastly tale. They shud-
lered and had to look away
from his feverish eyes.

“Last July at Berwick I col-
lected thirty women in the town
hall,” he went on. “They were
stripped and the prober, who
was a real artist at his work,
was given free rein with them.
They all confessed in time.”

A vision of the trail of blood
and misery which had marked
this stranger’s passage through
the countryside contiued to un-
fold, and his audience won-
dered whether the horror they
felt was because of the account
of witches and their doings or
at the man himself. His meth-
ods had aroused them all to a
oreat disgust and loathing for
the whole business.

George couldn’t resist a final
question. “You said they were
out here on these very moors?”

The black cloaked figure
nodded. “This wvast, chalky
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plain is covered with ancient,
pre-brittanic ruins which the
witches inhabit. Especially the
great ones ol Stonehenge. If 1
could capture that coven it
would be my crowning achieve-
ment, but they are very clever.
It would be no small feat to
catch them unawares.”

he carriage rattled on

through the blackness and
suddenly the blood-chilling wail
of a baying hound shattered
the stillness outside.

Amy, the servant girl, shud-
dered. “I'm glad we’re safe
and warm inside here,” she
said, trying to cheer herself.

Moments later she wished
she’d never spoken for the car-
riage suddenly gave a terrific
lurch and they were all thrown
out of their seats as the vehicle
- dragged to a stop.

“What happened? What is
it?”’ they were all asking at
once as they clambered out.

The driver was standing on
the road holding part of the
right-front wheel in his hand.
“Split right down the middle,”
he said in a puzzled tone.
“Looks to me as if it’s been
tampered with ., . .”

“So,” said the black-cloaked

stranger in that chilling, sepul-
chral voice of his, “I was afraid
of that. They knew I was com-
ing.” A note of urgency could
be heard now as he added:
“We are all in great danger. I
sent a letter to the minister of
Bath telling him to have all in
readiness because I was going
to come there to investigate
reports of witches in the sur-
rounding villages and that my
visit would be a sudden one,
They must have gotten their
hands on that letter. It would
be a great triumph if they could
capture me. They believe that
the sacrifice of a witch finder
is the one which pleases Satan
the most.”

He paused, then said thought-
fully: “We cannot stay here in
the coach where they would
surely find wus. That baying
hound means that there is hu-
man habitation not far from
here. We will continue on foot,
staying very close together, and
if we should meet anyone, say
nothing of what I have told
you. We have one thing in our
favor. They believe the one to
be sacrificed must come to the
Sabbat of his own free will.
They use many kinds of trick-
ery, but as long as we keep
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_silent and stay together we
shall be safe. We are an ordi-
nary enough group of travellers
and they do not know what I
look like. In each area I use a
new disguise.” He turned to
them. “If any of you should
discbey my orders you will
answer to the Parliament.”

For the first time, George Dar-
cy felt definitely uneasy.
He glanced at his wife and at
Amy. Fear shone in their faces.
A feeling of the abnormal, a
premonition of some hidden,
“secret danger clawed at his in-
nards; it was as real as an icy
hand, but at the same time as
intangible as the darkness and
fog that swirled around them.

“Driver, you stay with the
horses,” he heard the witch
hunter saying. “The rest of you
come with me.” And with
hearts filled with dread, the
little party stepped hesitantly
into the menacing blackness,
following his ghostly form as
it was illumined every now and
then by a briefly emerging
moon.

The going was very slow for
they had to be careful not to
wander from the rutted road
into the surrounding moors, but

not more than ten minutes had
passed when, the moon once
again emerging Dbriefly, they’
spied the faint shape of a house
a few hundred yards up the
road.

“Oh, thank God,” breathed
Elizabeth fervently, seeing the
Inn sign creaking in the wind.
“We won’t have to spend the
night out on the moors after
all.” Relief swept over the en-
tire party now that rescue was
in sight.

It was momentarily dashed,
however, when two great
hounds came bounding out of
the darkness to meet them.
Teeth bared, they growled and
snarled as they circled the
frightened travellers who had
halted in their tracks.

Suddenly the door of the inn
burst open and the figures of
a man and woman stood out-
lined against a fire burning in
the grate behind them.

“Who’s out there?” called
the man.

“We were travelling on the
coach to Bath but lost a wheel,”
shouted George. “Could we find
food and shelter for the night?
There are only four of us. My-
self, my wife, and maidservant

_and a gentleman who was on
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the coach with us. We’ll pay

you well.”
“I hope the pay is what we
expect,” growled the Inn-

keeper’s wife after the dogs had
been called off and the party
was-entering the Inn.

“It will be ample,” replied
George, thinking that she was
complaining at being awakened
at such a late hour,

The Innkeeper himself was a

small, wiry man with sandy-
colored hair. He had large, ham-
like hands that didn’t seem to
go with the rest of his build
and George wondered what
kind of work would develop
hands of such power. His wife,
who was taking their cloaks,
was a statuesque, titian-haired
woman who had an air of au-
thority and strength about her,
Neither of them looked like an
ordinary innkeeping couple.
They lacked the settled, home-
spun qualities that were com-
mon among these types — and
yet George was too glad of the
shelter to question their looks
too deeply. The Innkeeper
asked an inordinate number of
questions, but the women were
silent and the men said only
that they had business in Bath,

After they had rested, a table
was laid for them before ‘the
fire and they all sat down to a
hot meal. As the warmth pene-
trated their chilled bodies, the
travellers relaxed and George
began to talk with the Inn-
keeper. He asked about life at
the Inn and about the sur-
rounding countryside. ‘“I’ve
never been on Salishbury Plain
before,” he said, “but its chalky

wastes seem uninhabitable to—

me. How do you manage to live
in such desolation, with only
the witches for company?”

At the mention of witches
the whole company stopped
eating and stared at George.
He realized his mistake and
tried to cover the slip, but it
had ruined the mood of relaxa-
tion. After dinner they all went
to their rooms,

Amy lay in her bed trying to
get warm and thinking how
strange this journey had be-
come. She had looked forward
to going to Bath ever since her
mistress had told her they
would be going for a long visit
with the master’s uncle who
was old and ill and who had
sent for them to come and man-
age his estate. Someday they
would probably inherit all his
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wealth and she was happy for
them. They treated her very
well and she felt devoted to
them. As she lay musing about
the future, she thought she
- heard a sound in the room but
she wasn’t aware of another
person’s presence until just be-
fore the blow fell and she lost
CONSciousness . . . :
lizabeth Darcy shook her
sleeping husband. She had
been awakened by a voice call-
ing their names and she was
frightened. “George, someone’s
calling us,” she said. “It sounds
like . Amy’s voice but it’s com-
ing from outside the window.”
George leaped up and raised
the window. Thick fog came
swirling in. He could see noth-
ing. “Amy?” he called.
“I’'m down here, Mr. Darcy,”

her voice wailed. “Oh, help me!

I’'ve gotten locked out!”

“Pll come with you,” said
“Elizabeth as he struggled into
his clothes. ‘““The poor child
must be terrified.”

George found a lantern
downstairs and lit it but it was
useless in fog so thick that he
could barely see his hand be-
fore his face. He opened the
door and called Amy’s name.

Her reply came from farther
off than before. “Ch, Mr. Dar-
cy, I can’t find the house.” -

“You wait here,” George said
to Eliabeth. “I’'m going after
her.”

“0Oh, no, you’re not going to
leave me here alone,” she said
and, pulling her wrapper tight-
ly about her, Elizabeth followed
her husband out into the fog.

“Here, take my hand,” said
George, “or we’ll become sepa-
rated. Amy, can you see our
light? he called. “Come toward
i, ”

Her voice seemed almost on
top of them. “Here I am, over
here, Mr. Darcy.” They hur-
ried toward where it had come
from, calling to her, but this
time her voice came from fur-
ther away. After a few min-
utes, George realized that they
could no longer see the Inn.
My God, he thought, we’re lost
out on the moors! But as the
feeling of helpless terror began
to mount, he suddenly heard
Amy’s voice again. -

“Mr. Darcy,” she wailed.
“Where are you? I’ve found the
Inn.”

_ Relief flooded George’s heart.
He breathed a sigh of relief.
“Light the lantern over the
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door,” he called, “We’ll find
our way to it.”

After a few moments, a tiny
glow of light showed up to
_their right. ‘“There we are,”
said George and they started
fopsii e

“I don’t understand it,” he
said some ten minutes later.
“We must be circling it in some
manner. We don’t get any
closer to it.”

But even as he said it, they
began to slowly approach it.
Suddenly they came to a broad
ditch. “Funny, I don’t remem-
ber this,” said George. They
clampered down its sides and
when they climbed the far side
George suddenly saw a series
of monumental upright stones
outlined against the fog.

At that instant, with a chill

of terror, he realized every-
thing. The ruins of Stonehenge!
They were miles from the Inn!
They’d been tricked!

Now the light was approach-
ing them. A few seconds later,
two hooded figures — one
bearing a lantern, the other
holding Amy, the point of a
dagger at her throat — came
out of the fog.

“We have gotten you here

to our ceremonial ruins, witch
finder,” called a voice that
George immediately recognized
as that of the Innkeeper’s wife.
“We will be pleased to have
you for our midnight services.”

“But ., . . but ’'m not the
witch  hunter,” stammered
George in terror. “You've made
a mistake.”

“We didn’t expect-you to ad-
mit it,” she replied as they
slowly approached through the
fog, “but you gave yourself
away. at the Inn. Even your

servant denied it at first — but

now she knows better,” and
they whirled Amy around so
that George could see the ter-
rible whip-scars on her naked
back. ‘
“George, quick, let’s run!”
whispered his wife. “We’re still
short of the ruins and remem-
what we were told about com-
ing here of our own volition.”
But even as they turned to
flee, it was too late. Coming
from the opposite direction,
cutting off their escape, came
a whole group of unearthly
figures, each carrying a black
candle which burned in the fog
with a sulphurous blue flame,
Some were naked and others
wore robes with bizarre figures
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embroidered on them and some
wore beast masks with fantastic
projections made from the skins
and hides of animals.
Midnight services, thought
George — but it must be hours
past midnight! And besides, it

was Thursday. The Sabbat
couldn’t begin for another
twenty-four hours. By then

help would reach them. He was
certain of it . . .

~ As if divining his thoughts,
the Innkeeper’s wife said:
“There were mild potions of
henbane in your food; enough
to cause you to sleep through
yesterday. We are now no more
than three hours short of the
Sabbat.” .

At a signal from her, several

women stepped forward
and tied their hands behind
" them. “Your servant will be the
first sacrifice to call up the
Queen of the Phantom World,
witch finder,” said the Inn-
keeper’s wife who was ad-
dressed by the others as Mo-
gala. “Then your female assis-
tant will be sacrificed — but
you yourself will be our main
offering to Satan.”
Two men seized each of them
and carried them high over

their heads down a sort of
avenue past four separate stone
groupings. They were dropped
to the ground near a large stone
slab which formed an altar.
There were candles at either
end and lying between them
was the bruised and beaten
body of Amy.

As they watched in horror
gerie music sounded and a
group of naked votaries began
a dance about the girl. They
danced and sang, rousing them-
selves and all who watched to
heights of passion. With star-
ing eyes, blanched faces and
champing mouth that dripped
foam and poured forth obsceni-
ties beyond all human imagin-
ing, they danced about the
altar.

With a cry of terror and dis-
gust, Elizabeth looked away, a
hideous fear tearing at her
heart.” ‘Will T be next?’ she
wondered, ‘What will they do
to me?’

Mogala, the high priestess of
horror, climbed the altar and
her hounds of hell — those
yery ones who’d come rushing
up to them outside the Inn —
stood by, fangs bared, growling
ominously. “We shall call upon
the great Hecate to come and
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help us with our ceremonies,”
she cried and, throwing off her
garments, arms raised to the
moon, she intoned: “Come in-
fernal, terrestial Bombo, god-
dess of the broad roadways, of
the crossroad, enemy of the
day, thou who rejoice when
blood is spilled, Gorgo, Mormo,
Moon of a thousand forms, cast
a propitious eye upon our
sacrifices . . .”

A cold wind whipped through
the worshippers and a
cloud blotted out the moon.
The hounds began a hideous
howling and then all was quiet.
The girl lay on the altar as
if dead. Only her low moans
showed there was still life. The
candles sent flickering shadows
across her naked body and then
the rites began. The worshippers
formed a circle about the altar
and in each one’s hand there
was a long knife. A large fire
was lit behind the altar and as
the flames danced so did the
frenzied votaries. The knives
found the girl’s flesh as they
danced 'and her screams be-
came the music that accom-
panied them. Some threw tufts
of the victim’s torn-out hair
into the flames and the witches

rubbed their bodies with the
reeking blood. which streamed
down over the altar stone,
The poor creature that had
once been Amy was cut open
alive and her agonized and
writhing limbs were offered as
a sacrifice to the powers of
darkness. At last, when she was
at the point of death, she was
cut to pieces on the altar and
her heart and entrails were
taken for use in Sabbat charms.
The maniacal shadows ceased
their dancing and crowded
about, eager to taste the blood.
After this ceremony the
gathering threw themselves in-
to the debauchery which, as the
Witch Hunter had said, charac-
terized Sabbats throughout -the
ages. KElizabeth had fainted
when the torture had, begun,
but George had hypnotically
watched all, unable to tear his
eyes away from the sheer hor-
ror of it. This was in truth the
very cult of hell — just as that
Witch Hunter had said of it.
The Witch Hunter! thought
George suddenly — he was
their only hope! When he had
awakened at the Inn and found
them gone, he had undoubtedly
guessed all and had gone for
help! Probably at this very
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moment help was on its way.
At this thought, George’s hopes
rose. He wanted to tell Eliza-
beth to take heart, but he
didn’t dare speak. The logic of
their resuce became more and
more real, however, and even
the horror of what he had just
witnessed became bearable.

The frenzy abated finally and
the celebrants fell to the
ground to rest for the midnight
Sabbat. Mogala came to where
George lay bound. “Well, witch
finder,” she said, her eyes
blazing with frenzied hate,
“prepare for the torments
which you will offer up to
Satan, the all-powerful, the be-
loved . . .”

“Do what you will with me,

but spare my wife,” he im-
plored her, “or, if you cannot
find it in your heart to spare
her, give her a swift and merci-
ful death.”

The High Priestess of the
witches’ coven laughed harshly.
“Your wife — as you choose
to call your assistant — will
play an important part in our
ceremony; one you will short-
ly witness.” And with that, she
turned on her heel and was
gone.

“We must play for time,”
George whispered when Eliza-
beth — no longer able to stay
in the blackness which pro-

tected her from unbearable

reality — regained conscious-
ness. “There is hope. Don’t
give up.”

She didn’t believe him. There
was no hope. They were at the
mercy of an even more fiendish
group of witches than the
Witch Hunter himself could
have conceived of . . . Then, at
that instant, she knew what
George had meant. The Witch
Hunter had said that the group
around Stonehenge was the

most vicious and dangerous in

the land — so he knew about
them and even where they met!
He would rescue them, she
thought. They must stay alive
until he could reach them with
AT

The hour of midnight was
almost at hand and the Darcys
were in a cold sweat of fear
and apprehension, Where was
the Witch Hunter? He must
arrive and soon or it would be
top late. The goetic circle was
already forming and the witches
were beginning their incanta-
tions: “For the Sabbat, hey!
For the worship of hell, the
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orgy of bane and bale!”

Just as the rites were about
to begin, a commotion broke
out at the edge of the circle.
The hooded figures moved
aside and the Innkeeper him-
selfl appeared, whipping a
bowed and beaten man before
- him. It was the Witch Hunter!
At this sight, all hope of rescue
died forever and George and
Elizabeth Darcy knew they
were at the mercy of the devil
himself!

The Innkeeper forced the
man to the center of the circle.
“I had to bring him,” he said.

“We couldn’t leave any wit-

nesses. He was trying to get
away. He’s half dead anyway.
He didn’t hold up long under
the whip.”

“We must hurry and begin,”
said his wife. “Midnight will
soon be here and we must com-
plete the sacrifice before then.”
She signalled to her followers
and they came to where Eliza-
beth lay and, lifting her to their
backs, carried her to the altar.

long black pall had been
spread over the altar and
Elizabeth was placed on it. Six
black candles were lit and her
naked body became a living

altar. The priestess raised a
hand and her husband stepped
forward with his whip. A mon-
otonous murmur of liturgy
droned through the night, punc-
tuated by the shrill screams of
the woman writhing on the al-
tar as the long black lash came
down again and again.

George struggled against his
bonds and cried out for mercy
for his wife but there was none.
—= As the obscene liturgy came
to an end, Mogala, the high
priestess, cried out: “And now
the blood of an innocent one
shall mingle with that of the
Witch Hunter’s assistant!” And
at a sign from her, two hooded
figures carried the limp, broken
body of the real Witch Hunter
up to the altar. They raised
him high over the naked wo-
man. For a second George saw
him open his eyes and cry out
hoarsely, then Mogala’s razor-
sharp stone knife slid smoothly
across his thoat and blood
spurted out, splattering upon
the pale white figure be-
neath . ...

Elizabeth began to laugh and
babble incoherently and George
was thankful that the last link
with reality had been severed.
If only her blessed condition
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would last until the end, he
thought fervently.

After the Witch Hunter’s
body, drained of its life’s blood,
was thrown into the fire, Mo-
gala cried out: “And now the
sacrifice of the Witch Hunter
himself, the moment we have
all so patiently waited for . ..”

George began to laugh —
softly, bitterly, almost secretly
at first, then it grew and finally
passed all bounds, finally
silencing even the frenzied con-
gregation. “You've outsmarted
yourselves,” he gasped when at
last he was able to Speak.
“Your sacrifice is valueless.
The one .you called innocent
was the rea] Witch Hunter. Do
to me what you will. T no longer
care. T have this as my con-
solation!” :

Mogala realized that he
spoke the truth and she was
beside herself with rage. “You
will pay for this!” she stormed.
“The spell has been ruined!
You will suffer as no other man
has ever suffered!” And with
that she seized her husband’s
whip and began to lash him
mercilessly, screaming, “Death
will be a benison you will never
know!” Pain tore through him
for what seemed like hours,

pain so terrible that he thought
at each stroke that he would
die, but he didn’t, and finally,
exhausted, she stopped and
panted: “I will leave you for
a while so that you may fully
regain your senses. I should not
want you to miss a single sec-
ond ©i the exquisite torturés
of the sacrifice.”

The dancing began again and
the circle of worshippers
wove their grim chain about the
blood-streaked figure of Eliza-
beth. She lay on the great altar,
staring with wide, unseeing eyes
at the ghoulish rites taking
place around her.

The bonfire blazed, throw-
ing menacing shadows through
the night and a moaning chorus
of filth and blasphemy filled
the air as the dancers became
more and more frenzied. Final-
ly, at the height of the orgiastic
dance, a man dressed in animal
skins came prancing forward
and stood over Elizabeth. As
he lowered his face to hers she
stirred and began to moan.
When he raised his hand —
which was enclosed in an ani-
mal’s claw — her eyes widened
and her scream shrieked higher
even than the maniacal chorus.
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Then it turned dnto a blood-
choked gurgle as again and
again he raked her from neck
to thigh with his claw, the riv-
ulets of fresh blood mingling
with the caked scab of horror
that already covered her
body . . .

Suddenly George heard some-
thing and his heart leapt. It
was faint at first, barely a
tremor in the earth; then it
grew and finally he knew for
sure what it was — the distant
pounding of horses’ hoofs!
Second by second it grew and
finally even the fiendish revel-
lers heard it. They paused in
their dance for a second, listen-
ing, then silently began to
scatter in all directions, run-
ning off into the darkness as
fast as their legs could carry
them . . . : .

But it was not fast enough.
George heard cries of, “Fan
" out! Surround them! There
goes one — get her!” and then
suddenly the horses were
pounding past him and he saw
the glittering armor and plumes
of the soldiers and his eyes
filled with tears of gratitude.

“Here’s a poor devil they
were beating!” he heard a voice
shout and the next thing he

knew, kind, strong hands were
loosening his bonds.

“How’s the woman?” He
heard another voice shout. “Is
she still alive?” But the answer
was indistinct and he was al-
ready losing consciouness . . .

fter a few weeks’ rest and

recuperation at a physi-
cian’s house in Frome, George
was able to continue on to Bath
where they told him Elizabeth
was being cared for by an order
of nursing women. In Bath
also, during the trial of the
Stonehenge witches’ coven at
which he testified, George

- learned how help had' come to

reach them.

The coach driver took the
witness stand and identified
himself as having actually been
the Witch Hunter’s assistant.
“We had decided that the ter-
ritory was too dangerous for us
to travel in openly, your wor-
ship,” he told the presiding
magistrate, “so I disguised my-
self as the coachman and took
the regular driver’s place at
Wilton. When the coach’s
wheel — which had obviously
been tampered with — cracked
asunder, my master ordered me
to stay with the horses. I waited
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there all that night and part of
the next day and when my
master returned not I took one
of the horses and rode on to
Bath for help. It tcok some
time to convince the constabu-
lary there that I was neither
lying nor mad and more time
again to raise a force of suffi-
cient number to mount an
attack upon the witches, the
result being that we barely
arrived in time . . .”

The Innkeeper and his wife
and thirty-nine followers were
judged by the tribunal to be
witches and condemned to be
broken on the wheel and then
burned alive in the public
square at Bath. George Darcy
attended each execution eager-
ly, a smile on his lips and a
strange look in his eye.

On the day of the last execu-
tion — that of Mogala herself
whose cries of agony had
sounded like music to George
as they’d risen through the
black smoke of her funeral

pyre — he encountered the
“coachman.” _

“And how is your wife, Sir?”
the assistant of the late Witch
Hunter asked.

“Her body is mended,” said
George slowly and with great
effort, “but T am told she will
never regain her wits . . .”

“Oh, what a shame, Sir,” the
little man replied. “We have
both lost someone then.” And,
after a pause, he added: “Im
at my wits end as to what to
do without my master

“Listen, my man,” said
George Darcy slowly, ‘that
strange look reappearing in his
eye, ‘“‘you are no longer without
a master. Have you your probe
with you?r”

_ “Oh, yes,
eagerly.

“Come, then,” said George
in a strange, sepulchral tone,
“let us journey to Trowbridge.
I have word that region is rife
with witches . . .”

THE END

sir,” he replied
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by Kent L. Bowman

Was pain the only bribe which could appease the
wrath of the Apache spirits?

Ef Kitty Parker had not been

the belle of Sawyer’s Bluff,
and if she had not gone last
night for a long buggy ride with

~dawn. As it was, Kitty turned

one of her best beaux, Frank '

Riley, and if, once home, she
had gone straight to bed, in-
stead of hanging out her win-
dow until way past midnight,
looking out into the Arizona
moonlight and  wondering
dreamily which one she would
finally pick, Frank, or Jim, or
Todd . . .

. . . If, as we say, none of
these things had happened, she
might have heard those first
shouts of “Injuns! Injuns!” as
young Jed Holland, from down
the valley, came riding hell-for-
leather into town just before

over restlessly and burrowed
her pretty head back into the
pillow., Her father, Doc Hol-
land; was tending a sick man
on a ranch twenty miles away,
and he had taken their maid,
Conchita, with him. There was
no one to wake Kitty up.

If she had not been so sound-
ly asleep, Kitty would have
heard the commotion as the in-
babitants of Sawyer’s Bluff

* poured out onto the one little
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main street. The excited pa-
laver as two riders were dis-
pached to Lookout Rock to
check on the approach of the
Indians. The frenzied activity
as guns were readied, buggies
and wagons hitched up.
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The lookouts came back.
“Apaches!” announced one
man, “Hundreds of ’em, may-
be thousands! About three
miles away and coming on
fast!”

“I’m sorry to tell you, folks,”
said his partner, “but it looks
like Geronimo. No chance to
stand against him. We'll have

to clear out, pronto!”

Geronimo! In Arizona, in
1883, that was a name to strike
fear into men’s hearts! The
year before, that great renegade
Chief had been on the point of
surrendering to General Crook.
Instead, he had broken his
word and escaped to Mexico
with hordes of his Braves. Since
then, he had made two bloody,
brutal raids on Arizona and
New Mexico, killing, plunder-

ing, burning everything in his .

path.

“We'll make a run for it!”
shouted the Town Marshal.
- “Head for Fort Rogers we’ll
be safe there!”.

With a great hallooing and
whipping up of horses, the en-
tire population of Sawyer’s
Bluff streamed out of town.

Still Kitty slept.

What woke her, finally, was
the silence. She sat bolt up-

right, startled by the strange-
ness of it. Not a voice, not a
footstep to be heard. None of
the lively bustle she usually
woke to on a fime summer’s
morning.

Kitty dressed hurriedly and
went out to reconnoiter. The
little town was deserted. No
one on the street. She looked
in the general store. Empty!
The postoffice. Empty! Empty
were the barbershop, the livery
stable, the jail, even. The only
living creature in sight was a
stray horse, standing rather in-
congruously on the wooden
porch of the Keystone Saloon.
It looked at her questioningly.

What on earth had hap-
pened? As she strained
for an explanation, Kitty -be-
came aware of a sound she had
not noticed before: a kind of
faint roaring noise from the
valley to the South, as if of a
distant waterfall. Hoofbeats,
thousands of them! Suddenly,
she knew why there was no
one in Sawyer’s Bluff.
Breaking into a run, Kitty
made for the barn at the back
of her house. Her saddle mare,
Bess, was in her stall. The ani-
mal whinnied apprehensively,
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sensing its mistress’ agitation.
Kitty threw a halter over the
horse’s head. No time to saddle
up now. She led Bess outside
and mounted her bareback.

As she came out from behind
the house a chilling sight
awaited her. An advance party
of a dozen or so Apaches were
coming slowly up, the empty
street, the painted Braves
gawking about like tourists in
the big city. For one awful mo-
ment Kitty stared at them in
alarm and they stared back.
She reacted first( wheeling her
horse away from them, urging
it into a gallop, leaving the
startled Indians behind. With
a chorus of gleeful war whoops,
the Apaches whipped up their
horses and took off in disorder-
ly pursuit.

Kitty’s horse was galloping
flat out, neck outstretched, ears
back, body low to the ground,
legs churning. Looking back,
she saw that the Indians were
several hundred yards behind.
If only she could outdistance
them! “Go, Bess, go!” she
called imploringly.

A half mile out of town the
road curved downward, crossed
a dried-up creek bed, and then
flattened out into a vast mes-

quite-and-cactus-dotted plain.
It was seven miles to the next
settlement, twelve miles to Fort
Rogers. Kitty knew that she
had no chance of outrunning
the Indians over that -distance.
But if she could put enough
ground between them, perhaps
they would abandon the chase
and head back to Sawyer’s
Bluff. It was the only hope . . .

s her horse flew down the

long flat road, Kitty looked
back again. The Apaches were
way behind now. There was a
chance! But Bess was begin-
ning to tire . . . She prodded the
little horse with her heels.
Again Bess responded, in-
creased her speed. The Irdians
seemed to fall still further be-
hind. Perhaps they were giving
up!

Bess was laboring now. If
she kept on at this pace, the
mare would collapse. She eased
Bess to a canter to let her
catch her breath. But soon she
could hear the Braves hooting
and shrieking behind her. They
were still following! They were
gaining on her! She whipped
up her horse. Again they fell
behind. But when the exhausted
horse’s pace began to slacken,
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- they came-on again.

They were playing with her,
teasing - her, running her the
way a wolf pack runs a deer!
Fighting back tears of rage and
frustration, Kitty urged on her
faltering horse. But now the
. Apaches were at her heels,
gaining on her stride by stride.
A grinning Brave drew abreast
of her, reached out, plucked her
from her horse. She fought him,
squirming,- sank her teeth in
his hand, biting savagely. The
Brave grunted, almost dropping
her. Another apache grabbed
her legs. She aimed a kick at
him. He raised his musket,
holding it by the barrel, and
dealt her a brutal blow on the
head. Blackness .

. . . Her head hurt, that was
the only thing she was aware of
at first. Where was she? She
lifted herself up. She was in the
valley. Ahead of her she could
see the charred remains of
Sawyer’s Bluff — burned to
the ground! A huge pall of
black smoke hung over it.

She was lying, bound hand
and foot, on a rank uncured
cowhide, next to a large teepee.
All around her were Indians
— ' Indians = grooming their
horses, Indians cleaning their

guns, a group of Indians clus-
tered around a storyteller and
shouting their approval as he
told them of the great victories
they had won, another group
beginning one of their intermin-
able war dances. Here and
there were evidences of Saw-
yer’s Bluff. One Brave was
wearing a lady’s bonnet, an-
other had kid gloves and a
Stetson Hat. And they had not
neglected the Keystone Saloon,
judging by the number of
Braves who were reeling about
clutching whiskey bottles.

Suddenly Kitty noticed a

group of Apaches who were
seated crosslegged near her.
One of them was staring at her
intently with an eager, gloating
expression on his face. The
back of his right hand bore
angry purple teethmarks. The
man who had captured her!
Kitty looked away.

“I see the young white squaw
is awake now,” said a voice at

her elbow. Startled, Kitty
turned her head. An old
wrinkled Indian, wearing a

ceremonial blanket ornamented
with strings of bone and shell
necklaces, was standing beside
her. “I am Medicine Man for
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the great chief, Geronimo,” the
old man said. His English was
very clear and he spoke in a
curiously soft and gentle voice,
though his keen ec¢ld eyes
seemed cold and unfriendly.

“What are you going to do
with m2?” asked Kitty.

“This man here,” said the
old Medicine Man, waving his
hand toward Kitty’s captor, “is
the warrior Two Feathers, of
the Chiricahua Tribe. He
claims you as booty of war. He
and his party would like to
have a young white squaw to
amuse themselves with.” Kitty
shuddered at the thought. “Per-
haps they are entitled to have
you,” the old man went on.
“That is for Geronimo to de-
cide. But I, too, have put in a
claim for you, in the name of
the whole Apache nation. My
plans for you are quite differ-
ent.”

“What plans?” said Kitty.

The old man looked at her
calmly for a moment. “You are
young and strong,” he said. “I
could make big medicine with
you. The Spirits would be very
happy.” He walked away.

Kitty waited, sunk in a mood
of gloom and apathy. Sawyer’s

Bluff was gone. Never again

would she see her father — or

 Frank, or Jim, or Todd. Life

as she had known it was over
forever. In fact, she guessed,
very soon she would be dead,
one way or the other. All she
had to hope for was that they
would not give her to Two
Feathers. She had no idea what
the Medicine Man wanted with
her, but anything would be
better than to end up as the
plaything of a band of drunken
Braves, to be, no doubt, finally
killed as casually as they
would wring a chicken’s neck.

?resently Geronimo arrived,

a big fleshy Indian with a
haughty, impassive counten-
ance; he glanced at her indif-
ferently. Two Feathers jumped
to his feet and made a short
angry speech in the Apache
language, gesturing at the burn-
ing town and then at Kitty.
Evidently he was demanding
his rights. Geronimo listened
without a change of expression,
then motioned to his Medicine
Man. The old man spoke a
long, formal, ceremonial speech,
pointing again and again to the
earth, the sky, to Kitty, Geron-
imo, the burning town. When

_the old man was through Ger-

onimo looked at Kitty again.
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Bending over her, he began to
feel her arms and legs. Then he
turned her head toward him with
one hand and gazed for a mo-
ment into her eyes. Finally, he
faced the two claimants and
gave a short, guttural answer.
The Medicine Man smiled and
bowed, but Two Feathers, look-
ing sullen and disappointed
turned on his heels and walked
away, his Braves following.

The Medicine Man
approached her. “The Great
Chief has spoken,” he said.
“Tonight when the moon
reaches the big tree on yonder
hillside you will be sacrificed
to the Spirits of the Apache
Nation. It is a great honor,
usually reserved. for brave war-
riors. You should be very
proud.”

- Kitty was untied, led away
to a teepee on the edge of the
camp. Two young warriors cut
away her clothes, rubbed her
hair and bedy with a fragrant
oil, and dressed her in a cos-
tume of white beaded doeskin.
Then they pointed to a bed of
leaves on the floor of the tee-
pee and indicated by gestures
that she was to lie down and
GESin

Through the open doorflap

of the teepee, Kitty could see
the tall tree on the hill. As
the day wore on, she kept star-
ing at it in fascination. After
a while, a party of braves made
a clearing some two hundred
yards away from her and be-
gan to build in it a peculiar-
looking scaffold of wooden
posts held together with leather
thongs.

Once during the afternoon

the Medicine Man visited
her. He gave her a sweet-tast-
ing concoction of herbs and
water to drink and told her to
rest and gather strength. “I,
too, need great strength for
what we have to do tonight,”
he said. “I have prayed to the
Spirits to help me.”

As darkness fell the tempo
of the camp quickened. Hun-
dreds of fires were lighted.
Some of the Braves seemed to
be organized into work parties,
and bustled here and there
about the camp shouting ex-
hortations to each other. Others
were sitting around their camp-
fires combing their long hair

‘and renewing their war paint.

Theer was a kind of festive,
holiday mood in the air. In my
honor, thought Kitty bitterly.
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She kept watching the tree
on the hillside. At first there
was no moon at all. Then the
edge of the full moon began
to peek over the hill. Then the
moon was hanging in the sky,
clear of the hill. Ever so slow-
ly, and yet terribly fast, it be-
gan to creep toward the top of
‘the tree. Kitty was staring at
it as if hypnotized, oblivious of
everything else.

Suddenly she noticed that all
the warriors were on the move.
Some of them had formed a
large circle around the strange
scaffold. Others were forming
a long double row, reaching
from the scaffold to the teepee
where she was. She looked
again at the moon. It had
reached the tree!

A warrior stepped forward,
motioning for her to come out.
When she hesitated he pulled
roughly out of the teepee and
thrust her within the double
row of Braves. The first man
raised his hand. It held a lea-
ther quirt. He brought it down
on her back with a vicious
swish. She gasped from the pain
and stumbled forward. The sec-
ond man struck at her and she
went forward again. Soon she
was running, half-stumbling,

down the gantlet of Braves.
Once she tripped and fell.
Blows rained down upon. her
furiously. If she had not got
to her feet again they would
have killed her on .the spot.
Irresistably propelled, she stag-
gered down though this corri-
dor of lashes into the circle of
the scaffold, where she fell face
forward onto the ground.

he Medicine Man was wait-
— ing for her in the circle. He
helped her to her feet. Then
he removed her doeskin robe,
which he held up to the audi-
ence. They roared their approv-
al. The garment was bloody
and in tatters. :

“You have completed the
first step of the ceremony,” he
said to Kitty. “Already the
Spirits are pleased!” He
nodded to two Braves who
were standing beside the scaf-
fold. They strapped her spread-
eagled to the base of the scaf-
fold. The Medicine Man came
up to Kitty and said, “The
Apache Spirits love two things
above all: pain and bravery.
You must suffer much pain
and you must be very brave,
that will make the spirits hap-
uy. Especially, you must not
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‘cry out. I have something that
will help you with that. Here.”
He held up a small ball of a
gummy, yellowish substance
and thrust it into her mouth.
The stuff had an acrid, nau-
seating taste. Kitty tried to spit
it out, but found she could not.
Her tongue felt as if it were
swelling up like a balloon. As
the substance trickled down her
throat, she felt as-«if she. were
choking on her own vocal cords.
She tried to scream, but could
not. Her throat was paralyzed!
“See,” said the Medicine Man,
“I have made you very quiet.”

Turning toward Geronimo,
who was sitting in the place of
honor, surrounded by his lesser
‘Chiefs, the Medicine Man
brandished a small knife. Ger-
‘onimo nodded solemnly. The
Medicine Man then bent over
Kitty and began to skim the
point of the knife over her
body in a rapid, intricate, criss-
crossing movement. There was
scarcely any pain. It felt as if
he were not even touching her,
but looking down she could see
the blood welling out from be-
neath the skin wherever the
blade touched her. “I am trac-
ing the patterns of pain,” the
old man said, “but they are not

yet manifest.” He worked over
her for quite a long time, cover-

. ing every inch of her skin with

his swirling knife. When he got
through, he was sweaty and
winded from the exertion.

An attendant Brave took the

knife from him and gave
him in its place a small gourd
filled with liquid. Again he held
this up to Geronimo and again
Geronimo nodded. As he turned
back to Kitty the audience be-
gan to mutter excitedly. “Now
we shall see the patterns I have
drawn,” the Medicine Man
said. Matter-of-factly, he began
to paint Kitty with the liquid.
At the first touch of it she
stiffened in agony. It stung,
burned, ‘ate at her flesh like
hellfire itself! As the old man
continued to paint her skin
with it, she tried to squirm
away from him, but her bonds

were drawn so tight she could:

scarcely move. Her protesting
flesh was aflame with pain,
searing waves of it raked over
and through her! Unbelieving,
she looked down at her body:
where the old man had dabbed
at her with his liquid each deli-
cate trace of the knife had
turned into a hideous festering
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purple welt! Still the old man
dabbed methodically away at
her!

Finally the old man’s job
was finished. Standing drama-
tically aside, he indicated his
completed handiwork to Ger-
onimo and the assembled
Braves. Again, they roared
their approval. Kitty, immo-
bilized, unable to cry out, her
whole body a tracework of
agony, wished only for death.

Now the Medicine Man took
up a crude pair of iron pincers
and one after the other began
to pull out her toenails. Next
the fingernails. Again he
brought out his infernal liquid
and applied it lovingly to each
digit. The pain of this was so
atrocious to Kitty that she felt
her body fading away; all that
was left was the hurt of her
hands and feet, stabbing, stab-
bing!

The medicine man motioned
to Geronimo. The great chief
stood up and came to Kitty.
He looked long and searching-
ly into her eyes, then nodded
and grunted approvingly. One
by one the lesser chiefs came
and loocked into her eyes also.

“The  Chiéfs © are  most
pleased,” the old man said to

- the life out

her in his soft little voice. “The
Spirits also are pleased. There
has been much pain tonight.
Much and excellent pain! You
wish now for death, it that not
right?” Kitty gazed dully back
at him. “Well, you shall have
it. It is a slow death, but it is
death nonetheless.”

‘he was cut down from the

scaffold. < The attendants
brought great quantities of wet
leather thongs and wound them
tightly about her body like a
shroud. Then she was hoisted
high above the ground, and a
small fire built beneath her.

The assembled Braves began
the death chant. Hour by hour,
as the fire below dried out the
wet leather that enfolded her,
her bonds grew tighter, little by
little suffocating and squeezing
of her. As the
bright sun dawned upon her,
her life was almost gone, but
she still had enough of it left
to blink against the sun.

Dreamlike, blurred figures
moved below her in the dust as
she swayed gently in her lea-
ther cocoon — scarcely able to
breathe,

Had she been conscious of
anything in the euphoric limbo
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into which she slid before the
blessed release of death came
to her, she would have been
able to look down upon the
proud face of the great chief
Geronimo, tall and erect on his
pony . . .

He was listening to the medi-
cine man who told him: “The
Spirits have spoken to me
through the silence of this pale-
skin. They say that your plan
to surrender to the Longknives
would be folly — that you
must fight on, that certain vic-
tory is ours!”

Geronimo heard the words.
He saw the hope and the angry
fire flicker deep in the dark
eyes of his mounted warriors
as they waited respectfully on
his final word.

Surrender or victory? asked
the eyes of the braves. The
Spirits had spoken. It was now
for Geronimo to say. :

He pondered — his eyes ris-
ing involuntarily to rest on the
face of the fragile body swing-
ing over his head — that face
which was beyond all decision,
beyond all pain.

Then he decided.

“To battle!” he shouted.

A wild whoop went up
among the warriors. Geroni-
mo’s pony reared, startled at
the sudden sound. Then, with
the great Chief’s heels spurring
him on, he galloped across the
barren dust flat — to die at the
head of the last great Indian
army.

THE END



'HIS MAJESTY - -
THE FIEND!

by Alex Burn

Louis the Cruel granted the proud Marguerite a
reprieve more horrible than Death itself !

“How much longer am I to
be kept waiting like
this?” demanded Marguerite
de Montambert impatiently.
Though dog-tired, she had
been pacing furiously up and
down for the past half-hour,
her pretty face a mask of icy
contempt, her snowy bosom
heaving with anger. Mere fa-
tigue was as nothing to the
sense of outrage that she felt.
Imagine, she, Marguerite, in
whose viens flowed the noblest
blood in all France, the blood
of Burgundy, the blood of

Charlemagne himself — ab--

ducted like a common serving-
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girl! Taken from her ancestral
forests by a band of the King’s
rabble; hustled at a gallop
through half a province; shut
up like a felon in a dingy
candlelit basement chamber!

“How much longer!” she re-
peated. ,

Maupin, her chief captor,
looked at her for a moment,
his face enigmatic in the flick-
ering candlelight. “Patience,
Milady,” he said, finally. “We °
are at the King’s pleasure.”

“And is it the King’s plea-
sure,” she asked, “that I should
appear before him filthy and
in tatters? Can I not at least
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have a maid to bathe me and
sew up the rents in my cloth-
ing?”’

Maupin permitted himself a
sardonic little smile. “Milady
will find,” he said, “that His
Majesty is not at all particu-
lar in matters of clothing and
appearance.”

“So I have heard,” said Mar-
guerite. She in turn almost
smiled. From earliest childhood
she had been brought up to feel
that she, along with her brother
the Baron of Montambert and
her cousin the Duke of Bur-
gundy, was superior in birth
and breeding to that ugly mis-
begotten little changeling of the
House of Valois, Louis XIth,
known as The Cruel. Louis the
Cruel, indeed! Louis the Clown
was what they called him in
her family, Louis the Jester,
Louis the Mountebank. It was
ridiculous that such an insig-
nificant little man should be
attempting to claim absolute
domination over all the great
Nobles of France, to assert that
he and not they should govern
their fiefs, their duchies and
baronies.

t this moment an ancient
bedraggled halbardier en-

tered the room. Holding his
weapon perfunctorily at atten-
tion he announced in a snuff-
ling voice, “His Majesty, The
King!”

In spite of herself Margue-
rite felt a twinge of awe and
alarm.

Between two valets with
flambeaux, Louis entered the
room. On seeing him, Margue-
rite began to relax. He was in-
significant! A scrawny little -
man, toothless, with a beak-like
nose and little bird-like eyes,
his clumsily-shaved chin dotted
with straggling hairs, dressed
in drab homespun, on his head
a greasy cap festooned with
religious medals. He looked
like nothing so much as a half-
plucked chicken! Marguerite
almost laughed as she made him
a formal curtsy.

“Ah, you do that very pretti-
ly,” said Louis in a rasping
falsetto voice. “Very pretty and
graceful you are, my. dear!”
Another valet had brought in
the King’s chair, upon which
Louis now seated himself. “And
now, there is one other thing
you can do for me, and then
we will be friends altogether,”
the King went on.

“And what is that, Sire?”
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“Why, just kneel yourself .

down for a bit.” Louis laughed
a dry little cackling laugh.

“You want me to kneel be-
fore you??” Marguerite’s nos-
trils flared with anger as she
stared at the little monarch.

“Yes, my little dumpling.
Just bend one pretty knee,
that’s all.”

“Sire,” said Marguerite, con-
trolling her temper with an
effort, “I am of a great and
noble family. We Montamberts
owe you allegiance as the King
of France, yes, but we will never
kneel before you like vassals,
never!”

“Not even just once, to
please a poor old man?” said
Louis cajolingly.

“I said never!”

“Ah well, never mind,” said
Louis, with a dismissing wave
of his hand. “Stuff and formal-
ity! We don’t care too much
about that nonsense here. Be-
sides, you may change your
mind yet. That isn’t’ what I
brought you here for anyway.”

“Yes,” said Marguerite cold-
ly, “perhaps Your Majesty
would deign to inform me why
I had to be kidnapped in such
an outrageous manner. Did you
know that your band of ruf-

fians killed two of my men and
manhandled me and my ladies-
in-waiting like so much bag-
gager”’

“What!” exclaimed Louis in
mock horror. “Maupin, did you
hear that? You are guilty of
impolite conduct toward a
member of the nobility, you
villain!”’

Maupin made a deep bow.

“Remind me to have you
suitably punished,” Louis went
on, “some day very soon.”

Maupin bowed again, smil-
ing. :

“T suppose you brought me
here to be held for ransom,;
“Marguerite ventured.

“Ransom! Tut-tut, how un-
civilized!” said Louis.

“I’m sure my brother will
pay whatever you demand,”
she went on.

“Imagine that, Maupin,”
said Louis. “She thinks she’s
being held for ransom.” Mau-
pin smiled at his master. “No.
no, my dear. We don’t do that
sort of thing. In fact we are
against it. We don’t want all
these ransomings and petty
bickerings going back and forth
in our kingdom. We are tired

.of all that, We want to have a

nice, orderly kingdom with one
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ruler, not a country with a
bunch of little dukes and counts
and barons quarelling with each
other and with us. We want
to put an end to all of that non-
sense., That is why you are
here. I have been worrying
about you.”

“Worrying, Sirer”’

“Why yes, my sweet, Here
you are a fine healthy girl of
nineteen and still unmarried. I
think it is high time you had
a husband, and T have decided
to choose one for you.

“My brother is perfectly
capable of arranging a marriage
for me, Sire, and in any case I
cannot be married without his
consent,” said Marguerite cold-
ly. “I am afraid Your Majesty
has been to a lot of trouble
for nothing.”

“Bosh, your brother is an
impetuous young fool, incap-
able of deciding anything pro-
perly. And besides, your mar-
riage is a matter which affects
the Crown.”

“Why. so? Am I that impor-
tant? asked Marguerite.

“Certainly. You forget that
any son of yours might easily
become Baron of Montambert
one day, and Duke of Bur-
gundy besides.”

“But that is absurd,” said
Marguerite. “My brother is to
be married soon, and the Duke
already has an heir. :

“But suppose, God forbid,
that something should happen
to your brother before his mar-
riage,” said Louis in his rasp-
ing little voice.

“And one hears,” interposed
Maupin, “that the Duke’s son
is sickly ‘and may not live
long.”

arguerite stood there
aghast. The full fiendish-
ness of the King’s plan was
apparent. If she were to marry
an adherent of the King and
have a son by him, and if some
‘accident’, no doubt arranged
by the villainous Maupin, elim-
inated the other heirs, then
Montambert and Burgundy
both would fall to the Crown,
without a struggle. Her brother
and the Duke must be warned!
And above all, she must resist
this marriage, no matter what
sinister pressures — and she
could feel them in the air —
were brought to bear. '
“You are wasting your time,
Your Majesty,” she said. “I
will never agree to such a mar-
riage.” :
“Tut-tut,” said Louis, “You
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will change your mind when
you see the fine, strapping,
lusty young bridegroom I have
picked out for you.”

Marguerite said nothing.

“We’ll see about that in the
morning,” said Louis. “Mean-
while, Maupin, see that Ma-
demoiselle de Montambert gets
a good night’s rest, and pro-
vide her with raiment suitable
for a bride-to-be. And Mau-
pin S k)

“Sire?”
~ “Before she retires, Madem-

oiselle de Montambert might
like to go on a tour of my
little ‘curiousities’.” :

Maupin bowed to his master.
The little monarch departed
with his retinue.

Maupin led Marguerite
through a maze of corridors

and finally down a long nar--

row flight of steps which
seemed to penetrate the very
bowels of the castle. At the end
of the steps was a small iron
door upon which Maupin
knocked.

“I suppose we are going to
see the ‘curiosities’ the King
spoke of,” said Marguerite.

“That is correct, Milady. I
am sure after you have seen
them you will have a much

better understanding of His
Majesty and will also under-
stand that it is better to obey
than to oppose him.”

The door swung open. They

were in a dimly-lit, low-
ceilinged passageway with iron-
barred doorways opening off of
it. Inside the first chamber
were two men, slumped in
chains from the wall. Their
clothing was in shreds, and
their bodies showed the scars
of many beatings. One of the
men appeared to be asleep, but
the other’s eyes were open, and
he gave them a look of pro-
found despair; his hands were
hideously broken and twisted.

Marguerite shuddered. “Who
are they? she asked.

“Oh, just a couple of petty
nobles who refused to cede
their lands to the King,” said
Maupin carelessly. “Hardly
worth bothering with. Come,
there are much better sights to
be seen.”

In the next room, stretched
on a rack, was the most power-
fully-built man Marguerite had
ever seen, Stark naked, his
hairy body was glistening with
sweat. The tendons of his arms
and legs were pulled almost to
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the popping point. On his chest
and belly were dozens of ugly,

puffy scars.’
“See said Maupin, “the
red-hot pincers left these

marks. This is Pierre le Fort,
of Britanny, reputed to be the
strongest man in all France.
He still thinks his will is
stronger than that of the King,
don’t you, Pierre?”

Pierre returned a look of in-
tense hatred.

“Hmm,” mused Maupin,
“don’t tell me he is getting
weaker. His Majesty would be
most displeased if he died be-
fore tomorrow’s session,” He
snapped his finger at an at-
tendant, “Water! Not too
much, about half a cupful.”

He took the water and poured °

it delicately between Pierre’s
clenched teeth. Suddenly Pierre
raised his massive head and
spat the water directly at Mau-
pin. Maupin laughed. “That’s
the spirit,” he said. “That’s my
Pierre, You’ll be in fine shape
for the sport tomorrow.”

Marguerite felt herself be-

coming faint from horror
and revulsion. Maupin took one
of her arms to steady her.
“Enough of that ugly one,” he
said. “Come! Now we will see

the chief exhibit. These are his
Majesty’s special pets.” He led
her into a chamber in which,
hanging from the ceiling, were
a number of peculiar contrap-
tions which looked like over-
sized birdcages. In each of
these was a human figure,
though the expression on the
faces, Marguerite saw as she
drew closer, was anything but
human.

“Ingenious, is it not?” sald
Maupin. “These cages are His

Majesty’s own invention, Too ——

low to stand up in, too narrow
to sit down in. You pop your
man in, and there he stays for-
ever.”

“Forever!” exclaimed Mar-

guerite, shocked.

“Yes, that is to say to the
life of each one and of his
natural span. We do not mis-
treat them, oh no! This one,”
he said, pointing “has been
with us eleven years, this one
nine, this one four, and this
one, ” he set a cage to swinging
w11d1y with one slap of his
hand, “is the baby of the
family; he has been here only
a year and a half.”

The creature in the cage
slavered and made whimpering
noises at them.
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“There, there, poor chap,”
said Maupm “Hes hungly, I
expect.”

“Don’t you feed them?”

“Why, certainly. His Majes-
ty likes to feed them with his
own hand. And he is quite gen-
erous — sometimes he gives
them a biscuit, sometimes a
crust of bread, sometimes a
bone to gnaw on. Think of it,
Marquis,” he " said to the
wretch, “a whole bone, all to
yourself!”

“Take me out of here,” said
Marguerite, “I can’t stand this
any longer.”

he was so weak suddenly

that Maupin had to half

carry her out of the torture
dungeons and up the narrow
staircase.

“I’ll never forget those sights
as long as I live,” she said when
they were safely out of there.
“Those poor devils! Why could
you not kill them outright and
have done with it?”

“What,” exclaimed Maupin
mockingly, “kill a noble of
France? Why, His Majesty
would never do such a thing!”

“He is doing far worse,” said
Marguerite. “From what I have
seen down there, he is blas-

pheming against God and His
creatures.”

She felt Maupin stiffen.

“Don’t you dare accuse the
King of blasphemy,” he warned
in a suddenly serious voice.
“He is a great and saintly man,
extremely devout. His time is
spent in prayer, good works,
and the unification of his king-
dom. The only diversion he gets
is down there in those dun-
geons.”

“He has no right to those
diversions,” = Marguerite in-
sisted. “If you ask me, your

precious Louis is a monster!”

“He is the King, and has a
divine right to do whatever he
chooses,” said Maﬂpm almost
hissing his words, and glaring
at Marguerite Wlth a look of .
fanatical hatred. “I do not wish
to continue this discussion,
lady.” He conducted Margue=
rite to her chambers in icy
silence.

Somewhat to her surprise,
Marguerite found that a plea-
sant and spacious apartment
had been assigned to her. A
deferential young maid served
her an excellent meal before a
roaring fire and then bathed
her in scented water and
dressed her in a costly silken
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night shift. She chatted casual-
ly with the girl for a while, dis-
covering that she was a simple
and quite friendly peasant.
Cecile by name.

* “How would you like to have
a farm of your own, Cecile?”
she asked, “Ten acres of the
choicest land, freehold, and a
fortune in gold for your dowry,
and your pick of the handsom-
est young men for your hus-
band?”

The girl’s eyes widened in
astonishment. “Milady must be
joking. That’s not for the likes
of me.”

“There is a way for you to
get all that, and more,” Mar-
guerite insisted. “Take one
little message for me to my
cousin the Duke of Burgundy,
and your future is assured.”

look of terror came over

the girl’s face. “Oh, no,
Milady,” she said in an agon-
ized whisper, “I couldn’t do
that! Maupin is a devil, and
his spies are everywhere. If T
set even one foot outside of the
castle he’d clap me in the dun-
geon, and they say that no one
comes back from there. Believe
me, Milady, I’'m sorry for you,
but T can’t do it!” The girl was

trembling.

“Very well” said Margue-
rite. “We’ll talk no more about
it.” She dismissed the girl.

She investigated the apart-
ment. The door to the corridor
was unlocked, but two guards
were on duty outside. The only
other escape was a window
from which there was a sheer
drop of a hundred feet or more,
and the grounds below were
patrolled. She was imprisoned
as surely as if she were in one
of the dungeon cells below.

So be it. She would keep try-
ing to warn her brother and the
Duke. She would escape if she
got the chance. But above all
she would never, never make
this marriage, even if it meant
she were to be tortured like
those poor wretches Maupin
had shown her. She would be
as strong as Pierre le Fort, if
need be, and spit her contempt
in the very face of the King
himself!

Desperately tired by now,
Marguerite went to bed and
fell instantly asleep.

n the morning the girl Cecile

brought breakfast and then
dressed her in a sumptuous
gown of velvet and lace and
combed and coiffed her hair.
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Soon after this Maupin ar-
rived to escort her to the King.
“TI see Milady has made her-
self pretty for her new hus-
band,” he said in his usual
ironic way. But his face was
hard and set. Clearly he hated
her for having insulted his
master the night before.

Louis was sitting in a small,
sunny private parlor, looking
quite jovial. Only one other
person was in the room, a young
courtier in an elegant hunting
costume, whose back was to
them as he gazed out of a
window.

“Well, good morning, my
dear,” said Louis, rubbing his
hands together. “You look the
very picture of a blushing
bride. And now, here is your
intended husband, whom I’'m
sure you’re eager to meet —
Alaric — Vicomte de Fres-
neaux. Alaric, come meet your
bride!” he called to the man
in the window. The man did
not move. ,

Louis motioned to Maupin,
who took the courtier by the
arm and turned him around.
Marguerite gasped as she saw
his face. He had the vacant,
rolling eyes, the slack and gap-
ing jaw of the idiot.

“Well, Alaric, how do you
like her,” said Louis. “Is she
not pretty?”

The idiot stared incompre-
hendingly at Marguerite for a
moment, then broke into a
loutish grin. ‘“Ah-ah-ah,
pretty!” he gaped, and reached
for her with clumsy hands.

“No, no, don’t touch,” said
Maupin, restraining him. “Not
sl

“Is he not a fine figure of
a husband?” said Louis to Mar-
guerite. “And well-born, too.
He is by way of being a cousin
of mine.”

“Surely, Your Majesty must
be joking,” exclaimed Margue-
rite. “You expect me to con-
sent to a marriage with this —
this creature?”

“Yes, precisely,” said Louis.
“Let’s send for a priest, shall
we, and have the wedding right
now.” A

“T would advise Your Majes-
ty to put an end to this farce
and send me back to my
brother’s castle,” said Margue-
rite. “Else the whole House of
Burgundy will rise against you
in vengeance.”

“Be careful of what you are
saying,”  growled Maupin.
“Those are treasonable words
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to use to the King.”

“A fig for your House of
Burgundy,” snapped Louis.
“They will be dealt with in
good time. Answer my question,
wench, I am growing impatient.
Wilt thou have this man for
tthine hushand, yea or nay?”

“Nay!” shouted Marguerite
angrily. “Thy wits must be
disordered, Louis of Valois, to
suppose otherwise!”

“What!” cried Louis, stamp-
ing his foot in rage. “You dare
speak to me in that manner?
Away with her!”

Maupin seized her, twisting
her wrists brutally behind

her back, and dragged her from
the room. “Now, Milady,” he
snarled in her ear, “you will
truly taste the wrath of the
King!” :
She was taken by two men-
at-arms to the dungeons,
stripped of her costly gown.
Her jailers thust her — hali-
naked, barefoot, and with her
. arms tied together with cruel
tightness — into a cell. The

deor slammed shut on her with -

an ominous clang.

At first it was too dark to
see, but as her eyes became
accustomed to the gloom Mar-
guerite was able to make out

her surroundings. The rough
stone walls were slimy with the
dampness of centuries. On one
of them was a freshly-scratched
inscription: “Tonight I shall
surely die. Pray for me in my
hour of despair! Philipe de —”
The poor devil had been
dragged away before he could
finish writing his name! Under-
foot the floor was cold, clam-
my. Strange repulsive slugs of
a sort she had never seen be-
fore crawled slowly about, leav-
ing a trail of ooze behind them.

A pall of silence seemed to hang

over everything, though once in
a while one could hear voices
— moans of pain, shouts of de-
fiance from the prisoners,
coarse, matter-of-fact conver-
sation between the guards.
Once a rat came into the cell,
its whiskers twitching inquisi-
tively. Marguerite sent it scur-
rying with a stamp of her
foot s :

As the hours dragged by she

gradually lost her sense of
time. Had she been here four
hours, eight, ten? She could not
tell. She was shivering from the
cold. Overcoming her squeam-
ishness, she had seated herself
on the floor, hugging her knees
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in an effort to keep warm.

Occasionally that same rat —

or was it a different one each

time? — came back. He seemed

to be getting bolder, harder to
chase away . . .

Suddenly, there was a clamor
of voices, a rushing to and fro
of footsteps, an opening and
closing of doors. Torches flick-
ered past her cell door. Mar-
guerite’s heart began to beat
faster. This was it! Let me be
brave, she told herself. Let me
be stromg. But unaccountably
the tumult died down and again
there was silence. Once she
heard a high-pitched scream,
someone crying out in agony.
Then nothing. She slumped
lower on the floor, waiting,
waiting, sunk almost into
apathy.

Then there was the sound of
a door opening, and Maupin’s
voice rang out abruptly:

“Bring in the Montambert
woman!”

Footsteps approached, the
door to her cell was flung open.
A huge guard entered, lifted
her up like a sack of meal, then
set her back on her feet again.
“What’s the matter with me!”
he said with a chuckle. “I was
forgetting you haven’t been

worked over yet; you can go
under your own power. Come
along, Missy!”

In a large torchlit chamber
sat King Louis, Maupin at his
side. The room was cluttered
with abominable-looking con-
trivances, some small, some big,
but all of them designed for
only one purpose — torture!
In the midst of these, wearing
the traditional black leather
hood and iron-clawed gantlets,
stood an ominous figure, the
Questioner.,

“Marguerite de Montam-
bert,” said Maupin, “you are
guilty of false, slanderous, and
seditious utterances against the
Crown. For this you shall be
punished! You are guilty of
disloyalty, rebelliousness, and
refusal to acknowledge the ab-
solute authority of your Mon-
arch. For this you shall be pun-
ished! And finally you are
guilty of wantonly and brazenly
refusing to carry out the ex-
press wishes of His Majesty in
defiance of both your own best
interests and those of the
Crown. For this you will be
triply punished, and I warn you
that unless you accede to His
Majesty’s desires your life it-
self is forfeit!”
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“Well put, Maupin,” rasped
Louis, “most well and eloquent-
ly put! Let the chastisement
begin. By and by, if she is well
and truly repentant, and prom-
ises to be docile in the future,
I may find it in my heart to
forgive her.”

Marguerite glared sullen de-
fiance at the King.

“What is Your Majesty’s
pleasure?? said Maupin. ‘“Shall
it be the rack, the thumbscrews,
the pincers — name it, Sirel”

Louis’ amused and eager eyes
looked her up and down for
~ a moment. “Why, she’s a bonny
little thing,” he said, “most
lithe and agreeably formed.
Why don’t you show her some
of your artistry with the lash.”

Marguerite was stripped of
her shift and bound by the
wrists, arms outstretched, to a
pillory. Maupin took a long
slender black whip from & hook
on the wall and stood before
her holding it lightly, as grace-
ful and poised as a dancing-
master, You devils, thought
Marguerite, I’ll not cry out,
not once.
“Go ahead, Maupin,” said
Louis. “Caress her a little!”
Maupin lifted the whip. Mar-

guerite closed her eyes and
waited for the blow. There was
a swish of the whip, but she
felt nothing. Another. Still she
felt nothing. She opened her
eyes in time to see the whip
come at her again. Still he did
not hit her. Maupin was teas-
ing her, a mocking smile on his
lips. A dozen times the whip
licked at her, as delicately as
a snake’s tongue. Then at last
it touched her on one flank,
ever so lightly; there was no
pain, just a sharp biting feel-
ing. Maupin aimed the whip at
her again, to the other side of
her. Instinctively, she twisted
her body, trying to dodge the
blow; the whip brushed her
glancingly. Again a lash, again
she dodged, again the scarcely
painful, flicking contact. But
surely, this was a joke, the man
was not hurting her at all! As
stroke after stroke came whist-
ling at her, Marguerite tried
not to flinch, not to dodge. But
the instincts are stronger than
the will and she found herself
wincing away involuntarily.
Finally, she made a supreme
effort of the will and forced
herself to stand stockstill. The

~ whip-tip slapped at her belly

with a searing impact -that
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burned like fire and sent her
hurtling as far away as her
bonds would let her go. Then
the comedy began again. Flick
to one side, flick to the other
side, while her outraged body
squirmed this way and that but
never far enough to elude the
lash altogether.

How long could this go on?
Marguerite felt herself al-
most swooning, but another
sharp, painful lash brought her
back to awareness. Again the
teasing. It felt now as if it had
been going on forever. This was
horrible, unendurable somehow.
If only he would beat me, she
found herself thinking, 7 would
rather be beaten than teased
like this!
. Abruptly Maupin stopped.
“Well,” he said, “that is enough
for. the first act. Did your

Majesty enjoy the perform-

ance?”’

“Splendid, you were magnifi-

cent, Maupin! You too, Ma-
demoiselle!” cackled the little
King. “Let her rest a trifle,
and then let’s have another go
at it.” 5

An attendant brought her a
drink of water, Instead of spit-
ting it out, as Pierre le Fort

had done, she drank it grate-
fully. Exhausted, she slumped
against her bonds.

“And now we begin again,”
Maupin announced. The whip
flicked at her, but this time at
her ankles. He was making her
lift her feet, one after the other.
Again, it seemed simple, pain-
less, absurd. But after a few
minutes it was unendurable.
She lifted both feet from the
ground and swung by her
hands. Flick! The whip seared
her with a harsh, raking pain.
Then it was her shoulders. On
and on it went. A furious over-
whelming anger was welling up
in her. “Why .don’t you beat
me and get it over with, you
hell-carrion,” =~ she  shouted.
“Beat me! BEAT ME!”

_ Maupin stopped and looked
at his master. “Mi]ady wishes
to be beaten,” he said. “Is that
in accordance with Your Majes-
ty’s wishes?”

“Only if she kneels to me in
repentance and agrees to the
marriage I have chosen for
her,” said Louis.

“No!” cried Marguerite,

Again the teasing lash, again
the squirming. Suddenly it
was if there were two Margue-
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rites. One of them was still de-
fiant, the other was blubbering
through her tears, “Yes, yes,
I’ll kneel to the King, I'll marry
his cousin, anything, but stop,
STOP!” Then the other Mar-
guerite’s - bonds were loosed,
and she fell on her knees, kiss-
ing the King’s feet.

With a shock, Marguerite
realized that the other Mar-
guerite was she, that she was
this crazed woman. Ske was on
ker knees, begging the King’s
pardon!

“Well,” said Louis, “I'm glad
you’ve come to your senses, my
dear. You shall have your hus-
band, and you shall have your
other wish, as well.”

* “Why, what is that?” asked
Marguerite dazedly.

“To be beaten, of coursel!”

Marguerite was dragged
back' to the pillory. But this
time instead of Maupin she was
faced by the Questioner. An
oddly clumsy figure, he was
holding not the slim delicate
whip, but a short, ugly knotted
affair., He raised awkwardly,
and brought it down.

Whap! To Marguerite, on
whose nervous system were en-
graved the delicate traceries of
Maupin, the blow, delivered

85

with all the strength of a
coarsely brutal arm, was an un-
utterable shock. It knocked the
wind out of her, left her feel-
ing as if all her bones were
broken, half the flesh flayed
from her body!

The Questioner raised his
weapon again. He seemed oddly
eager at his work, and as he
brought the whip down again
he grunted strangely under his
mask: The second blow was
worse than the first. The shock
of it echoed and re-echoed
through her body as if there
had been dozens of blows, not
.one — like the reverberations
of a thunderclap, wave after
wave of pain. Her field of vi-
sion became rosy, as if Jblood
were in her eyes, though he had
not touched her head.

Again the Questioner raised
his whip, brought it down with
yet another grunt. As her shat-
tered nerves seemed to explode,
Marguerite - lost conscious-
ness . . «

hen she came to, she was
lying on the bed in the

b

chamber where she had slept on

her first night in the castle. She
had been dressed in a wedding
gown. The maid Cecile was
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bathing her temples with water.

The King and his retinue
were in the room, along with
Maupin and Alaric, the idiot
nephew. An elderly priest was
there, too, looking somewhat
ashamed of what he was about
to do.

“Ah, good, she wakes,” said

the King. “Splendid! Let us
have the ceremony at once!”

Cecile and Maupin assisted
her to her feet. Alaric was
placed at her side. The old
priest mumbled the wedding
invocations over them,

It was done!

Louis appeared to be over-
joyed. He did a little capering
dance, rubbing his hands to-
gether, and insisted on giving
both of them a royal and cou-
sinly embrace.

“I have one little last dis-

appointment for you, I'm
afraid, my" dear,” he said to
Marguerite,

“And what is that?” she
asked.

“Well, I know you are eager
to begin your wedding night
with your groom,” he said.
“You must be exhausted, poor
child, after all our long ‘pre-
parations’. But you cannot have
your Alaric just yet. I have

need of him for a while. Il
send him to you before the
night is out.”

“There is no need to hurry,
Sire,” replied Marguerite bit-
terly.

The royal party left the
room. Cecile helped her un-
dress for the night, then asked
if there was anything else she
required.

“No, you may go,” said Mar-
guerite,

“I would like to tell you,
Milady,” said the girl, tears
brimming in her eyes, “that I
am sorry I was unable to help
you yesterday. And that I pity
you worse than I can ever say.”

“Don’t blame yourself, Ce-
cile,” said Marguerite. “It is’
my own fault. I gave in, des-
pite myself, that’s true, but I
gave in. I must make the best
of it.”

Cecile gave her a look of
profound commiseration. “Be-
lieve me, Milady, I'm sorry,”
she said again.

“Don’t worry about it Ce-
cile,” said Marguerite sharply.
“Good night!”

Marguerite lay down for
sleep. If she thought of her
husband at all, it was fleeting-
ly, and with disgust. Just be-
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fore she fell asleep she was
pondering how to get word to
her brother of what had hap-
pened to her.

She awoke to a great pound-
ing on her door. “Who is it?”
she asked.

“It is I, Maupin! I bring
you your bridegroom!”

“Well come in, then.” she
said. Maupin entered, followed
by another person. “I must say,
you are making a big hullabal-
loo about it —” she started to
say. Then she saw who it was
that Maupin had brought. The
black hood, the iron gantlets. . .

“That is not my husband,

that is the Questioner!” she
exclaimed. ;

“Ah, but you are wrong, Mi-
lady, it és your husband!” Mau-
pin tore the black hood from
the Questioner’s head, exposing
the face of Alaric, Vicomte of
Fresneaux! Then he turned on
his heels and left the room.

As her husband, his dull eyes
blazing with brutish lust, his
cruel hands outstretched, came
panting toward her, Marguerite
gave a shriek of pure horror,
the shriek of a soul damned to
a lifetime of terror!

THE END



THE PURIFYING LASH

by Emily Bond

What unspeakable diabolism lurked behind the
compassionate eyes of the ‘kind’ stranger who
rescued her from the sordid London alleys?

&

alf-past twelve was striking

as Janet Grey pulled her

skirts up and stepped into the
swirling fog-filled street. She
remembered that there used to
be a certain pleasure in a soli-
tary walk through London in
the early morning hours. She
had appreciated the solitude
and mystery of the sleeping
city. * But now the pleasure
ebbed before the knowledge
that it was necessary for her
to be abroad at that hour. The
romance of the dark hours died
before necessity.

Even the most commonplace
thoroughfare came alive with
an aroma of mystery after the
traffic had stopped and Janet
shivered involuntarily.  She
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dreaded the echoing, empty
streets because she knew much
of the strange things that night
must shroud in any city. The
solitude of London held no fas-
cination for her tonight.

Her steps echoed as she
turned and headed toward
Hyde Park Corner, Gaslights
flickered and threw menacing
shadows. Through the fog she
heard the occasional clatter of
horses’ hooves on the cobble-
stones as a carriage passed.
Many of the houses she walked
by were unoccupied and a
slight breeze set the house
agents’ notice boards creaking
above her. :

She heard a carriage clatter-
ing toward her. She stopped
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walking and waited for it to
come close enough for her to
* see who might be inside, She
slumped. And the smile she had
summoned faded. It was a
couple, and a couple was of
no use to her.

Suddenly a figure emerged
from the fog and came toward
her. His feet had made so little
sound that she hadn’t been
aware of him until he was al-
most on her.

“Oh, Sir, it’s such a bone-
chilling night, wouldn’t you buy
a poor girl a hot drink?”

She hated him because she
had to say those words. She
hated all the men she’d said it
to in the past and it was all
she could do to muster a cajol-
ing smile.

He was tall and not bad
looking which was something
of a relief. In fact, as she
looked closer she began to feel
she had made a mistake in
approaching him. His eyes were
. so intense and his face had an
almost saint-like quality that
made her shrink from him in
shame,

“Pm sorry, Sir. I guess I've
made a mistake. Please excuse
me.” . f :

The man looked down at the

confused girl, and thought how
pretty she would be without the
heayy makeup and that hid-
eously cheap dress. Her dark
hair made a lovely frame for
the heart shaped face. He
hastened to reassure her.
“Excuse you, There’s noth-
ing to excuse you for. Obvious-

1y I've made you ill at ease

so it’s I who must ask you to
forgiverme” he said.

With that he took her firmly
by the arm and drawing his
black cloak about her moved
on into the fog.

Her steps dragged and she
held back. It had been such a
long time since any man had
spoken kindly to her. She was
unsettled by it. In the past
she’d always been able to slip
on a mask of cold indifference.
But kindness was something
that she had no knowledge of.

The man stopped and re-
leased her arm.

“Look,” he said, “I have an
idea what you expected from
me, but you’ll discover that you
are completely wrong. First, I
want you to tell me everything
about yourself and T’ll see
whether I can’t do something
to help you. I can’t believe that
you chose this life voluntarily
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or that you want to continue
it if there is another opened to

you. My name is Charles Jason,

please lcok upon me as a
friend.”

j’ane’c almost swooned from the
sheer unexpectedness of this
speech and would have stum-
bled if Charles hadn’t steadied
her by taking her arm once
again.

“Tt will be hard to find a
decent place still open, but per-
haps a pub will have something
that yould please you as we
talk.”

He was walking along at a
brisk pace and Janet had to
hurry to keep up. There was a
fog in her brain that swirled
as dizzily as the fog they
walked through and part of her
asked questions she couldn’t
find answers to. Finally she
- silenced the questions with the
simple words, - “Why not?”
Why not go with this man?
She had gone with many others.
And even if she didn’t know
what to expect, had knowing
been any help in the past? Her
luck was due for a change.
Maybe the strong, considerate
Charles Jason was the mes-
enger to bring it to her.

She could make out the dim
gaslights of a pub. Charles
stopped and led her down the
steps and into the warmth.
There were very few customers
and Janet was vaguely disap-
pointed. She wished there had
been a lot of people to see her
with so fine a gentleman —
one who was looking out for
her and even holding her arm.

They took a secluded table.
Charles helped her off with her
coat. She laughed softly. What
a different evening she had ex-
pected when she had started
out tonight — she had forgot-
ten how lovely life could be.
So there were some pleasant
surprises in the world for Janet
Grey.

“What has caused you to
laugh? Even though I can tell
it’s a contented sound I'd like
to know what ‘is responsible.”

“You were right about the
contentment. It was just a re-
action to a very happy situa-
tion which you are responsible
for.” :

His eyes stared into hers for
a moment and then the bar-
maid’s voice interrupted.

“Oh, yes. What would you
like . . . Do you realize that I
don’t know your name?”
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“My name was Janet Grey,
but I don’t feel like her any-
more. Please order for me.”
After she had eaten, Janet

settled back and let relaxa-
tion seep through her being.
Charles hadn’t taken his hyp-
notic eyes from her once, There
was a feeling of waiting in the
air.

“I know all men ask this
question, but please tell me the
truth so that I may really know
you. What made you embark
on this life?”

Janet sighed. She had never
told anyone the true story be-
fore. She didn’t like to remem-
ber it.

“My father died when I was
15. Mother married again very
soon and my stepfather was a
fanatic monster. He thought all
girls were evil and . . .” She
shuddered.

“Go on, I can see you are
telling the truth.” :

“Every night I would lie in
bed trembling because I never
knew whether he would come
that night and punish me for
some evil he thought I’d done.
Oh, I don’t think I was worse
than any other child, but my
mother was afraid to protect
me and I just lay there and

shivered until he had gone to
bed or else come to my room.”

“What did he do in your
room?”’

“He would tell me how evil
I'd been that day and he’d
stare at me with his terrible
eyes until T crouched as far
away from him as I could and
then he’d grab me. He always
had his belt ready and he’d
throw me over his lap and beat
me until I couldn’t stand it.
I'd try not to scream, be-
cause that made him wild, but
finally I’d give up and scream
...scream . .. scream. One day
I ran away and since I didn’t
have any money, oh well, you
know the rest. Sometimes the
only thing that kept me going
was knowing that if my step-
father had expected that I'd
turn out badly, T was going to
be as bad as I could be, just
because it would have made
him so angry.”

An expression of profound
sorrow crossed Charles’ face
and his voice was low.

“Come on Janet. It’s late and
you must be very tired. You
can stay at my house. T want
to show you where I live.”

As they stepped back out in-
to the fog a carriage came by

\
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and Charles hailed it.

“Tt’s too far to walk. Get in
and rest. I’ll let you know when
we arrive.”

janet watched the vague
shapes of buildings in the
fog and thought how nice it was
to be drawn through the sha-
dowy murk in a warm carriage
and then she dozed off.

~ Charles shook her gently and
she stepped out of the carriage
in a section that was wholly
unfamiliar to hér. The carriage
drove off and she looked about
her. There was only one build-
ing surrounded by a vast empti-
ness. The building was a large,
gray stone structure that looked
very old and forbidding.

“Is that your house?”

“Yes, come inside. I want
you to see all of it. It has many
things you will find interest-
ing.”

As they came to the heavy
front door it opened and a
powerfully built young man
stepped aside and bowed slight-
ly.

“John, this is Janet. She w111
be our guest.”

Janet watched as John
closed the door and then
walked down the hall and dis-

appeared.

“We’ll start with the top
floors and T’ll give you a quick
tour before you rest.”

It was the strangest house

Janet had ever been in.
Theer were so many rooms that
she stopped trying to keep
track of them, and was really
getting quite weary when
Charles showed her into his
study. There were hundreds of
books and a large desk. Stand-
ing alertly next to the desk was
an immense dog. He didn’t make
any sound, but seemed to await
a signal from his master.

“It’s all right,” said Charles,
and the huge beast relaxed and
lay down,

“Why do you have all these
books?” Janet asked as she
looked about the room.

“I am very interested in the
darker side of all men. I wish
to discover how some are able
to overcome their evil demons
and why others are too weak to
be anything but slaves to
them.” ‘

“But aren’t people what they
are?”

“I can see you have much to
learn. I myself am gathering
material on this subject. I think
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you will be a very valuable
helper for my project.”

“T would be glad to help you,
you know that, but I don’t see
how I could be of any value
in something which I am so ig-
norant about.”

“You won’t be ignorant any-
more after T’ve begun to teach
you.”

“Charles, ’m sotry but I'm
so very tired. Would you mind
if T was shown to my room
now?”’

“There is only one more
room to show you and then
you will have seen the whole
fortress.”

“Jt is like a fortress. Aren’t
you lonely living in such a deso-
late spot in this great forbid-
_ding mansion?”

“I wouldn’t be at home any-
where else. This has been the
home of my family for genera-
_tions. I am the last of our line,
but it will be where I spend
the rest of my days.”
~ Charles led her to the rear

of a long hall and’started down
some winding stone stairs.

“Be very careful,” he warned.
“I wouldn’t want you to fall.”
~ Suddenly there was a door
.and Charles opened it and
stepped aside. Janet kept her

eyes on the stairs so she
wouldn’t miss a step and as she -
entered the room the door
creaked shut behind- her. She
looked up and then she fainted.

As she came up out of black-

ness her thoughts refused
to form. She opened her eyes
and saw it was all too real.
She was in a dank cellar, lying
on a stone table. Chained to the
wall were three other girls star-
ing at her with frightened, pity-
ing eyes. The chains dug into
their flesh and one had a collar
of metal which kept her head
in a rigid position. Their bodies
were marked and bruised and
they hung limply and hopeless-
ly. Janet heard someone whim-
per and realized with horror it .
was herself. She couldn’t see
the whole room, but. she
thought she was alone with the
girls.

“Why,” she asked them.
“What is this place, why are
we here?”

One of the tortured creatures
on the wall whispered, “We'll
never get out of here. He'll
keep us here until our bodies
break or the evil in us leaves
our bodies. If only I knew what
he wanted I’d do anything to
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stop the pain, but he says he
only wants to free our spirits
from the evil that possesses us.
Either he is mad, or we are, I
don’t know which anymore.”

Suddenly the door opened
and Charles and John entered.

“Have you met your sisters-

under-the-skin?” he said in a
cold voice.
“They had much evil in them,
too, when I brought them to my
house. I find they are getting
less evil every month, T have
great hopes that in time they
will be free of the dark spirits
‘that have possessed them.”

“Why have you brought me
here? You seemed so gen-
tle . . . You seemed to under-
stand.”

“And ‘I do understand.
That’s why I chose you. To
help you by finishing the job
that your stepfather started
and which you ran away from
before it had done you any
good. Young girls never know
what’s best for them. Perhaps
he could have cured you if you
had stayed. Now the job is
mine and I will see what I can

<

do. I only hope it isn’t too

late.«

Charles reached down and

loosened the leather thongs that
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bound her to the table.

“I want to make sure you
will be able to watch Rita’s les-
son. Then I want you to tell
me exactly what you felt as you
watched. If I don’t feel you
understood, or if you can’t find
the words to explain your feel-
ings, in a satisfactory manner,
I am going to begin your les-
sons tonight.”

Janet watched in dumbp hor-
ror as the girl in the neck
collar was lowered to the
ground. She was moaning and
pleading as John picked her up
in his arms and carried her to
a ladder-like rack where
Charles waited. As Janet
watched, Charles raised his arm
and she saw he held a strong
leather whip. John chained the
girl spread eagle on the rack,
and Charles saluted Janet and
smiled.

“This should do a better job
than your stepfather’s belt,” he
said. And then he began,

The girl began to scream be-
fore the first caress of the lash,
and the screams grew and grew
until Janet could not remember
ever having heard any other
sound. The other girls were
moaning and Janet couldn’t
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bear to watch the straining girl
on the rack or the mutilated
bodies of the others chained to
the wall.

At last the whip stopped and
the bleeding body was taken
from the rack and taken back
to the wall, and the neck chain.

A cold sweat of fear bathed
Janet and- she could not bear
to open her eyes.

Charles’ voice came crisp and
clear.

“T see you chose not to bene-
fit from the lesson. If you had
watched and learned it would
have been a good sign, but I
see that you will need many,
many lessons which we will be-
gin now.”

Janet felt herself being car-
ried to the rack where Rita had
just been whipped to a bleed-
ing pulp and she twisted vainly
from side to side. She felt
rough hands on her clothes
and heard a loud ripping. The
cold, dank air bathed her body
and she stared into the piercing

eyes of a mad stranger.

As the lash came down, a fire
ripped across her body and her
screams were louder than Rita’s
had ever been. Again and again
she felt the fire, and the pain
was so intense that she felt a
gripping nausea in the pit of
her stomach. - She felt slow
warm trickling blood coze from
the wounds and bathe her body.
If the whip did not stop she
must surely die, but it kept on
and on.

As the blessed blackness of
unconsciousness was bringing
her relief the “lesson” ended.
She was lowered from the rack
and carried to the wall where
she was chained next to Rita.
The cold dampness of the wall
and the biting metal of the
chains made her scream again.

Then through the thick
waves of pain she recalled a
voice, “My name is Charles
Jason. Please look upon me as
a friend.”



ANGEL OF EVIL

by Robert Rossner : 1

Leora was smooth all right. But she couln’t fool
me with her sweet innocence.

hen - we first met Leora,

we were completely taken
in by her. By the time we saw
her for what she was, three
years had passed. Three rotten
years for Mitch. And there
was nothing anyone could do
about it,

Did I say nothing? Well,
that’s not true. There was
something. And we did it.
That’s the kind of friends we
are. Or were. The team.

It had gotten to the point
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where one of us would call the
other two at the office every-
time something particularly
outrageous occurred.

“Hello, Dave?”
“Yeah?”

“Did you hear what she’s
done now?”

And the guy being called—
whether it was Dave, or
Sandy, or I—always knew
that “she” was Leora. And we
knew, without being told, that
she’d just done something new
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to make Mitch’s life more mis-
erable.

And the worst part of it
was, Mitch never complained.
Either he didn’t notice the
kind of treatment he was get-
ting, or he didn’t know what
to do about it. Or he didn’t
feel he could trust his three
best friends with his troubles.

And that's what friends are’

for, isn’t it?

~ Dave said it for all of us,
one night. “How can you tell
a guy his wife is a bitch,” he
asked plaintively, “if he
thinks she’s the greatest thing
in his life?”

Sandy nodded. “Especially
when you gave her your bless-
ing, the first time you met
h,érln

The first time...

ell, we had. It was true.

When Mitch brought
Leora around that first time,
we all thought she was great.
It had been our first big party
since renting ti.: mew apart-
ment. When Mitch promised
us something special, we re-
solved to stay sober enough to
notice it. And, generally
speaking, we did. At least
Sandy and I did. When the

doorbell rang at nine-thirty,
we raced to answer it. Of
course, we’d forgotten that the
door wasn’t locked; Mitch
had just rung the bell to an-
nounce himself. When we
reached the hallway, she was
already standing there.

She was something to look
at. Really she was. Tall and
willowy, with a fullness that
was, somehow, made more re-
fined by the tweed suit she
wore. A delicately-featured
face beneath the carefully up-
swept straw-blonde hair. And
hot violet eyes that seemed to
see the entire apartment even
as they widened at the pleas-
ure of meeting us.

“So these are the room-
mates!. How nice to meet
you.” Her voice was slightly
husky, and as I took her hand,
I had an urge to bend over
and kiss it, but I resisted
nobly.

“The pleasure is ours,
ma’am,” Sandy said. A few
drinks always brought out the
Virginia gentleman in him.

She smiled then faced me
again. “And you must  be
Kevin.” T could have read a
newspaper by the light of her
eyes. ' ;

b
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“Where’s Dave?” Mitch
had been standing in the back-
ground, anxiously studying
our reactions,

“When last seen,” T said,
“he was chinning himself on
.the kitchen doorpost.”

“He was up to forty-six,”
Sandy added helpfully.

“Dave’s girl-friend is a lady
gym-teacher” Mitch ex-
plained, taking Leora’s arm.
. We walked toward the parlor

together. Leora looked at
Sandy and me. “If anyone is
making drinks,” she mur-

mured shyly, “I’d love an Old
Fashioned.”

“T’ll get it,” T offered.

She smiled. “Thank you,
Kevin.” I smiled back, and
detoured to the kitchen. While
I hunted for the bitters—mno-
body ever drank Old Fash-
ioneds around there—I
thought about Mitch’s new
girl; she seemed like the best
thing to have happened to him
since his arrival in New York.
I hoped T was right.

I hadn’t quite finished the
drink when she came into the
kitchen and leaned against the
refrigerator. “Mitch ran out
of cigarettes. He said I could
take a pack from your private

supply.”

“That was a joke.” I gave
her an unopened pack from
the silverware drawer.
“There’s no private supply of
anything in this place—I just
hide a couple of packs for
those times when someone
runs out.”

She tore open the pack, and
I held a match for her. When
she had taken one puff, she
tilted her head to one side and
studied the kitchen shelves.
“Very mnice decorating here.”
Her tone sounded vaguely
amused. “Who did it?”

“We all did.” I handed her

‘the drink.

“The four of you are really
a team, aren’t you?”

I nodded. “We have been
for vears.”

“Mitch told me you all got
together in Korea.” She sipped
at her drink. “How come
you’re all still together?”

“I don’t know,” T shrugged.
“We just hit it off together.
We came to New York after
the army because that’s where
the money was. We all found
jobs doing what we wanted.
We were able to get this place
because the rent is bearable
when it’s split four ways.” I
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laughed. “It’s a happy life.”

“Js it?” She stared at her
cigarette. “Do you think it
will last?”

“Probably not,” I said.
“We’ll break up, get married,
move to the suburbs and lose
our hair. But right now, it’s a
ball.”

She smiled. Then we went
into the parlor and joined the
- crowd (Sandy was telling his
wonderful story about Robert
E. Lee and the shoemaker),
and the evening bounced and
jounced along until the wee
hours.

When the place was finally
empty, and Dave and I were
swabbing down ashtrays, we
got around to Mitch and his
new girl.

“She’s a gorgeous
Dave said. “Where did he find
her?”

“In his office,” Sandy vol-
unteered. “She’s working as a
secretary to pay for her music
lessons. She’s been studying
the piano for six years.” He
looked around for a clean
one. :

“Mitch really hit it,” I said.
“And high time.”

And it was. Sandy and I
were the ones who usually had

doll,”

the phone numbers. Dave
could always get theater tick-
ets. Mitch was often the one
who bought the liquor. We
didn’t know why; he was
good-looking enough, in a lean
and hungry way. But he’d had
trouble rounding up his own
dates, until Leora had been
hired.

I suppose Dave knew, that
night. He ‘held an ashtray up
to the light, inspected it for
grime, and set it on the table.
“Tt’s good that Mitch found a
nice one. We can’t go on guid-
ing him through life forever.”

Sandy squinted up through
the smoke. “You sound like
the old scout-troop is getting
ready to break up, man.”

“Not yet, but soon,” Dave
predicted, a little sadly. “It’ll
happen.”.

“Well, what the hell,” T
laughed, trying to keep it
light. “We can still keep the
team in operation, We're a
team, remember?”’ ‘

“Here’s to the team,” Sandy
chanted, raising his glass.

“Yeah.” Dave and I groned
for drinks to join him. ‘“The
team.” .

But we finished the cleaning
in silence.
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ave was right, though.

Mitch stuck to Leora. We
saw more and more of her,
and it made us feel good to see
Mitch blossoming under her
treatment. Occasionally she
did something to bother us—
like persuading him to give up
crew-cuts for a “more digni-
fied” haircut, with a neat part
on the right side. But Mitch
liked it, and that made it all
right with us. Leora cooked
dinner for us about twice a

month, and she was a fine

cook, if a little heavy on the
noodles. You can’t blame a
girl for that.

Things went on this way
for about a year. And then one
night Mitch came in with a
foolish expression on his face.
Dave and I had been sitting
around, killing a bottle and
working out some fishing
plans—Sandy was out—and
Mitch dropped his jacket on
the couch and settled down
near us, practically panting
for a chance to talk. Dave
knew right away, of course.
He got a clean glass, poured
a drink and passed it to
Mitch,

“Congratulations, buddy,”
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he grinned. “When’s the day?”

“How did you know?” Mike
blurted. Then he laughed
sheepishly. “I guess you could
tell from my face.”

I smiled. He was a very
likeable guy. “You're getting
into the decent life. Wonder-
full”

He nodded. “Leora said you
guys would kid about it, but.
that you’d take it well.”

“We're very tolerant,”
Dave said dryly. “When’s the
date?”

“Probably around April.
You can get off-season rates
in Bermuda then.”

“Bermuda?” Dave shook
his head. “You’re the guy
who’s always complaining
about the heat. What do you
want to go thére forp”

“Leora says its cool there,
really.”

“Oh. . .she’s been there?”

“She’s been  vacationing
there every year for five
vears.” He grinned triumph-
antly. “She knows Bermuda
very well.”

Something about that both-
ered me, but I wasn’t going to
bring it up to Mitch. “Okay,
sport,” I toasted him. “Here’s
luck.” ‘
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And we all drank to it. We
kept up the drinking until
Sandy came in, so he could get
in on the toasts. It was a great
evening.

The drinking and partying
and jollying-along went on for
- ‘the next five months. Mitch
spent more time with Leora—
which was only natural. Tt
seemed as though the next
time we were really all togeth-
er was at the wedding.

It had started out to be a
small affair—just a minister,
a few {friends, Leora’s aunt,
and a breakfast afterwards.
But complications had set it
a-growin’. Leora had con-
vinced Mitch that all the of-
fice wheels had to be invited
—even if they wouldn’t at-
tend—and then, naturally, all

the secretaries had to be in-

vited, too. Then her aunt’s
friends had to be there—
“They’re wonderful with pres-
ents, darling,” she had said,
and Mitch agreed that she had
a point there. Things grew by
leaps and bounds, and when
the day finally arrived, there
were some ninety people mill-
ing around at the reception in
the hotel-suite.

We had wanted to throw

the party at the apartment,
but Mitch had demurred. “I
don’t think the place is right
for it, guys. It’s too small.”

Dave nodded. “I suppous
Teora associates it with your
misspent youth—is that it?”

Mitch smiled. “That’s it, T
guess. And she thinks a hotel
would be better as far as the
office bigwigs are concerned.”

It hadn’t occurred to muw
that Leora had been behind
this, but Dave realized it im-
mediately. Well, what could
we say? It was her wedding,
after all.

And what a party that was!
Sandy and I got there first—
after the ceremony—Dave, be-
ing best man, was coming with
Mitch and Leora—and found
a table with more liquor than
we’d seen in a month of office-
parties. There were six kinds
of sandwiches, three sliced tur-
keys, great glistening mounds
of exotic tidbits, and two
white-jacketed waiters to
force the food down willing
throats. Everybody ate, drank,
and circulated. Leora was the
life of the party. Her violet
eyes were set off beautifully
by the white wedding-gown,
and she flashed them every-
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where,

It was Sandy who told me
what was going on. He came
up to me at about eleven and
said, “Have you seen Leora?”

I had a mouthful of lobster
salad, so I just shook my head.
“What’s wrong?” I finally
mumbled,

“She’s been talking a blue
streak to Mitch’s boss.” He
didn’t look happy. “Telling
him what a great idea it would
be to put Mitch in charge of
the Chicago office.”

“But Mitch hates Chicago,”
I protested. “That’s why he
came to New York!”

Sandy shrugged. “I'm just
" reporting, man.”

“Where’s Mitch?”

He pointed across the
crowded room. Mitch was
talking to an old lady. It was
a toss-up as to which of them
looked more uncomfortable,
“Leora’s aunt’s best friend,”
Sandy said.

“Was that Leora’s idea?”

“Sure.”

I nodded glumly, got mysell
another drink, and continued
to tank up. As soon as Leora
and Mitch vanished, and the
last of<the bourbon had evano-
rated, Sandy and Dave and I

took our leave. The party was
still dribbling on, but we’d had
enough,

We walked home silently—
it was only about ten blocks
from the hotel, and a warm
night. I don’t know if their
thoughts were like mine. But
after a while, Dave said,
“She’s a nice girl,”

“Yeah, man.”" Sandy lit a
cigarette.

“It was a nice affair,” I of-
fered.

“Uh huh.” Dave was going
to say something else, but
didn’t.

“She’ll take good care of
Mitch,” Sandy said.

“Sure she will,” Dave
agreed quickly. Too quickly.

“The team is breaking up,”
I said.

That ended the conversa-
tion for the night.

Well, there was one more
thing, After we got back to
our place—somewhat emptier,
now that Mitch had moved
his things out—and gotten
ready for sleep, just after the
lights went out, Dave called
out, “You know, I think that
up to now, Leora’s been pretty
good for Mitch.”

I waited in the darkness for
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Sandy to straight-man him.
“So? What do you mean, up
to now?”

“I just have the uncom-
fortable feeling,” Dave said
slowly, ‘“that from here on,
it’s all downhill.”

Neither of us had anything
to say to that. And Dave had
nothing further to say either.
He must have fallen asleep im-
mediately. I know I d.d.

Mitch and Leora came back
from Bermuda two weeks
later—Leora with a beautiful
suntan that made her hair
seem lighter and her eyes hot-
ter, Mitch with a bad sunburn
—and moved into their apart-
ment. It wasn’t a bad place at
all. Three rooms, with a view
of Central Park, in the West
Eighties. Leora had loved it
from the moment she’d first
seen it, and the rent—ninety-
five a month—made it a steal.
But she didn’t love it so much
three months later.

“The shopping is inconveni-
ent,” she said, as she handed
us our drinks, “and it’s a hot
apartment. But the worst
thing about it is the neigh-
borhood—it’s such a sleazy
street to have to walk through
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at night!”

“But you never walk around
at night alone,” Mitch pro-
tested.

She pursed her lips. “Sup-
pose I wanted to take a walk,
some time. Could I do it,
around. here?”

“T’'ve been walking around
here for a long time,” Dave
said. “I’ve never been raped
yet.-”

Mitch and Sandy laughed.
Leora didn’t, “I happen to
love to walk,” she said. “And
I'm terribly afraid to!” Her
lip quivered, tears came to her
eyes. “Excuse me,” she said,
in a small voice, and turned
and ran for the bedroom. The
door closed behind her.

Mitch looked at us helpless-
ly, then stood up. “Excuse me,
guys,” he muttered, and fol-
lowed her into the room.

We sat in the parlor for 4
few minutes, staring down at
the floor. Then Dave said,
“Who asked me?”

I studied the muddy ab-
straction that hung over the
sofa. (It was a painting Leora
had seen and loved in the Vil-
lage Outdoor Art Show.) She
had persuaded Mitch to buy it
for her. To me, it was still a
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dirty doormat,

“Let’s go,” Sandy said nerv-
ously. ;
“Okay.” Dave and I joined
him at the door as Mitch came
out, He was smiling again, but
the smile looked stretched.

“Listen, Sport, we’ve got to
go,” Dave said. “Tell Leora
we're sorry we couldn’t stay.”

Mitch’s face fell. “You
‘sure?”

“Yeah, we have a party we

promised to stop in on,”

Sandy improvised. “A couple
of girls in the house.”

“Well, have fun.” Mitch
seemed torn between a desire
to talk to us and an urge to
get back to Leora. “Look, let’s
get together for lunch next
week, huh?”

“Sure,” Dave said.
about Thursday?”

We made it for Thursday.

“How

We didn’t see too much of

Leora after that. Maybe
once a month. But we had
lunch with Mitch every
Thursday. He was the happi-
est bridegroom ever. He was
doing well at his job—writing
copy for stock-brochures, if I
haven’t mentioned it before—
and Leora was a dream.
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That’s what he said: a dream.
But -he seemed  more quiet
than he used to be. And he
had three drinks with lunch,
instead of the old two, We
needed them:. ;

Then he went off to Chi-
cago on a business trip. He
was gone for two weeks. One
night, about three days before
he was due back, the phone
rang. It was Leora.

“How are you, Kevin?” Her
voice was friendlier than ever.
“How’s the team getting
along?”

“ust iine, = Leora.? 1 sig-
naled to Dave, who grimaced
at the name. “How are you?”

“Oh, fine.” She paused.
“How would you boys like to
come and see a surprise I'm
fixing for Mitch?”

“We’d love to. When?”

“Right now,” she giggled.
“T’ll give you the address.”

You guessed it. When we
arrived at the address—on
Riverside Drive, three blocks
from Columbia—Leora was
waiting outside. “She looked
beautiful, but that wasn’t on
our minds. She took us inside
at once, and up to the ninth
floor. _

“Here it is,” she said bright-
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ly, and opened the door.

It was very nice, of course.
Four huge rooms. Beamed
ceilings. Polished hardwood
floors. And a view of the river
and the green New Jersey
shore from three of the rooms.

We stared at it silently.

““This is my surprise for
Mitch,” she said, widening
her eyes. “Do you like it?”

“How are you going to gift-
wrap it?” Dave asked.

She smiled. “Very funny,:

David.”
Sandy was staring at the
river. They didn’t have views

like this in his part of Vir-

ginia. “How much is the rent,
Leora?” :

“Ohh...” she shrugged air-
ily. “A hundred seventy-five.”

Sandy’s jaw dropped.

“That’s just about double
your rent now,” Dave said
quietly. “Are you going to
take in washing?”

“No—but I’'m going back to
" work, part-time.”

“Back to the office?” I
asked. When they had mar-
ried, Mitch had insisted that
she quit. He wanted a wife to
stay home and run the house.

“No.” She glowed. “I got a
job playing the piano at a

cicktail-lounge. It’s a chance
to use my lessons.”

“When will you work?”
Dave asked.

“Tuesday through Friday,

from eight to midnight.” She

stood smiling, waiting for our
congratulations,

Sandy gulped. “You think
Mitch will like that?”

“I’'m sure he won’t object.”
She turned, walked to the
door and opened it.

“Don’t you think you ought
to ask Mitch about the apart-
ment first?” I suggested gen-
tly, as we left.

“Oh, he’s such a stick-in-
the-mud,” she said. “He’d stay
in that musty place forever.
No, I signed the lease here to-
day.”

Dave said nothing, but his
expression was grim. “Your
job isn’t going to pay the
rent,” he said at last.

“Well, it’s about time Mitch
got a raise,” she retorted de-
fiantly. “And maybe now he’ll
ask for one!”

We rode down to the street
in silence. “I hope he likes it,”
Sandy said, in a small voice.

“He will,” Leora assured
him. “And he’ll get the raise,
too. All Mitch needs is a lit-
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tle push—I discovered that a
long time ago!”

That didn’t leave very much
for anyone else to say. We
made our goodnights on the
street and left Leora to find
her own way home.

“The worst part of @ it)”
Dave said finally, “is that
she’s right.” :

“What do you mean?”

“I mean,” she-sighed, that
Mitch will love the place, and
he’ll ask his boss for a raise
and get it.”

And that was exactly what
happened. Mitch came

home and was overjoyed. He
didn’t even seem to mind
Leora’s new job...or, if he
did, he didn’t show it to us.
We all pitched in to help them
paint the place, arrange fur-
niture, make the apartment
beautiful. That was the night
we caught another of Leora’s
little quirks. Sandy was the
one to point it out first.

“Did you guys notice,” he
said hesitantly, after two beers
on the way home, “how she
kept calling it ‘my apart-
ment’?”

I hadn’t, until then. Dave
had.
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“She does it all the time,”
he agreed. “My apartment, my
hi-fi, my kitchen sink.”

“Is she gloating over the
fact that she found the apart-
ment?”’ I asked in anger.

“No, she’s always done it,”
Dave said. “Don’t you remem-
ber %er honeymoon trip. to
Bermuda?”

“That’s right,” Sandy said.
“I remember that.”

“Keep your ears open,”
Dave counselled. “You’ll hear
it from her every time.”

Maybe it was just that he
brought it to our attention,
but, as a matter of fact, she
seemed to do it more often af-
ter that. Only once did we say
anything. We were all out for
an evening at the theater one
night, and went in for pizza
afterwards. Leora started talk-
ing about the summer.

“I’d love to spend my vaca-
tion in California this year,”
she said.

“Oh?” Dave looked up with
interest. “Where’s Mitch go-

ing?” :
Leora simply looked puz-
zled. But Mitch laughed.

““That’s just her way of talk-

ing,” he said. “She always
does that.” He smiled at her
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fondly, as though she had
done something quite brilliant
for her age.

Leora, getting
sniffed. “David,
funny.”

“That’s what my mother al-
ways used to say,” he agreed,
smiling, and that ended the
moment.

So Leora continued her job
at the lounge, and Mitch spent
his evenings reading, loafing,
- bringing home work from the
office. Except on Wednesdays.
Wednesday nights, we’d all get
together for dinner, come back
to the place and play poker
till about midnight. It was like
old times, then. Even Mitch
said so.

“You know,” he said, one
of those nights, looking
around the parlor as Sandy
.shuffled the deck, “this. was a
pretty nice place.” ’

“We were a pretty good
team,” Dave said. “Weren’t
we?”’

“The team...” Mitch nod-
ded. “Aren’t we still?”

Sandy held the next card
for a fraction of a second be-
fore flipping it across the ta-
ble. “Sure we are, man.”

“When are you guys going

it at last,
you’re SO
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to get married?”

“When the right girl comes
along,” Dave said. “You were
lucky.”

I looked at him sharply,
but his expression was perfect-
ly serious.

“I sure was,” Mitch said,
and grinned contentedly

“Are we playing or not?”
Sandy complained.

“Sure, sure.”” We went on
with the game.

No, Mitch saw nothlng
wrong with Leora. That was
the worst part of it. If he had
wouldn’t have had to hold the
remarks, the grimaces, the
judgments until he left. But
he thought she was perfectly
wonderful, and all we could
do was hope he’d never find
out otherwise. We were able
to keep up the politeness for
a long time. But the day final-
ly came when Leora went too
far.

was sitting around the
place alone one night (San-
dy was out with a superbly-
stacked lady physicist from
Oakland, and Dave was work-
ing late). Dave came in; made
himself a drink, and sat glow-
ering on the window-sill until
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I finally put down my book
and asked him what was
wrong.

“I just spent an hour in de-
lightful conversation,” he said
grimly.,

“Who with?”

“A girl who believes in
pushing her wonderful.”

I sighed. “Leora?”

“The very same.” He fin-
ished his drink in a gulp.

“Isn’t she working to-
night?”

“That, my lady, is where I
saw her.”

‘Dave had stopped at the
lounge for a couple of drinks
on his way home. Leora had
been there, but not at the pi-
ano. She was sitting in a booth
. when he walked in, having a
drink with a smooth, gray-
flannel type.

“She introduced me,” Dave
said quietly. “His name is Sid.
He comes in and buys her a
drink every night or so.”

“What does he do?”

“He’s a TV writer, and he
lives up in Nyack. She said
that he’s been talking her into
Nyack.”

“What does that mean?” I
asked, as if I dida’t know.

“It means she’s going to
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talk Mitch into buying a
house in the suburbs.”

I got up and made myself a
drink on ‘that one. Then I
made Dave another. “Do you
think he’ll sit still for that?”

“You know Mitch.” He ges-
tured impatiently. “But that’s
not all.”

(foh?”

He took a deep breath.
“She thinks this Sid is very
bright. Very live. And he ap-
preciates her mind. Not like
Mitch.”

(lMy G0d7”
“Her mind?”
“That’s what she said.”

I twirled the glass, watching
the ice chip and melt. “What
are we going to do about her?”

“That’s a very interesting
question.” He lit a cigarette.
“Where’s Sandy?”

I told him.

“Well, let’s wait till he gets
home, and.we’ll talk about it
some more.”

And that’s what we did.
Sandy was as shocked as I
had been. Maybe more; his
Southern-gentleman  upbring-
ing was offended. He asked
the same question I had
asked: “What are we gomg to
do about her?”

I breathed,
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Somehow, we both looked to
Dave for the answer. He had
an answer ready for us.

“We can’t tell Mitch,” he
said, “because he wouldn’t be-
lieve us. ‘And if we managed
to make him believe, he’d be
terribly hurt. And we can’t
talk to this Sid because, if it
weren’t him, it would be some-
one else. He’s just the one
who came along.”

We nodded, following his
reasoning dumbly.

“So there’s only one thing
to do.” He paused. “We have
to kill her.”

There was a minute of si-
lence after that. You'd
think Sandy or I would have
laughed, or protested, but nei-
ther of us did. It was as
though we had only been wait-
ing for Dave to bring it out
into the open.

“YVou must have it all fig-
ured out,” I said at last.

«] do.” He sat back and
crossed his arms. “You inter-
ested?”’

After a second, I nodded.
So did Sandy, looking more se-
rious than I’d ever seen him,

He told us. It was really
very simple. Leora came home
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from work on the Fifth Ave-
nue bus that ran up Riverside
Drive. She traveled late and
got off on the lonely stretch
of the Drive that circled
Grant’s Tomb. The area was
often in the news because of
some incident that occurred
there—a wave of tire-slash-
ing, a rumble between teen-
agers. a robbery, a mugging.

“Tt’ll look like a mugging,”
Dave said quietly. “We’ll meet
her after work, and then—"
He shrugged,

“Won’t she tell Mitch she’s
meeting us?” Sandy asked.

“We’ll tell her we want to
tell her about a surprise we
have for him.” Dave said. “She
won’t tell anyone. She loves
surprises, remember?” :

I remembered. “Okay. “I’ll
be there.”

I turned to Sandy. He was
the gentlest of guys, really, and
I didn’t think he’d go for it.
He sat there now with a be-
mused expression on his face.

“Did I tell you boys”, he
asked slowly, “about what hap-
pened when I stopped off there
last week?”

T recalled that he’d left the
office early one day and gone
up to Mitch and Leora’s apart-
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ment to leave a book for Mitch.
All he’d told us was that Mitch
hadn’t gotten home yet.

“I stayed and talked to her

for a couple of minutes,” he

went on, in his pleasant drawl,
“and she served me a slice of
melon. It was a hot day remem-
ber?”’

“And Leora doesn’t believe
in drinking during the day,”
Dave said. “So2”

“So I told her it was a mighty
fine piece of melon she'd
bought,” Sandy said. “And you
know what she said? She said,
‘I can pick melons, but I can’t
. pick husbands.’”

We were pretty quiet for a
while. Then Dave said, Okay,
I’ll call her tomorrow. Then I’ll
let you both know.”

Sandy and I nodded, and we
killed the rest of the evening
by going to a movie. I don’t
think any of us were the least
bit disturbed by the idea of
what we were planning.

At about three o’clock the
next afternoon, I was sweating
over the rough layout for a full-
page ad when my phone rang.
It was Dave.

“Tonight,” he said. “She was
tickled pink by the call.”

I felt perfectly calm. “Did
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you call eall Sandy?”

“I'll tell him soon as I hang
up. Everything all right with
your”’

“Sure, fine.” I paused. “Do
you think it’ll work out all
right?”

“Ill be a team operation,”
Dave said. “It can’t miss.”

nd it didn’t. At twelve-thir-
ty, we were waiting on
Riverside Drive. That is, Dave
and 1 were waiting on a park
bench about half a block from
the bus-stop. Sandy was across
the street. All of us were wear-
ing gloves— “Just in case
there’s something to this finger-
print business,” Dave had
grinned. The lights of a bus
pulled around the curve, and
Dave nodded to me. I stood up
and moved into the heavy
shrubbery behind the bench. I
could hear Dave’s heavy
breathing, but I couldn’t see
anything. That meant nobody
could see me either. If the local
squad-car came along, Sandy
would begin whistling. That
was the plan.

The bus stopped, then start-
ed again and pulled away. Tt
roared by our bench and kept
going. Then it was waiting for
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the other passengers who’d got-
ten off to start walking. Then
I heard his footsteps as he
moved firmly away from the
bench, and I heard him call,
“Leora!” Her husky voice an-
swered, and I dimly heard them
both chatting. The voices grew
closer as they returned to the
bench.

“Come on, Leora,” Dave
said. “Just sit down for a few
minutes so I can tell you what
we had in mind.”

“Well, all right.”” She gig-
gled. “My goodness, what
would my noble husband say
if he saw me sitting on a park
bench at this hour with his
best friend?” :

“You didn’t tell him, did
you?”

“No, I told you I love sur-
prises. I didn’t tell a soul!”

“Wonderful,” Dave said
heartily.

And at that moment I heft-
et the big rock, leaned forward
through the shrubbery and hit
her square at the back of her
skull. It sounded exactly the
way a carton of eggs sounds
when you drop it on the super-
market floor. She didn’t make
a sound, but fell forward and
to the side.

Dave jumped up, grabbed
her by the arms and pulled her
around the to my side of the
bench. He dropped her on the
grass and felt for her pulse.
She lay on her back, and her
face was pale, but still very
beautiful. Her long legs were
tumbled casually, and her
skirt had hiked up above her
knees. I dropped the rock on
the ground near her.

- “Fine,” he
“She’s dead.”

“Now what?”’

‘He reached for her pocket-
book, found her wallet and
stuffed it into his pocket. Then
he dropped the open pocket-
book near her hand. “Let’s go.”

The whole thing had taken
less than three minutes.

said finally.

We poked our way through
to the sidewalk. Sandy was
still across the street, staring
anxiously in our direction. He
trotted toward us, and we all
began walking slowly toward
the next bus-stop. We waited
for a bus for ten minutes. Just
as it pulled up, the squad-car
rolled by, moving slowly. It
disappeared around the bend
of Grant’s Tomb. We got on
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the bus, took seats far apart,
and went home,

Well, it was pretty bad. They
found Leora’s body the
next morning.

Mitch was grief-stricken, and
nothing we did comforted him.
He moved back in with us, of
course,

We worked on him, natural-
ly. Got him drunk, sent him to
the theatre, kept him busy with
projects. Listened - patiently
while he talked about Leora.
Controlled ourselves and acted
as though his loss was the great-
est the world had ever known:
Finally, after two weeks, we hit
on something that made him
come out of it a little: we sent
bhim off to Lake George for a
week of fishing. I lent him my
new spinning-reel. Dave pre-
sented him with a pair of wad-
ers, and Sandy came through
with his silver hip flask. We all
got drunk that night and saw
him off on the midnight bus.

That was last week. Today
I got a letter from Mitch. Post-
marked yesterday, in Warrens-

burg. It isn’t a long letter. This
Is what it says:

Dear Team:

You tried. . you sure tried,
all of you guys. But it doesw’t
do any good. As soon as I get
this letter to the post office,

I'm going to finish what’s left

in Sandy’s flask, leave all your
stuff here in the cabin, and go
for a swim. I won’t be coming
out. :
The trouble is, no matter
what I do, I can’t do it without
Leora. I loved her too much.
Without her, I dow’t want to
go on. So I'm not going to.
Thanks again for everything
you guys tried to do for me.
Youw're still a good team.
: Mitch
P’m sure it’s on the level. I'm
waiting now for Dave and San-
dy to come home, so they can
read it. There’s something ter-
rible about it, and I want to see
if they get it, too. Because—

well, what did he mean by that

last paragraph. That’s what I
want to know,

Did he know?

Did he?

Y i, T ST OO
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