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  Basil Copper: A short biography


  Basil Copper (born 1924) is a prolific English writer and former journalist and newspaper editor. He became a fulltime writer in 1970. In addition to horror and detective fiction, Copper is perhaps best known for his series of Solar Pons stories continuing the character created as a tribute to Sherlock Holmes by August Derleth. Married, Copper is a longtime resident of Sevenoaks in Kent.


  Copper had his very first short story "The Curse" published when he was 14 years old; however his first professionally published short story was "The Spider" in the Fifth Pan Book of Horror Stories(1964). His first book was the Mike Faraday novel The Dark Mirror (1966).


  The first of Copper's stories published by editor August Derleth was "The House by the Tarn" in Dark Things (1971). Copper went on to have a long-lived relationship with Derleth's Arkham House, which published his collections From Evil's Pillow (1973) and And Afterward, the Dark (1977) and his novels Necropolis (1980) and The House of the Wolf. His work drew praise from Donald Wandrei who said of him:"He beguiles the mind as he lures the imagination beyond the outposts of reality." Copper's work was also championed by editor Peter Haining.


  Copper's best-known macabre tales include: "The Academy of Pain", "Amber Print", "The Recompensing of Albano Pizar", "The Candle in the Skull”, "Better Dead", the acclaimed Lovecraftian novella "Beyond the Reef", "Bright Blades Gleaming" and "Ill Met by Daylight".


  Copper is also noted for his Cthulhu Mythos story "Shaft Number 247" in New Tales of the Cthulhu Mythos (1980).


  Copper's novel The Great White Space (1975) features a character called Clark Ashton Scarsdale who appears to be an affectionate tribute to Clark Ashton Smith.


  Though his important work is in the domain of the macabre, he has also written the long-running novel series featuring hard-boiled Los Angeles private detective "Mike Faraday" (58 novels from 1966 to 1988).


  Copper's interests include swimming, gardening, travel, sailing and historic film material. One of England's leading film collectors, his private archive contained almost one thousand titles (at 1977). He founded the Tunbridge Wells Vintage Film Society and has often given talks at various film organisations in London. He has been a member of the British Film Society and the Vintage Film Circle of London.


  Copper's work has been translated into many languages, reprinted in leading anthologies and filmed for television by Universal Pictures.[3] The TV adaptation was of his well-known macabre story "Camera Obscura", filmed as an episode of Rod Serling's Night Gallery in 1971.


  His novels Necropolis (a crossover between a Victorian Gothic and a detective story) and The House of the Wolf (a novel of lycanthropy) were both illustrated by Stephen Fabian. Necropolis received a 1981 nomination for the Locus Award Best Fantasy novel category.


  Copper edited a 1982 two-volume omnibus collection of Derleth's stories of the 'Pontine' canon, published by Arkham House, a publishing firm founded by Derleth himself and chiefly publishing weird fiction (such as Cthulhu Mythos tales); in that edition, Copper "edited" most of the tales in ways that many Solar Pons aficionados found objectionable[citation needed]. A later omnibus, The Original Text Solar Pons Omnibus Edition, was issued in 2000 under the imprint of Mycroft & Moran (a name which is itself a Holmesian jest); Mycroft & Moran was long a subsidiary of Arkham House (but is no longer so).


  Copper has received many honours in recent years. In 1979, the Mark Twain Society of America elected him a Knight of Mark Twain for his outstanding "contribution to modern fiction", while the Praed Street Irregulars have twice honoured him for his work on the Solar Pons series. He has been a member of the Crime Writer's Association for over thirty years, serving as chairman in 1981/82 and on its committee for a total of seven years.


  In early 2008, a bio-bibliography was published on him: Basil Copper: A Life in Books, compiled and edited by Stephen Jones. The volume received the 2009 British Fantasy Award for Best Non-Fiction.


  In March 2010, Darkness, Mist and Shadow: The Collected Macabre Tales of Basil Copper was launched at the Brighton World Horror Convention as a two-volume set by PS Publishing.


  
    

  


  The Grey House


  I


  To Angele, standing in the sunlight of a late summer afternoon, The Grey House, as they came to call it, had an air of chill desolation that was at variance with the brightness and warmth of the day. It was uninhabited and had evidently been so for many years. But Philip was delighted with the place; he clapped his hands like a child of five and then strolled around, his arms folded, lost in silent admiration. He needs must have it and wouldn’t rest until he had rooted out the local agent and made an offer for the house.


  Philip, her husband, was a writer; apart from a series of successful detective stories which brought him the larger part of his income, he was the author of a number of striking tales of mystery and the macabre. The Grey House would give him inspiration, he chuckled: Angele, stifling her doubts, didn’t like to dampen her husband’s enthusiasm and trailed round behind him and the estate agent with growing dislike.


  They had spotted the place after a long day’s drive in the older parts of Burgundy. Then in early afternoon, they had stopped for a late lunch in the small medieval city which nestled among the blue haze of the surrounding mountains. The view was enchanting and after lunch they spent a pleasant hour on the ramparts, tracing out the path of a small river which wound its way foaming between great boulders and woods of dark pines.


  It was Philip who first sighted The Grey House. It was down a narrow lane and the path to it was long choked with nettles. It was the last house, separated from its neighbours by several hundreds of yards of rough cartway and trees, overgrown shrubbery and bushes. It was unquestionably a ruin. The place looked something like a barn or stable.


  It was largely constructed of great blocks of grey stone, which decided them on its name, with one round-capped turret hanging at an insane angle over the big front door, large as a church. There was a round tower at one side, immensely old and covered in lichen. The roof, of red crab tiles, sagged ominously and would obviously need a lot of repairs.


  The big old wooden door was locked but Philip led the way with enthusiasm, cutting a swathe through breast-high nettles for his wife. They followed the great frowning wall down the lane until the property obviously came to an end. The rest of the lane was an impenetrable mass of brambles. But Philip had seen enough. Through the trees below the bluff he could see the rusted iron railings of a balcony and there were even some outbuildings and what looked like an old water mill.


  “We could get this place for a song,” he told his wife gleefully. “It would want a lot of doing up of course, but the terrace would be ideal for my writing and what a view!”


  Against such enthusiasm Angele could find no valid argument so half an hour later found them back in the city square, at the office of M. Gasion, the principal of the main firm of estate agents in the area.


  M. Gasion, a short broad-shouldered man of cheerful aspect and obviously addicted to the grape was shattered at the prospect of such a sale. The property had been on his books for more than forty years, over twenty years before he acquired the firm. Therefore, he was a little hazy about the antecedents of the estate. Yes, it would need a lot of doing up, he agreed; he did not think monsieur need worry about the price.


  It would not be heavy and as they would see, though it needed a great deal of renovation, it had possibilities, distinct possibilities. He positively purred with enthusiasm and Angele could not help smiling to herself. A purchaser like Philip would hardly happen more than once in a lifetime; no wonder M. Gasion was pleased.


  It was absurdly cheap, she had to agree. The asking price was £300, which included the main building and tower, the terrace, outbuildings and mill house, together with a short strip of orchard below the bluff on which the terrace was set. Nothing would do but that Philip must conclude the deal then and there. This called for a great deal of bustle and the notaire was sent for, while Angele, Philip and the agent went on a tour of the building. There was further delay while the key was hunted up but at last the small procession set off.


  The big door gave back with a creak after M. Gasion’s repeated applications and the first ray of sunshine for something like forty years found difficulty in penetrating the interior. The unusual activity round the old building had not passed notice among the local people who lived higher up the lane and Angele had seen the curious glances they cast towards her, though Philip, as usual, was too absorbed in talk with the agent to notice anything.


  Angele glanced over her shoulder as they went in the main door and was not surprised to see a small knot of gawping householders standing at the last bend in the lane in front of the house. Surprisingly, the house was wired for electricity but the main switchboard inside the door, fixed by great bolts directly into the ancient stone, was bare except for fragments of rusted wire and fittings covered with verdigris. The electricity had been cut off in the twenties, when the last tenants left, explained M. Gasion.


  He carried a powerful electric lantern, despite the brightness of the afternoon. The house had formerly belonged to the de Menevals, the great landed proprietors who had now died out. They had owned a chateau which formerly stood in a vast park on the mountain opposite. The building had burned down in a great fire and explosion over a hundred years earlier and now only the stones remained. The last de Meneval, Gaston, had died a violent death, said M. Gasion with relish. He was apparently a great one for the ladies and had kept The Grey House for entertaining his girl friends.


  “Une maison d’assignation,” he explained to Philip with a smile, man to man. Philip returned the smile with a grin and the trio went into the house. Angele could not repress a shudder at the interior and wondered what deeds the old house had seen. She and Philip had visited the ruins of the old chateau earlier the same afternoon; it was one of the sights of the district. The park was now kept as a public pleasaunce, and the guide had told the stories of blood and violence with distinct enthusiasm.


  But one did not need even that to picture dark scenes of lust centuries before, as they gazed at the ruined and distorted remains of the house, which even now bore traces of charring on ancient beams and on the undersides of blackened stones. She was disquieted to hear that The Grey House had belonged to the de Menevals too, and her own French ancestry - her mother had come from these very parts - with its heightened sensibilities, rang a little bell somewhere back in her brain.


  When the door swung open even the agent was not prepared for the long undisturbed foetor which met them; it was so strong that it seemed almost to darken the sunlight and they were forced to open the main door and remain outside for a few minutes before they could enter.


  “Faugh!” said M. Gasion, with unrestrained disgust, but even this did not seem to dampen Philip’s ardour.


  “Loads of atmosphere, eh?” he said, turning to Angele with a smile. After a minute they descended some broad stone steps. The smell was still strong but not so offensive and Angele had to admit that it was probably due to vegetable decay. To her surprise, the light of the agent’s torch, supplemented by small windows high up, disclosed a vast stone hall. There was a fireplace to one side in which an ox could have been roasted and the remains of an old gallery which had collapsed with age and woodworm.


  But the floor was covered with an indescribable medley of old rubbish. It was impossible to do more than look hurriedly around and be careful where one trod. Many of the massive roof beams would need replacing and Philip’s face became more thoughtful as the tour continued. The house would evidently need a great deal more renovation than he had bargained for. However, he brightened as they went through into the other rooms. The stones of the house were sound and would merely need replastering and painting. There were two more large reception rooms, though nothing on the scale of the old hall, which was partly subterranean; another room was used as a kitchen.


  On the top floor, under vast, sagging roof beams, through which the sky could be seen, was another huge room over the Great Hall below. This could be partitioned and would make a corridor with bathroom, and three large bedrooms, said Philip. Or he could make a study and leave one spare bedroom for guests. The open mass of the tower spread out from one end room of this large upper storey and Philip could find no place for that at the moment, in his ready-made scheme of things.


  They had saved the best for last; off the kitchen, whose door was finally forced with screaming protest, they came upon the glory of The Grey House. It was nothing more or less than a large tiled terrace, but it gave the place a cachet that finally clinched the deal in Philip’s mind, weighing the cost, as he was, against the utility and suitability of the house for his writing purposes.


  The rusty iron railings which enclosed the terrace, had evidently been of great elegance, and would no doubt be so again; Philip was already confiding to M. Gasion that he would have them painted pale blue. He could have his writing table comme ca and they could eat dinner under electric light at night sur le balcon. Even the agent was momentarily impressed by his enthusiasm.


  For the view was magnificent; that could not be gainsaid. Below the balcony, the terrain dropped sheer for forty feet or so over a stone outcrop, to the small strip of orchard which was part of the purchase. A thick belt of leafy trees blotted out the immediate view, but above them were wooded hills and valleys, with the stream trickling between until the eye was arrested by the mountain opposite surmounted by the ruins of the old chateau. Angele was surprised to see how the white of the stones stood out against the dark blue haze, even at that distance. Just below and to the left was the small stone building of the old water mill, through which the stream meandered beyond the orchard.


  When they tore themselves away from the unearthly beauties of that sylvan view, dusk was already falling and the tinkle of the water in the mill house had assumed a melancholy that it had lacked in the sunlight of the earlier afternoon. A thin mist was already rising above the belt of dark trees which abutted the orchard. Angele pointed this out to Philip as perhaps being undesirable, unhealthy.


  “Oh, no,” said Philip with a short laugh. “Bound to get a mist with water at this time of the year, especially after the heat of the day. We’re too high up for it to affect us in any case.” But nevertheless, even as he spoke, the mist, white and clammy, almost like thick smoke, drifted up over the trees and already the farthest trees were wavering in its tendrils.


  No more was said; the party went back indoors, led by M. Gasion’s enormous torch and once outside, the door was firmly locked and secured by double padlocks. The trio were silent on the way back to the town and after a little reflection, M. Gasion spoke to Angele. Philip had gone to get something from the car and they were alone for a moment in the office.


  “You do not like the house, madame?”


  Angele was non-committal. She did not want to spoil Philip’s evident delight in the property, but at the same time she had many reservations of her own about the dark, silent grey pile above the water mill, which sounded so eerily in the dusk. Instead, she stammered some words about the property being so derelict and the enormous expense she was afraid her husband would be put to.


  The agent’s face cleared as though it had been sponged. If that was all that was worrying madame, he was prepared to lower the price.


  Quite frankly, he had been rather taken aback by the degree of decay; he would be quite happy to take the equivalent of £250 to effect a quick sale. Philip had just returned from the car at this moment and was delighted with the news; so Angele had unwittingly been the means of sealing the bargain.


  The notaire also; a lean, vulpine man named Morceau had just arrived, cross at being disturbed at his favourite cafe. Introductions were made, M. Gasion produced a bottle and some glasses and over much agreeable smacking of lips and handing round of delectable little biscuits, the details of the sale were worked out.


  An hour later Philip and Angele left the office, potential owners of The Grey House. They were to stay at a hotel in the city for a few days until the legal niceties had been gone into; that would take time, but there was nothing to stop monsieur from having the property surveyed or putting work in hand, for the remainder of the proceedings were a formality. So Philip signed a paper, handed over a cheque, wired his literary agent in London that he was staying on and would write, and worked himself into an agreeable enthusiasm over the possibilities of The Grey House.


  It was decided between him and Angele that they would return to London for a couple of weeks, to wind up their immediate affairs and then return to Burgundy for the autumn. They would occupy themselves during that time by working on the house, assisted by local labour and then decide, with the assistance of a local architect, just what major repairs and alterations would be necessary. They would go back to London in November and keep in touch with the work through the architect. Then they intended to return to The Grey House in the spring to supervise the final stages and arrange for a house-warming.


  By next summer Philip hoped they would be fully installed for a six-month season of prolific and profitable writing for him and a period of pleasure and entertaining for her. He was determined that they would make the old house a show place, a necessary pilgrimage for their London friends and all that night, long after the rest of the hotel was asleep he kept Angele awake with plans and possibilities. Angele had her reservations but kept her own counsel. She felt that she might be mistaken in her intuitions and after all, carpenters and builders could make a magnificent job of the old house. She would wait and see what transpired.


  II


  A month later The Grey House was already under siege. Philip had engaged a local builder and he, two assistants and Philip and Angele in their oldest clothes, were in a frenzy of demolition and renovation. Philip had decided that they would tackle the Great Hall first. It was mainly of stone and once they had got rid of the loathsome accumulation which littered the floor, they would rid the house of that putrescent smell. But first there was one setback.


  Pierre, the builder they had engaged, was a stolid, good-looking man, broad as a barrel, in his early fifties; as was the custom he worked with his hands with his assistants, taking his share of the heavy work as well as directing operations. He was surprised, as were all the local people that The Grey House was to be re-opened and lived in after all this time, but he was quite glad of the job.


  But the first afternoon, there was a short consultation among his two workmen and they drew the builder to one side. Philip, who had been down the lane, returned at that moment and Pierre asked to speak to him. He seemed embarrassed and eventually said that nothing could be done until the electric light was in operation; his point was that the loathsome conditions underfoot in the Great Hall made good lighting essential.


  This was understandable enough but Angele thought she could discern odd expressions in the eyes of the two workmen. Despite herself, she was convinced that they had other reasons for their request. Fortunately, a modern water supply was already laid on to the house, and Philip had merely to request the local electricity company to restore the current. Like many English people he was naive about local conditions and Angele had laughingly assured him that it would take a month or more before anything would be done about it.


  Philip told the assembled workmen that the current would be turned on that afternoon. There was a general air of disbelief but Philip said he had an appointment with the electricity people at two o’clock and sat down upon an upturned box in front of the house to wait. Pierre and his workmen chatted among themselves. Philip was the only person present to believe the statement.


  When half-past three came with not a stroke of work done it became obvious even to Philip that the electricity would not be connected. He jumped up angrily and drove off in his car. He was unable to achieve any satisfaction and found the company office locked; no doubt the official in charge was in one of the local cafes.


  Incensed at this lack of efficiency Philip phoned M. Gasion, who presently came down to the house himself. He assured Philip that he had sorted out the misunderstandings and that the workmen would be at The Grey House without fail the following day. Mollified, Philip announced that they could still get some work done while daylight lasted. It was not half past four, so, lighting a couple of lanterns the party of five - M. Gasion having returned to his office - set off through the gloomy reception rooms to the terrace. Here, restored by the bright sunlight and the atmosphere of open countryside, the workmen unloaded their tools and set about clearing the area, amid jokes and laughter.


  The whole terrace seemed to be covered with lichen and here and there fungoid growths; two of the workmen started scraping this off to reveal the intricately patterned tiles beneath, while Pierre, Philip and Angele busied themselves with clearing the area of brushwood, fallen branches and other debris which had accumulated over the years. This they threw off the balcony into the orchard below; it made loud crashing noises in the brittle branches of dead trees and for some reason gave Angele considerable uneasiness.


  She looked sharply down to the water mill and the dark trees at the orchard end, but nothing moved and she attributed her feelings to nerves and the thin tinkle of falling water. In an hour, good progress had been made and when repeated applications with buckets of water had been carried out to the considerable area of tiling cleared by the workmen, it was seen that the whole terrace was one of considerable elegance and beauty.


  Philip had recovered his good humour when he saw what an excellent start it was and how pleasantly and efficiently the workmen had carried out their task.


  It was evident that with this team the house would be in good hands and Philip was obviously in a great hurry to complete the preliminaries and get to grips with the major problems. He spoke with Pierre of the work to be done to the main roof and the sagging turret; this would have to be a priority and needed to be started well before the winter. Pierre told him that work on this would commence within a fortnight, once working arrangements had been achieved inside.


  It was in this atmosphere of mutual satisfaction that the day’s work ended. Dusk was falling and the lanterns had been carried on to the terrace to complete the clearing of the tiles. Another of the workmen was already chipping rust from the great sweep of the balcony. It made an ugly sound in the dusk and was re-echoed from the dark woods below. As they finished and carried the tools back into the house for the night, there was a faint rustling in the underbrush at the back of the house down by the water mill. Angele was the only one to hear it; she strained her eyes down to the orchard below and thought she could see the faintest shadow slip into the dark shade of the old trees at the end of the orchard.


  Probably a cat. There were lots of them haunting the lanes down near The Grey House. Big, grey brutes they were, and sometimes she heard them howling sadly in the dusk when she and Philip went out. The big door of the house shrieked, as though annoyed at the intrusion into the long silence of forty years, when they left. Outside, on the small terrace in front of The Grey House, where Philip intended to lay tiles and build a small garage later, the employer and the employed congratulated one another and there was much shaking of hands.


  Then Philip insisted on buying everyone a drink at the first cafe they came across. All parted with mutual expressions of goodwill and it was quite dark when Philip and Angele had got back to their hotel. He was resolved to make a good start the next day and had asked the electricity people to come in at nine o’clock. The workmen would arrive at twelve and with luck and sufficient illumination they could make a good start on clearing the Great Hall.


  The following morning the electricity employees surprisingly arrived almost at the specified hour; The Grey House was opened again and around midday a jubilant Philip was allowed to pull the master switch and the Great Hall was flooded with light. Much of the house would need re-wiring and Philip had many special schemes for heating and outdoor floodlighting, but that would come later.


  For the moment, naked bulbs and trailing lengths of flex were draped all over the house in order to give the workmen good light to work by. Philip hoped also to have two great picture windows opened up in the stonework of the Great Hall to let light into the building during daytime.


  This, and a number of other anomalies puzzled him and he resolved to look up the history of the de Menevals in the great historical library in the City Museum, when time would afford. That opportunity did not arise until the next year; in the meantime Philip and his wife, with their team of workmen, followed by the interest of M. Gasion, M. Morceau and later, the architect, went at the work of restoration with enthusiasm.


  But strangely, the progress of the first day wasn’t repeated. One of the workmen went sick the second afternoon and, assuredly, the stench from the floor of the Great Hall was such as to turn a strong stomach; Philip got round that with buckets of hot water and disinfectant and after a while they cleared some of the miasma which seemed to hang around the old foundations.


  Lorry load after lorry load of malodorous rubbish left for the city tip and even the sick workman, who returned to duty the next day, had to admit there had been a great improvement. But there was something which made Angele vaguely uneasy, though Philip seemed as blind to the atmosphere of the place as ever. He was puzzled at the inordinate number of lights and flex positions the workmen were obliged to insist on, especially when working among the noisome rafters and complained that the cost of electricity and bulbs would soon gross the total cost of the house if things went on that way.


  Yet Angele understood perfectly the feelings of the workmen and marvelled again at the insensitivity of her husband to the atmosphere; especially as his name as an author had been largely made through the description of just such situations. About a week after the renovation of the house had begun the workmen were still clearing the upper storey and Pierre expected an early start to the roof repairs; Philip had been delighted with some unusual finds among the debris of centuries. A curiously marked ring, evidently belonging to a man of rank; a sword hilt, a tankard with a strange inscription in the Latin tongue and some porcelain jars and containers for which none of them could assign any known use.


  Philip took them back to his hotel for cleaning and said he would use them for decorating the house when restoration was complete. One afternoon one of the workmen came to Philip with a bizarre object he had found in one of the upper rooms. It was a long instrument with a spike of very old metal on one end of it; the other end was a sort of whip or switch. The thongs were made of wire, stained with the rust of centuries.


  A learned Abbe from the City University, with whom Philip had become great friends, was visiting The Grey House on the afternoon in question. Monsignor Joffroy turned quite pale, Angele noticed.


  “May I see?” he asked, taking the whip from Philip with unseemly haste. He drew him on to one side. The good Abbe looked worried.


  “I do not wish to alarm you, my friend, but this is an unclean thing,” he said, almost fiercely.


  “See,” He pointed out an inscribed tablet on the shaft of the instrument. “These are the arms of the de Menevals. We have a locked room of the Musee d’Antiquites at the University, devoted to such relics of the sadistic de Menevals. If you would permit me, I will see it is deposited for safe keeping. It is not fit that such mementoes should be allowed in the outside world.”


  He crossed himself and Angele could not repress a shudder. Though inclined to be amused, Philip could not but be impressed by the earnestness and deadly seriousness of Monsignor Joffroy’s manner and he readily assented to his friend’s request.


  “I should like to hear something of the history of the de Menevals from you, some time,” he said. “It would make good material for some of my books.”


  The Abbe laid his hand on Philip’s arm and looked steadily into his eyes.


  “Believe me, my friend, such things are not for books - or rather for books of your sort. Your essays in the macabre, admirable and successful as they are, are children’s nursery tales compared with the things that went on in the chateau above - now no more, praise be to God.”


  A few minutes later the Monsignor excused himself, made his farewells to Angele and returned to the university; he left behind him a somewhat thoughtful Philip and a thoroughly disturbed Angele. Sensibly, Philip said nothing to Pierre and the workmen and to M. Gasion, whom he met for an occasional glass of cassis at the latter’s home, he was guarded; he made no comment on the curious whip, but discussed some of the other finds which the workmen had made. He did learn one thing about the de Menevals from the inscription on the tankard, but of this he said nothing, even to Angele.


  She herself had one more unusual experience on the afternoon of the same day as Monsignor Joffroy’s visit. She was alone on the terrace at dusk; she was no longer afraid of the low tinkling of water, to which she had become accustomed and even the mist did not affect her with uneasiness. She was trimming branches of an old tree which overhung the balcony.


  This was now almost complete, wanting only a few final touches and, with an electric light above the glazed double doors, was taking on an unaccustomed elegance. She had gone down to Philip to ask him about something and when she came back the last glow of the fading sun was sinking behind the mountain. She was overcome by the melancholy of the scene and had remained seated while her gaze played over the terrain spread out so enticingly before her. It was while she was so occupied that she felt rather than saw a faint, dark shadow steal out from one orchard tree and disappear behind another.


  Why she did the next thing she was not quite sure; but on some obscure impulse she suddenly stooped, picked up a large bundle of chopped branches from the tree, stepped noiselessly to the edge of the balcony and hurled the mass of wood and foliage through the air into the orchard below. The bundle fell where she had aimed, quite by chance, and with a sharp, almost frightening crash into the tree beneath which the shape had melted.


  More branches fell to the ground and from the midst of the splintered wood something dark and long launched itself like a streak through the orchard; the creature poised and jumped up on to the edge of an outbuilding of the water mill. As far as she could judge, Angele saw a huge, grey cat. It had enormous yellow eyes that flickered with anger in the dusk. It looked back over its shoulder at her reproachfully and then disappeared into the bushes.


  A moment later she heard a stealthy swish as it vanished and was evidently making its way through the dark trees at the back of the orchard. More startled than alarmed she left the terrace rather hurriedly for the welcome shelter of the house, which now blazed with lights from every room.


  The next day Monsignor Joffroy was dining with them on the terrace of their hotel and Angele mentioned the cat. It was the first time she had spoken of it. Philip seemed only mildly interested but the effect on the Abbe was electric. His hand twitched and his glass of cognac soaked the table cloth. There was a flurry of apologies and in the midst of mopping up, Angele felt the Abbe’s eyes fixed on her.


  “There is no such animal, Madame,” he said with terrible emphasis.


  “Oh, come now, Monsignor,” Philip laughed good-naturedly. “There’s nothing so remarkable about that. There are dozens of cats around the lanes leading to The Grey House. I’ve seen ‘em myself.”


  The Abbe continued to look at the girl. “Nevertheless, I must insist, there is no such animal. A trick of the light…”


  Angele did not press the point and a moment or two later the conversation passed on to other topics. But she felt the Abbe’s eyes on her from time to time during the evening, and she read concern in their friend’s eyes.


  The house was making excellent progress. As the autumn colours deepened and the melancholy around The Grey House gradually gave way to orderliness and a more modern atmosphere, Angele’s unease subsided. The couple had arranged to leave for England in November as planned and would return in April, when the main architectural changes would be made and Philip would be on hand to supervise and give advice. They were due to depart on the following Tuesday, and in the meantime wandered about the house, idly watching the workmen and planning even more grandiose effects for the spring.


  The architect they had finally engaged, Roget Frey, was thoroughly in accord with Philip’s ideas and he had been enthusiastic about the designs the gifted young man had produced. Philip knew he could trust him to realize the effect he wanted. The house was to be a blend of ancient and modern, with every comfort, yet the medieval atmosphere was to be retained, particularly in the Great Hall and in the rooms above it.


  The roof was more than half finished and two great picture windows had been punched into the ancient stonework high up in the eastern wall of the Great Hall, more than thirty feet above the fireplace.


  Philip had ideas about these windows and he didn’t want to reveal his special plans to Angele or the workmen until their return; Roget had worked out a fine design for his piece de resistance and he was convinced his house would be a showplace for his. friends if the final result was only half as spectacular as his designs.


  The work to be done in the winter would be long and arduous and Philip was glad they would be in the comfort of their London flat; there was no heating in The Grey House as yet and the wind and rain on that exposed ledge would find them totally unprepared. Pierre had promised that all would be up to schedule by spring, and in the warmer weather he and Angele could work out the elegant details, the central heating and style of radiators, the furnishings the curtains and the hundred and one other things that would make The Grey House a masterful blend of old and new.


  In the meantime Pierre and his men were to finish the roof; prepare and glaze new windows; install the central heating plant; build a garage and terrace in front of the house; scrape and plaster the interior walls and line the Great Hall with oak panelling. Philip could imagine the stupendous effect the whole thing would have when it was finished; he strolled around the house in a delighted daze, noting the fine new staircases, the cedar handrails in the modern parts of the house and the start already made in creating a streamlined kitchen for Angele.


  The whole of the upper storey had yet to be converted into several rooms; there was much to be done. But he was glad he had given his confidence to Pierre and Roget. They would see that the work had a quality seldom seen nowadays. The men had already made a start on the interior of the Great Hall and their scaffolding and lights lined the walls at a dizzy height from the flagged floor; another gang was at work on the roof outside and the place resembled a great, humming factory.


  A striking contrast to the mist-haunted ambience of their first sight of the place. Philip was pacing about on the terrace, smoking a pipe, and picturing himself writing a new series of novels of the macabre in this evocative atmosphere. He had two novels coming out shortly, but he would have to get down to some hard work in England in the coming winter. Then he would return to The Grey House and by late summer would be well back in his stride.


  His publisher was pleased with the consistency of his output and he had no doubt that the quiet surroundings here would contribute a great deal to his writing. If only Angele liked the place a little better… Still, she had seemed more pleased with the house lately and he felt that when she saw the new kitchen and all the latest gadgets he proposed to install for her, she would be as delighted with The Grey House as he.


  His musings were suddenly interrupted by a startled cry.


  It came from the direction of the Great Hall and in a few moments more he heard the sharp noise of running footsteps on the stone floor. It was Pierre.


  “Monsieur!” There was a hard excitement in the voice, but no alarm. He quickened his own steps towards the builder. The couple met at the entrance of the Great Hall and an instant later Philip was sharing Pierre’s excitement.


  The workmen had been scraping down the wall of the Great Hall over the fireplace, preparatory to replastering; Philip had long pondered a centrepiece which would provide a striking point for the eye in this chamber and now he had the answer. Beneath the layers of old plaster on the surface of the ancient wall, a painting had begun to reveal itself.


  When Philip arrived, two workmen were engrossed in clearing away an area which appeared to depict a man’s blue waistcoat with gold gilt buttons. Philip joined them on the scaffolding and studied the painting, as it began to appear, with mounting excitement. Pierre seized a paint brush and a can of water and started clearing another area; the four men worked on.


  The rest of the house was silent, Angele and Monsignor Joffroy having gone for a walk and the men on the roof having a temporary break from their labours.


  After an hour, a painting of unique and demoniac nature had emerged; viewing it from the floor of the Great Hall by the brilliant electric light which the workman held to illuminate it, Philip was jubilantly aware of having found his centrepiece - remarkably appropriate in view of his profession as a novelist of the macabre - and yet at the same time he could not help having serious doubts as to the effect it might have on his visitors.


  The radiant colours were unblurred by their long sojourn under the whitewash of an earlier age and the painting really stood out remarkably. It depicted a singularly sinister old man, in a grey tricorn hat and blue coat with gold buttons. His knee breeches were caught in with gold cords and his black shoes had silver gilt buckles. He was pushing his way through some sort of dark, wet undergrowth with concentrated ferocity. In his arms and hanging head downwards as he dragged her into the darkling bushes was a young girl.


  She was stark naked, her pink body, depicted with pitiless detail by the unknown painter of obvious genius, streaked with gouts of blood where the brambles had gashed her. Her eyes were closed, either in death or a faint, it was impossible to tell, and her long gold hair dragged through the wet grass. It was difficult to convey the hideous effect this painting of diabolical brilliance had upon the viewer.


  In the old man’s left hand, held towards the observer, was the curious spiked whip which Philip had seen in this very house not so many weeks before. The workmen were still busy washing away the covering whitewash from the bottom right hand corner of the picture and their backs obscured the details from Philip’s view. He strode about the floor of the hall, trying to get a better perspective.


  At the very bottom of the painting was an enamelled coat of arms with a Latin inscription underneath, which he would have translated later. He was no scholar and would ask Monsignor Joffroy what he made of it. As the workmen again began their interminable hammering upon the roof above his head, the footsteps of the Abbe himself were heard upon the entrance stair.


  His face was pale in the light of the electric lamps and he seemed to stagger and made a warding off gesture with his hand, as he caught sight of the painting, which the workmen had now finished uncovering.


  “For the love of God, Monsieur,” he cried harshly. “Not this horror…”


  Amazed, Philip ran to meet him but a startled shriek from the stairhead above interrupted the projected dialogue. Monsignor Joffroy, remarkably agile for his late middle-age, was even before Philip on the stair. The two men were just in time to save Angele as she fell fainting to the stone floor.


  “Let us get her out of this hall,” the priest whispered, his head close to Philip’s, as they began to lift her. He waved off the alarmed workmen who were swarming down the scaffolding. “Nothing, nothing at all. Just a fainting fit - Madame was merely startled by the painting.”


  Half an hour later, Philip re-entered the hall. Angele, pale and distraught, had returned to the hotel, driven by Roget Frey, who had called to see the work in progress. Finally calm, she had refused to say what was the cause of her alarm and had attributed it to the shock of seeing the painting in such vivid detail.


  Viewed from the top of the stairs, it did strike one with terrific effect, Philip had to admit, pausing at the spot where Angele had stood. But even his stolid materialism had begun to crack with what he had learned in the past few minutes. Monsignor Joffroy, before leaving to comfort Angele, had advised him to have the painting effaced, or bricked over.


  “No good can come of it,” he insisted, but he would not, or could not, explain anything further. He had, however, confirmed what Philip had already guessed. The arms beneath, the strange picture were those of the de Menevals. The motto beneath the escutcheon was the old and terrible one by which the de Menevals had lived; “Do as thou wilt.”


  But the thing which disturbed Philip most of all was the painting’s final detail, which the workmen had uncovered last of all. Upon this point Monsignor Joffroy had persisted in a stubborn silence.


  Philip looked at the picture again and certain words of the Abbe’s came to his mind. Following behind the dreadful couple and gazing with sardonic expression at the viewer was a terrible cat, three times larger than any ever seen in this mortal life. A great, grey cat, with blazing yellow eyes.


  III


  In London, Angele and Philip resumed the interrupted round of their life. The events of the previous autumn seemed blurred and far away and their strangeness something of the imagining, rather than reality. Their friends constantly chaffed them about their old grey house and their preferring to live in such a remote place, rather than to enjoy London life and all the privileges of a successful novelist there.


  Philip, however, never tired of telling his friends what a fascinating gem he had unearthed and in truth he had a most interesting way of relating his stories so that his listeners were more than half convinced; even the most hidebound and deskbound of their acquaintances. A good dozen or more couples accepted invitations to visit them the following summer, seduced by the lilt of Philip’s voice, for his narration of the tale of The Grey House was almost as fascinating as his printed work.


  Angele was, perhaps, pleased at his success and now that she was back in her own familiar atmosphere, the events at The Grey House seemed trivial and commonplace. She supposed it was something that could have happened to anybody. And environment could do many things. The Grey House had an undeniable ambiance that spoke of matters best forgotten, but electric light and modern fittings would dispel them.


  She should have been the novelist; Philip often teased her and said she was the one with all the imagination. It was true in a way, too; as she thought this she looked over at him in a corner of the lounge, pipe in mouth and a pint tankard in one hand. He looked young and supple at forty-five, not a grey hair in his glossy black head; she was proud of him and the success they had made of life and their marriage.


  It was silly to worry so about The Grey House and a ridiculous atmosphere; it was all the same in old houses. Come to that, she had exactly the same sensation in the Paris Conciergerie, with all its terrible associations with the Comite de Salut Public and Marie Antoinette. She dismissed the thoughts from her mind and listened with an interest that was not feigned when Philip read her the latest progress reports from Roget Frey or M. Gasion.


  Sometimes, too, the Abbe would write them little notes in his scholarly handwriting, but he never referred to The Grey House, save in the most general way, or the painting. Particularly not the painting. Angele herself had seen it again since her stupid fainting fit on the staircase; she had to admit that in the daylight and with her husband and friends around her, it no longer frightened.


  It was a diabolical subject and he was a disgusting old man - the painter had caught a most sinister expression on his face, which left the viewer feeling uneasy - but that was all. Even the cat wasn’t the same as the one she had fancied in the orchard; the one in the picture was at least the size of a bloodhound, but the eyes and face were different.


  They even laughed at it, she and Philip and Roget; Philip had said it might have had nine lives but even a cat as big as that could hardly have lived for two hundred years into the late twentieth century. No, that no longer worried her. But what did worry her then, if the cause of the worry - the sight of a cat in an orchard; the atmosphere of an old house; the discovery of a painting - had no fear for her?


  She was hard put to it to define a reason and eventually forgot all about it as her normal London life went on. Philip’s two books were published, one in December, one in early spring and achieved an even greater success than before. They had money in abundance and life seemed to hold great promise.


  The progress reports on the house were satisfactory and as late spring advanced, Philip began to tear his thoughts away from his life in England and his mind flew to The Grey House, waiting for him to give it the final touches. A flurry of invitations went out from him and Angele and then the couple found themselves with only two weeks to go before they were off again.


  The regular letters told Philip that the roof had been completed; all the domestic arrangements were in the final stages; the panelling of the Great Hall and its picture windows had gone smoothly; the electric lighting was functioning satisfactorily. Roget Frey said that the surprise he and Philip had planned was also going to schedule; he had the work carried out in sections and the structure would be erected whenever Philip chose. The garage and the front terrace too, were nearly complete; the remainder of the work, including the reconstruction of the upper storey would await Philip’s supervision in the spring.


  The author was more than pleased; indeed, judging by the excellent photographs Roget had sent him, the house seemed even more impressive than he had envisaged when he started out on his elaborate scheme of renovation. The terrace overlooking the water mill also looked superb and he hoped to erect a glass marquee on one side so that they could eat in the open in summer even when it rained.


  Much against the Abbe’s advice, he had decided to keep the painting as the centrepiece of the Great Hall; from his researches he had considered that it represented the old Vicompte Hector de Meneval, one of the most debauched and sadistic of the line. It was no doubt how the old boy liked to see himself, in an obscene and allegorical situation, representing the black arts.


  So he had instructed Frey to have the painting framed in oak and preserved under glass. In deference to Angele, the Abbe and other friends of more tender nerves, he had decided to have a plain sliding panel in the modern Swedish style erected over the work. In that way he could have his cake and eat it, he reflected. And at the press of a button the old rogue would be revealed, to shock his friends on a cold winter’s night.


  The two weeks drew to an end at last; Philip attended a dinner given in his honour by his publisher, extended the last of his invitations, drank through his last farewell party and in the first week in May - rather later than he had intended - he and Angele with the car set off on the cross-Channel ferry. They stopped at Fontainebleau for the night and next day made an uneventful journey south.


  They had decided to camp out in the house temporarily, as the greater part was habitable; from what Roget had said, the bathroom was partly in order, the working parts of the kitchen completely so. They could extemporize and superintend the final arrangements themselves. But even so, both liked comfort and rather than arrive late in the afternoon with inadequate provision for food, they had booked in at their old hotel for two nights before deciding to launch themselves completely on to the facilities of The Grey House.


  Their telegrams had preceded them and their old friends M. Gasion, Roget and the Abbe presented themselves punctually for dinner. It was a time of laughter and jokes shared, which Philip always remembered and when the builder Pierre put in an appearance just as they had given him up, the evening seemed complete. Afterwards, they sat out on the balcony, smoking, drinking their cognac and looking over the lights of the quiet city.


  All was well at the house, the couple learned; things had gone even better than expected and Pierre and Roget Frey were obviously bubbling with enthusiasm. If they could decently have done so, they would have dragged Philip and Angele into the car that night and over to the house, late as it was.


  Roget Frey and Philip chaffed the Abbe over what they called the “boxing in” of the painting, but though he good-humouredly smiled at their sallies, it was obvious that his eyes had a serious and thoughtful look. The party broke up late and Philip never had a chance to speak to any of his friends alone. The pair rose late the next morning.


  It was after midday before Frey, the builder Pierre and M. Gasion arrived at the hotel to escort their friends in triumph to their new home. There had certainly been an extraordinary change in The Grey House. In front of the house was a terrace of pink tiles, the great entrance door sparkled with pale yellow paint and boxes of flowers garlanded the facade, with more flowers hanging in baskets on hooks suspended from the walls.


  On the roof, new red tiles caught the sunshine and the straightened turret must have looked as it did in the eighteenth century. On one side, a new garage was nearing completion, needing but a final coat of paint while white balustrades edging the terrace gave the last touch in a notable and inspired piece of restoration.


  The ancient and the modern blended in perfect harmony and even Angele could not resist a gasp of pleasure. With congratulations on all sides, architect, builder and agent passed inside the great door to show the couple the wonders of the interior. It was a happy afternoon and Philip was well pleased, not only with his choice of restorers but in his own ability to choose good men.


  When the mutual congratulations were over, the party stayed on for a convivial dinner and while the majority remained in the dining room, chatting over coffee and cognac, served by a local domestic, Philip and Roget Frey retired to the Great Hall to discuss the next stages of the work. Even the Abbe, when he put in an appearance around nine o’clock in the evening, had to admit that the house now had great charm and style; if he had any reservations he, at any rate, was wise enough to keep them to himself.


  He glanced up at the space over the fireplace when he entered the Great Hall and appeared relieved to see nothing but a smooth wooden panel where the painting was formerly visible. During the next few days Philip and Angele settled down into a more or less stable routine. They had two small portable beds installed in one of the half-completed rooms on the first floor and ate in the kitchen or on the terrace.


  This was in order to avoid inconvenience and extra trouble for the workmen, who were now proceeding with the later stages of the work under Pierre and Roget’s direction. Philip was already writing and the steady clack of his typewriter could be heard from the terrace several hours each day. Roget was in and out several times a day, the work went well; all in all, it was a busy time for the young couple. Some evenings they would drive into the city for a meal or a drink with their friends and several afternoons a week, Angele would go shopping, either alone or with Philip.


  She was busy ordering furniture, domestic utensils, hangings and the many hundreds of individual items which the house would need. Surprisingly, the renovation of The Grey House was not costing as much as they had budgeted for, despite the extensive nature of the work; this was mainly due to Roget’s goodness in the matter of fees and to the builder’s reasonable rates and friendly attitude.


  This meant that Angele had more to spend on furnishings and she wanted to make sure that her side of the decorating measured up to the high standards set by her husband. Angele was not troubled by any more disturbing thoughts and she had grown used to the tinkling of the water mill. The mist was now rising thickly from the area of trees at the bottom of the orchard, due to the extremely hot weather, but she paid no more attention to that either.


  About the third week in July, the first of their friends from London arrived to inspect the progress of the house. Doreen and Charles Hendry were a jolly couple and they were delighted with The Grey House as they first saw it from their sports car one afternoon. But for some reason their enthusiasm evaporated after their first raptures. One of the guest rooms was now ready for occupation, though still unpainted. It overlooked, from a higher point, the orchard and the grove of trees at the foot of the terrace and it was this room which Doreen and Charles occupied their first night at The Grey House.


  The next morning, at breakfast on the terrace, Angele could not help noticing that Doreen looked drawn and tired. Even Philip sensed this, for he asked, “Sleep well?”


  Charles looked embarrassed. He glanced round the breakfast table and said with a short laugh, “Well, as a matter of fact we didn’t sleep a wink. There was such a howling of cats all night, that we were awake most of the time. Never heard anything like it. One great brute was in the orchard. I got up to sling some water at it. It had burning yellow eyes - gave me quite a turn.”


  “Sorry about that,” said Philip. “Yes, there are a lot of cats round here, now that you come to mention it, but I can’t say they’ve bothered us to that extent. Have you heard them, dear?” he said, turning to Angele.


  His wife had turned quite white. She stammered some casual remark and quickly excused herself. There was nothing else of moment during the Hendrys’ short stay. And short it was. They had originally intended to remain for two weeks but after a few days Charles pleaded urgent business which necessitated his return to England. As their sports car headed up the lane and Angele and Philip waved them off, Angele could have sworn there was relief in Doreen’s eyes as they drove away from The Grey House.


  Imagined or not, there was no doubt that Charles’ business was a pretext, for Philip ran into him in one of the main squares of the city a couple of afternoons later, to their mutual embarrassment. On the Friday of the same week Philip made a startling discovery which did something to disturb the peace of his mind, while the effect on Angele was deeply felt. Philip returned from a walk with Roget and asked Pierre, “I say, did you know there was an old graveyard at the end of the lane?”


  Pierre shrugged and answered that he believed that was so; but it was a good way from the house, well screened by trees. He could not see that it was of any importance. In face of this indifference Philip had to agree that the affair seemed of little moment. But the way of its discovery had been a shock to him, though he was loath to admit it.


  He and Roget had been out surveying the extent of the property; Philip had wanted to have a closer look at the orchard and the water mill building and there was also the question of repair of walls and fences. When they had gone some way towards their boundary, forcing their way through breast-high nettles in places, Philip was surprised to see a large area of rusted iron railings and the white gleam of marble through the trees.


  Roget was almost as surprised as he. The two men, impelled by some curiosity, the source of which was obscure, were soon confronted by an elaborate ironwork gate with a rusted metal scroll, whose hieroglyphs seemed familiar; the stone pillars on either side were covered with lichens and moss and the stone ball on one column had long fallen into the grass.


  The gate was ajar and after some hesitation, the two men pushed it open and went on into the cemetery. Its extent was quite small but there was a frightful mouldering stench emanating from the ancient tombs with which they were surrounded, and the long, echoing screech the gate made as it went back on its age-old hinges, set the young men’s teeth on edge.


  There seemed to be about thirty tombs in the cemetery and it was evident that a hundred years or more had passed since the latest occupant was laid to rest. As they gazed round, Roget said with a nervous catch in his breath, “This must be the old de Meneval graveyard. They were brought here from the chateau above. They had to be laid in this place, far from the town, because of the public outcry. I seem to remember in the old histories that the townspeople said they were an accursed strain and there was a great ecclesiastical debate over their being interred in the municipal cemetery. So the Bishop of the province had this private cimetiere set aside for the use of the family.”


  Philip could not hold back a shiver at these words, reinforced by the melancholy scene around him. He saw now that the dark grove of trees below the orchard had screened the graveyard from view, as no doubt it was meant to do. There was no doubt, however, as to the reasons for the dark mist which rose over the orchard and surrounds at night. The place was unhealthy and Philip would have to seek the advice of the health authorities.


  The pair had been traversing the small avenues which bisected the old graveyard and now found themselves in front of an imposing monument which stood in the most secluded part; overgrown hedges of laurel surrounded it and the lower part of the tomb was effaced by the encroachment of brambles and tangled grasses. Philip noticed with interest that the mausoleum was in the form of a great marble portico, in the style of a Greek temple, which evidently covered a vault of considerable proportions below.


  On the face of the portico was repeated the escutcheon which appeared below the painting in the Great Hall of The Grey House; he saw the name of Hector de Meneval and others of his house, the dates of birth and death obliterated with time. But as he looked closer, he saw that he had been mistaken; the dates of birth were clearly given, but the remainder of the legend was left blank after each name - there was not even the customary dash. This was decidedly curious.


  Roget had left his side for a moment and was puzzling out a massive Latin inscription which extended along the side of the mausoleum. Roughly translated it ran, “Mighty are they, great joy is theirs; they shall taste of Life Everlasting.” Somehow, this inscription left a vaguely unpleasant impression on Philip’s mind and he could not help remembering, for the first time, the sly and cunning expression of the old man in the painting.


  He was about to retrace his steps towards the gate when there was a sharp exclamation from Roget. He joined his friend and saw, following the line of Roget’s somewhat unsteady finger, that one side of the tomb had collapsed, after long years of erosion by wind and rain. The earth had fallen in, carrying with it fragments of marble and through the gaping hole in the side of the mausoleum could be seen part of the interior of the vault.


  There were dark steps and even what looked like part of a catafalque some distance below. A faint miasma exuded from this charnel place and seemed to poison the air around the tomb. A little farther off, Philip noted another curious feature. The grass around the hole in the marble seemed crushed and torn, as though something heavy had been dragged along; the trail continued for some distance into the dark and sombre bushes which bordered the cemetery gate.


  Neither man liked the idea of following that trail and after a few moments, by mutual, unspoken consent they hurried away to the healthy sanity of the upper lanes which led to the house. The gate shrieked mockingly behind them. Philip did not mention their visit to the old cemetery in any detail and after her first shock of alarm, Angele gave the matter no more thought. And the following week there was a minor celebration, culminating in the unveiling of Philip’s surprise.


  The principal of Philip’s publishing firm was to be in Burgundy for a few days and had promised to spend a day with them and inspect their new quarters. Philip had laid on a party in his honour and the climax was to be the architectural coup he had planned for the Great Hall. This chamber had been barred to all members of the household and friends for three days beforehand and the noise of hammering and sawing echoed throughout the house all day long; Roget and Philip were in conference behind the locked doors and workmen carrying heavy baulks of timber and elaborately carved beams in and out, smilingly disclaimed all knowledge of the nature of the affair.


  The party was a big success and the unlocking of the Great Hall set the seal on a momentous occasion; tables laden with wine and food were set down the middle, an epic fire blazed in the hearth, for the stone hall was a cold place even in summer, despite the wooden panelling; and lights blazed from half a hundred metal wall fittings. But what enchanted the guests was the architectural feature on which Philip and Roget had worked for such a long time.


  Completely surrounding the upper part of the hall, like a minstrel gallery, ran an airy balcony which continued over the fireplace round to a point above the huge door. Each side of the entrance, beautifully carved oak balustrades ran up to the balcony, encasing polished oak staircases. The whole length of the balconies themselves, except where the two great picture windows pierced the wall, were a blaze of colour; thousands of books, the cream of Philip’s collection, lined the walls in finely fitted mahogany bookcases. The whole thing was a triumph and the guests could not resist audible murmurs of admiration.


  A few minutes later, ascending the first staircase, hand in hand with Philip, Angele had to admit that the idea was the crown of the Great Hall. Thirty feet above the flagged pavement she looked down on the shimmering dazzle of faces and the babble of the guests’ conversation rose like the noise of the sea above the clink of glasses. On the balconies themselves visitors could browse among the books set out row on row, spreading from wall to wall; the views from the picture windows were magnificent and with the stout railing at her back, Angele could see across mile after mile of hazy blue mountain.


  The balcony ran across and dipped a little below the great central panel of the fireplace and this was the only unfortunate feature of the affair from her point of view; for whenever the panel was unrolled it must bring the viewer on the balcony in close proximity to the disturbing painting, even though it were still a good half dozen feet above.


  It was this which caused the only disrupting element of the party for Angele. She and Philip were admiring the setting from this point when Roget or another friend in the hall below decided to demonstrate the ingenious panel for an intrigued guest. The button was pressed, the panel slid silently back and there, not two yards away, Angele saw with a shock the same hideous scene. The sight was so unexpected that she gave a gasp and reeled back against the railing.


  Philip was beside her in an instant, his face wrinkled with worry.


  “What is it?” he asked, looking round him swiftly, in a manner she had never seen before.


  “Nothing,” she said. “I just feel faint, that’s all. It must be the height.”


  As Philip led her below, a girl who had never had a qualm on even the loftiest mountain top, she looked again at the picture but she did not see repeated the optical illusion which had so unnerved her. That it must be an optical illusion, she did not doubt. But she could have sworn that the baleful eye of the old Vicomte had closed, for just the faintest fraction, in an obscene wink. The effect must be one of the texture of the paint, combined with the light on the glass above it. But she could not recapture the sensation, though she tried again as they went downstairs; and a few minutes later the panel closed again over it, to the wondering murmur of the assembled guests.


  IV


  It was now again turning towards late summer. Philip was beginning to get into his stride with writing, Roget came seldom to the house, the remaining one or two workmen were pottering amiably on the sunny days, putting the finishing touches to the decor. Angele had been too busy to spare any thoughts for morbid imaginings, and she was well satisfied with the effect of the furniture and hangings she was arranging with such competent art.


  But the Abbe came more often to the house than ever. Angele was glad of his company and his benign eye, in which there shone such wisdom and benevolence, gave her a solid feeling of comfort and safety. Monsignor Joffroy spoke little of the matters which so deeply troubled him, but with humorous and interesting discourse kept the little dinner parties gay with laughter, as the night moths fluttered round the lamps as they took their evening ease on the balcony, whose magnificent views never ceased to delight them.


  The couple had on two or three occasions been the guests of the Abbe at his quarters in the old university, and had duly marvelled at the extent and antiquity of the great library which was its proudest boast. It was on one of these occasions that Philip asked the old man if he could consult one of the rare and unexpurgated histories of the de Meneval family.


  Monsignor Joffroy was reluctant to do this, but assented at last and eventually left Philip alone in his study with a great brass-bound book which had four locks. Translating the crabbed Latin was a long and tiresome task but Philip eventually unravelled a sickening story which explained much that was dark and horrifying about the de Menevals. He replaced the book on the shelf and sat pondering; for the first time he had some doubts about the wisdom of his purchase of The Grey House.


  He ever afterwards refused to speak of what he had seen in the locked book, but he did hint to Roget Frey something of the unspeakable practices of the old de Menevals which had led the people of the city a hundred years before to lay siege to the chateau and burn it about the ears of the atrocious occupants. The events which led the citizenry to this extreme measure had concerned the abduction of young girls from the neighbourhood, which the de Menevals were in the habit of procuring for their unspeakable rites.


  Philip could not go on - the details were too blasphemous and appalling to contemplate, even in the Latin, but it did explain the curious content of the painting in the Great Hall. Philip was now convinced that the study depicted a literal subject and not an allegorical one and this caused him great disquiet. When he left the Abbe’s library, the old man refused to discuss the subject with him. But Monsignor Joffroy looked him in the eye with great intensity and said with emphasis, “Take care of your wife, Monsieur!”


  For some days afterwards Philip was seen to wander about The Grey House with an odd and abstracted air, but he gradually recovered his spirits as the warm and sunny days went by. He had been to see the sanitary authorities regarding the old graveyard and had been promised that the thing would be looked into. But, as is the way in rural France, no action was immediately forthcoming, the weeks went by and Philip eventually forgot about it.


  It was in early September, on a day of golden and benevolent splendour, that Angele had an odd experience. She had been standing on the balcony drinking in the beauty of the wild scene, against the backcloth of the far mountains. There was a hush, broken only by the faint tinkle of water. Philip had gone into town to see about some business with Roget and the only other thing which disturbed the silence was the occasional chink of china as Gisele, the hired girl, washed up the crockery from lunch.


  She was thinking about nothing in particular, except possibly what they would be having for dinner. As she lowered her gaze from the distant mountain peaks and the white stones of the chateau on the heights above, her eye was arrested by the early leaves of autumn which fell like faint flakes of snow on to the golden foliage of the old orchard. She then heard a faint rustling sound and presently noticed the figure of a man.


  He was standing in the far corner of the orchard, near the water mill, and she could not see him at all clearly. He wore a blue coat, like most French workmen wear, and he seemed to be shading his eyes against the sun. She was not at all alarmed and as she cast her eyes on him, he gave her a long, piercing glance back over his shoulder, but owing to the intervening foliage she was not able to see his features with any detail. The gesture reminded her of something, though she could not for the moment place it, and when she looked again the man had gone.


  She mentioned the matter to Philip when he arrived home and he only said with studied casualness, “Oh, I expect the sanitary people have got around to doing that work I asked them about.”


  This view was reinforced the following day when Pierre and Philip had occasion to go down the far lane on a matter connected with the outfall of the drainage. Philip pointed out to Pierre a long swathe which had been forced through the nettles.


  The trail, which was in a different place to the route taken by Philip and Roget on the occasion of their visit, appeared to run from the old graveyard to a point by an ancient, broken-down fence, and then through the orchard below the house. Pierre said nothing but gave Philip a very curious look. The two men made no further reference to the matter.


  It was when they were turning to go back that Philip asked Pierre whether they might not visit the orchard. He had never been there since his original inspection of the water mill, but his curiosity had been aroused by the tracks and he wanted to see if the municipal authorities had taken action. Pierre seemed strangely reluctant and mentioned the lateness of the hour; the setting sun was already casting long shadows and a faint swathe of mist could be-seen faintly outlining the furthest trees.


  Both men were by now rather disturbed by the atmosphere and Philip started when the long drawn-out yowl of a cat sounded from far away. They stood listening for a moment at the entrance of the orchard but the noise was not repeated. Then Philip went boldly crunching his way through a tangle of brush into the old place, more for his own peace of mind than to impress the builder with his English phlegm.


  There was nothing out of the way in the orchard. The trail gave out in the centre. There were only a few rusted agricultural implements, half-hidden in the grass. But Philip was surprised to see that a long iron ladder, wreathed in a tangle of branches and mossy lichen, was stapled to the wall below The Grey House. It led up to a point just below the balcony. This was something he felt he ought to look into.


  A few minutes later the two men were back in the sunlit uplands of the inhabited lanes leading to the town and were able to forget the strange, brooding atmosphere of the orchard area. Pierre shook his head when Philip mentioned the matter of the ladder. He imagined it would have been placed there in case of fire. For some reason this gave Philip an enormous peace of mind. He expanded in the glow of the sun and insisted that Pierre accompany him to a cafe for an aperitif.


  When he arrived back at the house, he found Angele setting the table on the terrace, with Gisele prattling commonplaces as she bustled to and from the kitchen. On pretext of admiring the view, he looked eagerly for the ladder. Yes, there it was, in a rather different position from what he had imagined below. It must be the foreshortening. He did not know why, but he was disturbed to find that anyone coming from below could gain the balcony by this means, old and rusty as the ladder was. Though this in itself was illogical, for the ladder was surely designed to ensure that people from the house could gain the orchard in case of fire.


  This again puzzled him, for the ladder ended about three feet from the balcony, in a tangle of brambles and bushes. He saw something else too, which disturbed him more than he cared to admit. The edges of the ladder were covered with lichen and moss. On all the rungs which he could see, the green of years had been torn away, as though by ascending feet.


  Philip slept badly that night, but as day succeeded day and the calm of the Indian summer brought with it nothing but blue skies and contentment, he warmed again to The Grey House.


  Angele was in good spirits and the couple made their usual visits. Though the work on the house was finished, their local friends were as before; Pierre, Roget, M. Gasion and the Abbe.


  Philip was writing better than ever in the more peaceful atmosphere. A book of demoniac tales which he had finished shortly after arrival in Burgundy in May was having a sensational sale in England and the Continental and American rights were being negotiated. He had reason to feel satisfied. And though the Abbe had attempted to dissuade them from the idea, he had started on his most ambitious novel of the macabre to date, a history based loosely on that of the de Menevals. He had quite recovered his spirits and the odd events which earlier had set his mind on strange and sombre paths, now provided much the same material for his book.


  His enthusiasm blazed up as day after day found him hunched over his typewriter and Angele could hear the machine clacking on into the long hours of the night. He preferred to work on the balcony even when the nights began to turn cold in early October. Angele remonstrated with him about this, but he laughed at her and her old wives’ remedies for colds, and told her not to worry. He had a good sweater on and his pipe for company.


  The days of October continued scorching hot, though the nights were cool and Philip was pleased with his progress on the book; he had five chapters finished and another three shaped out in the rough. He began to talk of finishing before the end of November so that he could get an early draft to the publishers before the new year.


  Angele was pleased for his sake but troubled at his appearance. Philip had begun to get pale with overwork and his eyes had deep hollows under them which she had never seen before. She had hoped that they would be away to England before the winter set in, but to her alarm Philip had begun to talk of staying at The Grey House the whole winter round. It was all very well for him, with all his work to occupy him, but it would be a dull existence for her once the long, dark, wet days of the Burgundy winter set in.


  They had left the matter open, without quarrelling over it, and Angele had Philip’s promise that if the book was finished within the next month, as well it might be, then they would go back to London and he would deliver the manuscript to the publishers himself. He would not show her the material, for fear of spoiling the effect.


  “It’s the best thing I’ve ever done,” he said, biting hard on his pipe in his enthusiasm. “I’ve never known a book come along so well. It’s almost as though it’s writing itself.”


  Angele shot him a sharp look, but said nothing.


  “It’s a curious thing,” he went on, after a bit, his brows wrinkled over the mass of typed sheets before him. “There’s some of this stuff I don’t even remember writing. There’s a bit here which gets the medieval atmosphere exactly… no, perhaps you’d better not read it now. Wait until the end. It spoils it to take it out of context.”


  Angele continued to watch her husband’s progress on the novel with mounting alarm; she had never seen him like this, but consoled herself with the thought that it would do no good to interfere and at the rate he was going they would soon be away to England for the winter.


  A few days later, Philip announced in triumph that the last chapter was in progress and that he would revise and re-shape the book in England. Angele greeted the news with unconcealed relief. Philip looked at her in surprise. His face was white and his eyes looked wild with his long hours of composition. Then he put down his pipe and took her in his arms.


  “I know it hasn’t been much fun for you, darling,” he said. “But it will only be a few days more now and then we’re off home. I can promise you that the book will be the biggest thing I’ve ever done. I’m sure you will agree with me that it has all been worthwhile.”


  Husband and wife, both pleased at the turn of events, occupied themselves with planning their departure and in the evenings Philip pressed on at fever heat with the final pages of the book. They were to leave on the following Wednesday and some of their effects were already packed. The car was to go in for servicing the following day and Angele felt strangely content with her life, with her relationship with Philip and even with The Grey House. She supposed that by next year she would be quite used to its strange atmosphere.


  On the Saturday evening Philip finished his work early. He had been at the book hard all afternoon but the climax he was shaping had finally eluded him. He had got up from the table on the terrace with an exclamation of disgust and carried the typewriter and the thick bundle of manuscript through into the dining room. She remembered him putting a fresh sheet of paper into the machine and then they went up to bed.


  It was in the middle of the night when she awoke. At first she half drifted back into sleep but then came wide awake, her mind puzzled by a series of sharp, scratching noises. Then she turned, her mind at ease, as she realized Philip must be working again. He had evidently gone back to the novel he had discarded. But then a great fear came into her mind as her arm came into contact with her husband’s body at her side and she heard his steady breathing. The scratching noise, loud in the still night, went on from the dining room, arousing a thousand fears in her confused brain.


  By a great effort of will-power, for she was a brave woman, she steeled herself to get out of bed without waking her husband. Not bothering to put on a dressing gown, she tip-toed out of the room and down the short flight of stairs; she did not heed the chill of the night air on her skin or notice the coldness of the flagstones on her bare feet.


  When she had closed the door of the bedroom behind her, she switched on the light. The blaze of yellow radiance on familiar things steadied her and left her with a core of hard anger; she went down the remaining stairs with a firm step. The scratching which had aroused her attention went on. As she advanced, she threw switch after switch and as light sprang up beneath her hand so her courage rose. When she was about ten yards away from the dining room a board suddenly creaked under her feet. The scratching immediately stopped and she heard an odd scrabbling noise on the floor.


  As she pushed open the door with a furiously thudding heart and threw the switch, the sudden glare of light showed her that the room was empty. All was in its place, the whole house now silent, except for the faint tapping of the night wind against the balcony outside. As she thought of this, she set the great lights of the terrace aflame in the gloom but nothing moved in all the expanse of tile and wrought iron.


  She forced herself to look at the table. Several sheets of new paper were laid on top of the typewriter ready for copying. The last sheet was in French, in painfully formed handwriting, covering half the page. She read, “And the flesh of virgins is desirable above all others and whosoever acquires this tenderest of all meat shall find the Everlasting Life. And the fairest of all the married women shall be taken to bride by the Whore-Master and the tomb shall flame forth brighter than the wedding-bower…” The words ended there, in mid-sentence, the ink still wet.


  Angele, shaking and sick, as she backed away from the table, still had time to notice something on the cloth by the machine. It was a small piece of green lichen.


  V


  On the Tuesday, Philip and Angele had invited their friends to a farewell dinner and Philip was to read them portions of his novel. The remainder of the previous week-end was occupied in packing and on Monday afternoon Philip rushed in to Angele, jubilant. The book was finished and he waved the thick mass of manuscript over his head in triumph. Angele had not mentioned to him the events of Saturday evening; something dark hung over the house and she knew in her heart that whatever she could say would make no difference. She was only glad that she would soon be gone without the winter to face; in the meantime she shared Philip’s joy in his completed work - on the surface at any event.


  The pair spent the mid-afternoon talking over future plans and after an early tea, Philip left for Roget’s house; he had arranged to have a drink with his friend and discuss some business. He had plans for the orchard and he proposed to have a big stone wall built to block off the old graveyard - a scheme with which Angele fervently agreed. Gisele was to stay with Angele and Philip intended to return about nine o’clock so that they could get in an early night.


  They had to prepare for the party the following day and there would be much to do. It had been a hot day again and Gisele and her mistress sat chatting on the balcony; the steepening sun dyed the opposite mountains a deep carmine and as the rays dipped below the hills it left the valley in deep shadow. It began to be cold, the tinkle of water from the old mill house sounded oddly loud in the silence and thick swathes of mist billowed silently across the orchard.


  The cats in the lane below the house seemed to be noisy tonight and Angele abruptly got up and went to fetch a woolly sweater.


  After a while, she and Gisele moved into the kitchen to continue their conversation but they kept the terrace lights on. Philip had left his thick bundle of manuscript to read; she had promised to give him her opinion on it when he returned, though she felt sure it would take her more than the three hours she had allowed herself.


  From time to time, as the two girls were talking, Angele turned to look at the great pile of paper which stood on the typing table in the corner of the terrace where Philip usually worked. Presently she excused herself; Gisele had some cleaning to do and went to get out her vacuum cleaner. Angele took a cup of coffee on to the terrace and sat down at the table. She did not know why she did this, but she felt that Philip’s novel had to be read on the terrace, where most of it had been written. The title page was headed; IN THE VALE OF CROTH.


  She read on, fascinated. It was the most extraordinary thing Philip had ever written. She did not know how she could have found the ideas in it revolting; perhaps she had started at the wrong page. Taken out of context such a book could give the wrong impression. An hour must have passed, an hour in which the silence was broken only by the measured rustle of turning pages or the faint noises of Gisele’s cleaning operations. Her cup of coffee grew cold, untasted.


  Presently she looked up, startled. Her eyes were shining and had an intense expression. Strangely, too, the terrace had suddenly grown oppressively hot. She knew she had to be properly prepared for the final part of the book. She had too many clothes on for this heat -she had to be prepared. When she emerged from her bedroom ten minutes later she had a strange, sly look on her face but her cheeks were burning and her eyes bright with longing. She was naked except for a flimsy nightgown which revealed every detail of her figure.


  Her hair was freshly combed and she crept almost furtively past the room where Gisele was dusting. Once on the terrace she flung herself on the book and began to devour the pages with her eyes. Eight o’clock fled past and there were only a few dozen pages left. There was a lustful expression on her face and her whole body had begun to tremble. She paid no attention to the thin mist which had begun to envelop the balcony. She strained her eyes to learn the unmentionable secret revealed in the last page of the novel.


  Her eyes glazed as she read what no woman was meant to read; something aeons old called through the pages to her. She thought of the whip with the spike and her flesh quivered with delicious terror. As she reached the last sentence of the book there was a rustling on the balcony, which did not distract her.


  Her eyes took in the last words on the pages before her, “Nude thou shalt be, naked thou shalt be, unashamed thou shalt be. Prepare thou then to do thy Master’s will. Prepare thou, BRIDE OF CROTH.”


  Angele was already on her feet; her eyes were closed, her tongue lolled out of her mouth, a bead of moisture rolled from under one eyelid.


  “Take me, Master,” she breathed. Something slit the thin silk of her nightgown, exposing her breasts to the chill air. An unutterable stench was in her nostrils, but she smiled happily as ancient arms lifted her from the balcony.


  VI


  Philip returned happily from Roget’s house a little after nine, but his casual homecoming soon changed into bewilderment, then terror. The maid, Gisele, sunk into an unnaturally deep sleep on a divan in the dining room, when aroused, expressed only astonishment; the last thing she remembered, she had been dusting the room. Philip went through the house calling his wife’s name.


  He found the floor of their bedroom littered with every last stitch of his wife’s clothing. But it was on the balcony that stark fear leapt out at him for the first time. It was not the overturned coffee cup, the jumble of typed paper littered across the terrace or even the green, lichenous mould. But something had forced its way through the mass of brambles from the old ladder below the balcony; it was this, and the strands of his wife’s blonde hair caught on the thorns which sent him almost out of his mind.


  Seizing a powerful electric searchlight from the garage, he set off down the steep, nettle-grown lane, calling his wife’s name. His voice echoed back eerily and once again he caught the loathsome stench of putrescence which seemed to emanate from the mist which swirled about these lower parts. His heart leaped in his throat as the beam of his lamp picked out something white in the gloom. It was then, he thinks, that he gave up hope of seeing Angele again; in the darkest moment of his life idiot fear babbled out at him as the probing beam caught Angele’s pathetic, torn, blood-stained scrap of nightgown fast on a patch of nettles as the unnameable thing had carried her through the night.


  Philip’s knees gave under him and he trembled violently; for the path through the nettles led directly to the old graveyard and he knew that, much as he loved his wife, he dare not go there alone at night to face such forces. It was a nightmare journey as he stumbled back up the lane; falling, hacking his shins on outcrops of rock, cutting his face with brambles. He looked an appalling sight as he staggered into a cafe on the edge of the town and made his pathetic telephone plea to Roget Frey.


  The young architect not only came in his car at once, but collected Monsignor Joffroy from the university on his way over. The couple were with the demented Philip in a quarter of an hour. His appearance shocked them both but a few words only, told the old Abbe all he had suspected and feared from the first.


  He had come fully prepared. Round his neck he had an ornate silver crucifix; he carried a prayer book in one hand and, curiously, a crowbar. Roget Frey had also armed himself with a revolver and in the back of his car were two enormous electric lamps, like car headlights.


  “Courage, mon pauvre ami” said Monsignor Joffroy, helping Philip into a seat beside him. “What must be done, must be done. I fear it is too late to save your dear wife, but we must do all we can to destroy this evil being in order to save her soul.” Horrified, half dazed, understanding only a quarter of what he was told, Philip clutched the Monsignor’s arm as Roget’s sports car leapt like a demented thing down the narrow lane at suicidal speed.


  At the bottom Frey drove straight at the wall of brambles and stinging nettles as far as he could. The headlights shone a brilliant radiance right down towards the cemetery gates. Frey left the lights on and the engine running.


  “To remind us of normality,” he said with great emphasis.


  “This will do,” said Monsignor Joffroy, making a great sign of the cross in the air before him. “The rest is in God’s hands.”


  Roget handed a long crowbar to Philip, the prelate carried one searchlight and the other crowbar, and Roget had his revolver in one hand and the second searchlight in his left. The three men walked abreast through the wet grass, making no attempt at concealment. Philip put down his own flashlight at the cemetery entrance, which lit up a considerable part of the graveyard; he had recovered his courage now and led the way towards the de Meneval tomb.


  Their feet echoed hollowly over the gravel and Philip dropped to one knee as a thing with great flaming eyes drove at them from the top of a gravestone. Frey’s revolver roared twice, with deafening impact, and a broken-backed, yowling creature that had been the great cat went whimpering to die in the bushes. Monsignor Joffroy had jumped up instantly and without swerving set off at a run towards the de Meneval tomb. The others followed, trembling from the sudden shock of the revolver shots.


  Philip could never forget that charnel house scene. Like a tableau out of Goya, it ever haunted his life. The nude body of Angele, quite dead, slashed with gouts of blood, but with an expression of diabolical happiness on her face, was clutched fast in the arms of a thing which lay on its side at the entrance of the tomb, as though exhausted. It was dressed in a frayed and faded blue coat and the abomination had apparently broken one of its old and brittle legs as it dropped from the balcony. This had accounted for its slow progress to the malodorous lair beneath the old de Meneval mausoleum.


  But the worst horror was to come. In one withered and grey, parchment-like paw was clutched a whip-and-spike instrument dabbled with fresh young blood. The face, half eaten away and with the broken bones protruding from the split, rotted skin, was turned towards them. Something moved and the eyes, which were still alive, gazed balefully at the three men. Old de Meneval was malevolent to the last.


  Monsignor Joffroy hesitated not an instant. Pronouncing the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost in a voice like thunder, he held aloft the cross. Then, handing it to Philip, he brought down the great crowbar again and again on the brittle ancient blasphemy that had once been a man. Teeth and hair flew in all directions, old bones cracked and split and dust and putrefaction rose in the still air. At length, all was quiet.


  Panting, the Monsignor led the two men away. “This is all we can do for tonight,” he said. “Much remains to be done in the morning, but this abomination will never walk again.”


  He sprinkled holy water from a bottle over the remains of Angele and covered it with a blanket from the car. To Philip’s anguished protests over his wife, he remained adamant.


  “We must not move her,” he insisted. “She is no longer your wife, my poor friend. She belongs to them. For her own sake and for her immortal soul we must do what has to be done.”


  Little remains to be told, though the city will remember for many a long year the horrors which were found in the old de Meneval tomb. Monsignor Joffroy obtained a special dispensation from the Bishop that same night and the very next morning, at first light, a battalion of the Infanterie Coloniale were called in to work under the Abbe’s directions.


  These soldiers, hardened and toughened on the forge of war as they were, saw sights which made them act like frightened children when the vault below was opened. Monsignor Joffroy, calm and strong, prevented a panic and bore himself like a true man of the church that day. Indeed, many said that the sights he saw and the things he had to do hastened the good man’s own end.


  The body of Angele was taken to a hastily prepared pyre behind a canvas shelter in the old cemetery and burned while priests conducted a service. In the vault of the de Menevals a stupefying sight awaited the intruders, priest and soldier alike. Some say that there were more than thirty bodies, de Menevals and the naked corpses of fresh young girls, as undecayed as the day they were abducted from the neighbourhood upwards of two hundred years before.


  The searchers also found vast passages and chambers under the earth, equipped as for the living, where the undead dead still held obscene and blasphemous rites. Be that as it may, and no one can now say for certain that all this is true, the Bishop himself with Monsignor Joffroy as his chaplain held a service of exorcism and afterwards the troops went in with flame guns and destroyed every last one of those horrors as they lay.


  The underground chambers were blown up by Army engineers and the whole of the area cauterized and purified. Later, by order of the Bishop the field was concreted over and from that day to this the people of the city have remained unmolested, neither does mist appear in the orchard by the mill house.


  The Grey House still stands, now fast falling to ruin and deserted. M. Gasion, greyer now, has retired and gone to live in a villa in Normandy; Monsignor Joffroy is dead; and Roget Frey is a successful architect, practising in Paris.


  VII


  Philip is still a successful novelist. He lives in London, with a very young wife, who is not serious at all, and is content with what she calls the simple things of life. He seldom goes abroad, very occasionally to France, and never to Burgundy. His stories now, while very popular in the English-speaking world, are not what they were.


  They are mainly comedies and light pieces, with an occasional political drama. Though he is still a year or so short of fifty, his hair is quite white and his face that of an old man. It is only when one looks closely into his eyes that one can see the fires of the pit.


  Two small footnotes.


  Afterwards, in The Grey House, Roget Frey found a great pile of grey ash in a circular stone jar on the terrace.


  In the Great Hall, the painting of the old man and the girl had disappeared; the whole wall had been gouged out from the balcony and the solid stone pitted as though with a pickaxe.


  He did not make any inquiries and he had no theories so the mysteries remain. But one does not feel it is very hard to guess.


  Doctor Porthos


  I


  Nervous debflity, the doctor says. And yet Angelina has never been ill in her life. Nervous debility! Something far more powerful is involved here; I am left wondering if I should not call in specialist advice. Yet we are so remote and Dr Porthos is well spoken of by the local people. Why on earth did we ever come to this house? Angelina was perfectly well until then. It is extraordinary to think that two months can have wrought such a change in my wife.


  In the town she was lively and vivacious; yet now I can hardly bear to look at her without profound emotion. Her cheeks are sunken and pale, her eyes dark and tired, her bloom quite gone at twenty-five. Could it be something in the air of the house? It seems barely possible. But in that case Dr Porthos' ministrations should have proved effective. But so far all his skills have been powerless to produce any change for the better. If it had not been for the terms of my uncle's will we would never have come at all.


  Friends may call it cupidity, the world may think what it chooses, but the plain truth is that I needed the money. My own health is far from robust and long hours in the family business-ours is an honoured and well-established counting house-had made it perfectly clear to me that I must seek some other mode of life. And yet I could not afford to retire; the terms of my uncle's will, as retailed to me by the family solicitor, afforded the perfect solution.


  An annuity-a handsome annuity to put it bluntly-but with the proviso that my wife and I should reside in the old man's house for a period of not less than five years from the date the terms of the will became effective. I hesitated long; both my wife and I were fond of town life and my uncle's estate was in a remote area, where living for the country people was primitive and amenities few. As I had understood it from the solicitor, the house itself had not even the benefit of gas-lighting; in summer it was not so bad but the long months of winter would be melancholy indeed with only the glimmer of candles and the pale sheen of oil lamps to relieve the gloom of the lonely old place.


  I debated with Angelina and then set off one week-end alone for a tour of the estate. I had cabled ahead and after a long and cold railway journey which itself occupied most of the day, I was met at my destination by a horse and chaise. The next part of my pilgrimage occupied nearly four hours and I was dismayed on seeing into what a wild and remote region my uncle had chosen to penetrate in order to select a dwelling.


  The night was dark but the moon occasionally burst its veiling of cloud to reveal in feeble detail the contours of rock and hill and tree; the chaise jolted and lurched over an unmade road, which was deeply rutted by the wheels of the few vehicles which had torn up the surface in their passing over many months. My solicitor had wired to an old friend, Dr Porthos, to whose good offices I owed my mode of transport, and he had promised to greet me on arrival at the village nearest the estate.


  Sure enough, he came out from under the great porch of the timbered hostelry as our carriage grated into the inn-yard. He was a tall, spare man, with square pince-nez which sat firmly on his thin nose; he wore a many-pleated cape like an ostler and the green top hat, worn rakishly over one eye gave him a somewhat dissipated look. He greeted me effusively but there was something about the man which did not endear him to me.


  There was nothing that one could isolate. It was just his general manner; perhaps the coldness of his hand which struck my palm with the clamminess of a fish. Then too, his eyes had a most disconcerting way of looking over the tops of his glasses; they were a filmy grey and their piercing glance seemed to root one to the spot. To my dismay I learned that I was not yet at my destination. The estate was still some way off, said the doctor, and we would have to stay the night at the inn. My ill-temper at his remarks was soon dispelled by the roaring fire and the good food with which he plied me; there were few travellers at this time of year and we were the only ones taking dinner in the vast oak-panelled dining room.


  The doctor had been my uncle's medical attendant and though it was many years since I had seen my relative I was curious to know what sort of person he had been.


  "The Baron was a great man in these parts," said Porthos. His genial manner emboldened me to ask a question to which I had long been awaiting an answer.


  "Of what did my uncle die?" I asked.


  Firelight flickered through the gleaming redness of Dr Porthos' wineglass and tinged his face with amber as he replied simply, "Of a lacking of richness in the blood. A fatal quality in his immediate line, I might say."


  I pondered for a moment. "Why do you think he chose me as his heir?" I added.


  Dr Porthos' answer was straight and clear and given without hesitation.


  "You were a different branch of the family," he said.."New blood, my dear sir. The Baron was most particular on that account. He wanted to carry on the great tradition."


  He cut off any further questions by rising abruptly. "Those were the Baron's own words as he lay dying. And now we must retire as we still have a fair journey before us in the morning."


  II


  Dr Porthos' words come back to me in my present trouble. "Blood, new blood…" What if this be concerned with those dark legends the local people tell about the house? One hardly knows what to think in this atmosphere. My inspection of the house with Dr Porthos confirmed my worst fears; sagging lintels, mouldering cornices, worm-eaten panelling. The only servitors a middle-aged couple, husband and wife, who have been caretakers here since the Baron's death; the local people sullen and unco-operative, so Porthos says. Certainly, the small hamlet a mile or so from the mansion had every door and window shut as we clattered past and not a soul was stirring. The house has a Gothic beauty, I suppose, viewed from a distance; it is of no great age, being largely re-built on the remains of an older pile destroyed by fire. The restorer-whether he be my uncle or some older resident I have not bothered to discover-had the fancy of adding turrets, a draw-bridge with castellated towers and a moated surround. Our footsteps echoed mournfully over this as we turned to inspect the grounds.


  I was surprised to see marble statuary and worn obelisks, all tumbled and awry, as though the uneasy dead were bursting from the soil, protruding over an ancient moss-grown wall adjoining the courtyard of the house.


  Dr Porthos smiled sardonically.


  "The old family burial ground," he explained. "Your uncle is interred here. He said he likes to be near the house."


  III


  Well, it is done; we came not two months since and then began the profound and melancholy change of which I have already spoken. Not just the atmosphere-though the very stones of the house seem steeped in evil whispers-but the surroundings, the dark, unmoving trees, even the furniture, seem to exude something inimical to life as we knew it; as it is still known to those fortunate enough to dwell in towns.


  A poisonous mist rises from the moat at dusk; it seems to doubly emphasize our isolation. The presence of Angelina's own maid and a handyman who was in my father's employ before me, do little to dispel the ambiance of this place. Even their sturdy matter of factness seems affected by a miasma that wells from the pores of the building. It has become so manifest of late that I even welcome the daily visits of Dr Porthos, despite the fact that I suspect him to be the author of our troubles.


  They began a week after our arrival when Angelina failed to awake by my side as usual; I shook her to arouse her and my screams must have awakened the maid. I think I fainted then and came to myself in the great morning room; the bed had been awash with blood, which stained the sheets and pillows around my dear wife's head; Porthos' curious grey eyes had a steely look in them which I had never seen before. He administered a powerful medicine and had then turned to attend to me.


  Whatever had attacked Angelina had teeth like the sharpest canine, Porthos said; he had found two distinct punctures in Angelina's throat, sufficient to account for the quantities of blood. Indeed, there had been so much of it that my own hands and linen were stained with it where I had touched her; I think it was this which had made me cry so violently. Porthos had announced that he would sit up by the patient that night.


  Angelina was still asleep, as I discovered when I tiptoed in later. Porthos had administered a sleeping draught and had advised me to take the same, to settle my nerves, but I declined. I said I would wait up with him. The doctor had some theory about rats or other nocturnal creatures and sat long in the library looking through some of the Baron's old books on natural history. The man's attitude puzzles me; what sort of creature would attack Angelina in her own bedroom? Looking at Porthos' strange eyes, my old fears are beginning to return, bringing with them new ones.


  IV


  There have been three more attacks, extending over a fortnight. My darling grows visibly weaker, though Porthos has been to the nearest town for more powerful drugs and other remedies. I am in purgatory; I have not known such dark hours in my life until now. Yet Angelina herself insists that we should stay to see this grotesque nightmare through. The first evening of our vigil both Porthos and I slept; and in the morning the result was as the night before. Considerable emissions of blood and the bandage covering the wound had been removed to allow the creature access to the punctures. I hardly dare conjecture what manner of beast could have done this.


  I was quite worn out and on the evening of the next day I agreed to Porthos' suggestion that I should take a sleeping draught. Nothing happened for several nights and Angelina began to recover; then the terror struck again. And so it will go on, my reeling senses tell me. I daren't trust Porthos and on the other hand I cannot accuse him before the members of my household. We are isolated here and any mistake I make might be fatal.


  On the last occasion I almost had him. I woke at dawn and found Porthos stretched on the bed, his long, dark form quivering, his hands at Angelina's throat. I struck at him, for I did not know who it was, being half asleep, and he turned, his grey eyes glowing in the dim room. He had a hypodermic syringe half full of blood in his hand. I am afraid I dashed it to the floor and shattered it beneath my heel.


  In my own heart I am convinced I have caught this creature which has been plaguing us, but how to prove it? Dr Porthos is staying in the house now; I dare not sleep and continually refuse the potions he urgently presses upon me. How long before he destroys me as well as Angelina? Was man ever in such an appalling situation since the world began?


  I sit and watch Porthos, who stares at me sideways with those curious eyes, his inexpressive face seeming to hint that he can afford to watch and wait and that his time is coming; my pale wife, in her few intervals of consciousness sits and fearfully watches both of us. Yet I cannot even confide in her for she would think me mad. I try to calm my racing brain. Sometimes I think I shall go insane altogether, the nights are so long. God help me.


  V


  It is over. The crisis has come and gone. I have laid the mad demon which has us in thrall. I caught him at it. Porthos writhed as I got my hands at his throat. I would have killed him at his foul work, the syringe glinted in his hand. Now he has slipped aside, eluded me for the moment. My cries brought in the servants who have my express instructions to hunt him down. He shall not escape me this time. I pace the corridors of this worm-eaten mansion and when I have cornered him I shall destroy him. Angelina shall live! And my hands will perform the healing work of his destruction… But now I must rest. Already it is dawn again. I will sit in this chair by the pillar, where I can watch the hall. I sleep.


  VI


  Later. I awake to pain and cold. I am lying on earth. Something slippery trickles over my hand. I open my eyes. I draw my hand across my mouth. It comes away scarlet. I can see more clearly now. Angelina is here too. She looks terrified but somehow sad and composed. She is holding the arm of Dr Porthos.


  He is poised above me, his face looking satanic in the dim light of the crypt beneath the house. He whirls a mallet while shriek after shriek disturbs the silence of this place. Dear Christ, the stake is against MY BREAST!


  The Knocker at the Portico


  I discovered the following papers in the form of a manuscript while going through some old documents. I append them here. They read as follows.


  1


  I woke again last night after that hideous dream. I sat up in the bed in my dark chamber and listened in fearful suspense but there was no sound apart from the faint moan of the wind in the chimney piece. And yet I heard it. I am convinced of that. It was the fifth time I have heard the knocking. And it is getting worse. I intend to leave this record so that those who come after may know my fate, will realise the manner of it and may be thereby warned.


  My name is Edward Rayner. I was born, the third son of a third son, in the ancient city of Salzburg, of an English father and a German mother. My father held for some years a position as Professor of Philosophy at the University there and when he accepted a similar post in London, the family followed after a few months. I was privately educated and being much younger than my two brothers grew up a solitary, introspective child, much given to walking through the little-known suburbs and odd corners of the city which still linger in such an ancient metropolis as London.


  My family does not much concern this history, apart from establishing the background and circumstances from which I sprung; indeed, my parents were long dead and my brothers and I separated before the events with which this narrative is concerned began. I had followed my father into scholarship but the generous terms of his will and judicious investments allowed me to pursue my own inclinations; I refrained from any paid employment and preferred the retiring, almost monastic life of a scholar and an aesthete to the boisterous debate and what I regarded as the distracting clamour of university life.


  I was, then, settled in a large house in St John's Wood, comfortably off, with few but loyal friends and with sufficient funds to enable me to continue the researches dear to my heart. So it came as a considerable surprise to friends and acquaintances alike when I married, at the confirmed bachelor's age of forty-five, a young and beautiful girl of twenty-four. Jane had been my assistant for several years and thus we were necessarily thrown together for long hours of conversation and study.


  I had found it convenient, for the work on which I was engaged involved much tedious searching and quotation from the library of five thousand volumes I had assembled, to engage professional help and Jane had been recommended by one of my oldest friends. She settled in and my scholastic life was soon running more smoothly than I had thought possible. Gradually, she began to encroach more on my private time in the evenings. Within a year she was indispensable to my scholarly career; within three years I could not have imagined life without her.


  We were married in a quiet ceremony, spent our honeymoon touring the Middle East, and on our return to London resumed a style of placid, uninterrupted happiness which lasted for more than two years. So bringing me to the heart of an affair which has introduced darkness to what was hitherto all sunshine and pleasure, albeit of a somewhat gentle and intellectual sort.


  It is difficult to recollect, at this stage in time and under the present distressing circumstances, exactly when it all began. I had been sleeping badly; I was at a crucial phase in my line of investigation and long poring over the crabbed Hebraic texts had wrought me up to a high pitch of tension, which even my wife had been powerless to prevent.


  Usually, I followed Jane's sensible advice in all things, but the work on which I was at present engaged, and which had occupied my attention and thoughts for more than four years, could no longer be thrust in the background; my publishers were clamouring for delivery and as the volume had been announced I had no alternative but to press ahead.


  The library in which I worked was a pleasant room and one well suited to my particular vocation; I had all the latest mechanical aids, including the new type of sliding rack, so that the selection of the more bulky volumes was a pleasure. But though I used glasses and occasionally a powerful magnifying lens, my eyes were troubling me.


  This was no doubt due to the flickering quality of the pressure-lamps I had had installed. These were not yet at a stage of perfection which they might later attain, and long hours of perusing manuscript, coupled with the minute concentration needed for the use of the glass, had made black dots spin in front of my eyes. Every half an hour I was compelled to cease my labours and a turn about the library, followed by a short rest in my chair, eyes closed, brought me once again ready for my sojourn under the lamps.


  But it was gruelling, difficult labour of a kind which exacted much from a frame never robust and a constitution perpetually delicate, so that I often felt I was undermining my health on processes of research which might never come to fruition. In fact had it not been for the urgent remonstrations of a publisher who had long been a friend and for whom publication augured much, I might well have put the work aside until the following year. Which would have, in my case, meant quite a different history from the dark byways into which my life has strayed.


  The urgency of my work, the irregularity of my hours and the long periods of labour in the library had at first engaged Jane as enthusiastically as myself but as month succeeded month her ardour diminished and she began to excuse herself more and more frequently from the daily sessions. I felt myself growing pale and haggard under the incessant demands of my self-imposed labours but I could not give up a task which had exacted a great deal and which promised to yield so much in distinction and satisfaction when published. So, as Jane absented herself with ever-increasing frequency, I worked later and later into the small hours of the night.


  After several months of this, which was the cause of some bickering between us, things reached an impasse; I cannot say I blame Jane. The situation was entirely my own fault; she had grown distant and abstracted. We met only at breakfast, apart from her occasional visits to the library and the supervision of my meals, which I now took almost entirely within its walls. In the meantime she went for long walks and cultivated such friends as we had. It was understood between us that we would, when my researches were concluded, take a long holiday on the Continent together, and in so doing recapture something of the idyllic relationship which had formerly existed between us.


  This was the level to which my affairs had been reduced when the name of Dr. Spiros first began to be mentioned in the house. He was, I gathered from Jane, a brilliant physician; his surgery was no great walk from our own door. He had attended Jane when she had a minor fall from a horse in the Park; he had diagnosed a simple sprain but after that his presence never seemed to absent itself from the house for long. Summer wore away and autumn succeeded it and still I laboured on. How I sustained myself I know not at this distance in time but despite the immense labours, I managed to take an hour's walk with Jane once a day latterly-this she had at last prevailed upon me to enjoy.


  It was on our return from such a walk one evening that I became aware that Dr. Spiros had assumed an important place in my own household without my becoming aware of it. He had, I think, far too great an influence on my impressionable young wife, and if my mind had not been above such base suspicions, I might have suspected darker things when I learned that he usually dined alone with Jane most evenings within my own walls. My surprise on learning this was succeeded by consternation when I found him on one occasion within the fastness of my library itself; even my own servants knew this was inviolate and the doctor's lame excuse that my housekeeper had shown him in there by mistake left room for the gravest suspicion on my part.


  I remained courteous to Dr. Spiros but I was now on my guard. I resolved to learn more of his relationship with Jane which seemed to me to have passed beyond that of a mere physician-patient basis. Dr. Spiros was, I should have said, about five and thirty years of age; broad, black-browed and strong in feature with square white teeth which were perpetually smiling beneath his thick black moustache. He was much addicted to perfume or pomades and the aroma of these had a habit of lying subtly in odd corners about the house so that one was always conscious of his presence, even when his physical self was absent from my walls. This was then, the somewhat curious circumstance of my life, when the events I am about to relate crystallised and first assumed menacing shape on the tranquil horizon of my existence.


  2


  It was, I think, a cold, blustery evening in November when the first manifestation forced itself to my attention. The icy rain had been tapping with obtrusive fingers at the smeared panes all day long and I had heaped the fire in the library with small coal and turned up the brilliance of the lamps in order to keep the dreary night at bay.


  The first volume of my work was about to appear from the press; the second and third were in proof form. I was now engaged upon the last, following which I looked for-forward to the cultivation of my wife's friendship and the resumption of that intimacy which my protracted labours had interrupted. I had just got up on to the stool before my work table when the knocking began. It seemed to emanate from the inner recesses of my brain. A great hammering thunder that commenced as a slight reverberation and then finally shook and tottered the very foundations of the house.


  The noise was such that I ran from the library and to the balustrade that ran round the landings commanding the great staircase and hall of the house. The door set under the great portico of the building must have given way under the knocking, but I saw it was still secure. Moreover, to my amazement I saw one of my own staff pass it without a second glance on her way across the hall. I stood with the massive echoes ringing through my ears before running down the stairs, three at a time. I wrestled with the bronze bolt on the oak-panelled door and flung it back. Nothing but the night wind and the tapping of the rain against my face. The entrance was empty, the brass lantern with its flickering candle, swaying uneasily in the wind.


  I slammed the door to with a hollow thunder behind me and made my way back up the stairs. In the passage outside the library stood my wife; she looked at me strangely. I said nothing but returned to my place at the desk and bolted the door after me. I was not disturbed again that evening. I felt a great fear over something but I know not what. I went to bed early but did not sleep. It was the beginning of many such nights.


  3


  Dr. Spiros is coming to assume a quite disproportionate part in my life of late. Twice more have I seen him in the last few days within my own house, on both occasions unannounced and uninvited by me. I really must speak to Jane about this some time. It were almost as if he had assumed proprietorship of my establishment; there are times when I feel like a stranger in my own household. And yet the man has a kindly face; on the last instance of our meeting I had an impulse to consult him on the subject of the knocking.


  He smiled encouragingly as we passed on the stairs. But then something in his eyes hardened my heart against him and I brushed by somewhat discourteously. I do not know what to make of the man but I fear a straight encounter with Jane upon the subject. I badly need a friend and some disinterested advice, though it seems I cannot get this, even within my own family. There is a dark labyrinth in which I wander during the waking hours; I fear sleep also for that is when the knocking is certain to manifest itself.


  But I must not run ahead. The second time I heard the knocking was an even more shattering experience than the first. It affected my nerves; I think this must inevitably be so, for curious occurrences at night, when one is hovering halfway between sleep and waking, undressed and abed, are inevitably more disturbing than when we have our wits about us during the blessed day. My dread of these long winter evenings dates definitely from this second occasion. And, like the long progression of a nightmare that has no end, I accelerate silently and inevitably into a situation which leads to the incident of the door.


  The next time I heard the knocking was at night; it was so late I should rather call it morning. I had worked on in the library until well past one a.m. and it must have been nearer two when I finally sought my bed. I slept for what seemed a long time but may have been in reality but an hour or so. I was suddenly awake, it appeared, without being conscious of any transitional stage between sleep and the state of awareness.


  It was quite dark in the chamber, the fire having died to a faint glow by which I could make out various objects in the room. I lay drenched in sweat for perhaps a minute, or longer, terror struggling with reason in my heart. The echo of some gigantic hammering was still within me, but I knew that the echo was merely the reflection of an outward tumult that had its creation in the physical world. The lurid silence was at length broken by a tremendous fusillade of blows with the knocker of the great door in the portico of the house. The tumult was again so great that it seemed as if the whole household must be thrown into uproar; I expected lights, running footsteps, startled cries.


  But there was nothing; only the darkness and for the second time the echoes of the knocker's terrifying tattoo dying away against the bruised silence. I lay with my heart thumping and it was like a physical shock when that terrible summons again sounded through the corridors of the darkened house. Somehow, trembling, sick and terrified I found myself at the head of the stairs; I approached a window in an angle of a wing, which commanded a view of the porch. There was nothing but the shadows of the trees in the wild moonlight which fell across the porch door.


  Fortunately, I was not called upon to undergo any further ordeal that night; I continued, with ebbing will-power to watch the empty porch, but the knocking was not renewed. It was just possible that the unknown visitor had covered the space between the door and the street corner before I had approached the window. Cold, in turmoil and half worn-out with the shadowy terrors of that sudden awakening, I was again back at my bedside. I crept between the sheets a badly frightened man and slept fitfully till the friendly light of morning allowed me the comfort of a deeper sleep.


  I spent the next few days in a fever of hesitation between work and sleep until it seemed as though the night had blended into the day. I had no nocturnal disturbances until the fourth evening; Jane had been absent from the house during the earlier part of the afternoon and I had been so immersed in my researches that the tray my housekeeper had brought up remained untasted on my study desk. Rain had been spitting fitfully against the opaque panes of the window glass for some hours. Towards nine o'clock I had become aware that I had not eaten for a long time and had emptied a flask of cold coffee and finished the dry toast under the cover, all that now remained fit to digest.


  It must have been about ten o'clock when the knocking came. It seemed to split my head asunder. I clung to my desk, my nerves shrieking, my body wet with perspiration until that massive thunder had momentarily subsided. Once more the drama was repeated; I again rushed to the window to see nothing in the porch. But to my horror the hollow thunder re-commenced, even though the evidence of my eyes told me that no knocker was within the porch. Dropping the volume I had been perusing, I ran, eyes staring and with clothing awry, to the ground floor. I flung wide the door; there was only shadow inside the portico; that, a tendril of vine that tapped dismally against the wall and the ceaseless spitting of the rain.


  Just then a serving woman of my household appeared, startled, in the hall behind me.


  I seized her by the arm. "Did you not hear it?" I said in an agitated voice. To my anger the girl shrank away from me with a whimpering cry.


  "Fool!" I shrieked and ran from her, leaving her to close the great door. Spiros is concerned in this in some way and I am convinced that Jane is helping him. I feel so helpless and yet I am master in my own household; albeit a master without power. Even the servants are turning against me. My housekeeper has a strange face when she brings in my trays, for Jane will not now even perform that simple duty for me.


  The knocking was not heard again that night, thank God, though I slept but fitfully. I hear much whispering in the house and Spiros seems to spend a great deal of time here. I am resolved to be on my guard. I cannot catch them at the knocking; they are too clever for that. But I can spy on them in other ways when they think I am in the library; yes, that is what I will do. What I must do if I am to solve this hideous curse which is hanging over me.


  How dark the house seems these winter days; even my researches, which were once so dear to me, have lost their savour. My eyes too, trouble me inordinately; I must consult an oculist, or blindness may ensue. Strange, how my mind is at this moment dominated by the absence of light; darkness, absolute and imbued with terror, reigns supreme.
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  Later. I have heard the knocking twice again, each time more demoniacal than the last. As before, there was nothing in the porch. I have been quite ill. I would not have Spiros near my bedside but consulted my own man, Dr. Fossey. Though I fear they have conspired together. Jane has not been to see me after the first time. She said my condition had upset her so powerfully that she could not bear to come again, at least for the time being. I suspect otherwise. She and Spiros have been drawing even closer during these past weeks. I distrust most medical men, but he particularly, though he smiles amiably enough. But all these grimaces and airs and blandness with the patient do not for one moment deceive a person as shrewd as myself.


  I feigned unconsciousness the last time Fossey called. He went away after a while. I took the opportunity of slipping from my bedchamber. Jane now sleeps apart, on the excuse of my illness-and putting on a robe descended to the lower floor of the house. I could hear muffled voices from the dining room. The door was ajar. Looking in I saw Spiros hand Fossey some strange, greenish-hued capsules. I see what he is at. What a mercy I came down.


  Fossey tried to introduce Spiros' poison among my medicaments tonight. He handed me the deadly capsule together with a draught of water. On pretence of swallowing it I managed to drop it to the floor on the far side of the bed, where it rolled into a dark corner. Fossey seemed satisfied. I am better now and up and about again, working in my library. Spiros seemed puzzled the next time I encountered him in the corridor, as well he might. But for my shrewdness I should now be lying in the churchyard with its crooked headstones, which can be seen from the tallest attic of the house. If only I could talk to Jane but she will not see me unless accompanied by a third person, usually Spiros or my housekeeper. And that will not do at all.


  Thank God the knocking has not been heard for some time. I must take comfort from that. In my weakened condition it might have incalculable effects upon my general health. In the meantime I have resumed my studies, am even struggling on with the fourth volume of my sadly interrupted work. Thanks to the improved cones on the pressure lamps, which have just been delivered, my eyes are holding out. I could not bear it if eternal darkness should descend.


  This was the situation which obtained for several weeks more. Jane remaining aloof; the consultations with Spiros and Fossey continuing; the servants discreetly neutral, while I strove, under terrible conditions, to bring my great work to a close.


  January of a new year came in thick with snow; I could not forbear contrasting my present straits with the happy New Year rituals Jane and I had been wont to share in earlier days. February followed with bleak winds and heavy rain. But my work was progressing well and it wanted but two or three pages more to round off the labours of more than half a life-time.


  But at the same moment my health, which had been robust by my standards, began to worsen again. My eyesight too, troubled me and my peace of mind was tortured by Spiros' sly machinations. Twice had I caught him walking in the street with Jane; on another occasion I saw them one evening descending from a cab. I followed along the crooked alleys until I saw them go into the lantern-lit entrance of the Medical Institute. This situation seems to plunge me deeper into even darker subterranean passages of unfathomable depth.
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  The crisis has come. I am no longer my own master. I think that I have had more to bear than almost any wretch on earth. Tonight I finished my immense labours, wrote finis to the script with a triumphant flourish of my pen and flung the thing down. I even executed a little dance around the shadowy library, whose silence was broken only by the lonely hissing of the lamps. I sought the small liquor cupboard I keep in there, and poured myself a glass of port for a solitary toast.


  I had no sooner lowered the glass than a splintering crash made the whole building shudder; the amber liquid splashed in carmine rivulets across my manuscript as I staggered to my feet, my hands clasped over my ears, to keep out the insane cacophany of those mighty thunder claps. I groaned aloud as the unseen knocker dispensed his mad tattoo; the crashing and pounding were enough to rend the door asunder and the echoes fled shrieking into every corner of the house.


  I tottered from the library as the alarmed figure of my housekeeper crossed the hall below me. I descended the curving staircase in frenzy. We reached the door almost together.


  "What is it, woman?" I shouted, convinced that she knew something of this fearsome mystery which was slowly draining life itself from me. My wild face and haggard eyes must have startled the woman because she fell back against the door as though she would prevent me from opening it.


  "Mrs. Rayner is leaving, sir," she said.


  "Leaving?" I shouted. "What means this?"


  I pushed past her as a cab-wheel grated at the kerb. Outside, through the porch window I could see Jane and Dr. Spiros, entering a barouche in the windy night. The glimmer of light from a nearby gas-lamp fell square upon Jane's face so that I could not be mistaken.


  "Let me pass, woman," I told the housekeeper.


  She stood foursquare against the door.


  "It is better this way, sir," she said with a white face.


  I was in a passion of rage by this time.


  "Woman, you shall let me pass!" I shrieked. There was a rack of Oriental curios inside the hall. Almost without realising it I found a Malay kris in my hand; I passed it not once but several times through her body, my hand seemingly without volition of its own. Horrified, I saw Mrs. Carfax hang there as though crucified, before sliding to the floor in bloody death. I opened the door and fled into the wild night.


  I could hear the scraping of the barouche's wheels on the cobbles ahead of me. I followed, cutting through small alleys and courts; I knew this portion of the city intimately and by this method could be sure of keeping abreast of them. I still carried the knife, I know not why. Presently, I was in a deserted part of the metropolis, which was unknown to me; I could still hear the cab's progress but was obliged to keep it in sight, for fear of losing my way.


  Presently it stopped in front of a fine Georgian building, with a large porch, lit by a brass lantern from above. Spiros, for I could now see clearly that it was he, paid off the cab and he and Jane entered the house. I waited until the barouche had disappeared. The street was quite empty and deserted. With a mad cry I rushed across to the house, from which light now shone brightly, and seized the iron knocker.


  As I crashed it against the door, the same terrible thunder I had heard so many times, rushed upon me, seeming to mingle with the frenzied tattoo of which I was myself the author. I reeled in agony, clinging to the knocker. The knocking rose to a horrendous crescendo which seemed to penetrate and split my brain. A moment longer and the door was flung aside. I saw first the horrified face of a manservant, with Spiros and Jane behind him.


  I screamed and sprang forward with the knife.


  "Wife-stealer!" I shouted and lunged at Spiros' throat. He was too quick and strong for me. He and the manservant attempted to pinion me. A terrible, silent struggle now began.


  Jane was at my side, white and distraught.


  "Edward," she pleaded. "Dr. Spiros is only trying to help you as am I."


  "Fools!" I shrieked. "I am fully awake for the first time. It is he, THE KNOCKER, who is responsible!"


  For I had looked beyond my struggling adversaries. It was indeed a dreadful sight. A tall, emaciated stranger with parchment face, stubbled beard and the white hair of an old man. Pale yellow eyes proclaimed the madman. Then I reeled, my senses tottering, as the two men bore me down. Another servant produced a strait-jacket.


  As I went backwards a fearful mosaic formed before my eyes. I saw the knife in the madman's hand, still smeared with blood, and the sign in wrought iron over the porch; SPIROS ASYLUM FOR THE INSANE.


  The truth was born in upon me as my senses collapsed. For the back of the hall was a brilliantly illuminated mirror and this pitiful madman reflected in the glass, with writhing features and foaming jaws was beyond all mortal help. THE KNOCKER AT THE PORTICO WAS MYSELF!


  The manuscript had a note attached to it in another hand. It said that the patient 642 had spent three and thirty years in the asylum and had died there at the age of seventy-eight. I put back the papers in the box and sat in thought. My name is also Edward Rayner. I am the third son. The writer of the narrative was my great-grandfather. I also heard the knocking for the first time tonight.


  The Flabby Men


  I


  I did not like the look of the island from the very first. I had come from the capital along an undulating, scree-strewn beach road on the mainland, that circled around great outcrops of splintered firs and pine, and the Switzer was beginning to run out of fuel when I sighted the ferry in the gathering dusk. The lava-like rubble of the shore stretched drearily to an oily, slime-washed sea and against the dark yellow of this sullen background foul, scummy pustules burst and reformed.


  The piles of the ferry landing were red with rust, I noticed, as the machine purred onto the metalized surface of the pier, and a heap of old-fashioned petrol containers lay huddled together on the shingle like the husks of some giant fruit or the whorled shells of monstrous land-crabs.


  The wind was rising, bringing with it drifts of cold, pungently tainted spume from farther out, and the harshly striated mass of the island, black, brown, and sickly yellow, gashed the sea about two miles offshore. My ring brought no one from the dusty glass and steel office so badly needing paint and upkeep. I waited and then tried the electric klaxon on the Switzer; it stirred the echoes and sent a few broken-winged birds scuttering clumsily among the rocks. I tried once more and then gave up; batteries were too precious to waste in this fashion.


  Rort should have met me at the landing. I had a vision-tube check on that just before I started, and they knew I was arriving about six. Now it was after seven and the crowd on the island should be alerted. Test conditions were said to be ideal for the next two weeks and I was eager to get ahead with the first. There was little sound in the cove, though farther out white was beginning to show among the folds of yellow; nothing but the slap of foul water, wind strumming over splintered wood, and, for a few brief seconds, a startled buzz as a weather helicopter flapped its way hesitantly southwards.


  I had not expected the ferry to be working; that would have been too much, but Rort had said they had got a power launch going which would take me and my traps out. The Switzer would have to take its chance on the jetty with a tarpaulin over it; the swarms of voracious vermin that had been infesting the shore for the past few months might have a go at it, but I doubted whether they would make much impression on its tracks, the only nonmetal component likely to prove edible. Even so I had stripped the machine down to essentials; it looked as though I might have some trouble in getting fuel for the trip back.


  The darkness was growing, blurring the outline of rocks and the distant island; the jetty shuddered under the impact of the undertow, and there was a sharp scrabbling and muffled squeaks from the rusting debris at the side of the pier, which I didn't like. Whole parties of people had been devoured by a debased form of giant rat which haunted the seashore, and it was said that the plague of land-crabs had increased of late.


  I went to the end of the jetty and winked my flash seawards a few times and then unloaded my cases of equipment and personal gear. While I was clipping the rubberized tarpaulin over the Switzer I heard the shrill whine of a jet, and a short while after I made out the dim shape of a turbo-launch creaming out from the direction of the island. That would be Rort.


  The soughing of the wind had increased and water was slapping stealthily along the filthy foreshore, stirring uneasily among the crumbling rubbish that littered the marge. It was a sad inheritance, I thought, this debilitated world; an aftermath of violence that would have to be painfully reknitted by the industry of a few patient men and women, self-dedicated and working with poor, worn-out tools.


  There was a crunch from the shadows and I stabbed the flash beam into the dusk, outlined the slavering, grey, depraved jawline, red-rimmed, white filmed eyes, and slit-nostrilled mask of a large creature like the caricature of a hare, which went hopping off with a clatter among the oil cans. I went over to the Switzer and something else scurried away. There were the marks of sharp teeth on the half-tracks, where the creatures had been tearing the covering. I sprayed the area round the vehicle with a powerful poison I had brought from the stores, which I felt would discourage all but the hardiest and hungriest.


  When I had finished, the noise of the jet filled the cove and then eased off as someone throttled down; I went to the edge of the jetty and saw a familiar, grey-hulled Ministry launch bearing the hieroglyphics of the Central Committee. Rort came out of the wheelhouse.


  "Sorry to keep you waiting. I came earlier but had to go back over. They get worried if I'm away long. This is the only transport to and from the island you know, and Future knows what things are in the water."


  Rort was a tall, thin man with a tangled stubble of beard; he had been a research worker in one of the innumerable project teams set up by the Central Committee, and had been seconded for special duties. He had always been the worrying kind, but now I seemed to detect an even greater nervousness in his manner, as he helped me get the equipment stowed aboard; I set this down to the location of the island and the forsaken atmosphere of this part of the coast.


  He told me something of the situation as we put off. There was an oily swell running now, with what would have been whitecaps in years gone by, before poisons clogged the earth, and I sat on a bench in the charthouse with him while he steered. Rort was definitely uneasy but when I questioned him, he shrugged it off as an indefinable something. One concrete occurrence had rattled him though, which was partly a cause of his unease. Unloading the group's equipment a few weeks before, he had slipped on the slime-covered landing and a case of radio energy cells - their only supply - had gone to the bottom.


  That meant the sending of test data over the transmitter to base was strictly limited, to conserve energy; and fuel for the launch was short. The relief helicopter was not due for a month; in another week or two there might be difficulties in communications. I asked Rort about the island; he cleared his throat with a rasping noise, a sign of dislike with him, but I was surprised when I heard there was actually some sort of settlement, on the lines of the old-style village, in a cove on the seaward side, somewhere over the other shoulder of the flinty hill which was beginning to climb up the dark sky as we approached the shore.


  Rort said there were about sixty people; fifty men and a few breeders, and they had a miserable existence growing vegetables on imported unsoured soil and fishing far out; cleansing and sterilizing conditions were fantastic, of course, but I gathered they had worked out a satisfactory and safe system. Their rations were supplemented by the Central Committee at various times of the year, and I remembered seeing somewhere that the experiment was one likely to be encouraged in various places.


  At all events they had welcomed the group and had been pathetically eager to provide labour and materials from their own scanty stores; they felt that the survey, even though organised only to carry out research on conditions, would improve their lot immediately, though there was something in their reasoning when looked at as a long-term policy. Research groups set up by the Central Committee were constantly on the move as the cloud moved round, and though we still got the same reaction, there were hopes in higher circles that the effects might wear off in our lifetime.


  But most of this would not, of itself, have been enough to cause this uneasiness. It sprang from something other than the sombre environment into which every pulse of the boat's progress was bearing us. When I put this thought into the form of a direct statement Rort did not immediately reply. Then his tall body uncoiled itself from over the wheel.


  "I don't know," he said. "But there's something deadly in the wind. You can laugh, but you haven't been here these weeks like the rest of us. Later, you'll know what I mean."


  I was still chewing over this infuriatingly vague answer when we began the run into the jetty. The shingle was harsh, black clinker, something like volcanic ash, and the vessel grated unpleasantly against it as Rort let the water slowly take us in. He steadied the boat, holding a corroded handrail that jutted out from the concrete slipway, and after we had unloaded we pulled the craft farther up the shore.


  Back from the beach the wind suddenly plucked at one, as though it were buffeting down from the black bulk of the hill which rose into the misty dusk above us; we slipped and floundered on the yellow clay pathway that wound through black, slippery rocks, covered with sickly smelling encrustations, and once a shimmering, black and yellow creature like a toad flopped away soggily down the hillside, leaving a trail of crimson slime behind it.


  I was winded long before we had reached the lower shoulder of the hill; the air seemed calmer here and looking down I could see the faint smudge of the launch beside the jetty and farther out, the tired, grey wrinkle of the sea, changing to the ghostly green glow it always assumed after dark. To my relief Rort suddenly turned aside from the pathway, and went through two sloping wet shoulders of stone that breasted across the face to the right.


  Hesitantly I followed; it was an oppressive place, wet underfoot, the encrusted walls exuding moisture and overhead the sweep of rock toppling forward until it met in a dizzy arch. We were using our flashes now but presently the walls fell away, and we walked across an undulating upland slashed with the gentian, scarlet and black of the parasitical fungi that sometimes grew to two or three feet across. Along a gully and up another slope and then Rort halted. He pointed through a gap between groups of stunted trees. I was looking at K4 Research Station.


  II


  K4 had been constructed some two years before, at a time when the drive for economy and the need for a chain of observation stations had been at the height of conflict; the result was an amalgam of extravagances and sterilities. The Central Committee had felt that the scientific needs of establishments overrode those of expediency and comfort so that at K4 primitive concrete constructions like the old-fashioned blockhouses had been left without proper proofing and finish, while the expensive and elaborate equipment housed within began to deteriorate for want of protection and proper maintenance.


  The life there was a peculiar blend of crowded discomfort and brooding loneliness; the days were given over to exhaustive examination of the content of the soil, the air, and the sea surrounding the island, while the evenings were spent in writing up notebooks, in conducting analytical experiments among the crazy cackle of Geiger counters in the tall, lighthouse-like building overlooking the rocky coast, and in limited social intercourse among our colleagues.


  Of these some are worthy of more than passing mention: Dr Fritzjof, a Swede who had lost an arm as a result of nuclear experiments; Masters, the Director of the station, a tall, handsome-looking man in his late forties with hair inclining to silver; sober, careful-minded, and good-humoured, a pleasant man to work with; Professor Lockspeiser, a young, tawny-bearded Australian who had done astonishing work on the degeneration of atomized structures and the causes of sterility in contaminated females; Pollock, despite his name, a West Indian physicist; and a breeder, officially C2147, but known to us as Karla.


  A tall, blonde girl with a well-made body and prominent breasts and buttocks, she was ostensibly there as laboratory assistant, but really to be near Fitzwilliams, one of the physicists, by whom she was pregnant. This made no difference to the usual emergency regulations then in force and she was still expected to carry out her obligations to other members of the staff, which she did with energy. It was my turn to enjoy her on the third or fourth evening after my arrival and a very fine experience it was, she being, as I said, a very passionate, well-built girl, most willing and inventive and with a most attractive smile and white teeth; Polish, I think. We all thought Fitzwilliams a lucky man as permanent possession of her was vested in him; he showed me the papers he had taken out on one occasion in which C2147 was specifically mentioned. I knew then it was correct as I had seen the same symbols, branded in the usual place for all breeders of her class.


  If I record this in some detail it was because the monotony and aridity of the life made such occurrences assume the emotional and significant impact of a sunburst on a person blind from birth; it irradiated a glow that lasted for days and certainly Karla's presence and the amenities she afforded lent the little garrison some degree of contentment.


  It was about a week after my arrival that the first of a long procession of events occurred, which were later to assume a quite disproportionate significance when they began to fall into place. It had been a day of storm and violence; shards of rain beat savagely at the transparent slits of the observation tower, almost drowning the discontented chatter of the instruments.


  I had been out in the early afternoon, the weather abating, to draw off fluid from a particular form of fungi whose formation rather interested us, and when I turned up along the cliff, my cases full of specimens and cuttings, I was suddenly struck by the fact that since my arrival I had seen so little of the island. The clouds were still lowering and the harsh chumble of the sea on the slimy rocks did not form a background of any great charm, but a beam of sickly, dusty "sunlight" - an archaic term I use for want of a better word - suddenly pricked out a path to the sea's edge and against this metallic sheen I saw the filigree work of a pier and what looked like a cluster of huts and buildings.


  I assumed this was the village Rort had spoken of and having some time in hand thought I would take a look, but an hour's stumble among foul rocks and dripping, cave-like formations along the shore made me realise that I could not hope to regain K4 before darkness. The afternoon was already deepening to early dusk when I came out on a primitive path and found myself near the spot. Though the greenish twilight and the slop of the waves among the pebbles of the foreshore gave the place a somewhat eerie aspect, I could not say I was particularly conscious of this, interested as I was to see the village.


  I say village, but it was little more than the most primitive kind of settlement, framed in two gigantic spits of rock which made a sort of notch in the black sand. The wind had risen and the stench of decay was in the twilight. Dead matter and poisonous dribbles of spume whirled about the dark strand.


  The green luminosity of the sea bathed the area in its pale, unearthly light though it had not yet assumed the intensity it would reveal with the coming of full darkness. I felt like a creature as unsubstantial as mist as I drifted, like a lost soul in a latter-day inferno. I was minded of a reproduction - on the vision-tube, of course - of an ancient illustration; one of the mimes on the celluloid strips I believe it was. It concerned the legend of the vampire and the scene depicted a man in a broad-brimmed hat and cloak wandering, much as I did tonight, through a landscape of mist and nightmare, to what strange adventure I never discovered, for the remainder of the strip was beyond preserving and some had been lost.


  What did seem strange here was the lack of any life; a light, a figure, a footfall, an electric signal - anything would have broken that blank aridity. Now I was among the round, dome-like dwellings these people had improvised for themselves, and the bulbous openings were, I hazarded, some form of double air-lock in which they would remove their polluted clothing before going inside.


  I could not help thinking that they had made the best of their bleak conditions though; unless one were completely underground, there was very little difference where one lived on the surface of the world today. Having completed a circuit of the buildings without seeing any sign of life and the darkness now being almost total, I decided to return along the shore the way I had come. As I swung round, shifting my cases to my left hand to ease my cramped fingers, I was conscious out of the corner of my eye, of a blurred shadow that seemed to flit across the dim phosphorescence of the water and flicker behind a boulder.


  I am not a particularly courageous man but my curiosity was aroused. I had come a long way to set eyes on the people of this place and though I did not want to disturb them in their houses - a a formal visit would have taken up too much of my time that night - I would have liked to establish relations, preparatory to returning another day.


  Among the boulders the atmosphere was foetid and the overhanging rocks and moss-like creepers made it dark. I soon began to regret my decision, but I had to go on as I could not now see properly to return and it was all uphill. The place appeared to be some sort of tunnel and I hoped it would lead towards the sea again.


  Ahead of me there was a slight scratching noise that might have been metal-shod feet on rock, but I could not be certain. I paused to listen but the sound was not repeated. The place was beginning to get on my nerves. The walls were getting narrower and then the rocky, overhanging cliffs began to split into different passages and alleyways which made consistent direction impossible.


  This was confusing, but as I stopped again for breath I felt a faint stirring of the hairs on my spine as there was another furtive movement - this time behind me. Then there followed a noise that I didn't particularly like. It was a sort of slithering, scratching sound, and I had the unpleasant simile of a blind person spring suddenly into my mind. I was in a cleft of rock by the side of the track, a nasty place in which to be trapped, and there was little time to lose.


  Whoever - or whatever it was, could barely be a dozen feet away. I ducked down and with a quick flash of wild fear slithered, as quietly as I could, out of the blind alley and round the next corner which was about six feet away. I paused a few feet back from the entrance of another gully; here at least, I had a clear line of retreat. Nothing happened for a few moments and I thought that perhaps my imagination had been too much.


  But the tapping began again after a bit and now it was much nearer. A pause and more sounds, another pause then a few more steps. There was a long period of hesitation as the thing gained the entrance to the passage where I crouched with the flash I had hastily eased out of my hip-pocket.


  It would serve both to see the creature I faced and also as a weapon if need be. As the seconds went past I resolved on a bold move. Without wasting anymore time I gave a loud and somewhat quavery shout which sounded deafening in the confined, echoing space, sprang out into the main gully, and stabbed on my flashlight.


  A great shadow crept across the rock, my scream was echoed by a high, shrill cry, even louder than mine, and I fell down in a blind panic mixed up with some soft, yielding shape that blundered against me. The saviour of both was the flashlight which fortunately fell upwards, spreading its beams evenly and illuminating both faces. Which of us was the more frightened I cannot tell. It was a breeder from the village who had seen me prowling about and had come to investigate, at first thinking it was one of her own community.


  We laughed in sickly relief and then she put me on the right road for home, glad of some company in those dark ravines. I was the first man of the outside world she had ever seen, and she was pathetically eager for knowledge; it was evident that she regarded the Central Committee and its scientific officers and other employees as the only hope for mankind, and she made me promise to visit the village again in the daylight and do what I could for its people.


  This I readily agreed and noted down her number for future reference. Visits to the village and additional research here would give some variety to life on the island, and I was interested to see how these people made out in their hard and lonely struggle. This girl - she was little more than nineteen - was not unattractive but her hair was already going grey and she appeared to be suffering from debilitation. She stumbled many times along the track but always declined my assistance. When we gained the open shore again she was plainly exhausted and I stayed with her a bit after she had put me on my road; I offered to accompany her back to her people but she would not hear of this.


  Her dark eyes seemed to have a world of experience in them and she was always looking first seaward and then over her shoulder, but I put this down to the strange environment and the hard life she led. As I waved her goodbye and set off along the stony track, she called me back. The thin cry in the wind again caused me some uneasiness, I could not say why, and when I reached her the dark eyes were closed and the hollows under them seemed full of pain.


  Then she beckoned and urged me towards the shore where the baleful light from the sea was beating on the dark sand and against the worn white boulders of the cove. I had told her of my qualifications coming down the ravine, but I could not at first grasp what she wanted of me. But in broken sentences she at last made me understand her needs.


  Before I could stop her she had unbuttoned the smock-like overall she was wearing and stood stripped to the waist. I had seen many strange things in my thirty-five years and was inured to most sights that have become a commonplace of these times, but I could not resist an exclamation.


  The girl had what would have been a magnificent figure under normal circumstances. But across her abdomen and over her breasts were only what I could describe as a mass of devilish green fungi; beneath it the skin glowed faintly luminous, cicatriced and crisscrossed with vein like cuts and striations. The whole mass seemed to have a life of its own, independent of the girl's body, and I felt it must be a trick of the twilight when I saw the growth - I can call it nothing else - begin to stir and twitch, sluggishly at first, and then almost imperceptibly to expand, flowing outwards gently but inexorably, a fraction of an inch before it settled down to a slow pulsation - or was it the girl's own breathing?


  Fear settled on me as I looked at this. I could do nothing for the wretched child then, but as she dressed I told her I would do what I could. I would bring medicines, instruments, the next time I came… perhaps injections would help. She seemed infinitely relieved at this and clung to my arm for a moment as though I were her benefactor and she already cured.


  She would not, or could not, tell me how she had contracted this malignant condition, but I gathered that hers was not the only case in the village. I was not disposed to linger; my encounter with the girl, the atmosphere of the island, and now this last shock had put a blight on my spirits, and I was eager to be off. As I went up the path I was almost inclined to break into a run. There was something else - something that defied analysis and yet gave me the greatest foreboding of all. For as I had crouched over the girl, attempting to diagnose something entirely outside my experience, there had been a strange perfume from her body.


  I am, of course, familiar with the odours given off by the human body under various conditions of illness and decay, but I use the term perfume in its true sense. Whether it emanated from the girl herself or from the thing from which she suffered, I did not know. For a few moments, as I stood on that lonely shore, my mind was drenched with images; the drowned face of a girl I had once known, a melody playing somewhere long ago - something that I recalled as a treasured, recorded fragment of the past, on old archaic instruments by people playing together; what was it? Violins - that was it; violins and the perfume seemed somehow to symbolize all these things and above all the wild despair of regret.


  But worst of all was the almost overmastering longing to reach the source of the perfume; there was wild delight in it and I caught myself, for one mad second, contemplating the frightful action of burying my mouth and face in the loathsome thing that was devouring the girl's body. Sanity came back like a blast of cold air as sand whipped by the night wind stung my eyes - and with it a black fear; I knew now what Rort meant. There was something devilish about the island, something which as scientists we had to unravel. I knew also that I had to go back to the village and find out what it was.


  But for the moment while the wind buffeted me as I breasted a spur of rock and came back off the foreshore to the preferable loneliness of the downlands that led to K4, I forgot the nostalgia and remembered only the sickly horror of that degenerate moment. Then black fear took possession of me and I was running, slipping, and sliding across the slimy turf to the comparative peace and sanctuary symbolized by the tiny spark that was the light of K4's observation tower, piercing the smoky darkness like a torch.


  III


  I am ashamed to say it was almost three weeks before I felt able to go back to the village, and even then it was in the early morning so that I should have time to return before nightfall. Much of the interval had been spent in research on obscure radiation conditions and my companions at K4 had not been as helpful as they might. The night I arrived back, panting, muddy, my cases lost down some pothole, there had been roars of laughter from the steadier nerved, though I noticed Rort looked considerably pale as I told my story.


  Fitzwilliams, a short, stocky figure was particularly humorous at my expense; his dark brown moustache seemed to bristle as he exploded with laughter and he pounded his fist on the table as he elaborated his ideas.


  "By Future, this is rich," he spluttered - we had given up using the term "God" since the nature of creation had been discovered -and then went on to embellish his fancy with some bawdy and outrageous trimmings. I well remember the laughing faces at the supper table that night; it was almost the last time that our little group had anything to be happy about, and that a feeble excuse at best. Looking back, I suppose it was ludicrous. I, a grown man, bounding across the slimy hillocks, completely out of control, my gear flying this way and that until I fetched up against the blockhouse entrance of K4.


  That my first encounter with the girl was absurd, I was prepared to admit; my foolish fancies about the village and ravines; even my headlong flight. But the girl's condition was real enough; that was serious indeed and concerned us all if it were due to atmospheric conditions - and about that I was not prepared to laugh. I am afraid I got rather angry as the evening continued. But one man at least had not been amused.


  "What do you think, Rort?" I asked.


  His answer was a long time coming and when it did it was, for him, a strange one. He tapped nervously with his thin, tapering fingers, now stained and torn like most of our hands, and did not look at me directly.


  "I prefer not to think - in this instance," he said quietly and then got up and went quickly out of the bantering atmosphere of the mess-room.


  I was wrong though, about one thing. There was one other man who took my story seriously. That was Commander Masters, the person most likely to be able to do something about it. He buzzed for me to go up to his private room two evenings later. I could relax with him; he was a man I liked and trusted. Immensely capable, Masters looked more distinguished, more serious than usual, as he faced me across the gleaming metallized surface of his desk, his dusty silver hair outlined against the warm glow of the wall lamps, so that he seemed to resemble one of those ancient "saints" I had seen in a printed book preserved in a museum.


  "You think this could be some new mutation that we haven't come up against?" he asked. I shrugged. There might be much more to it than that.


  "I don't know. I should have to make some pretty exhaustive tests on the girl to be able to come to any real conclusion. I'd like to have her up here so that we could make some proper lab checks, but that wouldn't be fair to the others."


  Masters's eyes narrowed and he shifted uneasily in his chair. "Meaning…?"


  "Meaning that we don't know exactly what we're dealing with, sir. This condition - an unknown factor at the moment - may be peculiar to this one girl; it may or may not be malignant. Again, there's always the possibility it might be environmental or spread by contact."


  "Hmm." Masters's nose wrinkled and he lay back in his chair, hands straight on the desk before him, and contemplated his nails for what seemed like minutes.


  "What would you want in the way of gear and assistance to sort this out?"


  "Little out of the ordinary. Laboratory facilities, of course; a few days uninterrupted study, someone to help me. This may be a false alarm, but it won't take long to establish the nature of the problem, one way or the other."


  Masters straightened himself behind the desk. "Tell Fitzwilliams to give you everything you want from the lab. Make out the usual indent and credit the material to 'extracurricular investigation.' I don't know who you'll want to pair with you on the job."


  He frowned again and consulted a panel inset into the desk which gave detailed breakdowns of each man on the station, with his duty rota, rest periods, and other information. He scanned rapidly down the columns, humming quietly to himself, while I waited, my mind half absorbed by the problem that the girl had set, half ashamed by my panic flight of such a short while ago. I wondered if Masters was secretly amused by my adventure and whether he considered this little extra assignment a means of testing my efficiency under stress.


  Probably nothing of the kind. He understood well the loneliness and occasional strangeness of our work in remote places; it was a more likely possibility that he had discounted the fiasco from the start and knew that absorption in my self-allotted task would outweigh any possible dangers that might present themselves.


  "Yes…" His fingers made calculations as he chopped at various names. "I can't spare Pollock" - and here he mentioned half a dozen names - "… that leaves you with Channing, Sinclair, and Rort. You'd better ask one of them if he wants a few days off."


  Masters smiled briefly, for he knew as well as I that the trip might turn out unpleasantly. He stood up abruptly, with the swift, alert movements that often surprised his staff, and waved me to my feet with a suave but decisive gesture of the hand.


  "Report to me before you go. And let me know if there's anything you need. If there is something down there we haven't seen before, we may not be able to help if we don't know what we're up against."


  Reassuring words, that echoed in my mind long after I had gone back to my cabin.


  IV


  Fitzwilliams, of course, was frankly sceptical of the value of the whole business when I discussed the question of equipment with him; even the angle of the bristles in his moustache looked derisive, but when he heard that it was a direct priority from Masters he changed his manner and became instantly helpful.


  "What do you expect to find?" he asked, laughing, though there was the beginning of doubt in his eyes. That was a question they were all asking during the next twenty-four hours and indeed it was a question I did not really like to ask myself. Karla seemed to be the one person who had taken my story to an extreme; perhaps it was because she was a woman, but nevertheless my description of the unfortunate girl at the cove had filled her with an unnameable terror; and my earlier uneasiness returned a day or two afterwards when we were talking the situation over.


  We were sitting in the observation tower, where I had just completed a tour of duty. Karla had been taking part in an experiment that afternoon, acting alternately as assistant and subject. As we were both free for an hour or two we stayed on in the tower, idly chatting, while our reliefs busied themselves as they took over.


  We sat on steel backed chairs in a bay of one of the observation ports looking out over a dreary waste of uplands, even more forlorn in the dusk, pricked out here and there with the steel reflection of a mere that gave back the purple-tinted cloud that served for sky. Farther out, the green phosphorescence of the sea glowed menacing and wearily as it always did at dusk.


  Karla had been silent, her mind overborne by this now familiar scene, which affected each of us to a certain extent, even though we had been trained to check emotion. Now she put her hand on my arm and her eyes were dark and troubled.


  "This girl… will she die?"


  "I don't know." I spoke honestly, for who could say? She looked even more distraught and turned again to the green and purple vista outside the observation port. Swirls of mist were even now heralding such a night as followed one after the other in this place.


  "This is a dreadful spot," she said, and shuddered. Her remark surprised me, for she was an unusually steady and sober-minded girl whose position with the unit had been attained by those very qualities.


  "Take care," she said, as we went down the stairway to our own quarters. "I have the strangest feeling that there is some harm in this for me."


  She clutched my arm as she turned to go, and despite myself the expression in her face almost unnerved me for the fraction of a second.


  Then I laughed: "Don't be silly," and gently pushed her towards the gallery leading to her own cabin. They were almost the last words on a serious topic Karla ever addressed to me but I had good cause to remember them, as later events will show.


  To my relief Rort, whom I proposed to take along as my companion, was not only glad but even enthusiastic when I indicated my choice to him. His sombre face lit up at the thought of doing something more physically positive than the statistical work he was engaged on at that moment. For him, his manner was almost breathlessly hilarious as we checked over the instruments and other gear Masters's generous list had secured for us.


  It had seemed to me the best plan not to base ourselves in the village but in a small observation post or blockhouse about two miles out, along the cliffs, so that we might make the best of ourselves in the event of any emergency. This commanded long stretches of jagged cliff in either direction and gave us an admirable control of the situation; for we could not be surprised, either by the villagers, by animals, or anything else.


  Although the blockhouse, which we called No. 1 Post, was a good distance from K4, we had wireless communication and behind it were undulating uplands which afforded us, for the most part, with an unimpeded retreat to base should we need it. Masters had some of the team carry stores and gear over for us a few days before we moved in, so that we would have an easy walk over the first day. We were to report night and morning, in between trips to the village. I did not know how long the investigation would take me, but I hoped that we would have the situation in hand inside a week.


  Rort was more optimistic than I had seen him since my arrival at the island, but I put this down to the fact that we had our own small adventure to play. He was an introspective type and long laboratory sessions coupled with even longer sojourns in his own cabin had worked upon his nerves. So I was even more surprised when I saw him packing a murderous-looking flash-gun in its heavy composition case the night before our departure. It was an action that was to mean a great deal to our two-man party before many days were over.


  V


  A short while before Rort and I were due to move into No. 1 Post, I set off in the early morning to make contact with the village once more and prepare them for our arrival. It was a day of wild beauty with ragged cloud whirled by a boisterous wind over the down-lands and far below the yellow spume of the oily breakers achieved a slow-motion spectacle that seemed almost poetic, divorced of the stench that polluted the foreshore when one arrived at closer quarters. I saw nothing in my solitary walk - nothing living that is - save for a large, hawk-like bird that plummeted downwards into the tangle of underbrush, an action followed by the chilling shriek of some unfortunate creature.


  As matters turned out I did not have to go the whole way, for on the rough track about a couple of miles from the village I met a gnarled man called Mclver gathering pieces of wood which he was loading on a sort of primitive sledge. A wild, red-bearded man with staring eyes he was, and he turned out to be the leader of the local collective - headman it would have been in bygone times. When I explained what I wanted he was immediately cooperative. I told him about the girl and the possible dangers to the community, and he assured me that everything would be ready for our arrival at the end of the week.


  Greatly excited and embarrassingly grateful for our offer of help, he would not stop for his wood but hurried back to the village as fast as his legs would carry him down the stony path. I retraced my steps to No. 1 Post to see that the provisioning was satisfactory. This was in a commanding position some little way inland but with a fine view in both directions along the coast from a stone and metal observation tower. Something unusual distracted my attention shortly after my arrival.


  After a while spent putting some of my more personal kit in order, I thought I would go up the tower to see what the view was like and also to find out what we would need in the form of special gear. There was a nasty echo from the metallized stair plates as I went up the narrow passageway. Through the ports that let in a sickly light I could gradually see the winding, stony track that led away towards the west and then, eventually, the panoramic view both east and west along the rocky cliffs and beach.


  This post had been carefully sited and provided a valuable link in the island's observation points. I had some trouble with the sliding door of the platform at the top as the fastenings had become corroded with time, but I was pleased to see that the equipment had suffered little, protected as it was by thick, transparent plating. It was a small chamber, the centre clear, the circular walls lined with benches and machinery. The large, elongated ports had become obscured by salt sea-spume and would need cleaning, but even so it was an impressive view afforded. Towards the south-east, even with glasses I could not see K4, but it was reassuring to think that its tower was not far off beyond the ridged higher ground that sloped up from the marshes.


  As I turned to go down again I became aware of a darkening of the sky towards the west and then saw that it was a large cluster of sea birds hovering at a point in the cove. I do not know what made me put the glasses to my eyes as such sights were common along here. As first I concentrated on the birds and then, lowering the lenses, I became aware that something on the foreshore was attracting their attention. It was a long way off, too far for me to make out any detail, even with glasses, and there were rocks in between but I had the vague impression that something was crawling across the blackness of the sand.


  There was a small, sharply defined object that was outlined against the dull shimmer of the sea and then a greater mass which vaguely undulated; or it may have been a trick of the sea-shimmer. But the overall impression was faintly repellent and reminded me unpleasantly of the sheen I had noticed on the body of the girl.


  The incident lasted only a moment because whatever it was flowed over behind a larger spur of rock, apparently impelled by the surge of the tide, and there remained only the birds. Uneasy, I went down the stairs and turned back towards the comforting reality of K4.


  VI


  I did not tell anyone at the station of my uneasiness, as I had already made something of a spectacle of myself, but I followed Rort's example and made certain that my personal effects included my heaviest flash-gun. One or two of our colleagues still affected to smile at our little expedition, but the majority were more serious and, I think, half envious of the small independent command Rort and I had achieved.


  Masters had us in for final instructions and I could not help reflecting that he must have supervised many such investigations as ours over the past few years - new mutations, fresh parasitic forms, strange debased creatures appearing round the coasts; these were the aftermath of radiation, each presenting him and many other research heads like him, with a new problem wherever encountered. Though it could never become just routine with him, his easy, genial manner concealed a complete lack of nerves; his was the kind of will and organizing brain it was comfortable to fall back upon and I was glad he was the directing force at K4.


  Those on duty in the observation tower crowded to the windows to wave us off as Rort and I set out with our packs, and two or three of those off duty accompanied us for the first mile or so, before starting back with waves and an occasional joking remark. As we breasted the first rise after leaving base, I had given a last look behind and had seen Karla's white, anxious face staring towards us from the observation port of her own cabin. Her rigid attitude jarred oddly on my sensibilities and though I waved to her cheerily again and again, she never acknowledged the salute or made any flicker of recognition.


  We walked in silence, both weighed down by the strange, indefinable atmosphere of the afternoon, weird even for this island and for these sombre circumstances. Rort was, I knew, content to leave the operational details of the "expedition" to myself, but he was a man who could be absolutely relied upon in an emergency, for all his worrying, which was why I had chosen him. Again, he was a quiet companion which was a boon when two people had to be cramped up in close proximity for some time, as we would be at No. 1 Post.


  We had to make a wide detour round the marshes which even now occasionally claimed a victim, though the villagers always avoided them whenever possible. The greenish, stagnant water exuded a strange, flickering miasma, which writhed purple, green, and red, forming a fiendish backdrop all the while our walk skirted them.


  I planned a fortnight's stay as the maximum at No. 1, as fresh stores were then due and, like a child, I wished to be on hand when news and contact with a larger world would brighten K4 for a little while. Besides, the investigations should last only a few days. I could have the breeder up to the post for medical examination; I had her number and McIver was making all the other arrangements.


  These and other thoughts, notably the increasing uneasiness of all at K4, linked with the personal fears of Karla and Rort, were filtering through my mind as we stumbled and slithered painfully across the rough ground rising from the marshes and came out onto the downs and eventually to the post.


  All was as I had left it. The last of the stores had been stowed and the observation tower showed blind red and green eyes east and west into the darkening landscape as we came down the track towards it. I stopped by the entrance a moment longer as Rort went inside and looked once again across the wild landscape of jagged cliffs and pale green sea, which never failed to impress and awe me.


  There was nothing unusual in sight and no smoke or other indication of the village round the cove.


  As I went in over the smooth flagged approach to the door I slipped and only my hand on the metal guard rail saved me from a nasty fall. As it was I bumped the wall and grazed my shin. I swore loudly which brought Rort out. When I turned to see what had caused the mishap, I was surprised to observe little patches of jelly like substance on the ground and then noticed that there were other traces of it; in fact the whole area was dotted with slimy fragments. I had not noticed them on my last visit and was puzzled to account for the phenomena. There was also an unusual smell hanging on the air - musty, choking, and putrescent. Rort's eyes narrowed when I pointed this out to him. He said nothing but looked keenly around in the gathering dusk and a quarter of an hour later went out with a portable flame-thrower and thoroughly scorched the area. The slime seemed to shrivel into spores which went dancing off to seaward in the wind which was now springing up.


  Inside our own quarters all had been made clean and cheerful and a few minutes later I was on the transmitter to Masters. His calm voice out of the darkness, only a few miles away across the ridge, provided a comforting reality in our lonely situation and gave the necessary lifeline we needed. I told him nothing but routine matters. In any case my thoughts made no sense even to myself and there was no point in putting doubts into his mind as to the advisability of letting me loose on my own.


  When I had switched off the radio - we were to have a vision-tube link-up when Rort got the tower apparatus in working order -we ate a huge supper with an appetite born of our long walk. The wind, which had been rising steadily, began an unpleasant buffeting against the plate-glass ports. Our living room and bedrooms were on the second floor which was fairly high up, and the ground floor was given up to stores, a factor which was to have some importance later.


  Soon afterwards Rort slipped quietly out and I heard the squeak on the metal treads of the staircase, though whether he went up or down I couldn't make out. There was a short pause and then a rasping noise as he shot the massive bolts of the main door which led into the post, an eminently sensible precaution which I should have thought of myself. Then he was in the room again, a wry smile on his face, which needed no explanation. After we had stowed the supper things, he unpacked and reassembled his flash-gun and carried it with him when he went up to look at the tower.


  He whistled as he saw the state of some of the instruments and then rubbed at the observation panels so that we could see out into the palely green, writhing darkness before us. To the south and eastwards and westwards there was nothing but a misty blackness but the sea always had light, except when there was rain or thick fog.


  There was obviously little we could do that night but we lingered up there in the eyrie, reluctant to go lower down. It was not only the wind, which was making ugly, fanciful noises as it roistered about the cliffs and the tower, but something in our minds, like a shadow vaguely seen out of the corner of one's eye, which made us uneasy and a prey to slight scalp crawl - another of the research man's occupational diseases. Though we strained our eyes seaward and landward we could see nothing. Eventually we went down at a late hour, brewed some coffee, and went to bed. We had an uneventful night and both slept well.


  VII


  The next morning was cold and Rort and I spent almost two hours getting the heating system working, nearly missing our early contact with K4 in our absorption. I was particularly anxious to get the whole place up to scratch so that I could start on my work without delay; once we had achieved that I could leave routine matters to Rort; he had generously given up his own research projects in order to accompany me as general assistant, as he felt that a more active life for a week or two would do him good.


  As for myself, I had been deeply impressed by the extraordinary condition of the breeder I had seen by the seashore; in all my experience I had never encountered anything like it and though the circumstances surrounding the episode were far from natural, I still had the feeling that there was some perfectly logical explanation, medical or environmental - possibly a combination of both.


  We had a late breakfast and then went up to the tower to unsheathe some of the instruments and inspect their general condition. They included a powerful telescope on a gyro-operated stand which I was particularly anxious to get into action. This would be most useful in both directions along the coast and its infrared twin in the same housing would help guard against surprise by night.


  The landscape was normal when we looked out of the tower observation panels and there was nothing unusual; no movement except that of the sea and the flutter of an occasional bird. We did not get outside until almost midday and the door had remained bolted during that time. We then reconnoitred for a while along the rocky cliff path towards the eastwards in a region I had not seen before, but there was little of interest; the same rugged landscape, the same black sand and rocks, the same oily, sullen sea. It was almost an hour later when we returned and I was annoyed to see, as we made to enter the main door, a recurrence of the slime patches on the ground outside.


  I made some comment to Rort and was about to go inside when he grasped my arm and brought me to a stop. I then saw a similar outbreak of the peculiar patches on the metal guard rail. The large door of the tower was of an old-fashioned pattern. It had been firmly secured by the authorities to guard against any incursion by the local inhabitants, but that special sealing had been removed when we took up our duties there.


  Instead, the door was opened from the outside merely by a large metal ring operating a conventional latch. The door was now ajar. With an incredibly swift movement Rort's gun was unsheathed and in the aim position. I just had time to see that the metal ring was covered in slime before the panels went screaming back on their hinges at his kick and Rort had bounded over the sill. I followed, breathing fast, and our feet made a great deal of unnecessary noise as we took the metal stairs two at a time. There was nothing in the storeroom but more slime on the floor and similar patches on the treads.


  The marks continued to the ramp outside the observation room and then ceased in a large patch on the floor, with the same sickening stench I had smelled before. There was no one - or rather I should say, nothing - in the tower and the other rooms were empty. I deliberately use the word nothing, because I think we both had a feeling that whatever came up those stairs was not human in the sense that we understood it.


  We looked at one another and then Rort turned to the windows and gazed out across the bleak landscape of the island. He then stated something which I found difficult to dislodge from my mind for the rest of the day.


  "Whatever it was," he said "could have seen us coming back and made its escape before we arrived."


  Lunch was an uneasy meal and the big door remained locked, though it was full daylight…


  VIII


  It was early afternoon when we went down to the village. I felt we had spent enough time that day on restoration work and No. 1 Post was fully operational so far as my own sphere was concerned. We had neither of us said much about the happenings of the morning and Rort had carefully expunged the slime left by our visitor with a chemical solution. Neither had we informed K4 of the position by radio. There was no sense in raising an unnecessary alarm, and we could incorporate the information with our report of the day's doings during the evening call.


  It was an interesting trip for us both. Rort had not been so far afield since arriving at the island, and I had not seen the village by daylight. It grew lighter or rather seemed to, as we came down the rough extent of track to that strange corner of land squeezed in between sky and sea. My eternal impression of this place was of the far off, long ago, extinct Eskimo villages that existed in former times; here again were the igloo dwellings domed, humped, and whorled, but instead of blocks of ice, concrete, presenting a ghastly, bleached effect from the constant action of the weather.


  Here too were fungoid forms like fibroids overgrowing them and green, leprous stains that striated their surfaces into fantastic shapes. I supposed, correctly as it happened, that the government had erected these houses, for the technical problems involved were beyond the reach of these people. The domes were approached through a sliding metal door which led into a short corridor beyond which were two other doors, forming air-locks. Once inside, protective clothing was discarded and left in the last chamber before the house proper, chemical action automatically cleansing the material.


  I had expected some activity on the village track and in what passed for its streets, but once again the place seemed to be deserted. There were the screams of sea-birds, the chumble of the sea between the massive shoulders of rock that descended from the hills, and the yellow green foam thundering up the black sand, but nothing more. We bore straight up the street for a large building that looked like a meeting place or village seat of government. The method of entry into this type of dwelling is by the conventional way - that is, by the insertion of a finger or any other obstruction into a metal slot alongside the door, which operates a solenoid and slides back the entrance.


  The method is repeated, with variations, on the air-locks, except that these can be controlled from the inside and anyone in the interior can lock the doors by instrument control and prevent another person from entering. On this occasion we were unlucky; we were stopped at the entrance to the middle chamber but the telescreen over the second door, which was operating, showed us that the council chamber or conference room it depicted was empty. This meant that the occupants were away but had locked the doors. The method of gaining entry from the outside would be known only to them and we had no means of discovering the combination. It would be little use to us if we were inside, as we had come to see the people of the village and could make no investigations until we had spoken with them.


  Rort said nothing as we came out from the main porch, but his eyes turned back to seawards and after a moment he pointed. Then I saw what had caught his attention. It seemed as though the entire population of the village had gone down to the beach. There were small knots of figures clustered about the shore and others were spread out towards the eastwards, disappearing towards a cape which depended from the shoulder of black rock on the seaward side. The remainder of the villagers, if there were any more, were hidden from us by the shoulder of the hill.


  ***


  As we skirted the shingle away from the village and gritted our way onto the sand, I wondered idly what had brought them all down there at that time of the afternoon. They were not fishing, that was certain, for many of their boats, ponderous metal affairs with painted numbers on their bows, were winched up towards the foreshore or riding heavily alongside the dusty red pier that contrasted so vividly with the glowing green and yellow of the sea.


  It was this pier which first attracted my attention, as a great mass of people I now saw were striding up and down its length, some like ants upon the metal ladders that depended from the spindly legs into the water itself, while still more were busied about the boats. They did nothing with the cables which secured them but poked about under canvas covers or scuttled in and out of the doors of the larger craft. As we came closer we were unconsciously veering towards the east. The people had not been aware of our presence, but now some of them hastened forward with shrill cries of welcome and a few kept pace with us as we walked.


  They were clustered more thickly along the foreshore here, among the black rocks between which the sea was riding sombrely with an awe-inspiring swell, and I could see still more men and women, with long hooked poles fishing about aimlessly in pools and among the rocks, sometimes sliding precariously about until they were arrested by a fissure or projection which prevented them from falling into the water. The centre of attraction seemed to be a region of even darker sand and rock which compressed itself into a narrow wedge bounded by the sea on one side and an almost perpendicular wall of rock on the other.


  Where one's eye looked for the narrow passage thus formed to end in the cliff face, instead there was a large curved archway of solid rock, perhaps a hundred feet wide, and the path of black sand, already beginning to be washed by the sea, veered away around a corner and disappeared towards the east. As though an invisible line had been drawn across the area, the groups of people from the village had halted about a quarter of a mile from the arch and were standing gazing intently across the sand. As we came up we could see that Mclver and other village elders were the centre of the group and that they had evidently been directing the afternoon's activity.


  There was, it must be said, something foreboding and repellent about this quarter of the shore, even more so than the remainder. A curious stench borne on the wind had little to do with the clean wholesomeness of salt and there were strange dragging marks in the sand at this point, stretching away towards the rock archway, which even as we watched were being quietly erased by the action of the water. I soon saw that this entire area must be submerged at high tide.


  McIver came up as soon as he heard we had arrived and his large, sombre face looked worried. His red beard and wild eyes reminded me of some pagan god of the dawn of the world as he stood there in the grey light of that weird shore, surrounded by his people, many of whom were as fantastically dressed and outre in their appearance as he.


  As Rort and I hurried towards him, Mclver gestured towards the great arch in the distance and his companions commenced to draw back a little, keeping pace with the rise of the tide. They seemed to take heart from our presence, though why I cannot say, as Rort and I were only mortal men like themselves; but to these poor souls we seemed armed with all the authority of the Central Committee and in those days the Committee represented law and hope for beings who had lived too long on the edge of the dark unknown.


  McIver explained as we walked towards the tide line; the village had been aroused because of the disappearance of one of the women. She had been traced as far as this wild shore. The area was a bad one and the people of the village kept away from it. McIver shook his head as we continued to question him; he feared the worst. The woman - she in fact was no more than a girl - had left trails in the sand. There were other things also; Mclver preferred not to go into detail.


  Rort and I soon saw what he meant. Across the sand, in bizarre and fantastic patterns, the girl's imprints - I would not say footsteps, as they were more like drag-marks - were accompanied on either side by great swathes of disturbed sand. I hesitate to be more fanciful than need be, but they resembled nothing so much as huge tracks such as a slug might make. The surface of the sand glittered dully in the light of the dying day and once again we saw traces of the nauseous jelly which had so disturbed us at No. 1 Post. The wind was rising and it cut to the bone as Mclver, Rort, and I stood on the black sand and gazed towards the arch of the vast cave, whose entrance was aswirl with the incoming tide.


  The tracks disappeared into the dark water. It was useless to follow and the place was such that I would have hesitated to enter with the Central Committee itself at my back. I already knew the answer to the next question I put to Mclver. Though I compared the breeder's number in my notebook with the one Mclver gave me, I was not at all surprised to hear it was my girl - the one I had already met on the path in such dramatic fashion a short while earlier; who was afflicted with the curious green fungi; and on whose behalf we had really mounted the small expedition of Rort and myself to No. 1 Post.


  I knew, as I looked towards the arch, that the secret of her disease had disappeared with her, most likely forever, and that apart from the humanitarian considerations involved, a promising line of research had been lost to us. Rort swore savagely when I told him and McIver's face was downcast. I gave him instructions to prepare the whole village for medical examination. I was anxious to check whether there were any further manifestations of this unusual disease among the inhabitants. In the meantime Rort and I had a manifest duty to radio K4 with our report immediately. I knew Masters would place great importance on this.


  I warned McIver to make certain all in the village was secured at night and told him to place lookouts if that were at all possible. He promised, with a touching degree of faith in our omniscience, to carry out such precautions as we thought necessary. I asked him to send a man with us to collect a portable radio transmitter from No. 1, so that Rort and I could keep in touch with the village after dark. We all felt this to be a good idea; after two visits to the post by unknown intruders and now the disappearance of the girl, it was obvious that there was something gravely wrong on the island. Mclver went off to give the necessary orders. After another look at the black mouth of that uninviting cave, Rort and I, together with one of the villagers, started back en route to our post. Though neither of us said anything about it, we both wanted to get the heavily bolted door of the post behind us well before the advent of nightfall.


  IX


  For a long time that night I sat in the tower of No. 1 Post, looking out over the grey-greenish ocean whose glow seemed to symbolize the half-life in which the peoples of the world were living. Rort had radioed to K4 immediately on our return from the village and Masters had ordered a general watch kept throughout the night, both at our post and at the main station. According to Rort, the Commander had placed great importance on our information and was reacting with typical vigour. I could imagine the activity which was currently going on at K4. He had approved our action of supplying the village with a transmitter and Mclver had already been through experimentally a quarter of an hour before.


  There was nothing to report, but I had asked him to check with us three times a day in future. Rort was in the living quarters below, checking on the specialised equipment. I had the first watch, until midnight when Rort was to relieve me. Blown spume obscured the windows and the wind made a keening noise among the rusting antennae of the old post. Both Rort and I were thankful for the thick walls and heavy bolts on the main door. The traces of jelly-substance which our visitors had twice left behind them filled us both with a vague foreboding.


  Though it was easy to become obsessed with sombre thoughts. This was why the Central Committee had decreed that research workers in the field, particularly in such spots as this, should be relieved after a year. Some of our colleagues at K4 would not be affected by such an atmosphere. I felt that Masters himself would have been posted to Hell and have felt only scientific curiosity at the prospect.


  And the Australian, Lockspeiser, was a tough character; unimaginative and strong-minded, he could have worked at K4 for years without knowing such a word as "atmosphere". Fritzjof too was a man to be relied upon. The others I was not so certain about. And though Rort's nerves were not all they should be - he had gone through experiences enough to shake the strongest over the past few years - there were few companions I would have rather been within a tight corner.


  With these reflections and others, I drank the coffee Rort had left me and then, lulled by the faint rustle of the gusting wind round the tower, I must have dozed for a few minutes. When I awoke it was just before eleven. I rose yawning, for I had certain instrument checks to make. I went out onto the rusted steel platform which airily circled the tower, in the manner of an old-fashioned lighthouse. We had some trouble with the sliding door some days previously but now it had been greased and moved back smoothly beneath my hands.


  I stood looking idly at the green sea reflected on the underside of the dark, louring clouds; green sky and green sea made a fantastic sight for those experiencing the phenomena for the first time, but these were old scenes for such workers as ourselves and I was watching for other signs. I made a few notes, checked the instrument levels on the delicately calibrated machines in their lead-lined boxes on the windy perch, and withdrew into the central chamber. I relocked the door. This undoubtedly saved my life.


  It was just a quarter past eleven when the slithering began. I could hear it even above the faint mumble of the surf and the echoing sigh of the wind. The noise resembled an unpleasant suction process; swamp water boiled in it and blown spume and a nauseous tang like corruption on the high wind. And with the rotting perfume, which I had smelled before, freedom of action returned to me. I picked up my flash-gun and buzzed for Rort. He had already heard the sounds too.


  "Main doors secure!" he yelled and then I heard his feet pounding on the metal-plated stairs. Something screamed from outside, freezing blood and bone, inhibiting action, paralyzing the will. A girl's face grew at the window, distorted; it gazed in at us fearfully, hair streaming in the wind. The thing was an impossibility; we were more than forty feet from the ground - unless she could scale perpendicular walls, wet with sea-spray, in semidarkness. I recognised the girl I had met on the cliff-path, the girl we had supposed sea-drowned in the cave.


  She screamed again and as Rort flung himself to the outer platform door, I pinioned his arms; we struggled silently and the air was filled with a sickly, nauseous perfume. Something like squid-ink purpled the thick plate-glass of the outer ports; suckers waved hideously in the night. A face like an old sponge, oozing corruption, looked in at us; the girl disappeared.


  "Great Future!" Rort swore. He sprang to the rocket lever and bright stars of fire burst over the tower, bringing writhing daylight to the ground below, where vast forms slithered and slid and shuddered worm-like. Rort screamed like a woman then and we both made for the stairs. On the ground floor, the great door was already bulging inwards. The smell of corruption flowed under the panels. Sanity returned in this extremity; wood roasted, metal burned white-hot, and the gelid mass mewed like a cat as Rort fried the door with his flash-gun.


  Sinews cracking, we levered casks, metal boxes, anything with weight into the gap cut in the door, avoiding the mewing, dying thing which dabbled beyond the threshold. I seized a coil of rope. Upstairs, in the central tower, plate-glass shattered like doomsday. Instruments fell to the ground with a clatter. Rort at the stairhead blasted fire into the central chamber. Again the bleating cries, the nauseous stench repeated. I opened a casemate on the landward side, secured the rope, hurled it into the dying darkness. I prayed none of the creatures were on this side. I called to Rort, walked down the wall on the rope, flash-gun cocked. Something shuffled, the bushes whispered in the wind. Chaos in the tower and at the central door. Rort joined me; he was crying under his breath. His flame-gun made a bloody arc through the bushes and something scuttered with a squamous step. Then we were clear of the bushes, running strong, slithering and falling and leaping again until we were splashing into the less frightening terror of the swamp.


  Rort was sobbing. "By Future!" he panted. "Did you see their eyes, man? Did you see their eyes?"


  Blinded by sweat, elbows tucked into my side, I had no breath left to answer. With straining lungs we flew onwards to the safety of K4.


  X


  Masters looked grim. Once again the silver of the lamplight on his hair reminded me of a long-gone saint. Those not on watch by the heavy-duty radiation-units sat in a semicircle and listened to his instructions. There were about a dozen of us and we had absorbed what he had to say with the utmost attention for we all knew our lives most probably depended on it. McIver had been warned; the Central Committee alerted. But we could depend on no help from outside.


  Masters had questioned Rort and myself minutely, both when we had made our first somewhat incoherent reports in the privacy of his office, and then in general conference.


  "What creatures could scale walls like that and still have weight to break down such doors?" asked Fitzwilliams, with that mocking touch of scepticism which I found so exasperating. It was the fourth time he had asked the question in the last hour. Rort turned a flushed face to him. Anger trembled in his voice.


  "Would you care to go out there now and find out for yourself?" he asked quietly.


  Fitzwilliams blew out the air from his lungs with a loud noise in the silence of the conference room. His eyes appeared suddenly uneasy. He looked away awkwardly and said nothing.


  "Matters in hand, gentlemen," said Masters succinctly. Everyone gave him attention.


  "Nature of creatures, unknown. Appearance of girl at window; physical impossibility under normal circumstances. Circumstances not normal. We'll leave that for the moment. Possible source of emanations; cave near the village. Correct?"


  He inclined his head towards me. I nodded. Masters got up and went over to the duty chart.


  "General situation: emergency, lady and gentlemen" - the use of the female singular was a courtesy due to Karla's presence. "So far as we can tell K4 is immune from any possible attack. Two first priorities. The manning of No. 1 and No. 2 posts by adequate force. This means equipping with heavy radiation-units. Two: the investigation, tracking down, and destruction of these creatures. Now, I want to see you and Rort again, when this conference is over."


  The meeting continued in Masters's brisk, inimitable manner. Rort and I, sitting facing the Commander in the bright lamplight, felt the first comfort since we had emerged from the depths of the swamp the previous night.


  XI


  Nothing happened for a week. Rort and I were among the strong party which had reconnoitred No. 1 Post the following morning. The burst door and windows, the smashed instruments, above all certain remains among the debris were enough to silence the strongest doubters. I noticed, maliciously, that Fitzwilliams had not volunteered to accompany the party.


  A tractor vehicle with a heavy radiation-unit mounted on it, led the way. With the power available, this would be enough to deal with any known dangers. Fritzjof, who had volunteered to head the manning of No. 1 under the changed circumstances, led the party. He seemed as disappointed as Rort and myself at the lack of any tangible evidence on the nature of our visitors. There was the stench, it is true, and traces of jelly on the stairs, in front of the door and in the upper chamber. But of the creatures which Rort had certainly destroyed, there was not so much as a fragment of bone or a silver of hide.


  Part of the problem was solved by careful examination of the walls of the tower. They had been scaled by some form of suction. Fritzjof smoked his pipe silently and pondered this; the grey light of the cliff-top seemed to flicker across his strong, square face. His empty sleeve, pinned to the front of his leather jacket, flapped in the wind.


  He grunted. "Flying octopuses, that's what we're dealing with," he said jocularly. He strode confidently into the tower. His remark broke the tension and the remainder of the party followed in a relaxed atmosphere.


  The next few days were occupied in putting things in order at the two posts and certain precautions were also taken in the village. No. 2 Post was on the far side of the island, on a point commanding all directions, both inland and to the seaward side. Masters felt it imperative to get both posts in full working trim; we did not know what we might have to face and early warning was necessary, especially if K4 itself were attacked.


  Masters held another conference a few days afterwards, when he asked for volunteers to man the forward posts. I am ashamed to say so, but both Rort and I were relieved when Masters decided to second us to duties at K4. He felt that we had done our share and it was perhaps cowardice on our part to agree with him, but there was much sense in what he said; our nerves had been strained almost beyond endurance and we might perhaps have been weak links in a chain of new and untried personnel.


  Masters had decided to detail four people for each post, which would leave twelve for K4, an adequate margin. Each post had two radio links and they were to report at regular intervals. The heavy radiation-units commanded the main doors and if necessary the parties could escape mounted on the tractor vehicles. Needless to say, each party member was heavily armed. Two flash-guns at least were to be mounted on the outer platforms of the towers to repel any attempt at invasion by the things, and powerful floodlights encircled the buildings.


  The damaged equipment was repaired and after a while Masters expressed himself satisfied that everything possible had been done to ensure the safety of the personnel and the success of the arrangements. McIver's people were keeping watch near the cave entrance in daylight hours, but they had reported nothing. This did not mean that the things were not at large on the island; if they could swim - and there was no reason to believe they could not -they might well make their way to and from their lair unobserved at high tide, when most of the cave area was submerged.


  Lockspeiser was to command No. 2 and Karla had volunteered for No. 1, much to my surprise; this in turn had changed to astonishment when Masters had agreed without demur. But then I thought things over and saw the sense of the arrangements; Karla was as expert as a man with flash-gun or radiation-unit and was quite without fear; these were the things which would count at the forward posts, whereas those with high scientific qualifications would be needed for the more exacting work at K4 and as post commanders.


  The week passed quickly, in a feverish chaos of work, calculations, and hard physical labour. Masters inspected both posts and expressed himself satisfied; the radio links were tested. Early on a grey afternoon of wind-scoured sky the two groups marched out in opposite directions; it was a brave little show, though pitiful enough under the circumstances, and one or two of the hardier spirits raised a ragged cheer to encourage them on their way.


  Rort and I sat in the main instrument chamber of K4 at the power telescopes and saw No. 2 party out of sight. Then we changed round to the other side. Fritzjof's small expedition were but faint dots on the high uplands now, Karla walking behind. Then a dip hid them from view. Rort and I did not know that we had seen our colleagues for the last time.


  XII


  I woke out of a dreamless sleep to find alarm bells ringing through the corridors of K4. The lights in the room where Rort and I were sleeping had come on automatically and it was only a moment or two before we had drawn on our night-duty overalls and were on our way to the main Control Room. Though there were only a dozen people left in the headquarters building it felt like a fort manned by thousands of men, as footsteps echoed, magnified, and distorted along the metal corridors.


  Masters was already at the infrared periscope in the Control Dome, with Fitzwilliams operating the scanner. Rort and I sat in front of our own instrument panels and switched on.


  "No. 2 Post reports Condition Normal," said Rort after a moment or two.


  "McIver reports Condition Normal," I called out to Masters.


  The night air was heavy with static and distorted human voices as technician after technician made his Condition Normal report. The operators of the heavy radiation-units, on the galleries above, overlooking the outer air; the men at the radar and other instrument panels; even those on visual lookout with flash-guns, all had their individual reports to make. A red light flashed on a control panel the other side of the Control Dome, indicating an abnormal state of affairs. Someone had failed to answer.


  "No. 1 Post not replying," said the operator.


  Rort and I exchanged tense glances.


  "Radio failure?" someone conjectured aloud, hopefully. "Both sets?" replied Masters succinctly, his voice muffled from the Dome. No one replied. The uneasy silence was broken by the faint hum of the instruments.


  The man at the No. 1 Post panel consulted a time capsule. "Nearly half an hour overdue in reporting," he said.


  Nothing happened throughout the long night. Negative reports from stations operating; silence from No. 1 Post. It continued like this until dawn.


  When daylight broke, misty and sulphurous, Masters had already made his plans. He personally led the four-man party, which included Rort and myself, out of K4. He had concluded, after some thought, that there was little danger during daylight as the creatures which had attacked No. 1 on the previous occasion had never been seen during the light hours. And if they inhabited the cave area on the shore by the village, their irruption into the world of men may have been governed in some way by the tides. But the overmastering desire of everyone at the moment was to discover the reason for the radio silence at No. 1.


  We had not long to wait. No. 1 Post was a deserted shell. The remains of the door hung askew on its hinges as Rort and I had left it; the radiation-unit had been overturned but not damaged. The instruments and equipment of the post had been left intact. But of our colleagues there was no sign. Masters sniffed the air with distasteful curiosity. Once again that sickly sweet pungency polluted the atmosphere. Footsteps clattered on the metal stairs as the party searched the building. All they found was the clothing of our companions; it was soaked in the jelly-substance.


  I walked over to the window at the top of the tower and looked out at the grey, sullen sea; of all the places in the world this was one for which I would always feel a high priority of hatred. As I moved to come away my foot kicked against something. I bent down and using the tongs supplied picked up something small and black. It was Fritzjof's official logbook.


  Back at K4 that evening Masters buzzed for me at about half-past seven. I had sterilized the logbook in accordance with standing instructions and I took it in to his office with me. Matters rested as they had the previous night; K4 was at emergency and hourly reports came through from No. 2 and from McIver normally.


  The book made curious reading but Fritzjof's devotion to the cause of science combined with his iron nerve did much to explain the nature of the phenomena with which we were faced. The first entries for the previous night were normal and dealt merely with technical matters. For reasons which later became obvious there was a long blank and then Fritzjof's next entry in the journal was timed 11:50 pm.


  It read: "We have been under attack. At 10:02 precisely Fitz-williams reported unusual disturbances around the tower. I at once activated the floodlights and rocket flares. At the same moment the main door of the post came under attack from some beings I shall attempt to describe later. Mazel immediately brought the radiation-unit into play, with some success. As soon as I saw that things were under control on the ground floor I hurried to the radio console but before I could establish contact with K4 was called at once to the tower, where Fitzwilliams and Karla were engaged with flare guns. There appeared to be dozens of invertebrate creatures of the octopus family attacking the post.


  "They are immensely tall and armed with three long antennae equipped with suckers, on each side of what I will call the body, for want of a better word. Eyes or centres of intelligence, I can see none. But a hit at the top of the body where a man's head would normally be seems to affect the brain area. I am alarmed at our position for still more of them are gathering round the tower. Morale good.


  "12:15. Another attack has been beaten off but I cannot get back to the radio console. There is a strange perfume coming up the stairs. The radiation-unit has ceased firing. Mazel cried out once but we have not been able to see what has happened. I have to stay here to defend the staircase. The tower has been under attack again. Fitzwilliams and Karla are handling themselves well.


  "Later - 01:00 I think. The incredible has happened. I am now alone. I am not afraid but I wish K4 to know the truth. At about half-past twelve I detected a nauseous odour coming from the top of the tower and then my two colleagues called out. I was able to distinguish that the creatures had squirted something over them. I looked from the window and saw one of the great masses eject some form of dark ink from a sac at the top of the body, much as a squid does when disturbed. I could not believe what I next saw. Karla and Fitzwilliams, who had dropped their ray-guns, were forced to divest themselves of their clothes. The creature's sac then discharged again; the perfume had an incredible effect on my two companions. I was not able, myself, to detect it on this occasion.


  "Its function was apparently to attract them. Both walked to the edge of the railing and were absorbed in the jelly like substance of the creature's body. Their faces were happy!


  "01:56. I may be mad but I do not think so. My colleagues have not died but have been swallowed, for want of a better word, as still-living organisms! On the evidence of tonight and of what we have discussed earlier at K4, I believe them eventually to become similar organisms themselves… Warn Masters. The cave area must be destroyed… the only way.


  "Later. I am not sure of the time. Great Future help me. The things are at the window again… I must go… there is a nauseous stench.


  "02:05. Not long now… back again… masks the only ans [a passage was then illegible]… Imperative… tell Masters…"


  The logbook ended there. The Commander turned a tight-lipped face to me.


  He voiced the thought finally. "This hardly seems possible."


  "I agree," I said. "But Fritzjof's report seems incontrovertible. And there is this further evidence."


  I passed over to him something which I had picked up from the floor of No. 1 Post. It had been embedded in congealed jelly and after the labs had carried out the usual cleansing tests it had been turned over to me.


  It was a piece of circular discoloured metal, pitted and marked with green and yellow stains. It was my opinion that it formed part of an old-fashioned wristwatch, such as people used in the last century to denote the passing of time.


  An inscription on the back read: Charles Evinrude. 1995.


  "You really believe what you have written in your report?" said Masters. He was neither disbelieving nor believing, merely sifting facts.


  I nodded. "It would explain the reappearance of the face of the missing girl from the village at the post window. It's my belief that people are 'digested' by these creatures, as Fritzjof described, and themselves become similar living organisms, revolting as this idea may seem to us. This wristwatch was worn by one of the creatures killed by the radiation-unit. After death the whole thing dissolved away."


  Masters looked out of the port at the writhing green sky beyond.


  "And Fritzjof and his colleagues are somewhere alive out there," he said simply, but with great weight. "It barely seems possible that in three generations, human beings should degenerate to that."


  "The effect of radiation on humans long exposed to it, is largely unknown, sir," I said. "With long inbreeding and…"


  Masters cut me short. His face was still pale.


  "Fritzjof is right," he said crisply, his old manner returning. "We must make preparations at once to destroy these creatures in their lair."


  He smiled in a strained manner. "And we shall take advantage of Fritzjof s forethought. What he was trying to tell us at the end of the log was, 'Masks the only answer.' A sensible precaution against the perfume ejected by these beings. See to it at once."


  XIII


  The box-shaped, square bowed boat thundered in the surf, sending a shower of greenish, phosphorescent spray cascading down the metal decking. I found it difficult to breathe in the ponderous mask, and clutched the flash-gun to my side while I steadied myself with my other hand. The cave entrance before us grew ominously large, danced in mocking circles with the movement of the boat, receded briefly with the surge of the tide, and then grew again as the motor urged the unwieldy craft onwards.


  Rort, unfamiliar in the black rubber suit which fitted him like a sheath, nodded reassuringly. One hand tapped lightly on the transparency of my face piece as though to impart confidence. I glanced to left and right. There were six boats in our small invasion fleet; dawn burnt smokily across the green-yellow surge of water, bathed the black sand. I could see Masters in the bows of the nearest vessel; somewhere a radio speaker crackled unintelligibly. The canvas-sheathed stub of a radiation-unit poked from the bow of the nearest craft on my left, like the horn of a cow I had once seen depicted in a book.


  Upwards, on the slopes of cliff were the minute figures of McIver's men; they were waiting for the rocket-flare which was to signal the part they had been assigned. There were more than eighty people engaged in this all-out assault effort, almost every person on the island; even the women had been pressed into service, though few except the most able bodied had been assigned the boats. Most made up the cliff force where they would be of the greatest use, with little danger to themselves.


  Mclver himself was assisting Masters; his must be the bulky figure I could see just behind the Commander. He wore some strange rig-out of his own, but topped by the mask and special equipment supplied by K4, looked just as individual as he always did. The strength of the current was very fierce here and the helmsman had anxious moments as we passed a belt of ragged rocks closing the entrance. Masters had deliberately chosen dawn and high tide for the assault. The tide had in fact turned and had been an hour on the ebb.


  This way the assault party could be delivered to the very cave entrance, dawn affording the element of surprise. Masters had also argued that in the event of things going wrong it would be quicker and easier for the force to withdraw on the ebb. Later, if it became necessary we could stand off in good order across the sand at low tide. The radiation-units were to be debarked on the wings of the landing area to command the cave entrance, in case the creatures surprised the first wave before they were properly ashore.


  Rort and myself were among those detailed to cover the landing of the heavy units by going ashore first to hold the beach. The sea slapped heavily on the sides of the big fishing boat and spume whipped by a needle-sharp wind blew over the fleet as we came inshore. Fortunately the prevailing wind was blowing off the beach which would mask the sound of the engines. We had no means of knowing whether these mollusc-like beings were able to hear in the human sense, but Masters, with his usual tactical reasoning, had decided not to take any unnecessary risk.


  Rort's hand was on my shoulder and the helmsman's shout came a split second later as the boat bottom grated on the harsh black sand. The outlines of the beach and cliffs loomed more clearly out of the faint morning mist. Then Rort and I were over the side. The coldness of the water met us with a shock, but it was not more than three feet deep and we splashed wildly ashore, followed by two of the villagers. The small party went flat on the sand, flash-guns at the ready and pointed towards the cave. All along the beach the unwieldy fishing boats were splashing heavily through the shallows, minute figures, black against the green shimmer of the surf, detaching themselves from the craft and merging into the blackness of the sand.


  We fanned out in a semicircle to protect the radiation-unit on our left which was just coming ashore, the tractor inching it down the ramp. The beach seemed alive with figures though we were in reality a modest task-force for the situation with which we were faced. I glanced from the cave back to our right and could see the other big weapons coming off the ramps. So far all had gone well and we were excellently placed to deliver attacks. The scheme was that once the radiation-units were well established, the advance parties would rendezvous near the cave entrance in order to pen up whatever creatures were within; this would ensure maximum slaughter with a minimum of danger to those on foot.


  The big units would deal with any creatures which broke through the cordon and then, when they had been moved forward, would liquidate everything within the cavern. Or at least that was the scheme. I saw Masters in the middle of the groups on the beach and then his hand went up. I hurried along the shore towards him and the unit leaders from the six boats debouched from their groups at the same time. Masters drew everyone off to the right, where we were concealed by a hump of sea-drenched rock, while he held his briefing.


  His instructions were, as always, succinct and to the point. Each of us knew what to do; everything within the cavern was to be destroyed, no matter what we might feel about the semihuman aspect of these creatures. Under no circumstances were face masks to be removed. Masters waved us off peremptorily and we all thudded back along the beach to take up position. The radiation-units were now ashore and in situ, the gunners hunched over the control panels on the heavy metal-railed platforms. They waved to Masters as a check. Rort and the other two men with us scrambled to their feet as I approached. I looked back. The cave entrance was menacing and blank in the cold light of dawn. Then the electric klaxon on one of the fishing boats sounded off. Masters waved us forward and twenty-four pairs of feet were gritting up the sand into the unknown.


  XIV


  There was a silence after the klaxon sounded and then a confused murmur down at the beach. One of the radiation-units shot pink flame and the sea boiled at our backs. Something mewed with a heart-chilling intensity we had experienced before. Rort spun on his heel. We were almost at the cave entrance now and vast shapes were stirring on the black sand. Down on the beach a huge form which had emerged from the sea was staining the green water in its death agonies. This was something no one could have foreseen. The things were returning to their lair after a night spent on land.


  I saw the radiation-units swivel to cover the seaward side of the landing area, and Masters gesticulate as he mustered a force to repel this menace at our rear. The sea boiled again and several monstrous humps began to emerge, but we had no time to watch them. There were about a dozen of us within reach of the cave and it was obvious that we should have to deal with the things until such time as the main force could be deployed.


  Rort's flash-gun erupted, and sand and gravel at the cave entrance glowed with heat; we were almost within the arch now. I was thankful for the mask when I saw the abominations which were stirring within. A humped form reared in the dying light and then others and yet others beyond. Rort fired again and again and then we were within the cave; our companions followed and jets of flame turned the vast cavern into which the advance was penetrating, into a lurid scene from hell.


  Again the mewing cries and purple ink shot across in a wide arc, staining the dank sea walls. A grey, wrinkled form which seemed to detach itself from the background, a vague, amorphous shape ascended from the depths of the pit, stirred in front of me. Three long, whip-like antennae with whitish suckers thrashed the sand; the skin was glowing with soft inner fire and shimmered and sparkled in the light as though coated with mucus. Low mewing calls emanated from the mass like the sensuous purrs of a cat; the rounded hump at the top of the structure was bisected by a long slit which opened and closed as though taking in air.


  Someone knelt at my elbow and fired a flare into the interior; the star-burst revealed a cavern of the proportions of a cathedral leading away into Future knew what unspeakable depths. The great mass in front of me swayed and pulsated and purple ink drenched our small group. I wiped my mask clear and saw Rort spraying fire into other forms beyond. I felt sick at heart for, as the great form had turned, I saw what appeared to be a human shape down within the jelly. A moment of madness then which turned to sick loathing and horror.


  Cleansing flame burned from the jet of my gun into the heart of the abortion before me and the mewing changed into eldritch screams; the mass crumpled before my eyes, disintegrated in black oily smoke and flame. I fired again and again until the sickness and horror were dispersed in healing fire and nothing was left on the dark sand but minute lumps of jelly which dispersed in the rising wind.


  More of the creatures appeared from the tunnels which now opened up before us; they moved with alarming speed and the antennae which had formerly been lethargic and leisurely in their movements now sliced the air like whips so that one had to exercise extreme caution. A man on my right screamed suddenly and I turned to find two of the antennae about him; one round the waist, the other pinioning his arm. His flame-gun clattered to the rock floor and he was drawn inexorably towards the pulsating mass of jelly. Rort then blotted out man and jelly in a white-hot spurt of merciful fire.


  The cries had changed their note to that of alarm and anger; the air was filled with smoke through which we groped with difficulty. Bodies blundered against me in the murk and there was real danger that my companions might mistake each other for the creatures, with fatal results. The very floor of the rock cathedral seemed to tremble at the ponderous tread of these viscous monsters.


  We stopped, fired, paused to strain our eyes through the fog of smoke; moved on, fired again in a nightmare of noise and high-pitched cries. A mass of the creatures were blocked in a narrow part of the tunnel ahead of us; it was a dangerous place. They were baffled at the failure of their previously successful tactics and I knew that if we were drawn into that place within reach of their antennae, the dangers were incalculable.


  I waved my nearest companions back and then turned, on hearing an agonized cry; it was Rort. His beard bristled in the light of the dying flares and I saw that he had somehow fallen so that his mask had been knocked aside. Purple ink from the creatures' sacs drenched his clothing; he threw away the flashgun, held his hands wide, and marched towards the creatures, whose tentacles reached out to embrace him. I saw his face just before the flares died; it was something I had to live with for the rest of my life. It was radiant with happiness as the gelid mass closed over it.


  I performed the same mercy for Rort then as I should myself have been grateful for. Discharge after discharge of purifying flame reduced my old friend to cinders and incinerated with him the pulsating excrescence that was devouring him alive. Sickened then, we fell back in the smoke and flame as the note of a klaxon pierced the depth of the cavern. The eight or nine survivors of our bloody sortie regained the open beach to full daylight.


  The remaining monsters from the sea were being slaughtered in the shallows as Masters's inexorable ring of attackers closed round them. It was evident that we had gained the day here, but at our warning cries our rearmost companions faced about to find a solid wave of grey, fungoid beings pouring out of the cave onto the sand. I tripped on the soft beach and caught myself against a rock; pain stabbed through my side and the daylight faded before my eyes. Strong hands sustained me as a radiation-unit fried a mass of squirming creatures jammed in the cave entrance. A rocket burned then against the sky and as jet after jet of flame convulsed the fungoids that vainly tried to make their way over the black sand, the watchers on the headland detonated the explosive charges laid two days before and brought the whole of the cliff side down on the cave of horror, blotting out the creatures from the sight of man forever. I fainted as I was being carried to the boat and when I regained my senses briefly, saw that sinister shoreline recede for the last time.


  XV


  All that was long ago and is now the distant history of these awful times in which we live. What the vision-tube commentators and news bulletin readers called the invasion of the Flabby Men lasted but a brief period, but for that time the future of the world and with it that of humankind trembled in the balance. For the irruption into the world of men of the debased creatures who had taken so many of our companions, was not confined to our island alone. It was part of a large-scale general invasion by these creatures along many parts of the coast and it was only through the mustering of volunteer forces and extreme efforts by the Central Committee, that the attempt was defeated.


  But many died and the campaigns lasted many months before the creatures which had ascended from the sea and from the depths of sea-caves were annihilated or driven back to whence they came. And who knows whether their survivors, possibly breeding at a fearful rate, may not yet mount another, more successful attack upon the last bastions of mankind? How they came, how they lived and bred, and why they took our companions we were never able to discover. In death they returned to a state of liquescence which defied the analysis of our laboratories. And what intelligence animated them and how they were able to communicate over long distances in order to synchronize their attacks upon the whole of our coastline - that again was beyond the analysis of our finest scientists and scholars.


  Years have come and rolled away again; I am a senior administrator now, wise and calm after decades of decision and strife, but my sleep is still troubled by remembrance of my companions.


  Fritzjof and Karla and Rort, my old friend, are those I particularly remember, of course, and the terrible and inexplicable manner of their going. It was many weeks and only a few days before I left the island forever, that I was able to piece together an overall picture of the chaos the Flabby Men had wrought upon our flimsy and ill-founded civilization. And even today, when the cloud still hangs over the earth, and radiation sickness and mutations are still with us, I find it difficult to blot out the final horror of the scenes we witnessed on that beach and in that cave.


  It was found that I had two cracked ribs on my return to K4; long after the battle was over and the expedition had returned to headquarters, I lay ill with some sort of fever. I was not up for more than two weeks and it was another two still before I felt something of my old self again. I sat once more in Masters's office and answered questions put by that kindly and most resolute of men. We often discussed the implications of what was perhaps the strangest adventure that ever befell mankind, but we were never able to arrive at any logical answer. Perhaps it is better so. An odd conclusion, perhaps, for a scientist, but the result may be more acceptable for the world's peace of mind.


  It was not until my last night at K4 that I told Masters what I had seen in the cave. The relief boat was coming back to pick me up the following day and I was to have the company of others on my return journey to the capital, where I was to stay for the next year, to allow my shattered nerves a chance to recover. The faint luminosity of the sea stirred uneasily, greenish-grey outside the great plated windows of the Commander's office, and blown spume dribbled across the glass in the light wind.


  For in my last burst of anger and horror, in the dying flare I had seen, just before I killed the jelly creature, the anguished face of Fritzjof, still alive, ingested by the fungoid mass and completely absorbed by it. His eyes seemed to implore me to destroy the still-living abomination which he had become, and his face was at peace before the final kiss of the flame effaced it for all time.


  An even more fearful question had haunted my mind ever since, haunts it still.


  "Supposing," I asked Masters, "the mountain did not destroy them when it fell? All the creatures, I mean. And that Karla and the others are still alive somewhere down there? If you can call it life…"


  There was a long silence between us. Then my old chief drummed with his fingers on the desk before him. The brittle sound seemed to conceal great emotion.


  "It is best not to ask such questions or to think such thoughts," he said gently.


  Masters turned to face the ghastly green phosphorescence of the sea. When he spoke again his voice seemed to come from a great distance.


  "Who knows, my friend, who knows?" he said.


  Shaft Number 247


  The process of delving into the black abyss is to me the keenest form of fascination.


  -H. P. Lovecraft


  Driscoll looked at the dial reflectively. The Control Room was silent except for the distant thumping of the dynamos. The dim lights gleamed reassuringly on the familiar faces of the instruments and on the curved metal of the roof, its massive nuts and bolts and girders holding back the tremendous weight of the earth above their heads. The green luminous digits of the triangular clock on the bulkhead pointed to midnight.


  It was the quietest part of the Watch. Driscoll shifted to a more comfortable position in his padded swivel armchair. He was a big man, whose hair was going a little white at the edges, but his features were still hard and firm, unblurred by time, though he must have been past fifty.


  He glanced across at Wainewright at the other side; he had the earphones clamped over his head and was turning one of his calibrating instruments anxiously. Driscoll smiled inwardly. But


  then Wainewright always had been the worrying type. He could not have been more than twenty-nine, yet he looked older than Driscoll with his lean, strained features, his straggly moustache, and the hair that was already thinning and receding.


  Driscoll’s gaze rested just a fraction on his colleague, drifted on to bring into focus a bank of instruments with large easy-read dials on the far bulkhead, and finally came to rest on the red-painted lettering of the alarm board situated to his front and in a commanding position. The repeater screen below contained forty-five flickering blue images, which showed the state of the alarm boards in the farthest corners of the complex for which Driscoll, as Captain of the Watch, was responsible.


  All was normal. But then it always was. Driscoll shrugged and turned his attention to the desk in front of him. He filled in the log with a luminous radionic pencil. Still two hours to go. But he had to admit that he liked the night duty better than the day. The word “enjoy” was frowned on nowadays, but the word was appropriate to Driscoll’s state; he actually enjoyed this Watch. It was quiet, almost private, and that was a decreasing quality in life.


  His musings were interrupted by a sharp, sibilant exclamation from Wainewright.


  “Some activity in Shaft 639!” he reported, swiveling to look at the Captain of the Watch with watery blue eyes.


  Driscoll shook his head, a thin smile on his lips.


  “It’s nothing. Some water in the shaft, probably.”


  Wainewright tightened his mouth.


  “Perhaps... Even so, it ought to be reported.”


  Driscoll stiffened on the seat and looked at the thin man; the other was the first to drop his eyes.


  “You have reported it,” he said gently. “And I say it is water in the shaft.”


  He snapped on the log entries, read them off the illuminated repeater on the bulkhead.


  “There have been seventeen similar reports in the past year. Water each time.”


  Wainewright hunched over his instruments; his shoulders heaved as though he had difficulty in repressing his emotions. Driscoll looked at him sharply. It might be time to make a report on Wainewright. He would wait a little longer. No sense in being too precipitate.


  “Shaft clear,” Wainewright mumbled presently.


  He went on making a play of checking instruments, throwing switches, examining dials, avoiding Driscoll’s eye.


  Driscoll sat back in his chair again. He looked at the domed metal roof spreading its protective shell over them; its rivets and studs winking and throwing back the lights from the instrument dials and the shaded lamps. He mentally reviewed Wainewright’s case, sifting and evaluating the facts as he knew them.


  The man was beginning to show signs of psychotic disturbance. Driscoll could well understand this. They did not know what was out there, that was the trouble. He had over forty miles of galleries and communicating tunnels alone in the section under his own command, for example. But still, that did not excuse him. They had to proceed on empirical methods. He yawned slightly, looked again at the time.


  He thought of his relief without either expectation or regret; he was quite without emotion, unlike Wainewright. Unlike Wainewright again, well suited to his exacting task. He would not be Captain of the Watch otherwise. Even when he was relieved he would not seek his bunk. He would descend to the canteen for coffee and food before joining Karlson for a brief session of chess.


  He frowned. He had just thought of Deems again. He thrust the image of Deems from his mind. It flickered momentarily, then disappeared. It was no good; it had been two years now, but it still came back occasionally. He remembered, too, that he had been Wainewright’s particular friend; that probably explained his jumpiness lately. Nevertheless, he would need watching.


  He pursed his lips and bent forward, watching the bright green pencil of tracery on the tube in front of him. He pressed the voice button, and Hort’s cavernous voice filled the Control Room.


  “Condition Normal, I hope!”


  There was a jovial edge to his query; the pronouncement was intended to be a joke, and Driscoll permitted himself a smile of about three millimeters in width. That would satisfy Hort, who was not really a humorous man. There was no point in knocking himself out for someone so devoid of the absurd in his makeup.


  “Nothing to report,” he called back in the same voice.


  Hort nodded. Driscoll could see his multi-imaged form flickering greenly at the corner of his vision, but he did not look directly at it. He knew that annoyed Hort, and it pleased him to make these small gestures of independence.


  “I’d like to see you when you come off Watch,” Hort went on.


  He had a slightly sardonic look on his thin face now.


  Driscoll nodded.


  “I’ll be there,” he said laconically.


  He waved a perfunctory hand, and the vision on the tube wavered and died, a tiny rain of green sparks remaining against the blackness before dying out.


  He was aware of Wainewright’s troubled eyes seeking his own; he ignored the other man and concentrated instead on a printout which was just coming through. It was a routine check, he soon saw and he leaned back, his sharp eyes sweeping across the serried ranks of instruments, his ears alert for even the slightest aberration in the smooth chatter of the machinery.


  He wondered idly what Hort might want with him. Probably nothing of real importance, but it was best to be prepared; he pressed the repeater valve on the desk in front of him, instantly memorizing the latest data that was being constantly fed in by a wide stream of instruments. There were only three sets of numbers of any importance; he scratched these onto his pad and kept it ready at his elbow.


  There would be nothing else of note in the Watch now, short of an unforeseen emergency. He momentarily closed his eyes, leaning back in the chair, lightly resting his fingertips on the smooth polished metal of the desk. He savored the moment, which lasted only for a few seconds. Then he opened his eyes again, refreshed and wide-awake. A faint humming vibration filled all the galleries and corridors adjacent to the Control Room. The vents were open for the moment; all was as it should be.


  The rest of the Watch passed almost too quickly; Wainewright was already being relieved by Krampf, Driscoll noted. The bulkhead clock indicated nine minutes to the hour. But then Krampf always was more zealous than most of the personnel here. Driscoll really knew little about him. He glanced incuriously at the


  man now, dapper and self-confident, his dark hair bent over the panel opposite, listening to Wainewright’s handing-over report. Then he had adjusted the headphones and was sliding into the padded seat.


  Wainewright waited almost helplessly for a moment, and then went hurriedly down the metal staircase. Krampfs eyes rested on Driscoll and his lips curved in a smile; he gave the Captain of the Watch a jaunty thumbs-up signal. Driscoll felt vaguely irritated.


  There was something about Krampf he did not quite understand. He had none of the anxiety to please that Wainewright displayed; indeed he exuded a disconcerting air of suppressed energy and egotistical drive.


  Still, it was none of his business; he only saw Krampf for a very few minutes when they were changing over Watches. Three or four minutes in a week, perhaps, for sometimes their duties failed to overlap. His own relief was at his elbow now and Driscoll got up, almost reluctant to vacate the seat. He handed over with a few smooth phrases and went down the staircase in the wake of Wainewright.


  There was no one in the canteen but Karlson. A plump, balding man, he nodded shyly as Driscoll came up. He rose and made room for him on the smooth plastic bench. Soft music was drifting from louvers in the ceiling. Karlson had already set up the board and had made his opening move. It was his turn to start. Driscoll glanced briefly at the problem and then crossed over to study the menu on the screen.


  He put his token in the tray and drew out the hot coffee and the thin wheaten biscuits with honey that he liked so well. He did not eat very much when he came off Watch at this time as it impaired his digestion and interfered with his sleep. He went back to the table in the corner where he and Karlson always sat and sipped the hot, strong coffee slowly, his eyes seemingly inattentive but all the time studying the board and Karlson’s concentrated face.


  But it was obvious that his attention was waning. He fidgeted for a moment and then turned away from the board, his eyes fixed on the table before him. Karlson looked at him quickly, a sympathetic smile already flowering at the corners of his mouth.


  “Tired?”


  Driscoll shook his head.


  “No more than usual. It is not that, no.”


  He folded firm, capable hands round the rim of his beaker and stared into the steaming black surface of his coffee as though the answer to his unspoken question lay there.


  “Then it is something which happened on Watch?”


  Karlson’s eyes were alert, questioning now. Driscoll knew he had to be very careful in his choice of words. Karlson was a particular friend, but the system had to come first, whatever else happened. He sipped the coffee slowly, playing for time. Karlson watched him without impatience, a sort of majestic contentment on his outwardly placid face. Yet there was a wary and unusual brain beneath the banal exterior. Driscoll had ample evidence of that.


  Then Karlson’s face relaxed. He smiled slowly.


  “Not Wainewright again. And his shaft noises?”


  Driscoll’s surprise showed on his face.


  “So you know about it?”


  Karlson nodded.


  “It’s no secret. We have our eye on things. He was on Watch with Collins three weeks ago, when you were indisposed.”


  Driscoll cast his mind back, failed to remember anything of significance. He avoided Karlson’s eye, looked instead at the gleaming metal dome of the roof that stretched above them. Wherever one went in the miles of corridors, there was nothing but the smooth unbroken monotony.


  “Your loyalty does you credit,” Karlson said drily. “But it is not really necessary in this case. Wainewright’s nerve was never strong. And he has certainly not been the same since Deems went...”


  He broke off suddenly and leaned forward at the table. His sharp, attentive attitude made him look almost as if he were listening for something. Something beyond the roof. Which was absurd, under the circumstances. Driscoll allowed himself a thin smile at the thought. He took up Karlson as though his friend had not hesitated.


  “Out There,” he finished bluntly.


  Karlson looked momentarily startled; his bland facade abruptly


  cracked. He drummed with thick spatulate fingers on the table. He looked almost angry, Driscoll thought.


  But his voice was calm and measured when he spoke.


  “We do not mention that,” he said gently. “But since you have seen fit to raise it—yes.”


  Driscoll picked up one of his special biscuits and took a fastidious bite.


  “I have kept a close watch on Wainewright,” he said, more stiffly than he had intended. “If there had been the slightest doubt in my mind.


  His companion interrupted him by laying a hand on his arm. “There was no criticism intended,” he said gently. “As I said, we are all aware of Wainewright’s problems. They are being monitored at higher level. Long before any danger point we shall take him out.”


  Karlson focused his gaze back on the game before them.


  “It does not seem as though we shall get any further tonight. With your permission...”


  Driscoll nodded. Karlson animated the lever. Board and men sank back into the surface of the table with a barely audible whine. Karlson folded his hands on the spot where the board had stood.


  “Wainewright reported five occurrences in the one Watch,” he said bluntly. “In various shafts.”


  Driscoll licked his lips. He said nothing, merely bending his head politely as he waited for Karlson to go on.


  “It was unprecedented,” Karlson continued. “It could not be overlooked. So Collins reported it to me direct. Wainewright has been under close surveillance ever since.”


  He looked at Driscoll reproachfully.


  “You have not reported anything yourself.”


  Driscoll flushed. He bit his lip.


  “Is that why Hort wants to see me?”


  Karlson spread his hands wide in a gesture of apology.


  “I do not know,” he said simply. “Perhaps. Perhaps not. But it would be wise to go carefully.”


  He smiled then. A full-mouthed, sincere smile.


  “Thank you,” Driscoll said. “There is nothing, really.


  Wainewright is fidgety, it is true. And he was dubious about Shaft Number 639 tonight. That is all.”


  Karlson let his breath out in a sigh of relief.


  “That is good. Nevertheless, I should let Hort know.”


  He got up suddenly, as though summoned by an inaudible alarm bell. He looked down at Driscoll thoughtfully.


  “Don’t worry about it,” he said. “But let Hort know.”


  He went out quietly and unhurriedly, leaving Driscoll to his coffee and biscuits and the insect humming of the hidden machinery.


  Hort was a tall, thin, ascetic man with a bald head and hooded grey eyes. He wore a blue tunic zipped up to the neck and the scarlet badge denoting his rank of Gallery Master. He was in his early sixties, but despite his years there was a dynamic athleticism in his wiry frame that many people found unnerving. Driscoll did not find it so, but there was a faint core of wariness within him as he came up the spiral glass staircase leading to Hort’s office.


  He could see Hort through the armored glass wall that separated his quarters from the other administration units. Driscoll slid the door back and went in. Hort sat down at his semicircular desk with its battery of winking lights and motioned Driscoll to take a seat on the divan in front of him. Driscoll sank down cautiously, as though afraid the cushions would not bear his weight. Hort’s eyes looked slightly amused as he stared for a moment without speaking. Then he made a pretense of examining his fingernails and came to the point.


  “I expect you’ve guessed why I’ve asked you to come here?”


  Driscoll nodded curtly.


  “Wainewright?”


  Despite himself he thought his voice had a defensive quality in it which he had not intended.


  “Exactly.”


  Hort sat back in his padded chair and went through the nail- examining charade again.


  “I won’t conceal from you, Driscoll, that we’re worried. Especially after the other business.”


  His eyes had grown serious, and he looked searchingly at the Captain of the Watch.


  “Deems?” Driscoll said.


  Hort nodded.


  “Exactly. We have to be so careful. You understand almost better than I the implications of such a situation. We must avoid any leakage...”


  He broke off, avoided Driscoll’s eyes, and focused his own gaze on his fingernails again.


  “It is difficult to put delicately, Driscoll. But we have to avoid also the arousing of any uneasiness among the personnel...” Driscoll put on his blank-faced look.


  “I’m afraid I don’t quite follow you. Wainewright has reported certain disturbances in several of the main shafts. There have been a number of such incidents over the past year or so. I fail to see why that should be considered anything abnormal.”


  Encouraged by Hort’s silence and his relaxed manner as he sat staring at his nails, he went on.


  “Obviously, Wainewright is disturbed. But I have been keeping him under close observation. And I understand the Captains of other Watches have done the same when the circumstances arose.” Hort wagged his head gravely, as though in agreement with every word Driscoll had spoken.


  “I am glad to hear it,” he said mildly. “But there is something more than that. There must be no repetition—”


  He broke off, the points of his fingers trembling on the desk. Driscoll realized that he had been applying pressure to the desk top all the while he had been speaking. Hort turned his head to Driscoll with an effort.


  “There must be no repetition,” he said with calm finality. “That is all, unless you have anything further to add.”


  The matter was perfectly clear in Driscoll’s mind; he did not like Hort and the other man knew it, but he respected his abilities. He would not have held his present position if he had not been immensely able. And it was one of his duties to prevent problems arising. Driscoll realized for the first time what a shock Deems must have given the Administration.


  He got up slowly, expecting dismissal. But Hort’s mind had apparently gone on to other things. He chatted amiably of various trivialities before the interview came to an end.


  Driscoll turned back when he reached the staircase. Hort was still standing by the desk as he had left him, as though lost in thought. Then, aware that Driscoll could see him through the armored glass wall, he sat down again at his desk.


  Driscoll walked back down the stairs; he gained the sloping metal corridor that led to his own quarters. Long after he sought his bunk his mind was absorbed with unaccustomed thoughts. He heard the soft burring of the alarm bell for the next Watch before sleep found him.


  Driscoll slid back the door of Central Records and went over the shining parquet to the main desk. He was off Watch today and he often spent some time here, researching his particular projects. Today he went to the Historical Section and scratched his notation on a pad in front of the request screen. It was quiet in the library today; only about two dozen people were spread out at the metal desks beyond the transparent screen. Light shimmered evenly on their bowed heads, and the faint humming of the machinery filled the air.


  A soft breeze was coming through the vents; the scent was jasmine today, Driscoll noted. Driscoll liked Jasmine Day above all others. It was a pity it only came around about once every two months. The speaker was quietly braying into his ear.


  “Your request has been programmed. Desk number 64.”


  The door slid back automatically as Driscoll walked over; it was warmer in the Historical Section, and he unbuttoned the top layers of his clothing. He went down the aisles to where the number 64 glowed on the identification tag and sank into the padded chair. He had asked for the records of the entire year. It would not do to be too specific. And somehow he felt it might be dangerous. He did not quite know why.


  He looked listlessly as the image of the first page of the log appeared, greatly enlarged, on the brightly lit screen in front of him. He pressed the button, displacing the entry, working quietly through, pretending to take notes. He spent more than an hour on this stage. He felt his palms slightly sweating as he neared the relevant dates.


  He selected an entry that came in the middle of the period that interested him, as though at random. He immediately knew there was something wrong. The familiar bleeping noise began and the crimson light commenced winking. The screen went blank and the recorded voice bleated: “The information you require is in the Restricted Section. To consult the entry you require verified permission of Authority.”


  Driscoll sighed. He pressed the neutral button, and the screen came up with the bland entries of the log for the last date before the restricted period. Driscoll did not try any further dates. He knew the response would be the same. If he tried three successive entries in the Restricted Section it would bring the curator to the desk in person to inquire about his interest in the information. He could not risk that.


  He sat back at the desk and consulted the notes on his pad. There was only one other thing to do. He would have to talk to Wainewright. Even then there might be difficulties. Driscoll had become interested in the problem. When he was interested in something he never let go. If Hort had not asked to see him; if there had not been some subtle expression on Karlson’s face; if Wainewright’s own features had not borne some furtive evidence of secret shock...


  Driscoll drummed with his capable fingers on the desk surface in the glutinous silence while the muted background hum that was almost inaudible to its hearers lapped the library in its almost apian susurrus.


  He was irritated with himself; something had occurred to cause ripples on the smooth and placidly ordered surface of his life. He did not like that. He sat there frowningly for another ten minutes or so, silently wrestling with the problem. Then he rose and abruptly quitted the Historical Section. The long armored glass doors slid to quietly behind him, leaving the earnest questers after knowledge to their hermetic silence.


  Driscoll waited until after lunch. There was no difficulty. There was nothing against his visiting Wainewright. It was unusual, perhaps. Driscoll knew that television cameras scanned all public places and main thoroughfares. There was really no reason for secrecy, but he preferred to be more discreet. So he walked out as though for the exercise and caught a car on an obscure junction where it was unlikely he would be seen.


  He had to change twice, but he felt justified in the procedure. Wainewright lived in Gallery 4,034, and Driscoll was not quite sure of the exact location of his apartment. In the event it took him more than an hour, and during that time Driscoll evolved his story. He did not quite know how to approach Wainewright; that there was something about Deems’s death which had profoundly shocked him was obvious. To one of Driscoll’s fiber such things were a little unusual, but nothing to upset the stolid norm of everyday living.


  Yet Deems’s departure had evidently upset the authorities more than they had cared to admit; Karlson’s guarded attitude had not really deceived Driscoll. He had half suspected that Hort had asked him to make inquiries, and his own interview with Hort had crystallized his suspicions. Driscoll’s mind was still full of half-formulated impulses when he slid back the folding door of the car at Station 68 and walked up the tiled concourse in the direction of Gallery 4,034.


  He soon located Wainewright’s apartment and ascended to the third stage where it was situated. Wainewright’s lean, strained features revealed their frank astonishment as he slid back the door to answer Driscoll’s summons. His watery blue eyes looked up at Driscoll half-defiantly, half-defensively.


  “I am sorry,” said Driscoll almost hesitantly. “If it is not convenient. .


  “No, of course not,” Wainewright stammered.


  He drew back, his left hand making an expressive gesture.


  “Come in, come in, please. I am quite alone.”


  Driscoll stepped past his host and stood lost in thought in the radiance of the dim overhead light. He waited until Wainewright had closed the door.


  “Forgive my apparent confusion,” Wainewright went on, leading the way into the circular living room where soft music oozed from hidden louvers. He went over to the switch and killed the recital. He waved Driscoll to a divan opposite him and sank into a steel- backed chair facing his guest.


  “You see,” Wainewright went on, “your visit is most unusual so that I was naturally surprised. I hope there is nothing wrong...” Driscoll shook his head; he spoke some anodyne words, allaying the other’s fears.


  “It is nothing, really, yet I felt I would like to come for an hour. If you can spare the time. .


  “Certainly, certainly.”


  Wainewright had recovered his poise now.


  “May I offer you some refreshment? I am partial to tea.”


  Driscoll smiled thinly; there was something a little old-maidish about Wainewright. He supposed it came from living alone as he did.


  “Only if you are making something. It is nothing of real importance that I wished to discuss. It will keep.”


  Wainewright got up, obviously relieved. While he busied himself making the tea, Driscoll sat with his heavy hands folded in his lap, quite at ease, his lids drooping over his eyes as though half-asleep. But he missed nothing that went on in the small world in which he found himself. It was not easy to shake off the habits of a lifetime.


  Wainewright reappeared at last, with mumbled apologies. Driscoll was silent until after he had poured the tea. He sat watching the liquid descend in a steaming amber arc into the burnished metal cup. He made polite small talk until the ceremony was over. His host sat back on the chair opposite and regarded him warily. Caution and confusion struggled somewhere in the depths of his eyes.


  “I was surprised at your visit,” he said. “I will not conceal it. I wondered if there was something wrong at Control. My records are quite in order...”


  He broke off for a second. Then, reassured by Driscoll’s expression, he continued.


  “Of course, I know there have been complaints. It was perhaps inevitable. But I have not been sleeping at all well lately.”


  “It was about that I wanted to talk to you,” said Driscoll quickly, feeling his way clear. “It is obvious there was something on your mind. It is the private sector, you understand. This has nothing to do with Control.”


  He waited to see what effect his words were having on Wainewright. The thin man sat in an immobile posture, his watery blue eyes blinking rapidly. Only the restless clenching and unclenching of his hands revealed his inner tension; it was almost as though his naked nerve-ends were exposed to Driscoll’s probing gaze. The visitor knew his man. He abruptly changed the subject.


  “Excellent tea,” he said cheerfully, extending his cup for a refill. “Where do you get such quality these days?”


  Wainewright’s apprehensive face flushed with pleasure.


  “I blend it myself,” he answered. “It is something of a lost art.” Driscoll agreed, making a mental note regarding his inmost thoughts on Wainewright. His sleepy eyes went on probing the apartment.


  “It was your reports of movements in the shafts,” he went on gently. “The subject interests me. And after what happened...”


  He broke off abruptly, leaving the sentence hanging awkwardly in the air. For a moment he thought he had overplayed his hand. Wainewright bit his lip. His fingers shook perceptibly, so much so that he set down his teacup on the tray. He put both hands together in front of him, as though to control their shaking.


  “Did Hort ask you to come?” Wainewright said heavily.


  There was a sort of sullen defiance on his rather weak face. The blue eyes looked baffled and defeated. Driscoll felt a sudden flash of pity for him. He shook his head.


  “I was speaking the truth,” he said simply. “This is entirely private. I wanted to help if I could. .


  Again he broke off the sentence, let it hang in the air. The echoes of his voice seemed to go on reverberating round the apartment long after their natural resonance should have died away. There was an odd, dead silence between the two.


  Wainewright sat, his body awkwardly constricted, his hands together in his lap, slightly leaning forward as though listening for something that could not be heard by anyone else. Driscoll had often noted it when they were on night Watch together. They still


  kept Earth Time, even though there was nothing but artificial light now. They had long adapted to it.


  Driscoll had noted that Wainewright seemed more apprehensive on night duties. Curious that it should be so. He gave his host a reassuring smile, moved on the divan slightly, and then picked up his teacup again. Normality seemed to flow back into the room.


  “There is much I could say,” Wainewright said heavily. “You see, after Deems went. .


  He swallowed and broke off. To Driscoll it seemed as though there were some sort of mute appeal in his eyes.


  “It was Deems I really wanted to speak about,” Driscoll prompted him. “And whatever you imagine is in the shafts.”


  A shudder seemed to pass through Wainewright’s thin form. His attitude was more than ever one of someone listening intently for something to happen. The notion was absurd, but Driscoll could not dismiss it from his mind.


  “In the shafts?” Wainewright repeated dully.


  Driscoll nodded encouragingly.


  “Out There.”


  Wainewright stirred on the chair with a visible effort. Then he made a convulsive movement and raised his cup to his lips. He drank as though he were thirsty, taking great gulps, his eyes tightly closed as if to erase the memory of something from his sight. Though Driscoll might have mistaken his motives; it might merely have been the effect of the hot steam against his eyelids.


  “Deems was a very good friend of yours, wasn’t he?” Driscoll said gently.


  The eyelids had opened. The watery blue eyes regarded him intently.


  “The best. There is no one now.”


  His voice was so low the words were almost inaudible. Driscoll was more sure of his ground. He leaned forward across the tea- things.


  “I tried to check on the log entries regarding Deems this afternoon. They were not available in Central Records.”


  Wainewright’s face had gone white. He visibly trembled. He shook his head.


  “That was extremely unwise. Though I am surprised that you are so interested.”


  His face changed as he was speaking. Some of the tension drained out of it. He looked at Driscoll steadily.


  “Does this mean that you understand? That you might even believe me?”


  Driscoll knew all was well now. He leaned back easily on the divan.


  “Let us just say I have an open mind. And I shall be extremely discreet.”


  Driscoll smiled at Wainewright. He had a frank, open face, and the confidence he exuded seemed to extend to his companion. Wainewright’s features seemed more relaxed, and the haunting tightness round the eyes and temples was momentarily eased. He looked steadily at Driscoll.


  “You want to know about Deems?”


  Driscoll nodded.


  “If it will help me to an understanding of what troubles you, yes.”


  He knew at once he had said the right thing; Wainewright seemed visibly moved. He half got up, as though he would come over to his guest’s side, then he sank back into his seat again.


  “You may not understand,” he said.


  “I do not understand now,” Driscoll said. “When I have learned what troubles you I surely cannot know less.”


  Wainewright nodded slowly. Sitting there stiffly, blinking his eyes, he seemed to Driscoll like something left over from an earlier age; an age when gentleness and learned pursuits had value, and when purifying winds blew across the surface of the earth. But there was no indication of his thoughts as he sat with his steady gaze surveying Wainewright calmly. The latter restlessly knotted and unknotted his fingers.


  “Deems was my friend,” he said. “My only real friend. His going was a dreadful shock.”


  “I can understand that,” Driscoll said gently. “I want to help.”


  Wainewright shifted on his seat. His eyes looked vague and halffrightened.


  “If only I could believe that...”


  Driscoll showed a faint flicker of impatience. He cupped his big hands round his right kneecap and rocked himself to and fro.


  “You have ample proof of it,” he pointed out. “My very presence here. You know we are not supposed to meet off Watch.”


  The point struck home; Wainewright narrowed his eyes and flinched back slightly, as though his companion had struck him. He made up his mind. He started to talk, breathing heavily between sentences, as though he were running.


  “Deems knew,” he said. “He was always talking about it. On Watch as well as off. He knew there was something.”


  “Out There?” Driscoll prompted.


  Wainewright nodded. He swallowed once or twice but realized he had to go on; he had committed himself, and it was too late to turn back.


  “It started with Shaft Number 247. You didn’t know that, did you?


  Driscoll stared at him. He shook his head. Wainewright smiled thinly.


  “It was a well-kept secret. It’s right on the edge of our section. It’s a strange place. No one wants to say anything about it. The lighting system is always going there, so that the tunnels are often in semidarkness. There have been odd noises and movements in the shafts. Water has come through in one or two places, and some of the valves are rusting.”


  Driscoll looked at Wainewright incredulously. He licked his lips, but there was the stamp of sincerity in the look he returned.


  “It’s perfectly true,” he said. “Only none of the official reports refer to it. Special teams attend to it, and no formal records are kept.”


  Driscoll stared at his companion in silence for a long moment.


  “I take it you know what you’re saying?”


  Wainewright nodded. He kept his watery eyes fixed on the other.


  “This thing has been with me for a long time. I krrow exactly what I’m saying. And I am choosing my words with care.”


  Driscoll kept his bleak gaze fully ahead of him, not seeing Wainewright for the moment. His brain was heavy with dark thoughts.


  “Go on.”


  Wainewright made a pathetic little flourishing movement with his hands.


  “Did you know, for instance, that there have been breaks in the tunnel? Water in the shafts and, as I said, rust on the valves?”


  “I find that difficult to believe.”


  His voice sounded a little unsteady, even to himself. Wainewright permitted himself a shy, hesitant smile. He stirred uneasily, his eyes searching Driscoll’s face.


  “You will not find it in the records. But he knew.”


  Driscoll’s senses must have been a little dulled this afternoon. He looked blankly at Wainewright, the bland, smooth lighting of the room beating down on them, turning their figures to a pale butter yellow.


  “Deems, of course,” Wainewright went on, as though a flood of emotion had been released in him. “He was determined to know. He confided in me. The thing had been on his mind for some time. He was convinced there was something in the shafts. And Shaft Number 247 was the obvious...”


  “Why obvious?” Driscoll interrupted.


  Wainewright passed a bluish tongue across dry lips.


  “Surely you must know that. It is the largest. It was the inspection tunnel years ago. When people went Out There to check on conditions.”


  Driscoll was slightly irritated with himself; he put his hands round his kneecap again and rocked to and fro. Of course; he remembered now. He smiled confidently at his companion.


  “The shaft with the inspection capsule? Is it still there?”


  Wainewright shook his head.


  “The authorities had it taken out. But the chamber still exists. And it would be no great thing to undo the bolts of the hatch.”


  Driscoll was startled; he sat, his strong face immobile as he stared at Wainewright.


  “Why would anyone want to do that?”


  Wainewright shrugged.


  “Why would Deems want to go there? To find out. To increase the sum of human knowledge, of course. The movement in the shafts. .


  Despite himself a slight chill had spread over Driscoll. He looked at the indicator on the bulkhead near where he sat, wondering if the temperature of the chamber had been altered. But it was quite normal. His tone of voice was absolutely level when he spoke.


  “What do you think is there, Wainewright?”


  The watery blue eyes had a strange filmy expression in them.


  “There is something ... animate, shall we say. Something that wants to get in touch with us. Why should Shaft Number 247 leak, for example? The situation is almost unprecedented.”


  Driscoll leaned forward, his eyes intent on the other’s face.


  “Why does Shaft Number 247 leak?”


  Wainewright licked his lips again, and his eyes were dark and haunted as he stared back.


  “Because something is turning the bolts from the other side,” he said simply.


  “I think you had better tell me how Deems died,” said Driscoll quietly.


  There was a sulphurous silence in the room now. Wainewright’s eyes were like pale blue holes in the blankness of his face. He gestured toward the teapot. Driscoll declined with a brief shake of his head. He had to hold his impatience in check.


  “Deems?”


  Wainewright passed his tongue over his lips again.


  “He knew about Shaft 247, you see. He had found how to open it. There was a temporary fault on the circuits in that section. He went there unknown to the authorities. The place had a fascination for him.”


  He paused again and looked at Driscoll. There was an imploring look on his face as though he were asking his companion for help he knew the latter was unable to give.


  “How do you know this?”


  “Deems was my best friend. It emerged over a long period. He had made up his mind, you see.”


  Wainewright’s eyes were closed now as though he could no longer bear to look at Driscoll.


  “You mean to go Out There?”


  Driscoll’s voice was unsteady. Wainewright opened his eyes. For once they were sharp and unwavering. He nodded.


  “He found life intolerable here. He could not adjust. And he had to discover what lay Outside. He made his plans carefully. But even I did not entirely realize his determination.”


  Driscoll sat on in heavy silence. He was aware that it was dangerous to listen to Wainewright; that he had now become his confidant. That would be knowledge difficult to live with. He was becoming confused, which was a completely unknown quantity with him hitherto. Yet he had to find out more about Deems.


  None of this showed on his face, which expressed only polite interest as he waited for his companion to continue. But Wainewright seemed to have become aware of the enormity of his conduct. For one did not talk like this, especially to persons of Driscoll’s rank and caliber. Yet Wainewright was encouraged by the other’s silence; by the calm, intent look on his face. He stirred on the chair opposite and then went on without hesitation, as though he had finally made up his mind.


  “Deems came to see me before he went Out,” he said. “He was more than usually agitated that night. He called here just as you have called today, which was an equally extraordinary circumstance.”


  “Did he tell you what he was going to do?”


  Wainewright shook his head.


  “Hints only. But he was tremendously disturbed. More than I had ever seen him before. He had studied the phenomena, you see. And it was my conviction that he knew what was moving in the shafts Out There.”


  Wainewright cleared his throat nervously.


  “He talked about wanting to be free. He was convinced contact was being made for some purpose. That there was a benevolence... a peace...”


  He fell silent for long moments. Driscoll felt the whole weight of the roof covering the miles of tunnels and galleries on his shoulders, pressing him downward into the black bowels of the earth. It was a feeling completely alien to him and he did not like it.


  “What happened that night? When the alarm bells rang?”


  “I relieved Deems,” Wainewright went on. “He appeared quite normal. We exchanged no formal word. We just looked at one another. I did not remember that look until afterward. Then he went off, to seek his bunk I thought. The alarm bells rang about half an hour later. Collins was in charge that night. He did not give me formal permission to leave, but he must have noticed something in my expression for he nodded as I got up.


  “I ran down the corridors. I knew exactly where to go. There was no lighting in the section housing Shaft Number 247. And I knew it would take the emergency squad more than twenty minutes to reach the area. I had no fear. But I think also I knew what I would find.”


  He swallowed, a thin glaze of sweat on his face; then, as Driscoll ventured no comment, he hurried on.


  “I had a torch with me. There was a lot of water in the tunnel. The cover of the shaft was open. Or rather it was unlatched. I shone the light in the inspection chamber. There was a note at the bottom, addressed to me. And a grey viscous material that had been crushed in the edge of the metal doors. It looked like primitive embryonic fingers.”


  Wainewright stopped and shuddered. He seemed to fight for breath and then turned and gulped mouthfuls of hot strong tea. Driscoll sat immobile, but his big hands were locked together; his knuckles showed white.


  “What was in the note?”


  “‘This is the first. There will be many others. Come Outside. There is a shining peace, a brightness, a freedom...’


  “The writing was spidery, as though it had been cut off suddenly.”


  Wainewright looked pale, his eyes haunted by forbidden knowledge.


  “It was then that I knew Deems had not written it.”


  Driscoll slept badly that night. Wainewright’s words and the image of his tense, strained form kept coming back to him. Finally Driscoll got up, put on the lights, and sat staring at the full-scale chart of the gallery system covered by his section. He could not recall such a night, which was disturbing in itself. He decided to tell no one of his interview with Wainewright; it could do no good, and he knew Wainewright himself would say nothing.


  The authorities must have realized that Wainewright had been at the shaft. Driscoll knew, though he had not specifically asked, that Wainewright must have disposed of the note and the material in the inspection chamber, but even so there would have been suspicion. Which was no doubt why Hort and Karlson were so interested; and why there was an embargo on the official reports of the incident.


  The cameras would have noted in which direction Wainewright was hurrying, even if the area surrounding the shaft had been in darkness; and in any case Collins would immediately have switched to infrared. No, there must be some other reason why no action had been taken over Wainewright. But it had been decidedly dangerous, Driscoll’s visit to his apartment; he would have to be especially careful, particularly if he went there again.


  Driscoll was surprising himself by the convolution of his thoughts this evening; he wondered what report Collins himself had made of Wainewright’s absence from Control on that occasion, and what log entries related to it. He would carry out his own check, though he had no doubt that Hort would have skillfully covered up the situation.


  He stared at the blueprint of the tunnels, noting exactly what junctions would make the best approach. His heart was beating slightly faster than normal as he returned the document to its case. He went back to bed and this time slept better.


  But his doubts returned on the following day. He had an earlier Watch that evening and he had no opportunity of seeing Collins. It would be unwise to make verbal inquiries in any case. And it was certain that he would again draw a blank if he returned to Central Records.


  Driscoll thought long about his interview with Wainewright and particularly his last few words; the implications were distinctly disturbing. He liked neither the message nor the somewhat imprecise description of what Wainewright had seen in the inspection chamber. If he had read Wainewright aright, the material had disappeared—“dissolved” was Wainewright’s term—before the emergency squad had arrived. And though he had not told Driscoll so, he had doubtless removed the note.


  So that the official records, whatever they were, would not tell the complete story as Driscoll had it from Wainewright. But the authorities were undoubtedly right to have their suspicions of Wainewright; Driscoll himself would have to be careful, extremely careful.


  The Captain of the Watch looked round the crowded restaurant. He was having lunch and had studiously avoided the glances of recognition from various acquaintances in the big room with its subdued lighting.


  However, as he was about to leave he suddenly noticed Karlson near the entrance. He had evidently finished his meal and was on his way out. He gave Driscoll an enigmatic look, and the latter could not be sure that he had seen and recognized him. Yet something vague and disquieting remained in his mind. There was another man with Karlson.


  Driscoll only glimpsed his back before the sliding doors cut him off, but it looked extraordinarily like Hort. Supposing that the Gallery Master and Karlson had been discussing him? Or, worse still, spying on him? Driscoll almost laughed aloud. Yet the supposition was not so fanciful as it might appear on the surface. Driscoll’s smile died on his lips. He wore a thoughtful expression as he went to prepare for his Watch.


  Normally Driscoll enjoyed his periods of duty; he was like all those who were able to wield power and accept responsibility and yet find it sit lightly on their shoulders. For all the shining instruments, the humming machinery, the routine purpose in the mechanics, and the meticulous attention to detail of those on Watch, there was yet an awesome responsibility for one who sat in Driscoll’s chair.


  One momentary lapse of attention, and the result could be chaos within the streamlined galleries, the miles of tunnels, and the sleeping city beyond. Driscoll had not faltered through long years, and yet on this occasion he found his well-ordered mind wandering; his thoughts troubled as he mused again on Wainewright and the indiscreet revelations he had made.


  But the training and self-discipline that had brought him to this pitch of well-ordered perfection carried on mechanically, and for four hours, as he noted and evaluated, coordinated the routines of personnel miles apart along the galleries, scanned the dials and vision tubes, and smoothly manipulated the switches and levers that motivated the electronics of this subterranean complexity, a residue of his mind was still engaged in somber and deep-seated self-searching.


  It was near the end of the Watch when it happened; indeed, Driscoll had already handed over to his relief and was standing engaged in small talk on the details, when the alarm bells began to bleep and a flurry of activity animated the Control Room. He already knew before a glance confirmed it that the abnormality emanated from Shaft Number 247, and he had slipped silently out of Control before those bent over the desks and instrument panels were aware that he had gone.


  He ran down the gallery as unobtrusively as possible, though he realized that his image was being transmitted through the mounted cameras in each gallery and corridor back to Central Control. Ostensibly, he was making for his own quarters, but he diverged at right angles to bring himself into line with the section that interested him. He knew that if he hurried he would be first on the scene.


  He hardly understood why he was running at such speed; the situation was abnormal of course, but there was some inner compulsion beyond that; something within himself that impelled him onward, despite the cautious core of reserve that advised against. Incredibly, Wainewright had been correct: the illumination of the approach tunnel was out.


  Driscoll ran quickly back to his cabin, returned with a pocket- torch, and retraced his steps. Whether or not he could still be seen by the cameras he did not know; neither, at this precise moment in time, did he care. He only knew that the overpowering curiosity over Shaft Number 247 which Wainewright had aroused in him had to be satisfied. He was in darkness now, the beam of the torch dancing luminescent and elongated across the shining metal surface and massive studs of the gallery.


  The burring of the alarm went on; Driscoll knew that it would continue until the trouble had been put right. That was an invariable rule with the repeater system. He could imagine Hort’s figure hunched over the screen as he manipulated switches to give his orders. Driscoll pounded forward, grimly aware that he would have only ten minutes in which to satisfy himself of the accuracy of Wainewright’s statements. But ten minutes should be enough.


  He paused at a right-angle junction in the gallery, gained his bearings. He was astonished to hear a slopping noise as he ran down toward the main shafts. He played his torch on the floor of the tunnel, saw the beam reflected back from the creeping tide of water. He was running through the thin trickle now, heedless of the splashing. The gallery had an acrid salt smell, like that of the tang of the sea as Driscoll had smelled it when screened in ancient actuality material.


  But he had no time for analysis. He noticed that the cameras in the roof of the tunnel here were all out of action; the dim glow of the red emergency lights made his hands and the torch beam look like blood. There was only a hundred yards to go now. Driscoll knew that he would be first. No one else could possibly catch up with him, and there was no sign of anyone following behind.


  Not that anyone would come on foot; and the rubber-tired trolleys of the emergency squad made only a faint whispering sound. But he would be able to hear their sirens from a long way off. Almost there now. Driscoll shone the torch onto the roof fittings; strange that the lighting had failed here and only here. It could not be due to the water. The pumps were working normally, which made it doubly strange.


  There must be seepage from one of the shafts. Even as he ran forward the last few yards, Driscoll knew in his inmost soul that the leakage was almost certainly from Shaft Number 247. Not only Wainewright’s story but all his inquiries had prepared him for that. There was a strange stench in his nostrils now; one that was vaguely repellent but at the same time familiar.


  Driscoll stumbled on something slimy and almost fell. He swore and recovered himself, but he was badly shaken just the same. The torch beam trembled as he waved it wildly across the floor. Dark rivulets of water flowed across the tiling; curiously, there were many dry patches, which told Driscoll immediately that there were a number of shafts involved.


  He was almost there now. His footsteps echoed monstrously back from the ceiling. He was no longer conscious of the water slopping over his feet. Driscoll was only vaguely aware of why he had come here. But there was a strong compulsion at the back of his mind; he had to come. And he knew it had something to do with Wainewright.


  He stumbled again and almost fell. He put out his hand to the shafting and supported himself. He saw without surprise the black- painted letters as his torch danced across them: SHAFT NO. 247.


  There was a strange odor now; something that he had not smelled before. He could not place it and paused hesitantly, the torch in his suddenly nervous hand trembling across the arched metal ceiling of the tunnel. There was dampness, of course; that was something to be expected with the water underfoot. But there was something else, something almost obscene. An animal smell, pungent and rotting to the nostrils; reptilian, if you like.


  Driscoll had once visited the zoological gardens long ago, where the few remaining specimens were kept. The aquarium had particularly fascinated him. There was something of that now. The great saurians, some almost a hundred years old, sleeping caked in their beds of mud; glazed green eyes immobile for hours on end. The torch wavered again, and Driscoll sharply snapped his mind back to the present.


  He moved cautiously, deliberately blocking out the heavy miasma as he splashed the last yard to the shaft. It was enormous; he couldn’t quite remember its original purpose though it was primarily to do with inspection. Wainewright had been correct about one thing. There was rust on the casing and the bolts. He touched the cold metal with a tentative forefinger, saw it come away red in the light of the torch.


  The inspection-chamber hatch was ajar. Driscoll soon saw why. There was something protruding from it. Something grey and rubbery from which the stench emanated. Driscoll did not like to touch it. Instead, he worked the hatch pivot with his torch. The thing that was jammed in the gap moved as the aperture grew. It looked like an embryonic hand with ttny fingers. Driscoll was startled; his hand slipped on the torch, the metal slid back with a harsh rumble, disturbing in the gloom of the tunnel, and the mass fell with a slopping splash into the water, where it was presumably carried away. Driscoll felt relieved.


  The inspection chamber was empty as he had hoped. The door that connected with the Outside was firmly closed and latched. Driscoll bent his head and listened intently. He could hear nothing but the sound of running water. It was absurd really. He did not know what he expected to hear.


  But there was another odor; something like a musky perfume that made his head swim. Driscoll knew what had fascinated Wainewright and his friend Deems before him. The heady odor had something in it that reached back deep into his roots. He saw green fields; a blue sky; corn waving in the breeze. This was not something on the vision tube, but an atavistic memory of reality.


  Driscoll staggered and reached out a hand to save himself; he saw the message pad then, lying in the bottom of the chamber. He knew before he picked it up that it was Wainewright’s. It bore his own name he saw without surprise. It merely repeated in block capitals: FREEDOM! And underneath, in smaller letters: until we meet Outside. A scribbled W ended the message. Driscoll stood and an overwhelming sadness enveloped him; a sadness that was dispelled only by the faint wail of the emergency-squad siren. He took the message pad with him as he went splashing back up the tunnel.


  Driscoll was suspended, of course. Someone must have seen him before he regained his quarters, or perhaps the cameras had been working before the lights came on. Hort did not ask to see him; there was merely the dreaded green chit with the official stamp slipped beneath his door as he slept. There would be an official hearing in a week’s time.


  Driscoll did not wait for the hearing. Something had happened to him. He was hardly conscious of it himself. Nothing seemed to have changed, yet everything had subtly altered. There were no more chess games with Karlson. Nothing was said, but Karlson was never in evidence when Driscoll took his meals. Strangely enough, Krampf, the only person in Central Control who secretly irritated Driscoll, seemed sympathetic at this time of crisis.


  Twice Driscoll had met him in the corridors, and it seemed to him that there was a strange secret compassion in his eyes. But he dare not speak to Driscoll; no one dare while he was awaiting the hearing. Similarly, he was no longer welcome in Records, and Driscoll felt he would be under surveillance if he went out. He was no longer trusted; that was the brutal truth. And a person who was no longer trusted here was a nonperson.


  He kept his cabin; he could use the restaurant facilities and watch the vision tube. In effect he was limited to eating, sleeping, and passing his time as best he might. No messages came for him; there was no communication from above apart from the green chit; and Hort certainly had no wish to see him. That might prejudice the proceedings.


  Driscoll thought about it for three days and three nights; then he made up his mind. It was night as time was measured here, and there would be few people on duty. Driscoll packed a few things; he carried with him a hammer, a wrench, and heavy-duty wire cutters with insulated handles, together with a food supply for three weeks. At the intersection of the first corridor he smashed the camera lens there. He went purposefully down the passages, smashing every installation he could find. Within a minute the alarm was reverberating along the corridors. Driscoll did not care. He was running strongly now, every sense alert.


  He was smashing light fixtures too; he was surprised how easily they broke. No one had ever done this before. It was absurdly easy. At the time he hoped that the tunnel section was not guarded; there could be no turning back now. He found his way with difficulty. He must have fused something at the last light installation he smashed, for all these corridors were plunged into darkness.


  The small cone of his torch wavered ahead, steadying on the smooth metal surface of the tunnel walls, the heavy bolts and rivets overhead. Here was the place; there was no one about. Water dripped somewhere up ahead as Driscoll splashed unhesitatingly through the puddles. The strange nostalgic stench was in his nostrils. He adjusted the pack on his back and set off at a staggering run over the last quarter of a mile. His heart was beating a little more unsteadily than he would have liked. Still there was no siren of the emergency squad.


  The shafting was in front of him. Driscoll could almost taste the stench in his nostrils. It was not oppressive. On the contrary. He breathed deeply. It brought back things he had forgotten ever existed. Sunlight; waving corn; clouds moving across a blue sky; a woman’s smile; a child tottering toward an old woman in a white dress.


  He stood before Shaft Number 247, noting its massive strength and immense size. Quite without surprise he saw that the hatch of the inspection chamber was half-open. It slid easily beneath his touch. Dance music was reverberating from somewhere; a girl in a bathing suit plunged into blue water, droplets of spray raining downward; there were flowers and with them the fragrant perfume that had been lost for so many decades.


  The girl was smiling again. A grave grey-eyed girl, with tawny- gold hair. Driscoll stepped into the inspection chamber. It was cold and he instinctively shrank at the dampness which settled on his face and clothing. A hurdy-gurdy was playing, and he could smell roast chestnuts. A child bounded past on a scooter, his feet making a click-clacking noise on the setts of the paving. There was the distinctive impact of a cricket bat connecting with a ball on a summer afternoon. Driscoll nodded at the ripple of applause.


  He could see the point now. Everything down here was negative. He had to know. He thought of Krampf, Deems, and Wainewright; of Hort and Karlson. He had no real friends; hitherto, the only reality was the tunnels burrowing beneath the earth and the remorselessly efficient humming of the machinery.


  It did not seem to be enough. Driscoll set his teeth. Perspiration was streaming down his face as he reached out to the interior hatch of the inspection chamber of Shaft Number 247. A child lifted her head and put her arms round Driscoll’s neck. He was smiling as he began to turn the bolts.


  When Greek Meets Greek


  Dracula wanders across the world, often spending long periods observing humanity...


  I


  From where Thompson sat at the high terrace, the sea was a blinding incandescence below him, the sunstippling the wavetops to points of fire. Across it crawled black shadows like beetles: fishing boatsreturning from their afternoon catches. Thompson had been involved in a bad motor smash some weeks beforeand had come down to the Cote d’Azur for a month’s rest to complete his recovery. For this reason andbecause he had come so close to death, the beauty of the world and the merest minutia of everyday lifearrested his attention as never before.


  He had chosen the Magnolia because it was high up and far from the coast road and also because closefriends had stayed there some while before. He had escaped the roar of traffic and the resultant fumes,but the shrill chirring of the cicadas at their day-long worship of the sun, and the occasional whine ofa jet belonging to the French Air Force making white scratches across the blue, did not disturb him andafter three days he did not even notice them.


  Below him, on the lower terrace, he could see the Greek pacing with long athletic strides, his shadowstencilled on the dusty tiles as a hard, black silhouette. A tall commanding figure in an impeccable


  white drill suit and collar and tie, despite the heat. He had deep black hair brushed back from his broad


  forehead, and a sensitive, highly intelligent face, which, however, often wore an expression of intense


  melancholy. Thompson had first noticed him two mornings before, when he was crossing the hotel lobby to


  set out on one of his solitary walks.


  The Greek, whose name was Karolides, was accompanied by a dazzlingly beautiful girl. The Englishman was


  so taken by her strange, almost ethereal beauty, that he had questioned the proprietor of the Magnolia,


  who had told him she was the guest’s daughter. The couple came there for a month every year and


  Thompson’s informant had added that the Greek was reputed to be fabulously wealthy but unlike many people


  who gave that impression when they came to stay, was actually a millionaire. But the girl was in delicate


  health and needed sunshine and sea air.


  Perhaps that was the reason for his melancholy, Thompson thought. Now, as he sat on with the early dusk


  beginning to slant across the sea, he saw that the Greek had been joined by his daughter. Darkness comes


  early on that side of the Mediterranean as the sun descends behind the mountains, so that the solitary


  watcher was unable to make out the details of her features at this distance.


  That she was beautiful, he had no doubt. Although he had only momentarily glimpsed her in the hotel


  lobby, she had the sort of striking looks that made men’s heads turn to stare after her. Some, possibly


  older men, would retain the memory of her until the end of their lives.


  The hotel was not overfull, even though it was the height of the season, and the sprinkling of elderly


  diners who assembled for the evening meal would not distract him from the contemplation of the Greek


  financier and his daughter, Thompson thought. For he understood from the proprietor that the couple often


  stayed in for the evening meal, though they were sometimes out on various expeditions during the day.


  Thompson did not really know why he was taking such an interest in this couple. That they were striking


  and sophisticated people, used to wealth and wide travel was obvious, but there was something beyond mere


  idle curiosity in Thompson’s case. Perhaps it was an invalid’s preoccupation with events from a distant


  and contemplative viewpoint. For Thompson’s gruelling background of medical research had given him little


  opportunity for leisure until now. Time seemed to stretch endlessly before him and he was beginning to


  enjoy his enforced idleness, now that more interesting people were starting to swim within his vision.


  Now, their muffled conversation drifted up to him in snatches from time to time, blended with the soft


  susurrance of the sea, so that he was unable to make out anything other than fragmentary phrases in Greek


  and English. The forms of the pair, who had drawn close together, were dark now, blended into the gloom


  of the encroaching night, the only distinct thing about the tableau being the red glow of a cigar which


  Karolides had lit, which carried to the silent watcher an even richer aroma than the suffocating perfume


  of tropical plants.


  A purple dusk was hovering in the gulf below, somewhere between sea and sky, and a solitary bird was


  trilling his own version of “The Last Post” before relapsing into silence. Presently, the pair went in


  and the night seemed cold and chilly, now that it was no longer warmed by their presence. There was a


  steely glint to the hazy sea and far out, the dim lights of vessels passing and re-passing on their


  mysterious errands. Thompson shivered suddenly, though it had nothing to do with the slight breeze which


  had suddenly sprung up. Presently he too went in to his solitary dinner.


  II


  Thompson saw nothing of his fellow guests the following morning, for he breakfasted late and it was past


  ten o’clock before he quit the table. He took the hotel bus the short trip into town and did various


  errands. He called in at the post office, where there were several letters awaiting him, none of any


  importance; went to Thomas Cook; and drank an aperitif at a cafe terrace, in a shady corner overlooking


  the sea, where he never ceased to marvel at the passing parade of grotesque human beings that aimlessly


  meandered to and fro along the Grand Cor niche.


  Later in the afternoon he would swim, but for the moment he was content to idle away an hour or two in


  such trivial pursuits. He passed the interval before lunch in investigating the cool interiors of two


  elegant bookshops and then walked back up the dusty road that wound among luxurious villas, until he


  reached the hotel. Guy, the dark-haired waiter who usually served his lunch, brought Thompson a Cinzano


  with ice and lemon on the lower terrace before he went to his room to freshen up.


  He ate lunch in his usual corner of the dining room, oblivious of the animated hubbub about him, and


  after a reasonable interval strolled back down the hill to the town, where he changed into bathing trunks


  and enjoyed a leisurely swim out to a tethered raft about half a mile from shore. The freshness of the


  sea and the salt air did his tired limbs good and he lay spread-eagled on the raft for what must have


  been two or three hours. No one came near him, for most of the other swimmers, who included many young


  children, kept to the shallows close in shore.


  Once or twice sailing boats and larger yachts passed quite close to him, and just before he quit the raft


  for his return swim, a blonde girl, who was sunning herself on the stern of a rather palatial vessel,


  switched on her portable radio, and the nostalgic voice of Charles Trenet singing “La Mer” came drifting


  across the water, making an appropriate background to his return to the beach.


  He took the bus back this time, as he was feeling rather tired after his exertions and once again climbed


  up to the high terrace for the tranquil hour before dinner which he had come to enjoy. But on this


  occasion there were some loudmouthed English tourists at an adjoining table so he came down early. As he


  was passing into the dining room he was faintly surprised to be accosted by the tall, commanding figure


  of Karolides.


  “Mr Thompson, is it not?”


  The Greek, once more immaculate in white tropical drill, paused with amusement, noting the faint flicker


  that passed across his fellow guest’s face.


  “Oh, I admit I looked you up in the hotel register. You seemed rather lonely in your corner by yourself


  last night, so I wondered whether you would care to join us for dinner this evening.”


  “That is extremely kind of you”, Thompson stammered. “If you’re sure I wouldn’t be an intrusion...”


  The other put a hand on his shoulder in a sudden intimate gesture.


  “Not at all. We’d love to have you. Ravenna is easily bored, I’m afraid, and there are so few guests here


  of a suitable age.”


  He indicated the elderly diners in the background with a wry gesture, and the amusement in his eyes


  prompted a hesitant laugh from Thompson.


  “Of course. It’s very kind of you. If you’re sure ...”


  “Certainly, Mr Thompson. Come along.”


  The Greek glided effortlessly between the restaurant tables so that Thompson had difficulty in keeping up


  with him. As they approached the corner where the girl was sitting he saw that she was even more


  beautiful than he had imagined. Her face was a perfectly round oval and she had the most extraordinary


  eyes he had ever seen; a deep emerald green which seemed to have unclouded depths in them, so that


  Thompson felt almost embarrassed to look into them. But he noticed also that though she could not have


  been more than twenty-six or twenty-eight, and her complexion was smooth and perfect, yet there was a


  pallor which should not have been there.


  “This is Ravenna.”


  The girl acknowledged the Englishman’s presence with a slight inclination of the head. Her dark hair was


  cut short and immaculately coiffed, and she wore gold earrings of a conch-like shell pattern which set


  off her beauty in a way the guest had not seen on any other woman. The table was in a railed-off


  enclosure that was banked with flowers. The maitre d’hotel and a wine waiter were hovering in attendance


  and the latter hurried forward to draw out the chair for the Greek. Thompson’s speculations were cut


  short by Karolides indicating to him the vacant chair which one of the waiters had immediately pulled up


  and, almost before he was seated, an extra dinner service was being put in position on the white linen


  tablecloth.


  He had hardly time to settle himself, when Karolides announced, “You will be our guest, of course.”


  He waved away the Englishman’s protests.


  “Think nothing of it. A great pleasure to have you with us.”


  He spoke perfect English, and Thompson guessed that he had mastered a number of languages, which would


  obviously be necessary in his dealings with the international world of commerce.


  “Mr Thompson is a distinguished man of science, my dear. But now he is recuperating from a bad motor


  accident. It is up to us to help entertain him and rescue him from the boredom endemic to the lot of one


  who is passing a solitary sojourn in a Riviera hotel. Is it not so, Mr Thompson?”


  Karolides smiled and the distinction of his countenance and the beauty of his daughter erased the


  momentary irritation Thompson had again felt at being introduced in such a manner. He wondered how his


  host had got the information. But his slight embarrassment passed as the girl again inclined her head and


  said in a low, musical voice, “I am so sorry to hear that. I do hope you will soon be better.”


  Thompson mumbled some banal expression of thanks and was relieved when Karolides started studying the


  menu and there was a sudden flurry of waiters around the table. During the transmission of the orders and


  the decanting of the wine, the guest again had the opportunity of studying the couple. His first


  impression of the girl was reinforced rather than diminished as the meal progressed. As might have been


  expected the food and the wine were of the finest quality and, perhaps slightly under the influence of


  the latter, Thompson found his stiffness relaxing and soon he was completely under the spell of the pair.


  Karolides spoke eruditely and entertainingly about a wide variety of topics; firstly regarding his


  worldwide business interests and particularly his Greek shipping fleet.


  From there he advanced to literature and the arts in general and Thompson then realized that the reason


  his host’s name was familiar was because he had donated wings to hospitals in Greece, Great Britain and


  America and had also given prodigious sums to art foundations and a great many charities.


  Ravenna too was well read and steeped in the classics as well as modern authors; and she seemed equally


  informed on a wide range of interests in the arts, including painting, ballet and music. As the meal


  progressed, Thompson lost his reserve and started to open his heart a little more freely. As a scientist


  he had never had enough time for the gentler pursuits which occupied much of the leisure hours of the


  wider world, and when he was able to converse on an equal level with Karolides on some obscure literary


  point he felt his spirits lifting and the Greek seemed equally appreciative of his guest’s background and


  taste.


  When the evening was over Thompson felt as though he had known this couple all his life. A naturally


  reserved man, he was drawn out by the brilliant conversation of this pair and especially through


  Karolides, was led into another world; one where money was no object. But this was no mere vulgar matter


  of acquisition but the accumulation of funds for specific purposes; although he was too courteous and


  tactful to mention it, his host had done much to alleviate suffering and poverty in the world with the


  great outpouring of his wealth; this Thompson already knew from a quick study of the financial pages of


  national newspapers.


  The girl too, with her own interest in art and culture, made a deep impression on him, as might have been


  expected. He did wonder why, with all the assets at their disposal, the couple did not stay at one of the


  big international hotels that were scattered along the coast, but assumed that natural modesty and the


  discretion already displayed by the couple were the reasons behind it. After all, it was fairly obvious


  that they would be recognized at one of the great palaces and would probably run into friends in the


  international set. He remembered too, that the girl’s health had not been good. Then he dismissed the


  question from his mind; after all, it was none of his business.


  When they parted at the entrance to the dining room, Karolides laid his smooth, manicured hand on his


  guest’s shoulder in a discreet gesture of affection.


  “Consider us your friends”, he said in a deep, resonant voice.


  Thompson saw that the girl’s eyes were fixed on him with a particular brilliance and he could not resist


  their appeal. He mumbled his thanks and made his way somewhat awkwardly up the fine marble staircase with


  the wrought-iron balustrade that led to the guests’ rooms, instead of taking the small, creaky lift. When


  he sought his bed he lay awake for a long time, listening to the distant murmur of the sea. He felt a


  little feverish, but his somewhat overheated state owed nothing to the wine.


  III


  Thompson was up early the next morning, bathing and shaving himself quickly and was downstairs for


  breakfast by half-past eight. When he entered the dining room he felt slight disappointment, mingled with


  relief, to find it occupied merely by a sprinkling of middle-aged ladies toying with their coffee and


  croissants. Disappointment at not seeing Ravenna; relief that he might not have to make small talk in the


  presence of her father, when he wanted to take a walk with her alone and find out more about her.


  The illness of which he had heard also intrigued him; as a scientist as well as a medical man, for he had


  several doctorates, he was professionally concerned as well as in a friendly capacity. But there had been


  a pallor in her features which he had noted and which was not normal in such a young and vivacious woman,


  though it had not been obvious the night before. Possibly the wine and the warmth of the summer night had


  temporarily dispelled it.


  He was just going out when he saw, through the wide windows facing the sea, Karolides and Ravenna passing


  along the front of the building where they got into a big open touring car parked in the driveway. As


  they disappeared down the steep, winding road that led to the Corniche and the open sea, he had a sudden


  stab of disappointment. It was absurd, of course, as he barely knew the couple, but there was something


  about the girl that captivated him. He had been too busy in his career ever to contemplate marriage and


  now that he was approaching forty, and had narrowly escaped death a short time before, he was conscious


  that there were a great many things in life that he had missed. A wife, for one thing.


  Most men regarded matrimony or at least, carnal love, as one of the most important things in life, if not


  the most important, and he had smiled rather superciliously when listening to colleagues’ stories of


  frustrated hopes or amorous adventures. Now things were different, and he had a glimmer of hope that


  Ravenna might find him attractive. It was utterly absurd, of course, because she and her father lived a


  jet-set life; travelling the world in great luxury; and obviously me girl would attract many men. In


  fact, she might already be engaged to be married. He had never thought of that. He bit his lip with


  frustration, mumbled some banality to the restaurant manager and went out into the blinding sunlight and


  set off to walk down to the town, which was slowly composing itself from out of the morning haze.


  He wandered idly about the shops, keeping mostly in the shade, avoiding the tourists and holidaymakers


  who thronged the beaches fringing the Corniche. He ate a frugal lunch at a small restaurant in a side


  street where fans in the ceiling distributed cooled air from small vents. As he went out and back toward


  the beach, he was arrested by the sight of Karolides’s big green touring car, parked outside a bar. As he


  approached, the couple came out of a gown shop a little farther down, the girl laden with


  expensive-looking parcels. Their smiles were open and welcoming.


  “Just the person we wanted to see,” said the Greek, after they had shaken hands.


  “I have to attend to business here in town, but Ravenna wants to go swimming. Would you be kind enough to


  accompany her?”


  Thompson was caught unawares.


  “Certainly,” he said hesitantly. “But I have no costume.”


  Karolides smiled again.


  “That can soon be taken care of. I own a small club out on the point there. They will supply you with a


  costume and towels. Ravenna is a member, of course, so you will have no difficulty. And I will come by


  with the car and pick you up at six o’clock, yes.”


  Thompson felt the girl’s hand on his elbow and he joined her in the back seat, while Karolides drove


  swiftly but well along the Corniche. Presently they came to a place where a calanque, a sort of creek,


  joined the sea. Here, on the headland was a dazzling white building, flanked by ornamental trees and


  bushes that threw welcome shade. There were terraces, striped parasols, men and girls engaged in idle


  chatter and, somewhere an orchestra was playing, or, Thompson mused, perhaps it was a radio.


  There were waves and shouted invitations from the people on the terrace as Karolides drew the big machine


  to a halt, but he smilingly shook his head. Thompson and the girl got out, their shadows dark and


  clear-etched in the dust.


  “Until six o’clock, then,” and Karolides expertly reversed and drove smoothly away along the coast road.


  Thompson followed the girl, who had not uttered a word during the drive, waiting while she spoke to one


  or two people at tables and then they were in the cool interior of the club where a discreet manager


  summoned a white-coated attendant who led them to locker rooms for men and women and left them.


  “Ten minutes,” Ravenna said in a low voice.


  “I’ll be on the terrace,” Thompson said.


  He was turning toward the door labelled HOMMES when he found the attendant at his elbow. He thrust a


  plastic case in his hand which bore the printed figure 6 on its cover. Once inside the cubicle, Thompson


  found scarlet trunks, toilet things, a comb, soap and brush, and three huge towels. When he had hung his


  clothes in a grey steel locker and fixed the key by its cord on to the elasticized waistband of his


  trunks, he surveyed himself in the mirror.


  He felt the sight he presented would probably not disgrace the girl, but he was a little worried about


  the scars on his legs—souvenirs of his accident—although he knew they would fade to thin white lines


  within a few weeks. He went outside into the blinding sunshine and sat down in a cane chair to await


  Ravenna. The sea looked green and cool and inviting, and there were metal steps with cork inserts that


  led down from the promenade into the gentle undulations of the water.


  He turned as a shadow fell across the tiling. He was prepared for the sight of an exceptional woman, but


  he was so struck by the bronzed apparition that bent over his chair that he let out an involuntary gasp


  of admiration. The white bikini made a striking contrast to her brown skin which, however, gradually


  faded out toward the throat, leaving her face clear and free from the ravages of the southern sun. But


  the pallor he had previously noted had receded, and the smiling young woman pretended not to see his


  embarrassment and laughingly told him to follow her.


  She made a perfect dive from the swimming club promenade into deep water and was already creaming her


  way to a distant moored raft before Thompson had even put his somewhat hesitant feet upon the ladder. The


  water was cold and stinging at the first shock, as it always was in this part of the Mediterranean, but


  the warmth returned to his limbs as he ploughed doggedly on behind the sparkling wake the girl was


  leaving. She swam with beautiful flowing strokes, and he guessed that she had been an expert swimmer from


  a very early age.


  Now Thompson felt a sense of well-being that he had not had for some time and he realized that his


  complete recovery could only be a matter of weeks. It was not only his medical expertise that told him


  this, but it was reinforced by the beauty of his surroundings and the presence of the new friends he had


  made. That they were friends he had no doubt; with their wealth and background the couple had no reason


  to befriend an obscure scientist other than on purely social grounds.


  The girl was laughing down at him as she drew herself up on to the raft with lithe supple movements. He


  trod water, then rested his forearms on the warm surface of the inlay that rocked gently in the swell.


  Once again he noticed that Ravenna had very beautiful teeth. Like everything else about her; for the


  rich, he thought with inward amusement, everything was perfect.


  “I am so sorry, Mr Thompson,” she was saying in her very precise English.


  “I don’t know what you mean.”


  She shook her head, sending a fine spray of water from the dark tangle of her hair.


  “Merely that I was thoughtless. I had forgotten that you were recovering from a severe accident and


  thought to race you to the raft. But you kept up well. I do hope I have not hindered your recovery.”


  Thompson laughed.


  “Hardly.”


  But as he drew himself up to sit beside her, there were tingling pains in his legs which warned him that


  he must not over-exert himself at this stage in his convalescence.


  “You are sure?”


  She was serious again now.


  He nodded.


  “Quite sure. But thank you for your concern.”


  The goodness of salt air and the gentle murmur of the sea, combined with the healing rays of the sun,


  made him even more conscious of the importance of good health. Without it life was practically


  meaningless. He had a quick flash of the oncoming car and closed his eyes quickly to blot out the impact.


  Ravenna was very close to him now.


  “Is everything all right? You turned quite pale.”


  He was touched by her concern.


  “It was really nothing Just a momentary recollection of my accident. The contrast between then and now


  was quite overwhelming.”


  “That is good then. Let us enjoy the sun.”


  She lay back on the raft, stretching out long legs, closing her eyes against the brilliant light.


  Thompson did the same. Rarely had he felt so contented as time slipped by. Presently he slept. Later, he


  turned over. Somehow his flank brushed against the girl’s side. In an instant she was upon him, her mouth


  on his in a fierce, primitive kiss. Almost without any awareness of what he was doing, he had undressed.


  The girl was already naked and they made love in the blazing sun, oblivious to their surroundings. Once


  an elderly man swam close and gave them a disbelieving stare before splashing loudly away in the


  direction of the shore. When they had exhausted their lust, they drew apart, Ravenna laughing into his


  face.


  “I hope I didn’t hurt your leg!”


  Thompson laughed in turn.


  “Hardly.”


  They quickly resumed their costumes and plunged into the sea, holding on to the ropes at the side of the


  raft, staring intently into one another’s eyes.


  “I do not know how that happened,” he began hesitantly.


  Ravenna gave him another of her secret smiles.


  “Does it matter?”


  “Perhaps not.”


  On the raft Thompson had noticed that the girl had a small, triangular tattoo high up on her right thigh,


  which seemed to contain a minuscule heraldic symbol within it. Now, as they trod water at the edge of the


  raft, face to face, he discovered for the first time that she had a similar, but smaller symbol in the


  deep valley between her breasts. She intercepted his gaze.


  “It is a fancy within our family. We are very numerous and widespread. All the women wear this crest. By


  that way we can know one another.”


  Thompson was somewhat taken aback. He hoped it did not show on his face.


  


  “I do not understand. Isn’t that rather an intimate form of identification?”


  


  Ravenna laughed once more, showing very white teeth.


  


  “You do not understand, certainly. We live mostly in tropical climates. The women wear low-cut dresses


  and are often in bathing suits.”


  


  “You are extraordinarily like your father,” Thompson said.


  


  Ravenna looked at him with a serious expression on her face.


  


  “He would be very amused—or annoyed—to hear you say that.”


  


  Before he could ask what she meant the girl went on, “Let us return to the shore. I see that the car has


  arrived.”


  


  She must have had extraordinary eyesight because, as they swam slowly back toward the beach, it was some


  while before he could pick out Karolides’s opulent vehicle in the bathing-club car park. Thompson felt


  embarrassed and ill at ease, but the Greek was in good spirits.


  


  “I trust you have had a pleasant afternoon?”


  


  “Wonderful!” Thompson had blurted out, but the dark-haired man did not seem to notice anything amiss.


  


  Later, after the couple had showered and dressed, they drove back to the hotel, the girl chattering away


  in Greek and Karolides listening intently as he steered the big machine skilfully and safely between what


  Thompson regarded as dangerously narrow gaps in the traffic, something he would never have attempted


  himself. Perhaps it was the residue of his accident, but he still felt nervous over motor vehicles.


  


  Despite his protests, he was again the guest of the pair at dinner that evening, though he was


  disappointed when the girl left the table early, saying she had an appointment to meet friends at the


  Casino. After the two men had lingered over coffee and liqueurs in a side salon, they parted amicably and


  Thompson went back to his room. He spent half the night lying awake, consumed alternately with happiness


  and guilt.


  IV


  It was with mingled relief and disappointment that Thompson saw that there was no sign of his hosts in


  the Magnolia dining room when he came down late to breakfast the next morning. He later learned from the


  hotel proprietor that Karolides and Ravenna had gone up the coast to visit friends for two or three days.


  Left to himself, Thompson went for solitary walks on the heights above the hotel, but neither the sun nor


  the romantic vistas of sea and sky held his attention any more. He wandered aimlessly and at last


  sprawled in the shade of a great cypress tree and tried to clarify his whirling thoughts.


  


  He had never been in love before. Somehow, the experiences so commonplace to the majority of mankind had-


  eluded him. It was true he had not sought it; he had been too absorbed in his scientific work. He had


  been an only child, and his parents had died years before and he had few surviving relatives. Yet


  something disturbed him about Ravenna’s attitude. A beautiful, wealthy and obviously sought-after girl


  who moved in the international set, why had she chosen him of all people? Or was he merely a passing


  fancy to a woman to whom having sex with an almost complete stranger was as commonplace and meant no more


  than if another woman accepted a cup of coffee from a friend?


  


  Yet the more he mulled it over, he could not accept that. He did not wish to, of course, and a small hope


  was growing within him, as a flame ignited in dry undergrowth slowly blossoms into a roaring furnace. But


  he could not afford to get too carried away or he might be in for a terrible disappointment. So he busied


  himself in mundane matters as the day slowly passed; he wrote letters to friends in the north of England


  and in London; and to colleagues in his laboratory. Or rather, letters to the former and exotic cards to


  the latter.


  


  He still had several weeks of his convalescence to run, and he would take things slowly and see what


  developed on Ravenna’s return. Then, on the third morning, a sudden thought struck him and he sought out


  the proprietor of the Magnolia to ask if the couple had quit the hotel. That suave gentleman smiled and


  said they were due back that afternoon. Reassured, he ate a leisurely lunch at a restaurant in the town


  and later in the day again swam out into the bay and then sunbathed on the rocks, hoping that Karolides


  and his daughter would have reappeared when he got back to the hotel.


  


  He saw the big green touring car was parked in the concourse and a hotel employee was carrying in


  luggage. He hurried into the lobby with a beating heart. He met Karolides on the staircase coming down,


  immaculate in a white tropical suit and a scarlet tie. He started to ask if the couple had had a pleasant


  visit with friends but something stamped on Karolides’s face stopped him. There was an ineffable sadness


  about the mouth and eyes. He took the Englishman familiarly by the arm and they went down the stairs


  together. He anticipated Thompson’s next question.


  


  “Ravenna is resting,” he said. “She is very ill, I am afraid. Our trip was not a social occasion,


  unfortunately.”


  


  Thompson felt a tightening of the heart and expressed his concern. The two men were at the bottom of the


  staircase now and Karolides looked at him gravely.


  


  “Shall we go into the lounge? It is always deserted at this hour. If you could spare a few minutes I


  should be grateful. It is most important.”


  


  Thompson readily agreed, and soon the two men were seated on gilt chairs with a marble table between


  them, in the empty silence of the vast room, where rococo mirrors gave back their pale images,


  illuminated by the misty light that filtered through the drawn blinds. Karolides began without preamble.


  


  “You may think what I am going to tell you is an impertinence and my request an imposition, but I would


  be grateful if you would hear me out.”


  


  Thompson found he could not speak, but gave the merest of nods. Had he found out something about him and


  Ravenna? Surely she would not have told him? But he need not have worried. It was nothing like that.


  Karolides leaned forward until his hypnotic eyes were boring into the other’s.


  


  “As I noted before, Mr Thompson, you are a blood specialist and a very distinguished one. I might say, in


  fact, one of the two leading specialists in the world. Ravenna is extremely ill, I am afraid. She suffers


  from a rare blood deficiency. So rare is her group that only a handful of people in the world have the


  same.”


  


  Amid his alarm at the state of Ravenna’s health, Thompson felt a quickening of interest but he kept


  silent as the other went on.


  


  “We have travelled the world to find a cure but without result. She has remissions when we are able to


  get occasional transfusions, but that is not the answer. I happen to own a rather celebrated clinic along


  the coast here. We have run your particulars through our computer and have obtained a fascinating CV.”


  


  He held up his hand as the other started forward.


  


  “Please hear me out, Mr Thompson, and forgive my presumption. You must know that such details are readily


  available to the medical fraternity on a worldwide basis.”


  


  He smiled thinly.


  


  “In fact, to the non-medical fraternity also; such is the spread of these electronic marvels. You are one


  of that small select band of people who have this extremely rare group. As I have said, I am not a


  medical man and I forget its actual designation.”


  


  He lowered his voice and leaned forward again, his pale, distinguished face bearing a supplicating


  expression.


  


  “I know you are on holiday; I know you have had a bad accident. And I am asking a great deal. What I am


  attempting to say is this. I suspect you have a growing fondness for Ravenna. It really is a matter of


  life and death. I implore you to help us by giving some of your blood. In other words to undergo a


  transfusion at my clinic under the expert supervision of Professor Kogon, whose name may not be unknown


  to you.”


  


  He paused, his eyes never leaving the other’s face, and Thompson felt a little rivulet of perspiration


  trickle down his forehead. He mopped it away with his handkerchief to conceal his confusion. And


  Karolides had been right. He was more than fond of the girl and alarmed and dismayed by this threat to


  her safety. He did know Professor Kogon’s work well. He was also a blood specialist, but in a different


  area, and he had written some fascinating papers which explored hitherto unknown forms of research.


  


  Instead of answering the millionaire directly he said something very strange, that appeared to have come


  unbidden to his mind.


  


  “My great-grandfather was of Greek extraction ...” he began haltingly.


  


  Karolides gave him a brilliant smile.


  


  “Ah! So Greek meets Greek! I knew there was a rapport between us as soon as we first met. It is a million


  to one chance that you and Ravenna have the same blood typing. As I have already said, I know little or


  nothing of medical matters, but the professor and his colleagues are working on a synthetic compound


  which may, if perfected, save her. But that will take time, obviously. In the short term, you are our


  only hope. I can assure you that the earth is yours if you will agree to my suggestion.”


  


  Thompson gathered himself together.


  


  “You realize this can only be temporary ...” he began.


  


  Karolides put a hand on his arm.


  


  “That is all we ask. We have found, in fact, that with care the remission can last as long as six months.


  Anything can happen after that.”


  


  Thompson hid his surprise as best he could.


  


  “But,” he answered, “I will do everything I can.”


  


  Karolides’s face was transformed.


  


  “Then you agree!”


  


  “Certainly! Anything to help Ravenna.”


  


  ~ * ~


  


  V


  


  Thompson sat back in his cane chair and looked out toward a clear blue horizon. He still felt a little


  weak, even after a day, but he relished the sight of Ravenna’s smiling face. Karolides’s gleaming clinic


  had been everything he had said, and Thompson and Professor Kogon had had interesting conversations on


  their specialities and had compared notes on their individual research. The actual transfusion procedure


  had rather puzzled him and he did not recognize the equipment in use, which Kogon had assured him was the


  latest technology and embodied a machine which he and his colleagues had themselves designed.


  


  In fact its workings were unlike anything in his own experience, and Thompson had actually fainted during


  the minor operation. When he came to himself he was lying on a bed in another room, with one of Kogon’s


  colleagues raising a small glass of cognac to his lips. As soon as he was fit to travel, Karolides had


  driven him back to the Magnolia, saying that Ravenna was staying on at the clinic overnight as the


  professor wanted to keep her under observation.


  


  In his euphoric mood, the Greek had suggested a fee so munificent that it had taken Thompson’s breath


  away, but he had smilingly declined all his host’s offers. Karolides had finally given up with good


  grace, but had insisted that Thompson should be his guest for the remainder of his holiday and that he


  would pay all his bills at the hotel. In the end Thompson had graciously given way, but he had privately


  resolved to buy Ravenna some extravagant piece of jewellery to express his feelings toward her and also


  to repay Karolides’s own generosity.


  


  Ravenna had only just come back from the clinic that morning and the Greek had told him that she was


  resting. She had come to his bedside after the operation, and before he had quite recovered had expressed


  her gratitude in a most touching manner, impulsively seizing his hand and kissing it, much to his


  embarrassment. Just before lunch, Karolides had met him in the lounge by appointment and had brought him


  a sheaf of computer print-outs relating both to the transfusion and to the components of both Ravenna’s


  blood and his own. They were identical, as Thompson had expected, but there was a curious symbol which


  occurred again and again throughout the calculations; vaguely, it reminded him of the curious tattoos on


  Ravenna’s thigh and breast.


  


  “Greek, is it not? But my knowledge of Greek is very hazy at this distance in time.”


  


  Karolides gave him a smile in which sweetness was mingled with melancholy.


  


  “It is our own private notation, which you will not find in any textbook or lexicon. It refers to agape,


  which, as you must know, is the word for ‘love’ in the Greek language.”


  


  Somehow, Thompson felt a little uneasy at this and wished to turn the conversation in another direction.


  As though sensing his thoughts, his companion added, “You will be quite yourself in a day or two, Mr


  Thompson. Professor Kogon tells me that he had to extract a little more blood than usual to restore


  Ravenna, but I am sure you will not regret being so generous.”


  


  “No, of course not,” Thompson had replied.


  


  Karolides had then become brisk. “Ravenna will be sleeping this afternoon but will join us at dinner. In


  the meantime I would suggest a little expedition. I have something interesting to show you. We will go by


  car, of course, but may I suggest four o’clock, as it will not be quite so hot at that time of day?”


  


  Thompson had readily agreed and now he was waiting for Karolides’s call. It was still only half-past


  three, and he had put down his novel as much out of boredom as tiredness. He found his white-coated


  waiter at his elbow.


  


  “Monsieur would like iced lemonade?”


  


  Monsieur would, and he passed the remaining half-hour in pleasant contemplation of the scenery, all the


  time his mind revolving the enigma of Ravenna and whether the incident on the raft had happened or not—it


  had now assumed such a dream-like quality in his mind. Presently he heard the imperative salvo on the


  horn of Karolides’s car and descended to the hotel concourse to find the Greek already at the wheel, a


  blue silk scarf at the open vee of his expensive scarlet sports shirt, which he wore beneath one of his


  white tropical suits.


  


  “A perfect afternoon for our little expedition, Mr Thompson,” he observed, as his guest slid into the


  seat alongside him.


  


  “Where are we going?”


  


  Karolides shot him a mysterious smile.


  


  “All in good time, Mr Thompson,” he said softly. “A little way along the coast, actually. It’s rather a


  curiosity and connected with my own family at a great distance in time.”


  


  Thompson was intrigued.


  


  “Would you care to tell me a little more about it?”


  


  Karolides glided expertly around a group of motorcyclists who were swerving too close, turned off the


  Corniche at the next junction and set the car’s long bonnet snaking up into the foothills.


  


  “What would you say to the discovery of a Greek temple hereabouts along this coast?”


  


  “I should say it would be extremely unlikely.”


  


  Karolides gave a throaty chuckle.


  


  “And you would be perfectly correct, my dear Mr Thompson. This is by way of being a folly, but I thought


  you might be interested.”


  


  Thompson felt his curiosity quickening.


  


  “Seeing that we both have Greek connections, Mr Thompson. It is of no great antiquity I might say. Only


  about a hundred and sixty years old, but an interesting curiosity just the same.”


  


  And he said nothing further as the car effortlessly ate up the miles, guided by his skilful hand, and


  they climbed the corkscrew bends until the sea was a mere blue haze on the horizon. Once they traversed a


  dusty village square where locals dozed in the shade of a great tree outside a small bar, and a somnolent


  dog dragged himself lazily out of the way.


  


  “We’re almost there,” Karolides said after they had driven a mile or two further and the road had


  narrowed to a tiny lane that bisected the parched terrain like a sinuous thread.


  


  “Here we are.”


  


  Karolides stopped the car and got out, slamming the door behind him. As Thompson joined him, the air hit


  him like a furnace and for a moment he regretted that he had come. Then they were in under the welcome


  shade of Spanish oaks, following a path that was barely visible beneath the tangled weeds that fringed


  the lane. A short distance more and they came to a rusty gate, which Karolides entered without a backward


  glance. The scream of its corroded hinges was like the drilling of a nerve in a tooth, the Englishman


  thought. He stopped to wipe the perspiration off his forehead with his handkerchief and in a flash


  Karolides had turned and was at his side.


  


  “Are you all right?”


  


  “Yes, thank you. It is nothing.”


  


  “We will be at the top of the rise in a few moments and there you will find a cooling wind.”


  


  Sure enough, as they got to the rocky ridge, a breeze swept the hillside and through rusty railings


  Thompson could see broken columns and blanched pillars standing all awry. The place was bleached with the


  harsh sunlight and sparse grass grew, white as an old woman’s hair, that made a sharp rustling sound as


  the breeze caught the stems. Thompson could make out the far sea now, with the faint curve of the


  horizon. He followed the Greek along a path that wound among withered trees and stunted bushes. Then he


  saw the pediment of the temple, a stark white, though much mottled with age, some of the pillars beneath


  the vast portico split and seamed with long years of rain and sun. The paving around it was all cracked


  too and lizards ran in and out of the long grass that surrounded it.


  


  “My ancestor’s folly,” said Karolides softly. “Interesting, is it not? It must have cost him a fortune,


  even in those days. Forty workmen and two years’ work. Circa 1810, I believe.”


  


  Thompson went closer, lost in wonder, while the Greek looked at him with pleasure. The Englishman was


  suddenly conscious of a strange element in the atmosphere of the place. That is, even beyond the oddness


  of such a structure in a remote spot like that. Conscious too of the sun beating on his bare head, now


  that he was in the open. Then he became aware of something else, and he stared about him with dawning


  recognition.


  


  “Why, this is a cemetery!”


  


  Karolides nodded, smiling. “Long disused.”


  


  Thompson took another step forward, came closer to the temple, his manner a little wild and disturbed.


  


  “Then this must be a tomb!”


  


  “Yes, that is perfectly correct.”


  


  Thompson was up close now, felt dryness in his throat and a slight giddiness. He was overtaken by


  faintness. Somehow, he did not quite know how, he found himself on the ground. There was a Greek


  inscription on the base of the temple. As he had told his host his Greek was extremely rusty. He could


  only make out one word: DRAKULA. It meant little to him, other than the misspelt title of a lurid


  Victorian novel, which he had never read. Then he lost consciousness.


  


  ~ * ~


  


  VI


  


  When he awoke he was surrounded by a sea of faces. There was a gendarme, a man in a white uniform with a


  red cross on the chest, and a crowd of gaping onlookers. Then Karolides came shouldering his way


  imperiously through the crowd, followed by two men with a stretcher.


  


  “My dear Mr Thompson: what with the sun and your weakened state following your illness, I should never


  have brought you. A thousand pardons.”


  


  Thompson tried to struggle up, was pushed back by the gentle hands of the attendants.


  


  “Don’t try to move. You are in good hands.”


  


  He could taste blood now, could see scarlet on his white shirt. Had he cut himself on the unyielding


  stone as he fell? As his vision cleared he saw Ravenna striding through the gravestones, her white dress


  torn and creased by the thorny plants. He felt feeble and unable to move. He did not stir when he was


  lifted on to the stretcher and must have lost consciousness for the second time, because when he again


  awoke he was in an ambulance with the anxious face of Karolides above him.


  


  There was blood on the lapel of his white suit, Thompson noticed. He must have picked it up when he bent


  over Thompson on the ground to help him on to the stretcher. Absurdly, he thought that this trivial


  matter was assuming vast proportions in his mind. Should he not pay for Karolides’s cleaning bill? And


  what was the extent of the damage to his own body? The Greek leaned over him with a reassuring smile.


  


  “Ravenna is following on behind with my car. She will stay with you in the hospital tonight. It is only a


  routine check. You must have slightly gashed your throat when you fell on those flinty stones. A touch of


  the sun, I suppose. It is all my fault. Again, a thousand apologies. The doctor who came with the


  ambulance team told me your injury was superficial and that they will keep you only a few hours for rest


  and an overhaul.”


  


  He smiled bleakly.


  


  “Can you ever forgive me, my dear Mr Thompson?”


  


  Suddenly, Thompson felt as though he were about to cry. He seized the Greek’s extended hand and clung to


  it convulsively all the way to the hospital.


  


  Contrary to expectations he was not discharged until three days later, still feeling a little weak, but


  as Karolides and Ravenna drove him back along the Corniche in the big open coupe, he felt his spirits


  reviving. The punctures in his neck had been cauterized and were now covered by a thin gauze bandage. He


  understood that his host had found him lying by the side of the mausoleum and had hurried back to the car


  to use his mobile telephone, which had brought the ambulance team, the gendarmerie and Ravenna out from


  the town.


  


  Thompson thought she looked ravishing this morning as she sat close to him in the back seat of the car,


  squeezing his hand affectionately. That Karolides could see them in the rear mirror was obvious, as he


  gave the couple a subtle, approving smile, but Thompson no longer felt embarrassment and returned the


  smile in the same manner.


  


  Back at the Magnolia he thanked his hosts again and went to his room to lie down. He woke more than two


  hours later to find a slip of paper had been pushed beneath his door. It was a message from Karolides,


  asking him to call at his suite if he felt up to it. It was Suite 44. Thompson made a quick toilet and


  took the lift to the fifth floor as he still felt a little weak. He found No. 44 without any trouble and


  tapped at the door but received no reply. He knocked again, but still there was no response so he turned


  the handle. The room was unlocked and he went in, closing the door softly behind him.


  


  It was a magnificent panelled room, and the afternoon sun on the blinds made mellow patterns on the


  cream-painted walls. He called out Karolides’s name but there was still no response. He thought that


  perhaps the Greek had stepped out for a minute or two, so he decided to wait. He sat down on a gilt


  chaise-longue beneath an oil painting of a sumptuous nude and let his eyes glance idly around the room.


  


  There was a rosewood desk some eight or nine feet away and he saw a scattered tumble of books, some with


  ancient bindings. He got up and went over to look at them. Curiously enough, they were in English. There


  was Chiromancy by Flud; Heaven and Hell by Swedenborg; and a curious volume which lay open. It was called


  Vampires By Daylight. Thompson was inwardly amused. Certainly the Greek’s tastes were esoteric, to say


  the least.


  


  The latter volume was written by a man named Bjornson and had been translated from the Danish. He read a


  paragraph with mounting amusement: The modern vampire is a creature who walks about in daylight. No


  Fustian superstitions about being destroyed by the rays of the sun or stakes driven through the heart at


  the crossroads. He or she is often a sophisticated, cultured man or woman, who mixes unobtrusively in


  high society, behaves impeccably with great charm and suavity, and who is able to blend perfectly into


  the background of other people’s lives as he or she searches out victims.


  


  Thompson put the book down with a smile when he was suddenly arrested by a thin volume which lay on the


  blotting pad. It had a wine-red cover, was sumptuously bound, and had been privately printed by an


  expensive and exotic London press; in fact Thompson had a number of their volumes in his own library. He


  opened the title page and saw: Poems by Ravenna Karolides. Fascinated, he took it up. The book fell open


  at page 14 and he read:


  


  WALKING PAPERS


  


  All times are bad times now


  Now that the drear, sad tide of winter flows


  Cheerless through the empty vaults of the heart.


  Mute mockery of the peaceful summer days


  The “ifs” and “might have beens”


  The promise in bright eyes, the sheen of light brown hair.


  Are all men thus?


  Is it always the same?


  When a lover is given his walking papers?


  


  When the surge of emotion flings the heart


  Forward, bursting in white spray


  Like cherry blossom on the May hedgerow


  And the hot, dry ebb in the throat


  Burns into the slow ache of loneliness.


  Bitter now are the remembrances of the lovely, far-off times.


  Are all men thus?


  Is it always the same?


  When a lover is given his walking papers?


  


  Or should one laugh and drink with the forgetful throng?


  Drowning the sound of distant laughter


  The heart-stopping loveliness of a glance


  As soft, as fleeting, as ephemeral as mist


  Rent by the wind after the time of storm?


  It is hard to forget such things


  Are all men thus?


  Is it always the same?


  When a lover is given his walking papers?


  


  One remembers when the bright lilies of love burnt


  Strong, sure to outride the tempests of life.


  When the touch of a hand on the shoulder was enough.


  When lip to lip, limb to limb, love throbbed


  In white ecstasy and then to blissful sleep.


  One remembers too much, life is too long.


  Are all men thus?


  Is it always the same?


  When a lover is given his walking papers?


  


  All times are bad times now


  Now that the rain taps the window’s frosted pane


  The empty chair mocks, bright were the glances


  That flickered each to each


  When love was at the peak in that happy, long-lost time.


  It will be a bad winter.


  One wonders idly, all hope gone


  Are all men thus?


  Is it always the same?


  When a lover is given his walking papers?


  


  Thompson put the book down slowly and carefully, deeply moved, despite himself. He was roused to a


  consciousness of his surroundings by a slight noise. He turned to see the tall, silent figure of


  Karolides, dressed in a quilted white silk dressing gown, one hand on the doorknob of an adjoining room,


  his eyes fixed sorrowfully on his visitor. Thompson fell back from the desk.


  


  “Please forgive me. I had no right to look at those books. I can assure you that I did knock and call out


  when I arrived.”


  


  Karolides smiled a sad smile, coming forward into the room.


  


  “There is no need to apologize, Mr Thompson. I heard you come in.”


  


  The Englishman was surprised.


  


  “Then I was meant to see those books?” he surmised.


  


  Karolides shrugged.


  


  “Perhaps,” he said softly. “What did you think of the poems?”


  


  “Interesting,” the visitor replied. “But...”


  


  The Greek broke into a broad smile.


  


  “You found some of the wording obscure and the similes inapposite, perhaps? It has been translated from


  the Greek, of course.”


  


  “But what does it mean? The poem about Walking Papers?”


  


  Karolides came closer.


  


  “It happened to her,” he said simply. “But she changed the gender. She was to have been married. Some ten


  years ago.”


  


  “What happened?”


  


  “The man died,” Karolides said abruptly. “It took her years to get over it. Our wanderings became even


  more frequent, as I hoped to take her mind off things. So she transposed the piece into a lament by a man


  for a lost woman.”


  


  “I see.”


  


  The two men stood deep in thought for a few moments more.


  


  “There are some beautiful things in it,” Thompson said awkwardly, feeling that he had been less than


  enthusiastic about the piece.


  


  “Thank you, Mr Thompson. I just thought I would warn you about this matter, as I note that you and she


  are becoming good friends. It was a long time ago, of course. But such memories run deep and I would not


  wish her to be hurt again.”


  


  “I understand.”


  


  Then Karolides came forward and put his hand on Thompson’s shoulder in what was becoming a familiar


  gesture.


  


  “What I really wanted to tell you was that Ravenna would like to take you to a very entertaining little


  restaurant in town.”


  


  He glanced at his watch.


  


  “Shall we say an hour’s time? In the lobby downstairs?”


  


  ~ * ~


  


  VII


  


  The tzigane orchestra was low and pleasing and the food excellent, even if Thompson found the bizarre


  decor a little garish. But he had no time for the blurred background to their meal, as he was


  concentrating entirely on the girl.


  


  She looked extremely beautiful in a dark low-cut gown with just a simple gold pendant around her neck. He


  noticed that somehow—perhaps with a type of white make-up—she had obscured the tattoo marks, for which he


  was thankful, as he was conscious that the two of them were the centre of attention.


  


  “You look wonderful,” was all he could manage as they waited for the dessert to be brought to the table.


  


  And it was true. The recent transfusion she had undergone had worked a remarkable transformation in her.


  Her eyes were sparkling, her cheeks flushed, her whole manner animated and vivacious. The melancholy had


  gone from her expression and she smiled frequently, exposing the beautiful white teeth.


  


  “This is all due to you, Mr Thompson,” she said in a low voice.


  


  Thompson shrugged deprecatingly. Ravenna smiled again.


  


  “Your blood now runs in my veins. That means a great deal in our country.”


  


  Thompson felt uneasiness, not for the first time.


  


  “It was the least I could do,” he stammered. “What would the alternative have been?”


  


  “Ah!”


  


  She drew in her breath with a long, hissing sigh.


  


  “That does not bear thinking about.”


  


  She cast her eyes down toward the snow-white tablecloth.


  


  “Tonight you will get your reward.”


  


  Again a great flash of unease passed through Thompson. He pretended to have misheard. And he was so


  unused to the ways of women that he was afraid he might misinterpret the meaning.


  


  “I already have that in the joy of your company.”


  


  They had finished the dessert and were on coffee and cognac when Thompson found the manager at his side,


  deferential and suave.


  


  “Mr Karolides’s guests,” he said to Thompson, but looking across at Ravenna. Thompson felt a flicker of


  amusement; perhaps Karolides owned the restaurant too? They drove back to the Magnolia in the big coupe,


  the warm Mediterranean air ruffling the girl’s dark hair. The pair rode up in the lift in silence. He saw


  her to the door of her own suite, next to her father’s, No. 46.


  


  “Will you not come in for a nightcap?”


  


  The invitation could not be refused; it was more of a command than a question, and she had already opened


  the door and switched on the light. He followed her in to find a replica of Karolides’s suite next door.


  He glanced at a gold-framed photograph of Ravenna and a young man of striking beauty, with clear-minted


  features and bronze curls. The girl intercepted his glance.


  


  “None of these things will ever come back and all we can do is cry and beat our wings against the


  encroaching darkness.”


  


  An oppressive silence had descended on the room and Thompson answered hurriedly, “That is the poetess in


  you speaking again.”


  


  She brightened.


  


  “Oh, yes. I heard you had been reading my work.”


  


  “I hope you don’t mind.”


  


  She shook her head.


  


  “You certainly have esoteric tastes,” Thompson went on. “Chiromancy, witchcraft and all those things.”


  


  “I find them fascinating. Can I offer you a goblet of our very special wine?”


  


  Thompson assented and went to sit on a rococo divan so huge that it took up one third of the room’s


  length. She handed him the gold-rimmed crystal goblet and they drank a silent toast. The time passed in a


  hazy dream. Thompson awoke to find himself sprawled on the divan. The room was in darkness, with only a


  pale light shining through the blinds. Ravenna’s cool, nude body was beside him. She helped him to


  undress. Then they made love fiercely for what seemed like hours. It was past three a.m. before he let


  himself out into the corridor. He sought his room, showered and fell on to the bed. He had never felt so


  happy in his life.


  


  ~ * ~


  


  VIII


  


  Next morning he was down early, but Ravenna was earlier still. There was no one else in the dining room


  except for a solitary waiter, who stood yawning in the far corner near the coffee percolator. The


  couple’s hands met beneath the tablecloth.


  


  “Did you sleep well?”


  


  Thompson laughed.


  


  “Fragmentarily,” he conceded. “I hope we didn’t wake your father in the next suite.”


  


  It was the girl’s turn to express amusement.


  


  “Do you not recall what I told you on the raft? That he would laugh if he heard you say that.”


  


  Thompson was bewildered.


  


  “I don’t understand.”


  


  Ravenna gave him a level glance.


  


  “He is not my father. He is my husband!”


  


  “Your husband!”


  


  Thompson felt a great wave of shock and nausea well up inside him. He felt betrayed and looked around the


  room like some animal at bay. She put a cool hand on his own as though he were a child who needed to be


  soothed.


  


  “I had such great hopes ...” he began wildly.


  


  “Do not abandon them,” she said softly.


  


  Thompson half-got to his feet, caught the waiter’s surprised glance across the room and sat down again


  hurriedly.


  


  “What am I to say to him?” he said bitterly. “This betrayal...”


  


  She laughed again.


  


  “You do not understand us. He and I do not have proprietary rights in one another.”


  


  “What do you mean?”


  


  “She means just what she says.”


  


  A shadow had fallen across the tablecloth and Karolides’s tall figure was behind him. He gently pressed


  the Englishman back into his seat. He sat down opposite, his hypnotic eyes boring into Thompson’s own.


  


  “Let me explain, Mr Thompson. We had to get your help to save Ravenna. Let that be agreed between us. It


  is true we deceived you but that was for a good cause. And nothing has changed in the relationship.”


  


  Anger was stirring in Thompson now.


  


  “But how can you condone such a thing!”


  


  Ravenna looked at him pleadingly but Thompson ignored her.


  


  “Just listen,” Karolides went on in such a very low, even tone that Thompson lapsed into silence.


  


  “In our philosophy of agape, women are not property to be bought and sold. I thought all that old sense


  of morality and fidelity had long since disappeared. Ravenna and I enjoy an open marriage. Beautiful


  women have a duty to spread their charms about in as wide a sphere as possible, so long as they are not


  doing harm to others. Think nothing of it.”


  


  All manner of resentful thoughts were boiling in Thompson’s brain, but he remained silent beneath


  Karolides’s imperious gaze. The Greek went on in an even lower voice.


  


  “Do not look so shocked, my dear Mr Thompson. It means nothing to us. Women are not mere possessions as


  in many Anglo-Saxon societies. They have minds and bodies that belong to themselves only. A beautiful


  woman has a duty to share her charms with others and give them joy also.”


  


  Thompson noticed his napkin had dropped to the floor. To cover his confusion and anger he bent down to


  pick it up. As he straightened, he saw a small stain on the underside of the cuff of Karolides’s white


  jacket.


  


  “There’s a spot of blood there,” he mumbled.


  


  His host glanced at it casually.


  


  “Oh, yes,” he said awkwardly. “I cut myself shaving. Thank you.”


  


  He dipped his handkerchief in his water glass and rubbed the stain away. Thompson did not miss the


  strange glance that passed between husband and wife.


  


  Karolides resumed his monologue as though nothing had happened.


  


  “Such beauty should be shared, is it not? Not hidden away for one man’s selfish delectation. Let us be


  friends again.”


  


  He returned Ravenna’s smile good-naturedly.


  


  “You will see it our way, in time ... Come, let us commence our breakfast.”


  


  But Thompson staggered from the room, disgusted to his soul. His anguish was indescribable—his brain on


  fire and chaotic thoughts inhabiting his fevered imagination as he walked like a drunken man along the


  Corniche, not knowing or caring where he was going. It was only the blare of motor horns that warned him


  of his danger, and he ran across the road to the promenade and sought the beach.


  


  Dusk found him there, staring sightlessly out at a sea which had grown cold and turned a gun-metal grey.


  It was there that Ravenna and Karolides found him, after a long search, and sat with him for a while.


  When it was dark they took his insensible form, placed it in the back of the car, and the Greek drove


  swiftly to Professor Kogon’s clinic, Ravenna cradling her lover’s head as the miles slipped by beneath


  the whirring tyres.


  


  When Thompson woke he was in a white bed with metal trolleys alongside and a bright light beating from


  the ceiling. He vaguely made out the anxious faces of Karolides and Ravenna. He could remember nothing of


  the intervening hours. His thoughts were jumbled; like dreams, hallucinatory and chaotic with images that


  made no sense. As a medical student he had read in a textbook that ants used greenfly as milch cows. In a


  brief interval of sanity he realized that he had been Ravenna’s milch cow. He mumbled something


  unintelligible before relapsing into unconsciousness. When he was again aware of his surroundings he saw


  that Professor Kogon had a serious face as he conversed with Karolides in low, urgent tones.


  


  “He is dying,” the Professor was saying. “I cannot understand it. He is almost completely drained ofblood. And as you know, his type is so rare that we are unable to give him a transfusion.”


  He shook his head despairingly. Ravenna looked radiant. Thompson thought she had never looked sobeautiful or desirable. His consciousness was fading but he could just see that Ravenna and Karolideswere giving him welcoming smiles as he went down to Eternal Life.


  There Lies the Danger...


  I


  As Joshua Arkwright sat at the typewriter in his study one bright April day he was in reflective mood. One of the world’s most successful novelists, he had achieved much in his long and vigorous life. He had published over one hundred books in his lifetime, many of which had been acclaimed as classics, but now, at eighty-five, he was aware of his waning powers. It was not that he had a morbid fear of death, but he knew that he had many more fine works of fiction to give the world and, not for the first time, he regretted the inevitable approach of mortality.


  He had, in fact, written a number of works which touched on the subject and he eagerly devoured medical journals which contained articles on efforts currently being made by scientists in the study of prolonging life. He had been particularly interested in recent newspaper reports on experiments being done by Professor Conrad Voss in Switzerland, which were apparently yielding remarkable results. On impulse, he had asked his secretary to contact Voss, and now he was impatiently awaiting a reply to his queries.


  He was interrupted by a deferential tapping at his study door and the somewhat flushed face of Yvonne appeared.


  ‘Professor Voss is calling. I will put him through.’


  Arkwright nodded, without a flicker of emotion on his face, though his pulse was a little erratic as he picked up the telephone.


  ‘Voss here. Many thanks for your enquiries.’ The voice was low and modulated and he spoke perfect English.


  ‘I am grateful for your call, Professor. You know my age, of course.’


  There was a muffled chuckle from the other end of the wire.


  ‘Naturally, my good sir. I keep an extensive reference library here and I have long been an admirer of your works.’


  Arkwright felt a wave of gratification sweeping over him.


  ‘And I have followed your own career with interest, Professor. My questions stem from the fact that I feel I have a good deal yet to give the world, but time is pressing and my powers - physical, of course, not imaginative - are waning. I have excellent medical advice, but it seems to me that no one has ever approached the reported success of your experiments... I could come over if you thought there was a possibility...’


  ‘Certainly. And I could accommodate you in my private quarters. A social visit to all intents and purposes. And strictly no publicity.’


  ‘Naturally, Professor. And I will have the necessary arrangements put in hand immediately. I cannot get away at once, but shall we say in a week’s time? On the fifteenth, if that would be convenient for you?’


  ‘Admirable, Mr Arkwright. If you let me know the flight time, I will have you met at the airport at Geneva.’


  When Arkwright put the receiver down he sat for a long time staring out of the window, not seeing the landscaped gardens below, but with many strange thoughts whirling through his brain. But the die was cast and what could he lose? For Voss had experimented not only on animals, but on human beings, with astonishing results, if the reports in the leading British and Continental medical journals were anything to go by. He picked up the extension and asked Yvonne to come in immediately.


  II


  ‘You understand I cannot promise you immortality. That is quite beyond medical science at the present time, and perhaps for all time, but what I can promise - even at your advanced age - is another forty or fifty productive years, during which you will feel and behave like a much younger man.’


  Professor Voss, a striking-looking person in his early fifties, with dark hair cut en brosse, sat behind a vast desk in his consulting room and spread well-manicured hands on the blotter in front of him. The sun was slowly declining behind the snow-capped mountains and casting great shadows over the town and placid lake below, while the well-regulated life of his household went smoothly on behind the grey metal door which led to the main building.


  Voss hesitated as he regarded the other, his faded grey eyes sparkling behind gold-rimmed spectacles. ‘You have not asked me the most important question, Mr Arkwright. Though I am sure it is at the forefront of your mind.’


  Caught off balance, the prospective patient was at a momentary loss. But Voss immediately put him at his ease.


  ‘You were going to ask me, surely, that if my treatment is so successful, why have I not experimented on myself?’


  Arkwright put up his hand in protest, but the Professor cut him short, though still with an amiable smile on his face. ‘But I have, my dear sir.’ He indicated the rows of metal filing cabinets against the far wall. ‘My experiments have been far more thorough and extensive than the world believes. And I have all the patients’ birth certificates available.’


  ‘I am impressed,’ Arkwright said.


  The Professor’s smile widened. ‘That is what they all say,’ he answered gently. ‘A new age is dawning, Mr Arkwright. Greatly prolonged life, renewed activity without pain or disease. Something the world has long been waiting for.’


  ‘I must apologise if I have inadvertently...’ his visitor began.


  ‘There is no need for any apology. We deal in hard facts here.’


  Arkwright changed the subject. ‘How long will the treatment take? Your young lady secretary told me...’


  Voss had a satisfied expression on his face now. ‘The young lady, as you call her, is over sixty! She was one of my first patients, and has been an invaluable help to me over the past years.’


  Arkwright sat back in his comfortable leather chair, lost for words for once.


  ‘You asked about the length of treatment. A month or so normally, give or take a few days, depending on the patient. You have kindly supplied me with your own medical records. You are in remarkably good health for a man of your age. As to the treatment, that would be expensive, of course...’ He paused, giving Arkwright an enquiring look.


  The author brushed the hidden query aside. ‘Money is of no importance,’ he said curtly.


  Voss gave him a slight bow. ‘I thought as much. But I have to ask these questions as a matter of form.’


  ‘Of course.’


  ‘As you can imagine, much of the procedures and details of the equipment used are secret,’ Voss continued. ‘I and my medical staff have spent thousands of hours, and I myself have poured a fortune into developing the finest possible equipment, to give near-perfect results.’


  He spread his hands wide on the blotter again. ‘Nothing in this life is perfect, as you know,’ he said disarmingly. ‘But we come very close to it. Apart from the treatment mentioned, there are many injections to a formula arrived at over a good many years.’


  Arkwright leaned forward in the chair. ‘And the results?’


  ‘Completely successful. I will show you some of the records here which you may peruse. Needless to say, the identities of patients will not be divulged. But I can assure you that patients I treated some fifteen years ago are alive and well and looking remarkably young for their real ages. You realise, of course, that enormous sums of money are involved. Other clinics and institutions would do anything to get hold of our formulae. That is why we have to observe absolute secrecy.’


  ‘How will the change take place?’


  ‘Very gradually, of course. About a year, in most cases. The hair will slowly turn black, or to its original colour. In bald patients, the hair grows naturally again. As they regress, wrinkles disappear, the skin becomes smooth and elastic and eventually a man or woman of about thirty emerges. Though I am afraid that some patients have had to change their identities and perhaps move to another town or even country. Some have abandoned old wives and taken young girls to their beds.’ He shrugged. ‘Regrettable, but I cannot help that.’


  ‘Of course not. When will we start?’


  ‘In two or three days, when you have settled down. I deal with only one patient at a time as the treatment takes up all the resources of the clinic. In the meantime I will show you to my private quarters, where an excellent dinner awaits us.’


  III


  Arkwright returned to England some while later, after his intensive course of treatment, still a little sceptical, despite the Professor’s assurances. He had spent a considerable sum of money, but that did not bother him at all. Despite all the documentary and photographic evidence the staff at the clinic had supplied him with, he was impatient to see tangible results, though he had been assured countless times that they would be slow in coming. However, the prognosis in his case, after exhaustive medical tests, was positive.


  Sure enough, over a month later Arkwright began to notice a slight darkening of the hair at the side of his head, while a certain stiffness in his limbs, which had persisted for some years, was disappearing.


  Though inwardly excited, it was still too early for him to assess the progress of the treatment, but he quietly made plans to retreat to an isolated house he owned in the West Country, where the metamorphosis, if indeed it did happen, would be unnoticed by friends and colleagues.


  There would be problems, he realised, if he suddenly reappeared in the world with an appearance akin to that of his own son, if he had ever had one. He would meet those contingencies in due course. So far as his literary career was concerned, his publishers had been using old publicity photographs for many years, so that would not present a problem.


  And in any case, many of his old friends and colleagues had died off as the years had passed and he had no living relatives. He had not realised this sort of situation would arise, and he had to carefully think out a plan of campaign. In the meantime he revelled in returning strength and ability, and once again he was busy at his writing desk, where the rattle of his portable typewriter was heard at ever-increasing periods as various plot points came to him.


  He retained his present house and staff and would keep in touch by telephone when he reached his secondary home. He had already made arrangements to have his important correspondence sent on. A month later he was installed in his new quarters, where he had a permanent housekeeper and a gardener. Later, he would move to a hotel and change quarters from time to time until the transformation was complete. Beyond that, he had nothing worked out.


  After the year was up, he looked in the mirror of his hotel room on the South Coast and saw a vigorous young man of about thirty looking back at him. His new life had begun.


  IV


  Dr Poole, busy examining specimens under the microscope in the clinic in Lausanne, was suddenly interrupted by a sharp exclamation from Professor Voss, who was studying various documents at his desk on the other side of the laboratory.


  ‘What is it?’ he asked.


  ‘Come and look at this.’


  Poole crossed to peer over his colleague’s shoulder at the national newspapers spread out before the Professor. Large headings on most of the front pages gave the startling news of the sudden death of the great author, Joshua Arkwright, during a tennis match in Cannes. While Poole sat down at the desk to study the reports with increasing sadness, Voss crossed to the far corner of the huge room and dialled the international operator. He was engaged in a long conversation in English before putting down the receiver. He came back rubbing his hands.


  ‘This is tragic indeed,’ Poole observed.


  Voss sat down in his big padded chair and said nothing for a long moment. ‘Well, he had six good years, my dear Poole. In that time he penned half a dozen wonderful books, had children by two different women, and was currently engaged to a beautiful girl of eighteen.’


  Poole stared at him open-mouthed.


  ‘Not a bad record,’ Voss went on, ‘considering that his real age was ninety-two.’


  ‘But what actually happened?’ Poole asked. ‘It gives few details here, merely listing all his achievements during his lifetime.’


  Voss gave him a grim smile. ‘He was playing several tennis matches under the blazing sun!’


  Poole was thunderstruck. ‘But surely you warned him about overexertion?’


  Voss nodded. ‘Naturally. But I can understand why this happened. He was a vigorous young man in the prime of life. I have been speaking to the pathologist who carried out the autopsy. His body had been returned for burial in England, of course, as you have just read.’ He stared at Poole, with a cynical expression on his face. ‘His heart was absolutely withered, if I may use a non-medical term. Of course he was warned. This is something we must look at for the future.’


  He gave a short, mirthless laugh. ‘After all, I am myself a hundred and five years old, am I not? But I know how to behave sensibly.’ He shrugged. ‘The exuberance of youth! There lies the danger...’


  Ill Met by Daylight


  It was late morning when Grant left St. Ulric’s Church. He had come down there on an architectural project two months earlier, and now, on this bright spring day, he had dropped into a bar almost opposite for a pre-lunch drink. As he sipped his goblet of chilled house white he had a clear view through one of the front windows across the road and to the church beyond. That was when he first saw the old man. He wore dark clothes, and the architect thought for a moment that it was the sexton, a somewhat lugubrious character he had spoken to earlier in the morning, but then he realized he was mistaken.


  The man’s dark clothes had nothing about them appertaining to the church. In fact, now that Grant saw him more clearly, he looked like a tramp, for the watcher could have sworn the old man’s overcoat was tied together with string. He was acting in a most peculiar manner, which had first attracted Grant’s attention.


  He swayed slightly, as if drunk, and though Grant, oblivious of the animated chatter of the occupants of the bar, shifted slightly to catch a glimpse of the man’s face, he kept it averted. Then he suddenly darted into the church entrance, so perhaps he was connected with St. Ulric’s after all, Grant thought. 


  “Something else, sir?”


  The white-coated barman was at his elbow.


  “Yes, same again, please. By the way, do you know that old chap hovering about opposite?”


  The barman looked puzzled.


  “I don’t see anyone, sir.”


  Grant turned his attention back to the church entrance but the man had gone, no doubt ’round the main body of the building. There was a public footpath there.


  He gave a short laugh.


  “It’s nothing important. An old chap was there just now.”


  The barman nodded, glancing at the former’s leather case, which he had propped against the table leg.


  “Ah, you’ll be Mr. Grant, sir. Doing the survey of the church for Mr. Brough. Staying at The Bull, I believe.”


  Grant nodded. Brough was the rector.


  “You seem to know a lot about me.”


  The barman smiled.


  “It’s a small place. And Mr. Brough enjoys a drink here from time to time. He spoke about you when you first came.”


  After Grant had returned to The Bull, where he had taken a room for the duration of his work on the church—it would be a long commission, for the building was in a very poor state, particularly so far as the foundations went—he had lunch and then found a corner of the coffee lounge and checked his latest notes and drawings. This occupied him for over an hour and afterward he decided to take a walk ’round the village in order to stretch his legs. He passed the old timbered post office on his way ’round and on impulse, seeing a phone booth outside, went in and dialed his fiancée, Sally, in London, to let her know how things were going. Then he returned to The Bull and continued working on his notes in the now deserted lounge.


  Presently there was a pleasant interruption to his labors when a shadow fell across his drawings and the bulky form of the rector, the Reverend Charles Brough, materialized. A good-looking man in his early fifties, his black hair flecked with grey, he had established a good rapport with Grant and the latter had enjoyed the hospitality of Brough and his much younger wife at the rectory, a mellow 18th-century building the other side of the churchyard.


  Grant, using his privilege as a guest at the hotel, quickly ordered the visitor a glass of sherry and the two men were soon engrossed in facts and figures regarding the renovation work on the church.


  “Of course, you do realize it will be a very expensive job,” the architect pointed out. “A good deal of under-pinning of the buttresses on the north side of the building, where water has been penetrating for years and some of the paneling and other interior fitments are showing signs of dry rot, to say nothing of woodworm.”


  The rector smiled briefly, raising his glass in salute.


  “I don’t think that will be too big a problem, Mr. Grant. The Diocese has promised us half a million pounds and we have a large-scale restoration fund underway.”


  Grant nodded.


  “Oh, but you haven’t taken my fees into account.”


  The rector gave a dry chuckle before continuing.


  “Now that you have been on the spot and gone into all the details how long do you think the work will take? We have an excellent firm of church restorers, and though they have only undertaken what you might call running repairs in the past, they will be glad of this major commission in these difficult times.”


  Grant pursed his lips, putting down his sherry glass and tidying up his papers.


  “According to the requirements you’ve laid down and the preliminary figures I’ve arrived at, around two years for the complete restoration. Perhaps a little longer. My associates will, of course, check the work thoroughly as it proceeds. And naturally I shall still have overall control.”


  Brough gave him an approving glance.


  “That’s about what the church council thought. I’ll let them know your provisional findings at the council meeting next Monday evening. You’ll be present, of course, and perhaps you’d like to have dinner at the rectory afterwards.”


  Grant thanked Brough for his invitation and the two men rose.


  “I must get back to the church,” the rector said.


  “I’ll come with you,” Grant replied. “I have to take some more measurements and make further inspection before writing my notes this evening.”


  The two men fell into step as they crossed the road towards St. Ulric’s, engaging in small talk, when Grant caught sight out of the corner of his eye a black-clad figure walking among the gravestones in the churchyard. He was too late to see clearly, and the man—for he was certain of the gender—had disappeared along the footpath by the time they reached the worn lych-gate.


  “Did you see who that was?” Grant asked.


  The rector glanced around.


  “I didn’t notice anybody. This is a public footpath, as you know. Something to do with the Lord of the Manor in medieval times, who gave the land for the building of the church, while retaining a public right of way. A great eccentric, according to old records.”


  “That reminds me,” Grant continued. “I saw an old chap in shabby black clothes acting rather queerly near the church this morning. I wondered if you knew anything about him.”


  The rector shook his head.


  “Doesn’t ring a bell.”


  He gave a short laugh.


  “We have all sorts of funny people around here. Eccentrics, harmless village idiot types. There are gypsies in the woods too, though they have no right to be there. Many of them use the footpath that runs down to a sort of small suburb to the north of the church. Several streets bisected by a stream. Most picturesque. You ought to take a look some time.”


  “I will,” Grant promised him.


  The two men were at the church porch now and Brough extended his hand.


  “You’re going into the church and I’m going to do some work in my study at the rectory. Shall I see you over the weekend?”


  Grant gave the other an expression of mock regret.


  “I’m going up to London to see my fiancée in the morning and shan’t be back until Sunday evening.”


  The rector broke into a smile, revealing strong, square teeth.


  “Ah, journeys end in lovers’ meetings,” he said jocularly.


  Grant smiled too.


  “Something like that.”


  He watched the powerful figure striding away down the brick path, but as he turned to go into the church something arrested his attention. Instead, he went across the sloping turf between the gravestones to where he had previously seen the dark form. He walked aimlessly, desultorily reading the worn inscriptions. They were mostly old tombstones here, with an occasional vault for some more prestigious local, he supposed. One in particular caught his eye. Principally because there was a fresh posy of spring flowers tied with string, lying on the damp grass. He glanced from it to the black letter inscription on the worn stone, half obscured by the inroads of ivy.


  He read: JEDEDIAH BRIGGS. CALLED TO GLORY APRIL 30TH, 1770. Underneath was a rather puzzling inscription in much smaller letters: GREAT THOUGH IT IS TO LIE IN DARKNESS, EVEN MORE GLORIOUS IS IT TO WALK ABROAD AT THE NOONTIDE HOUR.


  A curious sentiment, the architect thought, and during various church commissions carried out in his career, Grant had never seen a stranger. Even more bizarre, to his mind, was that the inscription carried no date of birth. He would ask the rector about it when they met on Monday. He supposed now that the figure he had seen might have left the rustic bouquet at the graveside; possibly some descendent of the deceased person, though over two hundred years was a long time to continue leaving such tokens. However, as he turned back to the church and his immediate concerns, the matter was swiftly erased from his mind.


  ***


  Grant took an early train to London the next morning and passed a pleasant weekend with his fiancée. But there was some indefinable cloud that was hovering at the edge of his consciousness that he could not wholly shake off all the time that he was away from the village and his commission at St. Ulric’s. Even Sally had noticed it and though she was too tactful to question him directly, he passed it off by speaking of the problems with the church foundations, which were causing some difficulties. It was nothing the rector had said nor had it to do directly with the church, but the somewhat moving image of the simple bunch of wild flowers lying on the grave, that recurred from time to time.


  But when he caught the 9:30 train at Charing Cross on Sunday night all these relatively trivial matters were forgotten, and he and Sally parted amid laughter and suppressed tears on the girl’s part. Meanwhile, he had promised to have her down to stay at The Bull soon, and it was with a lighter heart that he sat down in a corner of the crowded carriage to read one of the quality Sunday papers, which passed the first stage of the journey agreeably. Unfortunately he had to change trains once and the second stopped at every station so that when he finally arrived at his destination it had turned eleven o’clock.


  It was a somewhat misty evening with the smell of damp earth and the faint fret of the distant stream in his ears as he hurried to the telephone booth to ring Sally to let her know of his safe arrival. There were few street lamps, and dark patches of shadow obscured the road at intervals while a watery moon gave little light, but Grant could have sworn that someone was keeping pace with him at the other side of the road. No one else had got out at the station and he had passed no one on his way down the street, though it was possible that some railway employee had just finished his duties and was making his own way home.


  There was a gritting sound in the roadside gravel that fretted at his nerves and he stopped twice to see if the unknown pedestrian would reveal himself, but each time all was still apart from the faint rustle of the wind in the roadside trees and the far off murmur of the stream, now partly blotted out by the encroaching houses. The cheerful lights of The Bull were now showing ahead and once he had made his call and Sally’s reassuring voice was in his ears, things fell into perspective so that when the dark form of a villager passed by the phone booth a minute or two later, the explanation was simple. Darkness, wind, and imagination had combined to present a very different picture. He rang off with a light heart and entered the welcoming vestibule of the hotel with a clear mind for the tasks of the following morning.


  Grant slept well and after an excellent breakfast in the crowded dining room, he collected his equipment and then set out for the church. The day was overcast and dark clouds were rolling in from the west, but fortunately it was dry, as he intended to make further examinations of the exterior buttresses which had caused him some previous concern. The soil was sandy there and might create some problems with the underpinning. Grant was a very meticulous man, noted for the high quality of his work, and he did not want the builders to run into unexpected difficulties when they were on site.


  But first, out of idle curiosity, he turned aside and retraced his steps of Friday through the older part of the graveyard to where the tomb of Jedediah Briggs stood. The first thing he noticed was that the bunch of flowers had gone. It was no great matter really; presumably some passer-by had made off with them. The second thing, however, was rather more puzzling for Grant now saw that what he had originally taken for a gravestone, appeared to be a sort of portico. A shallow flight of steps descended, presumably to a vault beneath, but they were now completely obscured by a tangle of weeds and ivy, with only the worn top tread showing.


  Then he saw the friendly figure of the rector advancing towards him along the path.


  “Had a good weekend?”


  Grant nodded.


  “Great.”


  Brough looked at him shrewdly.


  “Worried about something? Nothing to do with your fiancée, I hope?”


  Grant laughed.


  “Nothing like that, thank goodness. I was thinking how curious this tomb was.”


  The rector bent towards the inscription on the worn stone.


  “Old Jedediah Briggs? He was something of a local legend. A sort of 18th-century tearaway.”


  He chuckled.


  “Only without the motorcycle, of course. But apparently he was quite well off at one time, and during those years he used to gallop about the parish in a phaeton lashing out with his whip at anyone who crossed his path.”


  “Nice fellow,” Grant said.


  “You may well say so. Then he fell on hard times and became bitter and even more vindictive. He hanged himself from a branch of one of the churchyard trees in the end.”


  “That’s strange,” Grant observed.


  “Why so?”


  “I thought suicides weren’t allowed to be buried in consecrated ground in the old days. Yet here we have this elaborate tomb.”


  The rector shrugged.


  “I believe this thing was put up in the late 19th century at the request of his descendants, who had him re-interred. Yes, you’re right, it’s a strange story. We have something about it in the old church records if you’d care to follow it up.”


  “Perhaps,” Grant said. “But I wonder why it’s become so overgrown when the rest of the churchyard is so immaculately kept.”


  The rector gave the other a strange smile.


  “You’d better ask the sexton about that. Old Martin’s a bit superstitious and says there’s something odd about it. He’s a silly old fool in some ways but a good church servant, so I don’t press the point. Once or twice a year our team of local volunteers clear the graveyard.”


  The two men had turned away towards the church entrance by this time.


  “Anyway, somebody must think well of him because someone left a posy of wild flowers there on Friday,” Grant said.


  The rector had his face averted and said nothing so Grant did not pursue the matter.


  ***


  When Grant ascended to the little muniments room above the church porch, where St. Ulric’s records were kept, the sun was low in the sky, throwing long shadows across the well kept turf surrounding the church, and the graveyard beyond. Through the tiny lancet windows the dark silhouettes of birds were flying back to the woods beyond, presumably to seek their nests, he thought as he turned away. The records were kept in a large oak aumbry secured to the stone wall with massive bolts, and Grant opened the door with a keen sense of anticipation, though he could not have said why.


  He went through the shelves with quickening interest and took several of the huge volumes down. But to his disappointment the records for the latter part of the 18th century seemed to be missing, though the church history and its relevant documentation was extraordinarily complete otherwise. Just then he was somewhat startled by an odd creaking noise, and the door to the little chamber opened rather furtively, Grant thought; if a door could be furtive, he felt, with an inward smile as the white hair of old Martin, the sexton, was thrust into the gap.


  “Ah, there you are, Mr. Grant, sir. Was there anything further you’ll be wanting as I’ll be away home in a few minutes. The rector said I should keep myself available in case you require my help.”


  Grant was smiling now, half due to the old man’s grave and formal way of speaking, though nothing of this showed on his face.


  “I don’t think so, thank you. Oh, just a moment, though. There is something. Could you let me know what happened to the church records for the last half of the 18th century? Or were they perhaps destroyed in a fire or lost?”


  A darkness seemed to descend on Martin’s features, though his face, illuminated by the rays of the dying sun, was clearly delineated against the blackness of the passage behind him. He bit his lip before replying.


  “As far as I recollect, Mr. Grant, they were taken to the County Record Office some years ago.”


  Grant wrinkled his brow.


  “Why so? That seems rather odd, doesn’t it, as it leaves a gap in these valuable records here.”


  The sexton looked discomfited.


  “I don’t rightly know, sir. I believe it had something to do with certain valuable information contained there. Mr. Brough would be able to help you.”


  For some reason Grant felt he had to persist in the questioning, despite the sexton’s somewhat evasive manner.


  “Forgive me for asking, but are you sure you don’t know the reason this material was removed? As I have said it leaves a gap in the archives. And the County Records Office is a long way off.”


  Martin shook his head. There was a stubborn set to his features now.


  “I know nothing, sir. But I’m sure Mr. Brough would be able to explain. And you can, of course, consult the records yourself. The offices are only an hour’s drive away.”


  Grant nodded.


  “Well, thank you, anyway. And don’t let me detain you further.”


  With obvious relief Martin backed out the door with a mumbled good night, and a few moments later the architect heard his heavy boots clattering down the wooden stairs. On a sudden impulse Grant crossed to the narrow windows set in the opposite wall, fully expecting to see the sexton hurrying down the path. But there was no sign of him. What he saw instead was a thin figure dressed in shabby black clothes tied with cord, who seemed to glide between the gravestones.


  As Grant stood transfixed at the casement, the man turned his face towards the lancet windows, as though he knew there was a watcher there. Grant was left with the impression of red-rimmed eyes that were shrouded in cavernous sockets surmounted by eyebrows that looked like whitened seaweed. The man gave him a twisted smile as though in recognition. Before he had passed the end of the building out of Grant’s sight, the latter took the stairs two at a time to gain the church porch. But quick as he was, there was no one to be seen in all the long expanse of paving that stretched to the lych-gate. He gave up his researches for that day, and after tidying the muniments room and locking both it and the main church door, he made his way thoughtfully back to The Bull to prepare his notes for the parish council meeting.


  ***


  It was a long evening and discussion, as always at parish level, went on interminably. Strictly speaking the church renovation was a Diocesan matter and had nothing to do with the parish council’s jurisdiction, but there was an added complication because the rector and the church council wished to install toilets and other modern facilities within the church proper.


  This would entail extensive drainage works involving the closure of the public right of way through the churchyard, inconveniencing people who lived in the small suburb beyond, and would mean them having to walk more than a mile ’round in order to reach their homes. However, Grant had come up with a plan to erect a raised plank walkway across the graveyard while the drainage work was in progress, which met with the meeting’s approval.


  It was half past ten before the gathering closed and finally Grant and Brough walked across to the rectory where the former had been invited to a late supper. He spent a pleasant time with the rector and his wife, and it was past midnight when Grant got back to the inn. He slept badly and had a frightful dream, no doubt arising from the previous night’s debate, when some members of the parish council had raised objections to the drainage work, which would involve, as they put it, desecrating the graves of the dead, in particular the vault in which the remains of Jedediah Briggs were interred. They did not say that in as many words, but their remarks had obviously implanted a seed in the architect’s mind.


  The dream began, as so many do, in a very inconsequential way, with Grant saying goodbye to his fiancée at Charing Cross Station. Then, as always, he was immediately transposed to the village and the graveyard in particular. But instead of it being night, as one might have supposed, it was broad daylight, though the village was silent and deserted; absolutely devoid of human beings. Then there appeared a dark figure, gliding effortlessly between the gravestones. Grant turned to run but was able to make only a few steps, as though in slow motion, like some macabre sequence in a film. But a hand was on his shoulder and the owner of the tattered black overcoat, whom he had previously seen in reality, gave him a crooked smile and beckoned him to follow.


  The pair went down dank steps towards the Briggs vault and there was a charnel stench in the dreamer’s nostrils. He tried to run but fell headlong towards the vault door, which gave with a crash. He woke drenched with perspiration, thankful to see early daylight leeching through the curtains of his room. He remembered the words of one parish council member, in reference to the digging up of the graveyard: “If it goes ahead, I warn this meeting, no good can come of it.” He eventually fell into a refreshing sleep.


  For the next few days Grant was involved in a heavy workload, finishing his drawings and specifications. Nightly he was posting his rough drawings and specifications to his London office, where his staff of draughtsmen would prepare the final plans. During his tours of the church building and its surroundings, Grant was surprised to find that the area round the vault of Jedediah Briggs had been cleared of ivy and foliage, just as it had been in his vivid dream. But the explanation was simple: the rector remarked that the church working party had been along on their half-yearly task of clearing up the churchyard.


  Brough was abruptly called back to the rectory, following a message relayed by his wife, to the effect that the bishop had rung regarding the work on the church and would be ringing back in half an hour. Left to himself, Grant circled the massive vault building, which was in remarkably good condition, considering its age. It was a bright, cloudless day, with the pleasant aroma carried from a distant bonfire and the sound of passing cars was more often than not drowned by the reassuring chorus of birdsong.


  The time passed very quickly and Grant was kneeling on the grass making notations in the jotting pad he always carried, when he became aware that a deep silence had fallen and even traffic noises had faded. At almost the same moment a dark shadow fell across the nearest tombstone. Grant looked up with a welcoming smile, thinking that the rector had returned, but it was not Brough. A black-coated figure, that was becoming all too familiar, passed swiftly by with averted face towards the mausoleum. As Grant got to his feet, energy flooding back into his frame, he started forward with a hoarse cry. He ran quickly across the turf but when he arrived at the back of the tomb there was no one to be seen. Nothing in the wide expanse of the churchyard either.


  He leaned against the lichen-encrusted wall, perspiration pouring down into his eyes. Considerably shaken, it was some time before he again became aware of familiar sounds; passing cars, no longer muted; the cries of birds; and the distant shouts of children from a nearby school. His nerves at last calmed, he made a careful examination of the exterior of the tomb. Was he suffering from hallucinations? he wondered. It was true he had been working extremely hard and Sally had often urged him to ease up. But it was nothing like that. The person he had seen was tangible enough, though it was true that no one else had apparently seen him.


  Nothing unusual about that either, because Grant had been alone, as he was on this occasion. He went down the ancient stone steps with beating heart and tried the great oak door, which had weathered extremely well considering it had been in situ for over 220 years. There was something carved into the woodwork, which time and weather had blurred, so that he could not make it out. It was probably in Latin anyway, and his memory in that department was rather rusty. There was an enormous circular iron handle. He tried it gingerly but to his relief it was securely locked. His relief was mingled with embarrassment because he was not normally of a superstitious or nervous nature. He wiped his face with his handkerchief, put the notebook in his pocket, and went back up towards the churchyard entrance. It was time for lunch and the reality of everyday things.


  ***


  Grant had much to do in the next few days, and as time passed the events of recent weeks began to seem fanciful. But one night there was a sudden and quite unexpected thunderstorm of enormous power and ferocity, with torrential rain which continued all night. The storm had eased by early morning, and when Grant left his breakfast table at The Bull the rain had ceased and a cheerful sun was drying off the earth, though there were visible traces of the night’s havoc with torn branches strewn across the roads and a few ancient trees down in the countryside beyond.


  When he hurried downstairs with his briefcase and equipment he was met by the hotel manager who said there was an urgent telephone call for him. He was worried that it might be bad news about Sally as he crossed to the reception desk, but it was Brough, who informed him that the churchyard had sustained considerable storm damage. A few minutes later he was able to see for himself. Two oaks had been uprooted, smashing some of the tombs and standing monuments, while lightning had apparently struck the Briggs mausoleum. The top of the heavy stonework had been cracked and there was a gaping hole in the sidewall near the bottom of the steps.


  Brough had a worried face.


  “The workmen are due to start on some of the church underpinning in a week or two. Do you think this will make any difference?”


  Grant shook his head.


  “Not unless there is similar damage to the church foundations. But I’ll make a thorough inspection and let you have a verbal report before lunch.”


  Brough had relief on his face.


  “That’s good.”


  As Grant went back up the path to the church porch the small knot of curious spectators, which included the sexton and one of the churchwardens, was slowly dispersing. In the afternoon Grant spent more than two hours in the little muniments room, working on his notes and rough sketches. He felt there might be some difficulty in moving a number of the monuments in the south aisle of St. Ulric’s, and he was concerned in case their considerable weight might cause a collapse when the builders started excavating the church foundations on that side in order to commence the underpinning.


  He wrestled with ideas for more than another hour, but eventually felt there was nothing for it but to program the removal of the massive tombs before work on the underpinning began. Things would not be entirely satisfactory; they never were in his experience of church renovation, but the itinerary he had planned was the best he could think of for the moment. When he finally left the church, the afternoon was waning and an early dusk was setting in, due to the low cloud mass which hovered over the village. There was no one about in the churchyard or in the street beyond, and the sexton, Martin, had left an hour before. As he neared the section where the tomb of Jedediah Briggs lay, some impulse again made him turn aside to survey the damage the storm had caused.


  As he came closer, he could now see that the great oak door, which had seemed so secure, now hung awry on its hinges, no doubt due to the damage to the gaping hole in the wall beyond. There were dark shadows on the stone treads and he was horrified to see that the jostling shapes were composed of dozens of rats, which were emerging from the broken doorway. Grant shrank back, but the seething mass darted aside and at the same moment someone came up behind him. Grant turned, expecting to see the rector but it was the black-clad figure of the old man he had several times glimpsed hovering about the churchyard.


  The architect was nauseated by the malodorous charnel stench that emanated from the creature’s clothing. He thrust a withered face into Grant’s own, and at the same time a claw-like hand seized his arm in a crushing grip, incredible in one so old. He had a welcoming smile on his face as he said in a high, sweet voice, “Come with me, my son. Welcome to Paradise!”


  As though in a dream, Grant was led inexorably towards the steps leading to the shattered doorway of the tomb. They were halfway down and Grant could not shake off the paralysis which had overcome him, when a huge brass altar cross was suddenly thrust into the old man’s face. He gave a hideous cry of fear and fell downward through the door, which Grant had remembered as being solid, but nevertheless disintegrated in a cloud of dust, as the architect fell fainting into the rector’s arms.


  ***


  Brandy was being forced down Grant’s throat. He coughed and the swimming vision finally settled into the reassuring faces of Brough and one of his churchwardens. The architect was back in the church, lying on one of the pew benches with a cushion beneath his head.


  “What was it?” he gasped, when the fit of shuddering had passed. “What was it?”


  The rector shook his head.


  “We will leave that for the moment,” he said gently. “You have been unconscious for nearly an hour but the police doctor told us there was nothing to worry about. All is being taken care of.”


  Grant struggled up.


  “I owe you so much, rector.”


  The other gave him a wry smile.


  “Let us say we were fortunate. I had occasion to come back to the church to collect some notes for a lecture. I saw you being dragged across the churchyard by a strange old man in black clothes and I assumed it was the person of whom you had previously spoken. Then I also noticed that you were walking like a drunken man with a desperate expression on your face. There was something so sinister in the sight that I was momentarily paralyzed and you were almost at the vault steps before I recovered myself.”


  Grant took another sip of the brandy, feeling strength returning.


  “That thing...”


  The rector bit his lip.


  “There was something inexpressibly unholy in that horrifying tableau. So I rushed into the church and seized the altar crucifix and struck it blindly into the creature’s face. I say ‘creature’ advisedly because there was something loathsome and evil about it. The thing let go your arm and fell downward into the vault.”


  “I cannot thank you enough, sir.”


  Brough inclined his head. He was about to speak when they were interrupted by the wailing of police sirens outside. Grant started to his feet, but the rector laid a hand on his arm.


  “I should not go out if I were you. The police, the press, doctors, and the ambulance men are there.”


  There was a tremor in his voice now.


  “They have discovered terrible things in that vault. Opened coffins. Many bodies, some of them in advanced stages of putrefaction. Police computer systems have already identified a number as being those of persons missing in the county over the past few years.”


  He shuddered.


  “Utterly evil. Unspeakable things.”


  “And the old man?” Grant said in a trembling voice.


  The rector turned away.


  “Nothing but bones and dust. It is beyond belief.”


  ***


  Grant left the village a week afterward, his work completed. In the interim the vault contents had been removed, the tomb dismantled, and the area turfed over, and the bishop then re-consecrated it as sacred ground. The architect took a month’s convalescence and he and Sally were married in the late summer. Understandably he was reluctant to undertake church restoration work after his experiences and now sends one of his junior colleagues instead. A strange aftermath of the affair at St. Ulric’s is the appearance of a small streak of white in his otherwise black hair. His wife has often asked him to snip it off but he prefers it to remain as a salutary warning and reminder of the evils that walk abroad at noonday. The quotation was garbled, owing to his faint recollection of the piece, but his wife got the message.


  The Adventure ofthe Crawling Horror


  1


  "There are some things, my dear Parker, into which it is better not to inquire too closely. They are far more poignant than words can express."


  "Eigh, Pons?"


  It was a bitterly cold January day—still, with a touch of ice in the air. I had finished my rounds early, it was just dusk and I was reading the newspaper in front of a glowing fire in our quarters at 7B Praed Street awaiting tea, while my friend Solar Pons busied himself with a gazetteer at a small table near the window. He turned his lean, feral face toward me and smiled faintly.


  "I see from the headlines there that you have been reading of the Bulgur atrocities. From the expression on your face I surmise that the massacres in that quarter have moved you deeply."


  "Indeed, Pons," I rejoined. "It recalled to my mind my own experiences in the field."


  Solar Pons nodded and pushed back his chair from the table. He held out his thin hands to the fire and rubbed them briskly together.


  "It is a sad commentary on mankind's foibles, Parker, that different countries cannot learn to live together. There is crime enough, poverty enough and disease enough without nations massacring one another over the finer points of doctrinaire religion or the pink and black shadings on a map."


  I put down the paper and looked at Pons approvingly. "At least you do a good deal to help the world, Pons, by bringing criminal miscreants to justice."


  Solar Pons' eyes twinkled as he crossed over to take his favorite armchair at the other side of the fireplace.


  "I do my humble best, Parker. But it is good of you to say so, all the same."


  He broke off as a measured tread sounded on the stairs.


  "Here is the excellent Mrs. Johnson. By the sound of it she is heavily laden. As you are the nearest to the door, be so good as to open it for her."


  I hastened to do as he requested, admitting the smiling figure of our motherly landlady. As she bustled about setting the table, I resumed my seat, appreciative of the appetizing odor rising from the covered dishes.


  "As you have a client coming at eight o'clock, Mr. Pons, I took the liberty of preparing high tea. I hope you have no objection, Dr. Parker?"


  I glanced at Pons.


  "Certainly not, Mrs. Johnson. If you wish, Pons, I can vacate the sitting room if you have private business. . . ."


  Solar Pons smiled, his eyes on Mrs. Johnson.


  "I wouldn't dream of it, my dear fellow. I think it is a matter which might interest you. It promises some interesting features."


  He tented his fingers before him.


  "Perhaps you would be good enough to show my visitor up immediately on arrival, Mrs. Johnson. From the tone of the letter I have received, he—or she—is of a retiring nature and wishes the visit to be as discreet as possible."


  "Very good, Mr. Pons."


  Mrs. Johnson finished laying the table and stood regarding us with a concerned expression.


  "I hope you will begin at once, gentlemen, or the food will be spoiled."


  Solar Pons chuckled, rising from his chair.


  "Have no fear, Mrs. Johnson. We shall certainly do justice to it."


  The meal, as Mrs. Johnson had indicated, was appetizing indeed and my companion and I had soon disposed of the Welsh rarebit with which the repast began and rapidly made inroads into the grilled kidneys and bacon with which it continued. I put down my knife and fork with satisfaction and poured myself a second cup of tea. I stared across at Pons.


  "You have received a letter about this matter, then, Pons?"


  Solar Pons nodded. He raised his head from the gazetteer he had been studying at the side of his plate.


  "From Grimstone Manor in Kent, Parker. It does not seem to be marked on the map or indicated in this volume. It is my guess that it will turn out to be a remote area of the county on the marshes near Gravesend. Or failing that, somewhere in the Romney Marsh district."


  "You expect to go there, Pons?"


  "It is highly likely," replied Solar Pons casually. "From the tone of my client's letter it sounds a bizarre affair indeed."


  He reached out for the pile of bread and butter Mrs. Johnson had left on the platter and liberally spread a slice with strawberry jam from the stoneware pot.


  "It is as well to know something of the ground and the salient features of interest before one takes to the field. Though it seems as though I shall gain precious little out of it financially."


  I stared at Pons interrogatively, aware of an ironic twinkle in his eye.


  "I had never noticed that money was a decisive factor in your cases, Pons."


  My companion chuckled.


  "And neither is it, Parker. Except that my prospective client is either Silas Grimstone, the notorious miser and recluse . . . "


  He drew a soiled and discolored envelope from his pocket with an expression of disgust and pulled from it an even more disreputable-looking enclosure. He frowned at the signature.


  ". . . Or Miss Sylvia Grimstone, his equally miserly niece. From what I hear the couple live together with her acting as housekeeper. They are as rich as almost anyone you care to name, yet each outdoes the other in scrimping and saving. It is something of a contest between them."


  He smiled again as he passed the crumpled letter to me.


  "Which is the reason for my remarks. The letter, so far as I can make out, is merely signed S. Grimstone. But whichever of the unlovely pair wish to engage me as client you may bet your boots that my fee will be minimal."


  I withdrew my eyes from the cramped writing to regard Pons.


  "Why are you taking the case, then?"


  Solar Pons shook his head, resting his hands on the table before him.


  "I have already indicated, Parker, that the matter seems to present outstanding points of interest. I would not miss it if I decided to remit my fee altogether."


  He shifted at the table and reached out for the bread and butter again.


  "Pray read the letter aloud to me if you would be so good."


  I started as best I could, stumbling and halting over the abominably written and much-blotted text. The missive was headed Grimstone Manor, Grimstone Marsh, Kent and bore the date of the previous day.


  I glanced at the envelope and realized the reason for Pons' sardonic attitude. He smiled thinly.


  "Exactly, Parker. Mr. Grimstone or his niece affixed a used postage stamp to the envelope, presumably after steaming it off something else."


  "Good heavens, Pons," I exclaimed. "It is disgraceful!"


  "Is it not, Parker," he said with a light laugh. "The post office thought so too, because they levied a surcharge of three pence on the envelope and I have had to reimburse Mrs. Johnson."


  "Your recompense is likely to be small indeed, Pons," I said, turning back to the letter.


  "As usual, you have got to the heart of the matter, Parker," said Solar Pons drily.


  He poured a final cup of tea and sat back at the table with a satisfied expression.


  "But you have not yet read the letter."


  "It presents some difficulties, Pons."


  I smoothed out the crumpled paper and after some hesitant starts and re-readings finally deciphered the extraordinary message.


  Dear Mr. Pons,


  Must consult you at once in a matter of most dreadful urgency. This crawling horror from the marsh cannot be tolerated a moment longer. Please make yourself available when I shall explain everything. If I hear nothing to the contrary I propose to call upon you at eight o'clock on Wednesday evening, in absolute discretion.


  Yours,


  S. Grimstone


  I looked across at Pons.


  "Extraordinary."


  "Is it not, Parker. What do you make of the crawling horror?"


  I shook my head.


  "You are sure the Grimstones are not eccentric. Perhaps even a little mentally deranged?"


  Solar Pons smiled grimly.


  "Not from what I have heard of his activities in the city.


  But you are the medical man. I will leave you to judge of their sanity."


  I picked up the paper again, conscious of the rough edges. "Hullo, Pons, something has been torn off here. Another small mystery, perhaps?"


  Solar Pons shook his head, little glinting lights of humor in his eyes.


  "Ordinarily, I would agree with you, my dear fellow. In this instance the answer is elementary."


  I stared at him, my puzzlement self-evident.


  "The Grimstones' habitual meanness, Parker. They have merely torn their disgraceful old sheet of notepaper in half, in order that they may use the remainder for something else."


  I was so taken aback that I almost dropped the letter.


  "Good heavens, Pons," I mumbled. "Apart from the mystery your clients promise a study in comparative psychology in themselves."


  "Do they not, Parker."


  Solar Pons rose from the table and crossed over to his favorite chair by the fire. He glanced at the clock in the corner and I saw that it was almost a quarter to seven. He tamped tobacco in his pipe and waited politely until I had finished. The measured tread of Mrs. Johnson was soon heard on the stairs and in a few minutes our estimable landlady had expertly cleared the table and had spread a clean cloth upon it.


  "I hope that was satisfactory, gentlemen."


  "You have excelled yourself, Mrs. Johnson," said Solar Pons gravely.


  Our landlady's face assumed a faint pink texture.


  "If there is anything further, Mr. Pons?"


  "Nothing, thank you, Mrs. Johnson. On second thought, if you would just leave the front door on the latch my client will let himself up."


  "Very good, Mr. Pons."


  She closed the door softly behind her and presently her footsteps died away down the stairs.


  "An excellent soul, Parker," Solar Pons observed.


  "Indeed, Pons," I replied. "I don't know what we should do without her."


  My companion nodded. He leaned over for a splinter and lit it from a glowing coal on the hearth. He sat back in the chair, contentedly ejecting a stream of aromatic blue smoke from the bowl, dreamily watching the lazy spirals ascend to the ceiling. It was one of the most pleasant periods of the day and I did not break the reverie into which we had fallen but quietly resumed my own fireside chair and my interrupted reading of The Times.
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  It was a quarter to eight when we were interrupted by the distant slamming of the front door and an agitated tattoo of feet on the doormat of the staircase.


  The man who first timidly knocked at our door and then entered the sitting-room was a most astonishing sight. Pons had risen from his chair and even his iron reserve was visibly breached as I saw the slight trembling of the stem of the pipe in his mouth.


  The old gentleman who stood blinking and peering about him, first at Pons and then at me, was dressed in a long overcoat of some bottle-green material and of an ancient cut. When he had been in the room some minutes I realized that the coat was old indeed, for the green was not the color but mildew, and a miasma, heavy and polluting, hung about him, bringing the atmosphere of an old-clothes shop into our cozy chambers at 7B.


  "Mr. Pons? Mr. Solar Pons?" he said in a high, piping falsetto, his trembling right hand extended to my companion.


  "The same, Mr. Grimstone," said my companion, gingerly taking his shriveled claw.


  "Will you be seated, sir."


  "Thank you, thank you."


  The old man looked at me with fierce suspicion, until Pons made the introduction.


  "My valued friend and colleague, Dr. Lyndon Parker." "Proud to make your acquaintance, sir."


  Our visitor bowed frostily and I half-rose from my chair but was glad that he did not offer to shake hands with me. Even from where I was sitting I could smell the dank, malodorous stench which emanated from his clothing. At first I suspected that Grimstone suffered from paralysis agitans but after a short interval I concluded that nothing but common fright was responsible for the twitching eyes, nervous tics and sudden starts he exhibited in our company. He shied away and made as though to quit the room at any sudden and unexpected noise and once when a motor vehicle backfired in the street below our windows, I thought that he would have fled to the door. I had never seen a man with such a look of fear on him.


  For the rest he wore a mildewed hat that must once have answered to the name of homburg and when he removed it in our presence, his long white flowing locks hung about his brows like hoary weeds overflowing from some untended garden. His black and white striped shirt, greasy and dirty, was held in place with two rusty safety pins and he was devoid of either collar or tie. He opened his overcoat with the heat of the fire and I could see a musty suit of the same shade as his outer garment beneath.


  His shoes were worn out at the heels and I was astonished, even given our visitor's general appearance, to see that instead of laces his shoes were held to his feet by lengths of knotted string. Grimstone was probably nearer seventy than sixty and his face was lined, with deep furrows running from the corners of his eyes to his nostrils. His eyes were a pale green and the most cunning I had ever seen in my varied experience as a medical practitioner.


  His nose was thin and raw red which I put down to the wind and the current cold weather, and his mouth had a cadaverous and lop-sided look. I found out later that this resulted from his wearing a set of second-hand dentures which did not fit him properly. As Pons had so properly observed, few men had ever existed with such miserly habits. His rimless pince-nez had evidently been garnered from the same source as the dentures; some dingy second-hand shop, for I was certain that they did not suit his eyesight, for he squinted ferociously over the top of them from time to time.


  Altogether, he was one of the most remarkable specimens I ever beheld and the more I saw of him the more my initial impression of unpleasantness and shiftiness was reinforced. But Solar Pons seemed oblivious of all this and smiled at him pleasantly enough through his pipe smoke, as he sat back in his easy-chair and favored me with a subtle droop of his right eyelid.


  "Well, Mr. Grimstone," he said at length. "Just how can I serve you?"


  The old man looked at him suspiciously.


  "You got my letter, Mr. Pons?"


  "Indeed," said my companion. "In fact there was some difficulty in the matter. Some trifling oversight in the matter of the stamp. There was a surcharge of three pence that my landlady had to pay."


  I was astonished at Pons' words but even more so at our client's response. Far from being offended he drew himself up frostily and his eyes positively twinkled as he looked at Pons with something like admiration.


  "A minor matter, my dear sir," he snapped. "No doubt covered by the overcharges on my bill."


  He wagged his grubby forefinger at Pons.


  "I have never yet met anyone who failed to overcharge Solar Pons looked at him imperturbably, his penetrating yes shot with humor through the pipe smoke.


  "In that case had you better not consult someone else in our problem?" he said mildly.


  Grimstone jerked in his chair as though stung by some venomous insect. His voice rose to a high, strangled squawk. "After having come all this way up from Kent, Mr. Pons? With the scandalously expensive fares imposed by the railways . . . ?"


  There was dismay as well as anger in the tones and Solar 'Pons glanced at me with an open smile.


  "I have touched upon your Achilles heel, it would appear, Ir. Grimstone. Pray lay your problem before me without further ado."


  Grimstone fixed Pons with glittering eyes.


  "Ah, then you have decided to take the case, Mr. Pons?"


  My companion shook his head slowly.


  "I have not said so. If it presents points of interest I may agree to do so."


  Our visitor actually rocked to and fro in his chair as though with anguish.


  "And if you do not?" he snapped. "The railway fare, Mr. Pons! The fare! I shall write to my Member of Parliament." Solar Pons chuckled easily, sending a lazy plume of smoke p toward the ceiling.


  "I am not quite sure whether you are referring to the iniquitously high cost of railway travel, Mr. Grimstone, or to my conduct. But in either event your M.P. will be no more pleased to having to pay a surcharge on his letter than I was."


  Grimstone was off on another tack. He crossed his bony hands and smirked.


  "Ah, then we are at one, Mr. Pons," he mumbled, as though my companion had agreed with him. "I must have your help in this monstrous persecution to which I am being subjected. 'When could you come down? We do not exactly keep open house but we could accommodate you in some corner of the manor."


  "I should first prefer to hear something of the business which brings you here, Mr. Grimstone. Your letter was nothing if not sensational in its implications."


  Grimstone drew down the corner of his mouth as though Pons had said something distasteful and momentarily lapsed into silence. For a second or two I glimpsed such fear on his face as I have seldom seen on a human being. It was obvious to me that Pons had also seen it and that Grimstone's newly assumed business-like manner was a mere façade, which might crack at any moment.


  Solar Pons paused a little to allow our visitor to recover himself, looking not unsympathetically at our strange caller through the aromatic clouds of tobacco smoke.


  "You spoke of a crawling horror, Mr. Grimstone?" he said at length. "Can you amplify that somewhat enigmatic statement?"


  Grimstone shook his head, waving it from side to side so agitatedly that it looked as though he had palsy.


  "I can, Mr. Pons," he said in a dead voice. "It is something that haunts me; something that I can never forget."


  "You had better start at the beginning, my dear sir," said Solar Pons softly. "Take your time and tell the story in your own words."


  Our client sat puffing his cheeks in and out for a few moments, looking with cunning eyes first at me and then at my companion. I must say that my distaste for him and his malodorous clothing was growing by the minute but Solar Pons stared imperturbably in front of him and continued ejecting sweet-scented smoke from his pipe until our bizarre visitor should be ready to continue.


  He began abruptly, without preamble, with the look upon him of a man who has suddenly made up his mind to take the plunge only because of dire necessity at his elbow.


  "You probably know about me, Mr. Pons. My activities have not passed unnoticed in the city. I have amassed a certain amount of money, it is true, but I am a poor man in comparison with many I could name; and my expenses have been heavy—extremely heavy."


  He paused as though expecting Pons to agree with him and receiving no reaction continued in a disappointed tone.


  "I live quite frugally as befits my station, Mr. Pons, in an old manor house on the marshes near Gravesend. My niece, Miss Sylvia Grimstone, lives with me and keeps house and we do tolerably well. I am not much in the city these days and keep in touch by telephone. My health has not been too good these last few years and I have had to ease up a little."


  Solar Pons ejected a cloud of blue smoke into the air of our sitting room.


  "What staff have you at the manor, Mr. Grimstone?"


  Our visitor looked startled.


  "Staff, Mr. Pons?"


  He smirked.


  "Good gracious me, I cannot run to that. My niece sees to all our wants. In return she receives bed and board and a yearly stipend."


  His voice dropped on the last words as though the stipend were a matter of great regret to him. Pons could not forbear in amused glance across at me.


  "We lived an uneventful life until a few months ago, Mr. Pons, when these terrible things happened."


  "What terrible things, Mr. Grimstone? You have told me little as yet. Pray be most precise as to circumstance and details.."


  Solar Pons tented his thin fingers before him and fixed our visitors with a steady glance.


  "As I have indicated, Mr. Pons, we live an isolated and sheltered life there on the marsh. The manor has been in our family for centuries and descended to me from my brother. Its solution suited me and the property, which is a curious one, is actually on an island in the marsh and approached by a causeway."


  Solar Pons glanced at Grimstone, his eyes penetrating beneath his half-lowered lids.


  "The marsh is dangerous?"


  "Oh, yes indeed, Mr. Pons. In some places it is actual swamp, though sheep and cattle graze on it here and there. sometimes it claims an unwary beast and some areas are reputed to be literally bottomless."


  "I see. But you know it well?"


  "Certainly, Mr. Pons. I spent some time there with relatives when a child. But the manor itself and the area immediately surrounding it is safe enough, and the causeway which links it with the firmer ground runs direct to a good secondary road."


  Solar Pons nodded.


  "It is as well to get the background details firmly in one's mind, Mr. Grimstone. I find it a great aid to the ratiocinative processes. Eh, Parker?"


  "Certainly, Pons."


  Our client nodded, his mean little eyes gleaming.


  "Well, Mr. Pons, Grimstone Manor may seem a somewhat strange and out of the way place to a stranger, but it suits me and my niece."


  He shifted in his chair and once again I caught the unpleasant smell of mold and old clothing.


  "It was October, Mr. Pons. A cold, windy day, but toward sunset the wind dropped and a thin mist began to rise. I had been in to our local village of Stavely, some miles from Allhallows, and was walking back along the marsh road, which is, as you may imagine, elevated some way about its surroundings. It is a wild, bleak, lonely place even in summer and you can imagine what it must be like at dusk on a bitter autumn day."


  Our client cleared his throat with a harsh rasping sound before going on with his narrative.


  "I had got quite close to my own dwelling, thank God, when my attention was arrested by a singular noise. It was a low, unpleasant sound, like somebody clearing his throat. A pony and carriage had passed me some minutes before, going toward Stavely, but I was completely alone in that bare landscape, Mr. Pons, and I can tell you that I was considerably startled. But I moved on, as I was only a few hundred yards from the entrance to Grimstone Manor road. Fortunate that I did so."


  Pons' eyes were shining.


  "Why so, Mr. Grimstone?"


  "Because otherwise I would not be here talking to you now, Mr. Pons," the old man replied.


  "I heard the strange noise again a few moments later, and turned just short of the road. Mr. Pons, I had never seen anything like it. There was only the afterglow lingering in the sky and the harsh cry of some bird. I might have been upon the moon for all the human help at hand."


  Our client swallowed heavily and his eyes were dark with fear.


  "Mr. Pons, as true as I sit here, a corpse figure was dragging itself from the edge of the marsh, all burning and writhing with bluish fire!"
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  The silence which followed was broken by a sound like a pistol shot. It was made by Solar Pons slapping his right thigh with the flat of his hand.


  "Capital, Mr. Grimstone! What then?"


  "Why, Mr. Pons, I took to my heels, of course," said Silas Grimstone with commendable frankness, casting a resentful look at Pons.


  "But the thing which pursued me had devilish cunning. It seemed to make its way across the marsh in a series of hops, as though to cut me off."


  "It did not follow on the road, then?"


  Solar Pons sat with his pipe wreathing smoke in his hand, completely absorbed in our visitor's narrative. Grimstone shook his head.


  "It was trying to prevent me from getting to my house, Mr. Pons. I have never been so frightened in my life. At first it seemed to gain but when I looked back there was nothing but a bluish fire bobbing about some distance behind me. It was almost completely dark by this time and I had never been so glad to see the lights of the manor, I can tell you."


  "I can well imagine," said Solar Pons drily. "This figure made no sound?"


  "No, Mr. Pons. Not that I heard. When I gained the safety of the court yard in front of the house, I looked briefly back and saw a faint blue glow disappearing in the haze of the marsh."


  "A terrifying experience, Mr. Grimstone," I put in.


  "There is more to follow?" Solar Pons added crisply.


  The old man nodded somberly.


  "Unfortunately, Mr. Pons. I did not tell my niece of the affair at first, as I did not wish to unduly alarm her. She is highly strung and it would be difficult to get someone to attend to my wants if she decided to leave."


  "Indeed," said Solar Pons gravely.


  "I thought at first, Mr. Pons, that I had been the victim of some sort of hallucination. The next time I went into Stavely, which was not until a fortnight later, I took the pony and buggy and made sure I returned in day light. I dismounted when I came to the spot near the causeway where I had seen the figure, but, of course, there was nothing to be seen."


  Solar Pons replaced the pipe in his mouth and puffed thoughtfully.


  "Why do you say 'of course,' Mr. Grimstone?"


  "Well, I had hoped that there would be some quite ordinary explanation such as marsh lights, or some strange but natural phenomenon to account for the apparition. But there was nothing to support such a theory."


  "So you believe it to be a ghost?"


  "I do not know what to believe, Mr. Pons."


  "It was a human figure, though?"


  "Undoubtedly, though I could see no detail, just the blue phosphorescent fire."


  "Pray continue."


  "Well, nothing further happened for some weeks and I had hoped that was the end of the matter. I had been out in the opposite direction, to look at a property in which I had some interest, and was unmindful of the time. I was coming in the buggy along the same road but from the southerly direction. It was again almost dusk when for the second time I had the same terrifying experience. Once more this ghastly figure rose from the edge of the marsh. The pony took fright and I had so much to do to control him and what with my work at the reins I quite forgot my terror and when we at last rattled across the causeway and I had a moment to take stock there was no sign of the figure."


  "You still told your niece nothing?"


  Grimstone shook his head.


  "There seemed no point, Mr. Pons. That was November. The next thing that happened was quite near Christmas. It was coming closer to the house all the time, Mr. Pons."


  "Pray be more explicit, Mr. Grimstone."


  "Well, I had been ill with a cold, and had to curtail my business activities. I had not been to London for over a month and it was but ten days to Christmas. Again, it was dusk and I was sitting in a ground floor room near the window, well wrapped up, my feet toward the fire. The sunset was dying out across the marsh. My niece was preparing tea in the kitchen and I was musing ruminatively as one does at such times. Imagine my horror, Mr. Pons, when I suddenly saw this bluish light hopping across the yard outside the house. It came on with 'quick strides and as I sat half paralyzed this hideous face made of bluish fire was thrust against the window."


  Our client licked his lips, he was so visibly moved by the recollection, and I felt a momentary flash of pity for him.


  "Hmm. A nasty experience, Mr. Grimstone."


  Solar Pons pulled reflectively at the lobe of his right ear. "What did you do?"


  "I gave a great cry, Mr. Pons. I jumped up at once but the thing bad made off. It went in a strange, zigzagging motion and the last I saw it was disappearing in the sunset haze toward the marsh. A coal had fallen from the fire about then and was threatening to burn the carpet. My niece came rushing in at my outburst but I gave the fallen coal as my excuse and the matter passed over. She made much of my paleness and agitation but I told her I felt ill again and went back to bed after tea. That was the third appearance of the apparition, Mr. Pons."


  "There has been a fourth, then?"


  Silas Grimstone nodded, his lined face lightened but not softened by the flickering firelight of our sitting room.


  "Before you come to that, Mr. Grimstone, I have one or two further questions. What do you think this thing is?" The old man stubbornly shook his head.


  "That is for you to tell me, Mr. Pons," he snapped, with a return to his old manner. "It would appear to be supernatural in origin but why it should choose to haunt me, I have no idea."


  "I see."


  Solar Pons was silent for a moment, his brooding eyes gazing into the heart of the fire.


  "Tell me, Mr. Grimstone, are there any dwellings on the marsh itself from which this creature could have come?"


  "You mean a domestic animal, Mr. Pons? That is hardly possible."


  "I did not ask that, Mr. Grimstone."


  The old man winced at the asperity in my companion's voice.


  "The marshes are a strange place, Mr. Pons. They extend for miles over that part of England. Between, there are agricultural areas, firm ground and rich fields. Then you will find a wild expanse of marsh, with here and there islands of solid farmland, which may be reached on foot by the bold. I understand there are some smallholdings on such pockets."


  "I see. Tell me, Mr. Grimstone, have any persons been lost in the marsh. Sucked under or drowned, I mean?"


  Silas Grimstone stared at Solar Pons with shadowed eyes.


  "Many such, Mr. Pons, from time immemorial. In more recent times, the occasional sheep or cattle. I do not know of any other fatality, offhand."


  "Why did you not inform the police of this figure which had chased you?”


  "Police!"


  There was a wealth of disgust in our client's voice. "That would be worse than useless, Mr. Pons. I did not want them tramping about my property. And what could I tell them? That I had seen a ghost? They would have merely laughed. They do not deal in ghosts."


  "Neither do I," said Pons.


  "Mr. Grimstone has a point, Pons," I interjected.


  My companion looked at me thoughtfully.


  "Perhaps, Parker, perhaps," he said absently.


  He turned back to Grimstone.


  "What was this latest incident?"


  "Only two nights ago, Mr. Pons. That was what prompted me to come to you. It has become unbearable."


  "This apparition appears only at dusk, Mr. Grimstone?" "Why, yes, Mr. Pons. I have called it a crawling horror and I speak truly."


  "That is important, Parker. Pray continue."


  "Weil, Mr. Pons, my niece was present on this occasion, thank God."


  Solar Pons' lean face was alive with interest.


  "Excellent, Mr. Grimstone. That is of the utmost importance also."


  Our client shot Solar Pons another resentful glance.


  "No, Mr. Pons, I am not mad as you might have suspected. This apparition is visible to others than myself."


  Solar Pons nodded.


  "I am glad to hear it, Mr. Grimstone. But you may disabuse yourself of the supposition you have formed. It was never in my mind for one moment that your sanity was in question. Your financial reputation alone would have ruled that out."


  The old man smiled grimly.


  "You have only to see this thing to realize that something dreadful is at the back of it. To resume. Two evenings ago my niece complained of feeling cooped up in the house. She suggested a walk before dark. I was a little startled at the request but acquiesced, as she certainly does not get much change of air or exercise, other than her household duties. So we struck out along the main road and then took a well marked path that loops across the marsh."


  The old man paused and looked at my companion sharply, as though to assure himself that he was still listening.


  "Sylvia is interested in wild flowers, nature and nonsense of that sort and I usually indulge her in such fancies though such things interest me not at all. We had gone about half a mile across the marsh, Mr. Pons, to a very lonely spot indeed and I was thinking of suggesting that we go back. The light was beginning to fade from the sky and though my niece's presence reassured me, I still had the incidents at dusk at the back of my mind.


  "She had gone on ahead a little way to look at something and I was temporarily alone. Suddenly, I became aware of a faint noise. I turned quickly and judge of my horror, Mr. Pons, when I saw this same ghastly blue phosphorescent figure rising from the haze at the edge of the marsh. I stood rooted to the spot at the sight and then my sudden cry brought my niece running to my side."


  "Just a moment, Mr. Grimstone. Where was your niece exactly when this happened?"


  "As I have said, Mr. Pons, some distance away."


  "Was she visible to you or not?"


  Old Grimstone was evidently puzzled.


  "As a matter of fact, she was hidden by a fringe of bushes, Mr. Pons. Does it matter?"


  "It might be of the greatest significance, Mr. Grimstone. Please go on."


  "Well, Mr. Pons, my niece shrieked with fright on beholding this thing, as you might imagine. It made a sort of writhing motion and then disappeared into the marsh with incredible rapidity. We lost no time in regaining the high road and got back to the manor without seeing it again, thank God."


  "You made no attempt to follow?"


  Grimstone looked at Pons as though he was out of his mind. He shuddered.


  "Not I, Mr. Pons."


  "And once again, this phantom left no trace?"


  Our visitor shook his head.


  "We did not stop to look, Mr. Pons."


  Solar Pons stroked his chin with thin fingers.


  "A pity."


  Grimstone cleared his throat with a harsh rasping noise.


  "My niece and I sat up late that night discussing the matter. She suggested calling the police but for the reasons I have already enumerated I decided against. So I wrote to you yesterday and here I am entreating you to come down to Kent as soon as you can, Mr. Pons. I am not a rich man, but—"


  "Tut," interrupted Solar Pons. "The fee is never the decisive factor in my cases. I had decided long ago that the matter displayed features of great interest. I will come down tomorrow if that will be convenient. Can you get away, Parker?"


  I glanced at Pons with enthusiasm.


  "It will not be difficult, Pons. I have only to telephone my locum."


  "I hope I shall not have to pay for Dr. Parker's presence," said old Grimstone in alarm.


  Pons' features expressed wry amusement as I turned an astonished face toward our miserly client.


  "Do not worry, Mr. Grimstone, I shall come at my own expense."


  Grimstone gave a sigh of relief.


  "The accommodation at the manor is none of the best," he whined.


  "We shall not strain your limited resources, Mr. Grim-stone," said Pons blandly. "You have an inn in the village, no doubt? It should not be difficult to get bed and board in such a place at this time of the year."


  "Dear me, no," said our client, considerably mollified. "Then, if you would be good enough to reserve us two rooms we will be down tomorrow afternoon."


  "Excellent, Mr. Pons. I will let them know at The Harrow." Grimstone rose, wafting toward me once again the odor of stale, mildewed clothing. He glanced at the clock.


  "Good heavens, is that the time? I am usually abed long before this. I have to rise early in the morning, and meet our local mail carrier in front of Charing Cross. He had to come to London today so I have traveled with him to save expense."


  I thought you said you came by train," observed Solar Pons with a wry smile. "You were complaining at the cost of rail fares, if I remember."


  Grimstone turned toward the door in some confusion.


  "You must have been mistaken, Mr. Pons," he murmured.


  "No doubt," said Pons dryly. "Until tomorrow, then."


  "Until tomorrow. You can get a fast train, I believe."


  "You may expect us at about four, Mr. Grimstone. Good evening."
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  Solar Pons chuckled intermittently for several minutes after our visitor had left.


  "Well, what do you make of him, Parker?"


  "Of him or the case, Pons?"


  "Both. He has not told me the half of it, I'll be bound."


  I looked at my companion, startled.


  "What on earth do you mean, Pons? You think this figure is a figment of his imagination?"


  Solar Pons made an impatient clicking noise deep in his throat.


  "Of course not, Parker. His niece saw the apparition in the marsh. No, this is a deep business. But I would like to have your views nevertheless."


  "Your flatter me, Pons."


  "Do not underestimate yourself, Parker. Your observations, while not always right, do much to guide me in the right direction."


  "I am glad to hear it," I said. "The man is a miserly curmudgeon, as you so rightly surmised. But as to this bizarre and sinister apparition, it is beyond me."


  "Yet I am convinced that there is a purpose behind it, Parker, if we pursue it to its logical conclusion. That it is supernatural is as ridiculous as to suppose that Grimstone imagined it."


  "Well, you are certainly right, Pons, as Miss Grimstone saw it too. But how do you explain the fact that the figure left no footprints?"


  "Elementary, my dear Parker. Grimstone is not a trained observer, and the marshy ground would tend to eliminate tracks. The case presents a number of intriguing possibilities. Not least being the fact that Miss Grimstone was not in sight the last time this thing made its appearance. I commend that fact to you, my dear fellow."


  And he said not a word further on the subject until we were en route the following morning. It was a bitterly cold day; colder if anything than the previous and both Pons and I were heavily muffled against the biting air. We left the train in bleak conditions at Gravesend, where we changed to a small branch line.


  There was a chill wind blowing from off the Thames Estuary and as I glanced out of the carriage window at the cheerless acres of mud in which here and there sea-birds blew like spray as they flocked round the hulk of some wrecked barge stranded in the ooze, I felt I had seldom seen a more depressing landscape.


  But Solar Pons merely chuckled as he settled deeper into his raglan overcoat, rubbing his lean fingers briskly together as he shoveled aromatic blue smoke from his pipe.


  "Capital, Parker," he remarked. "This is an admirable atmosphere in which Grimstone's crawling horror operates." I glanced at him in some surprise.


  "You astonish me, Pons. I thought you were not interested in nature as such."


  "Atmosphere, Parker. I was talking of atmosphere," Pons reproved me. "There is a world of difference."


  We had stopped momentarily at some wayside halt and now the door of the carriage was opened, bringing with it gusts of freezing air. A robust, bearded figure entered the carriage, apologizing for the intrusion and we made way for him on the seats, removing our luggage to one side.


  "Thank you, gentlemen," said the intruder in a strong, rough but not uncultured voice.


  He was dressed in tweeds, with a thick check cap with earflaps and his heavy thigh-boots were liberally splashed with mud. He carried a pair of binoculars in a leather case slung by a strap around his neck and a stout canvas bag at his side had the flap partly open, disclosing plant specimens with ice still clinging to their roots.


  His broad, strong face was red and burned with wind about the cheek bones and his deep-set gray eyes looked at us both with interest.


  "Inclement weather," I ventured.


  He gave a hearty laugh.


  "Oh, I think nothing of that, gentlemen. I am something of a naturalist and am used to collecting specimens and bird watching about the marshes in all weathers. A country G.P. in places like this has few other diversions."


  I looked at him with interest.


  "So I should imagine. I am myself a doctor."


  "Indeed?"


  Our companion raised his eyebrows.


  "Parker is the name," I went on. "This is my friend, Mr. Pons."


  "Delighted to meet you both. Dr. Strangeways, formerly of Leeds."


  The big man half-rose from his seat and shook hands with us both.


  "You must be very familiar with the marshes then, doctor," said Solar Pons. "Perhaps you could tell us something about Grimstone. We are bound there."


  The doctor smiled thinly.


  "We shall see something of each other, then. My practice ranges wide but I live at Stavely nearby."


  I nodded.


  "We are staying at The Harrow there for a few days."


  Dr. Strangeways looked at me with narrowed eyes.


  "We are poorly served for inns hereabouts but it is the best in these parts."


  He hesitated, looking from me to Pons and then back again.


  "You will forgive me, doctor, but strangers are few and far between down here and Grimstone Marsh seems a strange destination for two gentlemen like yourselves."


  I looked at Pons.


  "We have some business with Mr. Silas Grimstone," he said shortly.


  The doctor smiled sardonically.


  "Well, then I wish you luck, Mr. Pons. He is one of my patients. My medical bill has not been paid this eighteen months, though he is as rich as Croesus."


  "I am sorry to hear that," I said politely looking from the bearded man opposite to the bleak prospect of marshland held in icy bondage by the weather, which was slowly passing the window.


  "I have heard he is tight-fisted," said Pons. "And I regret to learn he is so tardy with payment. I know you cannot violate medical confidence, but I should be glad to know if you have attended him in recent months."


  Dr. Strangeways looked at my companion sharply. He shook his head.


  "I have no objection to answering your question, Mr. Pons. Ethics do not come into it—rather business morality. I have not attended him for some eight months now. I was blunt and said I would not call again until my account was settled."


  "A perfectly proper attitude, Dr. Strangeways," said Pons approvingly.


  He blew a stream of fragrant blue smoke from his pipe toward the carriage ceiling. He abruptly changed the subject.


  "You get about the marshes a good deal, doctor. You have no doubt seen some strange things in your time."


  The doctor shrugged and settled himself back against the upholstery.


  "It is a curious corner of the world down here, as you know," he admitted. "Which is probably one of the reasons why Dickens chose it for some of his most effective scenes in Great Expectations."


  "Ah, yes," I put in. "When young Copperfield set out for his walk to Dover."


  "You have got the wrong book," put in Pons reprovingly. "And he would have certainly gone a long way round."


  Dr. Strangeways chuckled.


  "Dr. Parker was no doubt having his little joke," he suggested.


  "No doubt," said Pons disarmingly. "I have heard that the marshes harbor some strange creatures."


  Dr. Strangeways fixed his gray eyes on the ceiling of the carriage, where swathes of gray-blue smoke clung, as though reluctant to leave the warmth of the compartment.


  "Oh, there are plenty of old wives' tales," he said scoffingly. "There is supposed to be a phantom horseman. And every corner seems to have its complement of drowned smugglers from the eighteenth century."


  "What about blue corpse lights?" asked Solar Pons innocently, his hooded eyes fixed on the smoke clouds.


  The doctor stirred uncomfortably on his seat.


  "You mean marsh lights, the so-called will-o'-the-wisps? One sometimes sees such natural phenomena from time to time. Certainly. The superstitious call them corpse lights."


  "What do they look like?"


  The doctor shrugged.


  "Marsh gas sometimes gives off a bluish light. More often a greenish yellow."


  "At dusk or daylight?"


  Consternation spread over the doctor's bearded features.


  "I have never heard of them in daylight," he said. "Naturally, they would be difficult to see. At dusk, of course. And at night. What is the purpose of these questions?"


  "Idle curiosity," said Solar Pons, stretching himself in his corner by the window. "I have heard of someone who claimed to see a ghostly figure of bluish fire down on the marshes."


  The doctor stared at Pons with incredulity. He cleared his throat.


  "I have read such journalists' tales in the cheaper press," he admitted.


  He laughed deep in his beard.


  "I should be more inclined to put down such apparitions to d.t.'s. Such things are not unknown among my patients. I had a fellow in only last week who claimed to have seen some such thing. Old Tobias Jessel. He is far too frequently in the four ale bar of The Harrow and I told him so."


  He looked out of the window.


  "Ah, this is as far as we go. It has been an agreeable journey, gentlemen, thanks to you. I am going to Stavely now and as I have my motor vehicle at the station allow me to offer you a lift."


  Pons and I accepted with thanks, and descending found ourselves on the bare, windswept platform of one of the most bleak country railway stations I had ever beheld. There was only one staff member visible, a porter-cum-stationmaster and we three seemed to be the only passengers surrendering our tickets.


  We hurried gratefully across the station forecourt and into the doctor's covered Morris and were soon bowling swiftly along the marsh road, the doctor driving with skill and obvious enjoyment. As we sped along the narrow road through the flat, monotonous countryside the dusk was creeping on apace and I could imagine the effect on old Silas Grimstone of seeing the spectral blue figure which pursued him amid this forbidding landscape. Now and again the doctor pointed out the features of the countryside, such as they were. Indeed, I felt they were but poor things, being a ruined windmill, an old round tower and the crumbling remains of a wooden breakwater, to mention only the most notable.


  Even Pons' normally sanguine nature seemed affected by the dreariness of this area of mud flats and marsh with its cloudy scatterings of seabirds and it was with something like relief that we saw the gleam of light ahead and shortly after drove down the main street of a small village.


  "Here you are, Mr. Pons," said Dr. Strangeways, drawing up in front of a cheerful-looking inn of medium size. With its brick walls and gray slate roof it was of no great charm but situated as we were it seemed most welcome with the light shining from its windows and a mellow glow coming from the entrance porch.


  We got down and Pons handed me my baggage while he sought his own. Strangeways jerked his thumb as he indicated a building almost opposite.


  "There is my office, gentlemen. I am to be found there most evenings from six to eight if you need me. You must dine with me one night. My house is in a side street, not three hundred yards from where we are standing."


  "That is most kind of you, doctor," I said, shaking hands. Strangeways smiled deep in his beard. He pointed to the village street, which wound away in front of us.


  "Grimstone Manor is about a mile from here, south along the marsh road yonder. The road is straight all the way and you cannot miss the causeway. I would run you there myself but I have to prepare for surgery and visit patients beforehand."


  "We are in your debt already," said Solar Pons. "The walk will do us good, eh, Parker. And if we step it out we should be at the manor before darkness falls. It is just a quarter past three."


  We watched as the doctor drove off down the street with a salute on the horn. Then we turned into The Harrow. The landlord, a welcoming, jovial man of about forty, was expecting us and after we had registered, showed us to two plain but clean and comfortable rooms on the first floor.


  "We serve dinner from eight o'clock onward, gentlemen. Breakfast is from seven A.M. until nine."


  "That will do admirably," Pons told him. "We expect to be out and about the marsh a great deal."


  The landlord, whose name was Plackett, nodded.


  "It is a quiet time of the year, sir, but we will do our best to make you comfortable. There is good walking hereabouts, if you don't mind the wind off the sea."


  I had just time to wash my hands, tidy myself and unpack my few necessaries, before Pons was knocking at my door and shortly afterward we were walking out of Stavely, the wind in our faces, bound for Grimstone Manor.
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  It was, as old Grimstone had indicated, a lonely road and with darkness falling apace, a somber one. Within a very few minutes the small hamlet of not more than five streets had dropped away and to all intents and appearances we were alone in the illimitable landscape. Pons strode along in silence, his heavy coat drawn snugly about him, his pipe shoveling streamers of blue smoke behind him.


  The road ran straight as an arrow across the marsh, ice glinting like steel in the irrigation ditches at either side. The sky was dark and lowering, though a little light from the dying sun stained the distant bar of the sea and turned the wetlands into scattered pools of blood. My thoughts were as melancholy as the lonely cries of the sea-birds that fluttered dark-etched against the sunset and here and there the bones of some wrecked craft or a dark patch of mud stood out as a black silhouette.


  The wind was gusting now and our footsteps echoed grittily behind us. There was not one human figure in all that space; not one vehicle in the long stretch of road that reached to the horizon in either direction. Pons abruptly broke the silence, stabbing with his pipe stem to emphasize his points.


  "Ideal is it not, Parker?"


  I was startled.


  "I do not know what you mean, Pons."


  "Why, for purposes of elimination, of course. The landscape limits the phantom's activities."


  He chuckled wryly. For some reason his attitude irritated me. I threw up my hands to emphasize the bleakness of the marsh all around us.


  "I see nothing humorous in all this, Pons."


  "You are quite right, Parker. It is a deadly serious affair whose purpose as yet eludes me. Yet the landscape is a vital factor. If this burning specter which haunts old Silas Grimstone is a figure of flesh and blood, as I believe him to be, he is playing a deep and dangerous game. But the atmosphere, as I indicated on our journey down, plays a big part. While it may favor the menace which hangs over our client, it also acts in our favor."


  I glanced sideways at the clear-minted, feral features of my companion.


  "How do you mean, Pons?"


  "The matter is self-evident, Parker. Let us take the points in this creature's credit account. The marsh is vast and impenetrable to the stranger. Ergo, he knows it well. He can appear and disappear without trace. He materialized only at dusk so far; darkness and fog are also helpful for his purposes."


  "I follow you so far, Pons."


  Solar Pons chuckled again.


  "But the marsh can also act against him. True, it masks his appearance and his movements, for any traces of his passage would be eliminated by the ooze. But the bog is just as dangerous for him as for any other man. One false step and he is trapped as surely as any sheep or cow which wanders in. Mud may also leave traces of his passage. And his appearance is limited to the marsh. For if he ventures onto the high road or any other inhabited place, then we have him."


  I looked at my companion in surprise.


  "You almost sound as though you are pleased, Pons."


  "Do I not, Parker?"


  Solar Pons rubbed his thin hands together as though to restore the circulation and glanced about the dying landscape with keen eyes.


  "So we are looking for someone who has an intimate knowledge of the marshes; is strong and active. There is also one other important corollary—a secure place to hide."


  He broke off and sniffed. With his nostrils flaring and his deep-set eyes probing the dusk he looked like nothing so much as a purebred hound hot on the scent.


  "Dr. Strangeways might well fit that bill, Pons. He seems to know the marsh intimately."


  Solar Pons looked at me sardonically.


  "You have a point there, Parker. I had not overlooked the possibility. He seemed almost too friendly on the train. Ah! Here we are at our destination, if I am not mistaken."


  He pointed through the dusk to the left of the road, where stood the stout wooden fence and the causeway of which our client had spoken. A faint vapor was writhing from the ground and the solid earth dyke stretched away to a sort of island in the mist, at some considerable distance, where I could faintly discern the vague shadows of trees and the outline of buildings.


  "I fancied I could smell the chimney smoke, Parker. But before we cross I will just have a look at the terrain here."


  To my alarm Pons jumped agilely down the bank and was working up and down the margin of the reeds. He had his flashlight out and now and again stooped toward the ground, examining the grasses and the muddy pools minutely. I, stood on the road and kept my silence, knowing better than to interrupt him. He cast about him and broke off a heavy reed stem with a brittle snap.


  He probed carefully at the surface of the marsh. Viscous mud parted, revealing the oily sheen of water in the last of the light. He cast the reed down and joined me on the bank. He pulled at the lobe of his left ear and looked thoughtfully across to where the final shafts of the dying day stained the depths of the marsh.


  "A bad place, Parker," he said softly. "No wonder old Grimstone was frightened."_


  "It is unpleasant indeed, Pons," I asserted. "Did you discover anything?"


  "Nothing of any great significance. Though the terrain here has strengthened the tentative theories I have formed."


  And he led the way across a heavy-timbered bridge that spanned a section of ice-bound water. Once on the dyke the dark seemed to encroach and the light was fast disappearing from the sky, the afterglow remaining. Even the birds were silent now and the only sounds were the faint trembling of the wind, our footsteps on the hard-packed mud of the causeway, and the pumping of my own heart.


  We followed the heavy wooden handrail that bounded the causeway on either side, while now and again Pons flashed his torch to make sure of our bearings.


  "What about this man Tobias Jessel, Pons?" I said as we neared the massive gates of Grimstone Manor. A thin curl of smoke rose from a single chimney in the multitude that jutted from the jumbled roofs of the ancient building.


  "Ah, you have realized the significance of that factor, Parker?" said Pons with a thin smile. "I am glad to see that my training has not been wasted. Silence, if you please."


  He switched off his torch and grasped me by the arm. We halted in the shadow of some bushes and a few moments later I caught what his keen ears had already picked out; the thin, furtive shuffle of some moving figure ahead.


  Pons worked his way forward quietly and I followed, placing my feet with some difficulty as there was so much heavy shrubbery about the manor that it was almost -totally dark now. There was a muffled exclamation and Pons' light flashed on the terrified face of old Silas Grimstone. He wore a heavy padded dressing gown over his indoor clothes and a sort of velvet skullcap.


  "Who's there?" he shouted in a quavering voice, screwing up his eyes against the light.


  "Solar Pons and Dr. Parker," said my companion, stepping forward.


  "Mr. Pons!" the old man stammered, relief in his voice. "I heard a noise and came to investigate."


  "Very unwise, Mr. Grimstone," said Pons. "My advice is to stay indoors. If this apparition means you harm, you are playing into its hands by wandering around alone at night like this."


  "You are right, Mr. Pons," said Grimstone, putting a shriveled claw on Solar Pons' arm and leading us forward through a large cobbled courtyard surrounded by substantial stone outbuildings. The manor itself looked to be of Tudor construction with plenty of exposed beams, but even in the dim light coming from the windows I could see that it was in deplorable condition.


  There was a huge porch of oak beams, sagging and moss-hung, and our client led the way into the house without further ceremony. We found ourselves in a large, musty-smelling hall lit by only one oil lantern hanging from a beam. The floor was composed of rose-colored tiles. I had been prepared for a squalid and uncared-for interior but was surprised to see that things were fairly clean and tolerably tidy.


  Silas Grimstone looked at me with a furtive smile, as though he read my thoughts.


  "We keep most of the house locked up," he said, slamming the great door behind us and ramming home the bolt as if to emphasize his words. "My niece, whom you will meet in a moment, spends far too much time and money in maintaining the five rooms remaining open."


  He turned his back and led the way forward into a large, paneled chamber. Pons smiled faintly at me as we followed.


  The drawing room, or whatever Grimstone called it, had a great stone fireplace in which a tolerable fire burned. A few dim oils, portraits mostly, stared somberly at us from the wainscot and the heavy oak furniture made the apartment look more like the taproom of an inn.


  Grimstone waved us into two uncomfortable wooden chairs by the fireside and went to sit in a padded armchair opposite.


  "This is the room in which you had such an unpleasant experience, Mr. Grimstone?"


  "Yes, Mr. Pons."


  Pons went forward and drew aside the faded red curtains from the window at Grimstone's back. He looked out into the darkness, his eyes brooding as though he could see across the bleak miles of marsh to the heart of the secret it contained. He examined the window and its frame carefully and then closed the curtains once more.


  As he turned away there came the sound of footsteps from the hall outside and Grimstone's niece, Miss Sylvia Grimstone, entered. She was a tall woman of about fifty years of age but, contrary to what I expected, not at all grim and forbidding. In fact she was quite smartly dressed and she bore a tray on which were silver tea-things and plates of buttered scones.


  I managed to conceal my consternation when the old man remarked, "You'll take tea with us, of course, Mr. Pons. Allow me to present my niece. Mr. Solar Pons, Dr. Lyndon Parker."


  "I am delighted to meet you, gentlemen."


  Miss Sylvia Grimstone had a square, strong face and her features were quite pleasant when she smiled, which she did briefly at the introductions.


  Silas Grimstone smirked maliciously as I watched the preparations


  for tea and rubbed his blue-veined hands together.


  "I do not stint myself in the matter of bodily comforts, doctor. That would be foolish at my age, living here on the marsh as we do."


  "Very wise," observed Solar Pons, taking a steaming cup Miss Grimstone handed him. "And most welcome in this weather."


  His piercing eyes fixed Miss Grimstone thoughtfully as she set down teacups and a plate of buttered scones before her uncle.


  "Tell me, Miss Grimstone. What do you make of this apparition which so startled you and Mr. Grimstone here?"


  The woman turned a worried face toward us and then she looked rather defiantly, it seemed to me, toward the old man.


  "It was more than startling, Mr. Pons. It was terrifying. I have never been so frightened in my life."


  "That is understandable," said Pons gently. "But I asked for your impressions."


  There was a faint hesitation as the niece put down the silver teapot and seated herself in a carved wooden chair at the apex of a triangle formed by ourselves, Grimstone and herself.


  "It was a human figure, in slightly old-fashioned clothing, Mr. Pons. It burned with a blue fire and appeared and disappeared with incredible rapidity."


  "Was it a human figure or did it appear to you a supernatural phenomenon?"


  Miss Grimstone shook her head.


  "I do not know what to think."


  "That is honest at any rate."


  Pons turned back to Grimstone.


  "I shall be in touch with you daily, Mr. Grimstone. In the meantime do not stir outside at night. Bolt and bar your doors. You may reach me at the inn by telephone if you wish to communicate with me urgently."


  "Very well, Mr. Pons. What will you be doing?"


  "I shall not be idle, Mr. Grimstone. I propose to take a walk round the marshes in the morning and may drop by here. Incidentally, I met your family physician, Dr. Strangeways earlier today. In fact he gave us a lift to Stavely."


  Silas Grimstone smiled sourly.


  "He is my physician no longer, Mr. Pons. I found his services far from satisfactory."


  Once again a somewhat disapproving look passed from niece to uncle.


  "Nevertheless, Mr. Grimstone, it seems likely that he will be an invaluable witness to what goes on in the marshes. He tells me for instance that one of his patients has seen this fiery figure of yours."


  Our client's features drained to a haggard yellow and then to white.


  "Ah, then it is true," he muttered to himself.


  "Is what true?" asked Pons sharply.


  "This crawling horror, Mr. Pons," the old man croaked. "Perhaps even your powers may prove unequal to it."


  Solar Pons smiled grimly.


  "I do not know about that, Mr. Grimstone. But in any event Dr. Parker's pistol and a cartridge or two will test the veracity of your theory. And now, if you will excuse us, we have much to do. Come, Parker."


  And with thanks for our refreshment, we departed, leaving the odd couple gazing into the fire as if they both saw spectral images dancing in the smoldering embers.
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  It was a bitterly cold night and we were glad to regain The Harrow where cheerful fires blazed. Pons excused himself and I went to my room soon after, and I did not again see him until I descended to dinner at about 7:30 P.M. This was served in a comfortable dining room with oak paneling and brass chandeliers with imitation candles adapted for electric light.


  Normally I do not like this sort of thing but the effect that night, with a cheerful fire blazing in the great stone fireplace, and the surprisingly excellent dinner of roast beef served, almost put our mission .on the marshes quite out of mind. Pons was at his best, drily analyzing the vagaries and physical aspects of the elderly waiters until I felt I could see their entire life histories conjured, as it were, from the air before us.


  There were only a few people dining this evening and our waiter pointed out two fellow residents: an elderly gentleman in clerical garb dining alone in a comfortable nook near the fireplace and a fresh-faced, broad-shouldered young man sitting by himself two tables away. He caught our eye and nodded in a most friendly manner.


  Our waiter, in response to a query from Pons observed, "That is Mr. Norman Knight. A colonial gentleman, I believe. He has been here some time and goes daily to business in Gravesend."


  "Indeed," said Pons.


  He looked with twinkling eyes after the old fellow, who was wheeling a dessert cart away down the room as though he would collapse and fall to the floor once its support were removed.


  "Such old-fashioned employees are invaluable, Parker, for providing one with background information about people and places. Unfortunately they are a dying breed."


  He looked round the dining room with sharp-eyed interest.


  "I will wager that before the evening is over we will know a good deal more about Stavely and its surroundings than we did on arrival."


  "No doubt, Pons," I remarked. "What are your plans?"


  "The four-ale bar, Parker. A great leveling place where tongues loosened by wine—or in this instance beer—are inclined to wag a little too freely. Often great matters hinge on such small things. I remember that an indiscreet remark passed in the back parlor of a small public house near Tite Street enabled me to unravel the Great Cosmopolitan Scandal."


  "I do not think I have heard of that case, Pons."


  Solar Pons shook his head with a low laugh.


  "There is no time this evening, Parker. It will have to await a slack period in my affairs before taking its place in your ubiquitous notebooks. Tonight we are on the track of the crawling horror of Grimstone Marsh."


  Despite Pons' light tone and jesting face his last words sent a faint tingle of apprehension down my spine. I followed his glance over to that glassed-in partitions separating the bars from the dining room and saw that they appeared to be full.


  "There seem to be a remarkable number of people, Pons."


  "Does -there not, Parker. It is often so in remote places. Folk come from far and wide to congregate together in the dark months of winter. I fancy our man may be among them."


  "You mean Tobias Jessel?"


  Solar Pons looked at me with approving eyes.


  "Admirable, Parker! You are improving considerably. Dr. Strangeways' patient is the only other person, apart from Grimstone and his niece, who has seen this apparition.


  "It may be that he can throw fresh light, in a quite literal sense, on the matter."


  Solar Pons scribbled his signature on the pad the old waiter held out for him and after I had left something on the table for this loyal servitor, Pons and I took our coffee and liqueurs in the adjoining smoking room which was adjacent to the bar and commanded a good view of the humanity milling about in the dense atmosphere within.


  After a few minutes Pons excused himself and when I rejoined him a short while afterward, he was deep in conversation in the saloon bar with a bright-eyed old man whose red nose and broken-veined eyes bespoke long indulgence in liquor.


  "Ah, there you are, Parker," said Solar Pons, turning as I came up through the bar, the confines of which were almost hidden through the haze of tobacco smoke.


  "I have taken the liberty of ordering for you."


  He pushed the schooner of sherry toward me and raised his own glass in salutation.


  "This is Mr. Tobias Jessel, who has an interesting story to tell. Pray fill up your glass again, Jessel."


  "Thank you, sir," said the old man eagerly.


  He had a fringe of white beard and his peaked cap and thick blue clothing gave him the look of a seaman, though I understood from Pons that the man had never been farther than the marshes in his life. No doubt that was the impression he wished to give to visitors. When his drink had been brought in a pewter tankard bearing his own initials, he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and smacked his lips appreciatively.


  "Well, sir, people hereabouts are inclined to laugh at my stories, but they won't be inclined to do so much longer."


  Solar Pons looked at him sharply.


  "What makes you say that?"


  The old man shook his head.


  "There are strange things on the marshes, sir. Especially on these bleak winter nights. Spirits of those dead and gone." Solar Pons studied our informant silently for a moment over the rim of his glass. The noise in the bar was deafening—everyone appeared to be conversing at the top of their voices. It looked as though the whole population of the marshes had gathered here this evening.


  "I am more interested in recent doings than in the ghosts of the past, Jessel. Unless they have a bearing on the present."


  The old man rested his tankard on the polished mahogany top of the counter and looked reflectively at the harried barkeep. Jessel put a withered hand up to the side of his nose.


  "Who's to tell, sir, whether the past does not have a bearing on the present? There are some—and they include me—who believe that they do; that our deeds on this earth, from cradle to grave, cast their shadow before."


  Solar Pons' eyes twinkled and he cast a penetrating glance from Tobias Jessel to me.


  "You are quite a philosopher, Jessel. Dr. Strangeways tells me you saw a weird apparition on the marsh recently."


  "That I did, sir."


  The old man lowered his voice to a hushed and confidential tone, though no one could have overheard us in our snug corner of the bar with all the hubbub going on.


  "It was late at night. I had just left here and was walkingback along the marsh road. My cottage is about two miles distant. It was a fine, moon light night, but with a frost and a slight ground-mist coming up over the marshes. I had got almost opposite the causeway of Grimstone Manor when I heard a slight sound."


  "What sort of sound?"


  "Like a rustling in the reeds, sir."


  "I see. Go on."


  "Well, sir, I naturally turned. I'd had a bit to drink but I was soon sober, I can tell you. There was a ghastly blue figure, all wreathed in fire coming up at the edge of the marsh."


  The old man's eyes were filled with fear and he again lowered his voice until I had difficulty hearing.


  "Like one of those pictures of fiends burning in hell, it was."


  "Extremely apt, Jesse," said Pons drily. "What was it doing?"


  "It was my opinion it was making toward Grimstone Manor, sir. I naturally cried out, I was so startled with the sight. At almost the same moment the figure vanished."


  "Vanished?"


  "Vanished, sir. Just as though someone had pulled down a blind."


  "Interesting, Parker."


  "Indeed, Pons. An almost exactly parallel experience to that of Mr. Grimstone."


  "I am glad you have seen the connection. Did you go toward the spot where you had seen the figure?"


  A look of contempt passed across our informant's face.


  "What do you take me for, sir? A fool?" he exclaimed indignantly. "I wouldn't have gone across that causeway for a thousand pounds, I can tell you. I took to my heels and didn't feel myself safe and secure until I was inside my cottage and had the door barred."


  Solar Pons nodded and tamped fresh tobacco into his pipe. When it was drawing to his satisfaction he leaned forward and ordered a refill of Jessel's tankard. His penetrating eyes seemed to bore right into the old man.


  "Now just pay attention, Jessel, as this is extremely important. When first you saw the figure was it down below the level of the road or up the embankment?"


  A startled expression passed across the old man's features. "Down below the steep bank, sir. I am sure of it."


  Solar Pons nodded, his eyes glinting.


  "And was there a wind that evening? Think carefully."


  The old man scratched his head and picked up his tankard with his unoccupied hand.


  "Why, a bit of a wind had sprung up, sir. It was gusting and I noticed it was blowing the mist about at the edge of the marsh."


  "Thank you, Jessel. You have been extremely helpful. Here is a guinea for your trouble."


  Waving away the old man's thanks Solar Pons turned to me. His expression changed.


  "Not a word of what we have just been discussing, Parker. Ah, Dr. Strangeways. It is good to see you. Will you not join us? The sherry is excellent."


  "Thank you, Mr. Pons. I would prefer a whiskey if it is all the same to you."


  "By all means. Allow me to refill your own glass, Parker."


  The doctor's bearded face looked chapped and red with cold. He clapped his hands together as he gazed round the crowded bar.


  "How is my patient, Dr. Parker?"


  I smiled.


  "You mean old Mr. Grimstone? We have been out there earlier this evening. I mentioned the matter, but as you have already indicated, I fear it will be a long time before you collect your fees."


  Strangeways smiled grimly.


  "There are more ways than one of obtaining satisfaction," he said levelly. "He may need medical treatment urgently one of these days."


  He chuckled throatily and reached out his hand for the glass Pons was proffering him. I raised my own and found a young man at my elbow. He blinked round at us.


  "I am sorry to intrude, gentlemen. My name is Norman Knight. We are fellow guests, I believe."


  "Oh, certainly, Mr. Knight. Do join us. May I get you something?"


  "No thank you, Mr. Pons." The young man shook his head. "I still have the best part of a pint here. It was just that I understood you were a doctor. I do a good deal of walking hereabouts and I have had the misfortune to turn my ankle earlier tonight. I wondered if Dr. Strangeways might take a look at it."


  Strangeways smiled benevolently at the fair-haired young man.


  "Save your money, Mr. Knight. Unless there is a bone broken—and I'll wager you would know it if there were—a cold compress left on all night will do the trick."


  "Thank you, Dr. Strangeways."


  Knight laughed, sipping at his tankard. He tried the weight on his right foot.


  "No, I do not think there is anything broken. But it aches infernally and makes me limp."


  "A towel soaked in cold water, then," said Dr. Strangeways crisply. "Bind it tightly round the ankle and leave it on all night. You will find it greatly improved by morning."


  Strangeways put down his glass.


  "And now my dinner is waiting in the dining room yonder, Mr. Pons, if you will excuse me."


  Pons nodded and we watched as the huge form of the doctor threaded its way through the crowd.


  "At least the medical profession in this country is not on the make," said young Knight carelessly, putting down his glass on the bar.


  "You have been abroad much, then?" asked Solar Pons.


  "Around the world a good deal, Mr. Pons," said the young man. "And now, if you will excuse me I will say goodnight also. I must put the good doctor's remedy into practice."


  He shook hands pleasantly and limped over toward the street door which was more clear than the route taken by Strangeways. He was indeed limping heavily on his right foot.


  "The sooner that young man gets into bed the better, Pons," I said. "He has most likely strained a ligament."


  "I have no doubt your diagnosis is correct, Parker," said Pons.


  I looked around in the smoky interior but could see nothing of Tobias Jessel. Solar Pons smiled.


  "He left a good ten minutes ago, Parker. I fancy he had no desire for words with Dr. Strangeways again. Reading between the lines it must have been an interesting interview."


  "Superstition versus scientific determinism, Pons," I said. My companion looked at me approvingly.


  "Or in layman's terms the truth as seen by Tobias Jessel against the doctor's diagnosis of d.t.'s."


  "You may be right, Pons," I said cautiously. "You must admit the whole thing sounds fantastic. If we had not been consulted by Silas Grimstone and had the testimony of himself and his niece, in addition to that of Jessel, you would have dismissed it out of band."


  "Perhaps, Parker, perhaps," admitted Solar Pons pleasantly. And he said not a word further on the subject between then and the time we retired to bed.
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  I woke quite early from a refreshing sleep the following morning to find thick white mist lying damply at the window. I dressed quickly and descended to the pleasant atmosphere of the hotel dining room. Early as I was, Pons was already at the table. He looked fresh and alert and greeted me cordially.


  "We have a good deal before us today, Parker, so I would advise a hearty breakfast."


  He was already halfway through a substantial plate of bacon, kidney and eggs. I lost no time in joining him, my companion pouring the scalding coffee for me from the polished pewter pot. I caught a glimpse of young Knight seated a few tables away and there were several other people, in thick clothing, at various tables.


  "There appears to be a curious influx of visitors, Pons," I said, surprise evident on my face.


  Solar Pons chuckled.


  "Does there not, Parker? A walking party, if you please, on the marshes at this time of year. I salute the hardihood of my compatriots."


  "How is our friend’s foot, Pons?" I remarked.


  "Still troubling him a little, though it has much eased."


  I reached out for the hot buttered toast brought by the old waiter who had served us the previous day and ordered another pot of coffee for the two of us.


  "What are your plans for today, Pons?"


  "I have a desire to see something of the marshes, Parker. There is nothing like penetrating to the heart of a mystery."


  "That is all very well, Pons," said I, my mouth half full of buttered toast, "but did not the local people say they are extremely dangerous?"


  "That is precisely the reason I wish to go," said Pons. "The sensible man takes wise precautions and I have already procured a large-scale Ordnance Survey map of the area, which our worthy landlord sells at the reception desk."


  "I see, Pons. I hope you know what you are doing."


  Solar Pons smiled enigmatically.


  "I think I can read a map with some accuracy, Parker. No doubt your excellent eyesight and your army experience will provide admirable backing. You have your revolver, I take it?"


  I looked at Pons in surprise.


  "It is in my valise upstairs."


  "I would suggest that you get it once breakfast is over, my dear fellow."


  "You surely do not expect danger in daylight, Pons. So far, as I understand, this phantom does not appear except at night.'


  "The Bible says something about terror at noonday. I would feel a great deal easier when venturing into the marshes, if you were carrying it."


  "I will certainly bring it, Pons."


  "Excellent," said Solar Pons, his keen eyes raking the room and particularly the hearty groups of walkers at the adjoining tables.


  "I notice from the map that there is a solid path which leads into the heart of Grimstone Marsh from a point near old Grimstone's causeway. I would suggest we make that our objective this morning and perhaps call at the manor later and see if we can solicit some lunch from our client."


  My gloom at his words must have shown on my face for Pons chuckled again and added, "Come, Parker, it is not so bad. The manor is on our way, after all, and we can always return here if need be."


  "As you wish, Pons. I am at your disposal."


  Solar Pons nodded.


  "Finish your coffee then, and let us be off."


  As we left the dining room we passed quite close to Knight He smiled pleasantly and made preparations for leaving his own table. I went to my room, dressed in some warm clothes suitable to our expedition and with the butt of my pistol making a comforting pressure against my shoulder muscles, descended to the hall of the hotel where Pons was waiting.


  Knight was making his way back to his room again; he was still limping, though making light of the effort, and I noticed that Pons' glance rested on him sympathetically as he gained the head of the stairs. A few moments later we were out in the bitter air of the street and, the mist lifting a little, set off along the lonely road that led across the marsh in the direction o Grimstone Manor.


  We walked in silence, each occupied with his own thoughts our feet striking back echoes from the pallid blanket of vapor that edged the road. Once again I was struck with the exceptional melancholy of these cheerless wastes and even Pons -- seemed more than usually reflective, the streams of blue smoke from his pipe wreathing back over his shoulder.


  We had gone about halfway to the causeway linking Silas Grimstone's manor house with the main road when we heard the sound of hooves and the faint murmur of men's voices on the highway in front of us. Pons put his hand on my arm and drew me to a halt, his face expressing intense concentration.


  "Listen, Parker. Horse and cart. Five men by the sound of it."


  Sure enough, two minutes later spectral figures materialized from the mist like negatives developing in the photographer's dish. A black horse, eyes wide and staring through the whiteness, drew a rough farm cart whose ironbound wheels made an unpleasant grating noise on the icy road. The men who confronted us were bareheaded and the stiff form beneath the rough tarpaulin on the cart instantly supplied the reason.


  I glanced at Pons, noting that there were five men in the group, as he had already indicated. Heavy boots protruded from beneath the tarpaulin, encrusted with ice.


  "Good morning, Mr. Pons! I am afraid this is a sad start to the day."


  The massive, bearded form of Dr. Strangeways detached itself from the bareheaded villagers and came toward us.


  "Indeed," said Solar Pons, moving over to stare downward at the somber burden the cart contained. "A drowning?"


  "A drowning, certainly," said Strangeways brusquely. "Though whether he went into the marsh intentionally is another matter. I would be glad of your opinion, doctor."


  He bent over the cart and drew back the canvas from the dead face. Ice glistened in among the stiffened fronds of hair and the face was so distorted from lack of oxygen that I had some difficulty in making out the visage of Tobias Jessel. Pons came to stand at my side and puffed unemotionally at his pipe.


  "I fear your money was ill-spent, Pons," I said.


  "Perhaps, Parker, perhaps," said my companion absently. He fixed the doctor with a piercing eye.


  "Just what did you mean by saying that Jessel may not have gone into the marsh intentionally, doctor?"


  The big doctor stamped his feet on the ground, an uneasy expression on his face.


  "It is only what these people have been saying," he said defensively. "There has been some ill feeling in the past about this fellow's drunken habits. He was not short of enemies on the marsh."


  "That is a serious charge, doctor," said Solar Pons. "Let us just see what the indications are."


  He pulled back the canvas further, revealing more detail of the old- man's pathetic, stiffened form.


  "There are some cuts on the hands, Pons," I said. "As though he had been defending himself."


  "I have not overlooked them, Parker," said Solar Pons languidly.


  He was busy with his magnifying lens while the four villagers in rough clothing stood awkwardly around the cart. They looked like nothing so much as mourners at a funeral.


  "Where was he found?" Pons asked crisply.


  "At the foot of a dyke yonder, about half a mile back, sir," said one of the men, turning to point into the white mist in front of us. "Jethro Turner here was on his way to work. The mist happened to part and he saw the body in the ice at the edge of the marsh."


  "That's right, sir," said the man referred to soberly. "There was nothing I could do for him, sir, so I set out for the village to rouse Dr. Strangeways here."


  "You have behaved correctly, Turner."


  Pons turned back to Strangeways.


  "You have reported it to the coroner, of course?"


  Strangeways flushed and there was a defensive look on his features.


  "My aide is on his way there now, Mr. Pons. There is little else we can do until perform the post mortem."


  "Of course not," said Pons. "I- should be glad of a copy of your findings."


  "I shall never forget the look on his face, sir," said the man Turner, inclining his lugubrious countenance toward us.


  "Death is always a shock," said Strangeways roughly.


  He jerked his head at the two of us.


  "We must get on. A pleasant walk to you, gentlemen."


  The man holding the horse's head urged the beast forward and the sad cortege moved on through the mist. Pons and I walked in silence for a while, my companion smoking furiously, his brows knotted.


  "What do you make of it, Parker?" he said at length.


  "It is an unpleasant business, Pons," I replied. "And things look black, particularly in view of this phantom of the marsh tale. Do you think Jessel could have seen something and been pushed in? His murder obviously took place when he was on his way home from the inn last night."


  Solar Pons shook his head.


  "You have a point, Parker, but it is too early as yet to jump to conclusions. We must just reserve judgment."


  "And there is the matter of the cuts on his hands, Pons. Supposing he were trying to ward off the blows of a knife'?"


  Solar Pons ejected a plume of fragrant smoke from between his large teeth.


  "Nevertheless, he drowned, Parker," he said enigmatically. "He was not stabbed to death. Ah, unless I am mistaken, here comes the first of the sun!"


  Rays of light were beginning to penetrate the mist and in a quarter of an hour it started to disperse, revealing the flat desolate landscape I had already come to detest. We were almost at the causeway of Grimstone Manor by now and Pons paused to consult his large-scale map.


  "The path should be about here, Parker," he said, leaving the road and leading me down toward the edge of the marsh.


  "Be careful, Pons," I called, following him more gingerly.


  He smiled briefly, glancing sharply about him as he led the way without hesitation among the tussocks as the mist cleared, though a faint haze still hung over the surface of the reeds.


  "Just follow me closely, Parker. I fancy I shall not lead you astray."


  "I am not so sure about that, Pons," I said wryly, as I followed him among the rustling reed-stems with some apprehension.


  Pons ignored my remark as he was concentrating on the map, his sharp eyes stabbing about him. Undoubtedly he could read signs which were invisible to me but my confidence grew as we proceeded. Not once did my companion appear to put a foot wrong and within a few minutes the causeway and the roof of Grimstone Manor were completely out of sight.


  "You will note, Parker," said Solar Pons, pausing briefly to relight his pipe, "that the marsh proper is of a far deeper and greener texture than that of the path. And you will see, if you look yonder, that the reed-stems are encased in ice, proving that water covers them normally."


  "You are right, Pons," I said, after careful observation. "I thought you had done something clever."


  Solar Pons looked up from his map with a wry smile.


  "The master himself was not immune to such criticism. It is always a mistake to explain one's reasoning processes to the layman."


  "You do me an injustice, Pons."


  "Perhaps, Parker, perhaps. But I must confess there is an occasional sting in your otherwise innocuous remarks. You are improving considerably."


  He took another glance at the map and then led the way unhesitatingly forward.


  "If we keep our direction by the sun here, I do not think we shall go far wrong. But dusk or nightfall would be a different matter indeed."


  "But what do you expect to find, Pons?"


  "Evidence, Parker. Or at least some trace, however subtle, of human foot before us."


  I followed cautiously in his tracks, pausing now and again to look round at our misty surroundings with a misgiving I could not suppress.


  "I must say, Pons, I do not care for these marshes. They are bleak and inhospitable in the extreme."


  "And yet people make their living here, Parker, and seem reasonably content to do so."


  "Except for Strangeways."


  Solar Pons turned and gave me a penetrating look from his piercing eyes.


  "Ah, you have noticed that? A talented man dissatisfied with the sphere in which circumstances have placed him. At least, that is my reading."


  "There is more to the doctor than appears on the surface, Pons."


  "We shall see," he replied equably.


  He led the way forward ever deeper into the marsh, our movements occasionally cloaked by thick undergrowth which grew on exposed humps of land thrust above the surrounding bog. A thin mist still hovered over the reeds but it was possible to see some way ahead. It was with considerable relief that I saw a large hummock of firmer ground ahead and then outlines of a dilapidated stone building. The harsh cries of birds occasionally broke the silence but apart from that and the faint noise our own footsteps made we might have been alone in the universe.


  Pons folded the map and scrutinized it closely.


  "Ah, this should be the place, Parker. A disused shepherd's.. hut. Some of this land was once reclaimed from the marsh but as fast as gains were made, other areas were abandoned to their former state."


  "You look as though you expect to find something here."


  "Do I not. We have at least three points to aim for this morning and if we do not end up a little wiser my name is not Solar Pons."


  We were off the path now and walking uphill toward the stone-built ruins. Seabirds cried harshly in the strengthening sunlight as we gained the island—for it was little more— that rose from the surrounding marshland.


  A sudden explosion sent ducks whirring upward as we gained the edge of the ruins. I must confess my nerves were a little on edge: I had my hand on the butt of my revolver before Pons' warning glance brought me to myself. A burly, tweeded form lowered the shotgun as we came up. The man smiled affably.


  "Good morning, gentlemen. Joshua Tebble at your service. Nothing like roast duck with your potatoes and green peas. There, Judy!"


  The bright-eyed retriever went dashing into the marsh and emerged wetly a minute or two later carrying the bedraggled corpse of a plump duck in her mouth.


  "An excellent meal, as you say, Mr. Tebble," I put in.


  The tanned man looked at us shrewdly as he thrust the duck carelessly into the large canvas bag he carried slung over one shoulder.


  "Staying in the neighborhood, are you?"


  "We are at the inn yonder for a few days," put in Solar Pons. "It seems an agreeable district."


  "It's all right," said Tebble shortly. "Though if you were farming, like me, you would not say so. Difficult terrain for agriculture, gentlemen. Too much salt marsh hereabouts. And the land is inclined to flood at high tide in winter. Still, it's a living."


  He ejected a cartridge from the breech of his shotgun. "Shouldn't get wandering off the path, gentlemen. Highly dangerous on these marshes. Good day to you!"


  And he was off, shouldering the shotgun and whistling to the dog to follow him. Solar Pons stood, smoke curling from the bowl of his pipe, a thin smile on his lips, as he followed Tebble's figure until it was lost in the haze.


  "What do you make of him, Pons?"


  "A bold fellow and an excellent shot by appearances."


  "Do you think he is concerned with this business? It is highly suspicious finding him here by these ruins like this." Solar Pons arched his eyebrows.


  "I do not see why, Parker. You are here yourself."


  "But only with you, Pons, on highly lawful business."


  Solar Pons chuckled, pulling ruminatively at the lobe of his left ear.


  "Mr. Tebble is hardly likely to know that, Parker. Now that we are here, let us just look about."


  Having satisfied himself that we were alone on the knoll, Pons produced his powerful pocket lens and went purposefully up and down the old ruins. It was indeed a tumbledown, God-forsaken spot and as the minutes passed and I watched his energetic, purposeful figure I marveled once again at the patience and thoroughness with which he examined details of brickwork, earth flooring and broken reed-stems whose stories, so obvious to him, were literally a closed book to me.


  There was an air of disappointment about him as he put the glass in its case with a snap.


  "This is not the place, Parker."


  He glanced up at the brightening sky.


  "Well, I hardly thought we should score on the first shot. We must take another walk."


  Without turning he walked energetically down the knoll and plunged forward into the marsh again.
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  Within some twenty minutes the landscape had again subtly changed; if anything, it had become even more bleak and somber than that surrounding Grimstone Manor. Though the sun still shone, the slimy ooze ever deepened about us, as the warmth melted the ice which lingered in the hollows and a clammy vapor hovered thickly over the surface.


  But Solar Pons was his old, energetic self as he led the way with unerring precision ever deeper into the heart of the bog, so that I was hard put to follow at times. Now and again he stopped to consult the map but was then swiftly off again like an urgent animal upon some scent. Just as I was about to become really worried, another knoll loomed up before us and there were the tumbled walls and remains of an ancient building that looked, from its general outline, like a medieval abbey or monastery.


  Solar Pons looked at me with satisfaction.


  "We are improving, Parker. It is not so very difficult to find one's way about, providing one reads the map accurately and uses one's common sense."


  "You have exceptional abilities, Pons," I murmured. "I would not care to be in this alone."


  "Anyway, here we are at the abbey," said Pons. "We have only one other objective this morning and you will no doubt be pleased to learn that we are walking in a giant circle which should eventually bring us back somewhere within hailing distance of Grimstone Manor."


  "I am glad to hear it, Pons," said I, setting foot on a solid earth path that led up toward the abbey ruins. "I am becoming a little tired of marshland, birds and sheep."


  Solar Pons smiled grimily, looking sharply about him. He uttered a low cry of annoyance as we came up closer to the ruins. There were people there; many people, dressed in thick clothes and with rucksacks.


  "Good heavens, Pons!" I exclaimed. 'These are the walkers; the people from the inn."


  "Are they not, Parker," said Pons ruefully. "Any evidence our phantom has left here will certainly be obliterated by now."


  But whatever disappointment he felt he managed to conceal with his usual adroit manner. He lounged up the path as though he had not a care in the world, exchanging friendly nods at the polite greetings of the people.


  "The Cistercians were remarkable builders, Parker, were they not," he declared looking at the detail of a crumbling archway before us.


  "Certainly, Pons. The order still flourishes, I believe?" "Most definitely."


  Though Pons could not use his powerful magnifying lens, he certainly went over the ground in great detail, though the sightseers at this ancient monument would not have gathered it from his casual manner.


  I sat down on a large flat stone and smoked for a while, content to let my companion wander; the sun was a little warmer in this enclosed space, though it was still bitterly cold and I did not linger long in that position. When Pons rejoined me his face had cleared.


  "This is not the place, Parker. That seems self-evident." "You have found something, Pons?"


  He shook his head as we hurried down the far side of the knoll and back into the marshy ground.


  "These walkers have saved us time, Parker. The old ruins are too public. They came by the main road. There is a new, paved path not marked on my map, which leads direct to the ruins, which are listed as an ancient monument."


  He smoked on in silence for a moment or two, his face looking worried.


  "Our final destination this morning must bear out my theory or I shall have to rethink our tactics."


  He said nothing further. We went on and on into the bleak wilderness, the cold forgotten in the exercise I found in treading in exactly the same places as those just vacated by my friend. We had been proceeding in this manner for some while when Pons stopped casually and turned to me. He made an elaborate ritual of clearing out the bowl of his pipe before tamping it with fresh tobacco.


  "Solitude is a wonderful thing, Parker," he said. "It becomes more precious as we advance farther and farther into the twentieth century."


  "I am not so sure, Pons . . ." I began when my companion rudely interrupted me.


  "Come, Parker, solitude is at a premium. Even in the middle of a deserted swamp one cannot escape from the madding crowd. Good morning, doctor!"


  To my astonishment a thick clump of bushes at the right of the path just ahead of us wavered, though there was no breeze. A moment later the bull-like form of Dr. Strangeways stepped on to the path. The doctor looked considerably embarrassed.


  "Well, Mr. Pons," he rumbled. "I trust you did not think I was spying upon you?"


  "I did not know what to think, doctor," said Pons blandly. "But if you wish to keep an eye on people without being observed, it is good to keep your binoculars in shadow. The sun was shining directly on to the lenses there."


  The doctor bristled as though he were keeping his temper with difficulty.


  "I was looking not at you, Mr. Pons, but at a pair of rare birds. I was concerned at their safety when I heard in the village that the walkers were on the marsh."


  "I see," said Solar Pons, giving him a searching look. "However, I do not think you need be worried. They are not likely to go beyond the abbey ruins. You seem to have completed your post mortem rather quickly."


  The doctor's eyes were clouded and blank as he turned them upon Pons.


  "It was a routine matter after all. There is no doubt in my mind old Jessel died of drowning."


  Solar Pons frowned.


  "Yet you seemed to have some doubts earlier this morning, doctor. It was almost as though you yourself believed in the phantom of the marsh."


  Strangeways drew himself up and his face looked troubled.


  "I would not care to tell everyone this, Mr. Pons, but I felt guilty about Jessel. I had been deriding his stories, regarding them as mere drunkard's tales, but I myself saw something very strange after I left you last night."


  "Indeed."


  Strangeways nodded.


  "I was called out after midnight to an emergency case. The patient's cottage was beside the main road beyond Grimstone Manor. I was driving along the rim of the marsh when I saw a weird blue light bobbing about, a considerable way off. It looked like a human figure but there was something unearthly about it."


  Dr. Strangeways swallowed and there was doubt in his eyes as he looked at Pons somberly.


  "It gave me quite a turn, Mr. Pons, I don't mind telling you. And I felt quite ashamed at disbelieving old Jessel. And when I saw him dead this morning my shock can be imagined. He was found, you see, quite near where I saw the figure last night. Ought I to tell the police and the coroner, do you think?"


  There was an unexpected gentleness in Solar Pons' voice as he replied. He put his hand on the doctor's arm.


  "Discretion for the time being, doctor, I feel. The fewer people who know about this the better."


  The doctor nodded; there was a strange expression in his eyes as he gazed at Pons.


  "Tell me," my companion continued, "what was this phantom like?"


  Impatience was already returning to Strangeways' voice.


  "I have already told you, Mr. Pons. It was a fiery, bluish figure. It was too far away to see any detail."


  "But how did it appear or disappear?"


  The doctor stared at Pons in exasperation.


  "How should I know, Mr. Pons? It was already visible when I first became aware of it. As soon as I saw it I was so startled I almost drove off the road. When I looked again it suddenly disappeared."


  "Just so."


  Solar Pons nodded, an expression of satisfaction on his face. "As we have already heard. Like the pulling down of a blind, was it not?"


  He turned to me.


  "We shall be at the inn this evening, doctor, if we are required. Come, Parker."


  We left the burly figure of the medical man standing in perplexity on the path. I glanced back once and saw the sun glinting on the rim of his binoculars, an expression of bafflement on his face.


  A half hour of cautious casting about in the marsh brought us at last to our final destination, a huddle of squalid brick buildings that looked like an abandoned tenant farm. Solar Pons' eyes were quick and alert.


  "Aha, Parker, this is more like it."


  He bent down at the edge of the reeds where I could see the heavy impression of a foot. Pons had his lens out and was making a minute examination. He searched about for a few minutes, then traced the fading impressions up on to firmer ground where they were lost on a rocky outcrop.


  I followed Pons over toward the dilapidated brick sheds. Their corrugated iron roofs were red with rust and it was obvious they had been abandoned for years.


  "D'Eath Farm," said Pons, consulting his map. "A most appropriate name."


  "What did the tracks tell you, Pons?"


  He gave me a quizzical look.


  "Quite a lot, Parker. Many people have been here. Some of the footprints I cannot make out. Certainly Strangeways has been here within the past few days. And possibly Tebble. I could not see the welts of his shooting boots because he was wearing them just now. But the imprints at the edge of the marsh there are similar to the ones he made in the soft earth when he was standing talking to us and the pawmarks of his retriever are unmistakable."


  I looked at him wide-eyed.


  "You could tell all that from this jumble of muddy marks on the ground, Pons?"


  My companion chuckled.


  "You forget I have made a study of such things, Parker. I could deduce a good deal more also. A lady has been here too. Though she wears heavy gumboots, her lighter step is quite distinctive and entirely different from that made by a child."


  "You should write a monograph on the subject, Pons," I said drily.


  Pons' wry smile widened.


  "I have published four, Parker. But let us just look at those buildings yonder."


  His aquiline nostrils were already sniffing the air as we approached the brick buildings. A moment later I caught what his keen sense of smell had already told him.


  "Chemicals, Pons?"


  Solar Pons nodded.


  "Undoubtedly."


  "Perhaps these sheds are used as an agricultural store, Pons?"


  "Perhaps," was the cautious reply.


  My companion stepped to the door of the largest building and frowned. He tried the handle cautiously. It was obviously locked. He looked through the grimy window but when I joined him it was impossible to make anything out; the windows had apparently been painted white on the inside. We moved round. The next lean-to had its door secured by a heavy padlock.


  "These do not appear to be discussed after all, Parker," he said.


  His eyes were twinkling as blue smoke uncoiled from his pipe. He thrust his hands deep into his pockets as he stared over my shoulder.


  "For a swamp, this area of Kent is becoming remarkably crowded, Parker," he said mildly. "Good morning, Miss Grimstone!"


  I turned to find our eccentric client's niece striding down a knoll toward us. She was sensibly and tweedily dressed and I saw at once that she wore stout gumboots plastered with mud.


  "Good morning, Mr. Pons! Good morning, Dr. Parker!"


  There was a smile on Miss Grimstone's face but it was obvious she was disconcerted.


  "I come here often to search for wild flowers and plants," she said somewhat defensively.


  "Indeed," said Solar Pons. "I am glad to have seen you for I intended to call at the manor on the way back. How is your uncle?"


  "Well, Mr. Pons. But he is a badly frightened man. Could I persuade you to have lunch with us?"


  Pons was taken aback but he concealed the fact well; perhaps we had been mistaken and Miss Grimstone was not so miserly as we had been led to believe.


  "I must talk to you, Mr. Pons, and there will be little opportunity otherwise. I was just going back and I have the buggy on the high road only half a mile from here,"


  Pons smiled as I looked thankfully from him to Miss Grim-stone. Truth to tell I was not keen to retrace my steps over the miles of marshland we had already traversed.


  "If you have quite finished here . . . "


  "By all means."


  Pons fell into step with Miss Grimstone and the two of them led the way diagonally down the slope and in a direction at right angles to the way we had come. I was content tofollow behind them, keeping a sharp lookout still to make sure I was treading exactly in Pons' footprints.


  Miss Grimstone did not seem quite so forbidding as she had first appeared and I noticed her shooting shrewd glances at Pons from time to time. Eventually she seemed to come to some decision for she said, with an ironical inflexion in her voice, "You do not seem to think much of our household, Mr. Pons. Please do not judge me too harshly. I have had to fight for everything I have and such early struggles tend to distort one's character."


  I saw that Pons' features bore a reassuring expression as he turned his head back over his shoulder to include me in the conversation.


  "I can assure you, Miss Grimstone, that I do not lightly judge people. I am too used to human nature to be surprised by anything I find; neither do I adopt a censorious attitude."


  "Nevertheless, you have certain reservations about Silas Grimstone," said the gray-haired woman shrewdly. "I have a number myself."


  "You are frank at any rate. It is true that I do not approve of miserliness, neither do I regard it as one of the major virtues, particularly when the person in whom it appears has more than his fair share of the world's goods."


  Miss Grimstone nodded, a deep sigh escaping her lips.


  "You are right, Mr. Pons, and I am afraid that my uncle's habits have become somewhat ingrained in me."


  "It is often so in such enclosed households, Miss Grimstone. There was no need to mention it. And what of your uncle's earlier struggles . . . ?"


  "Business matters, Mr. Pons. He and his brother fought rancorous battles for control of the firm."


  Solar Pons' brow knotted and he turned sharply toward our companion.


  "I did not know Mr. Grimstone had a second brother."


  The niece shook her head.


  "He would not have mentioned it of his own accord, Mr. Pons. It was a sore point between them. In the end he bought out his brother's share of the firm. Mr. Jethro Grimstone emigrated to Australia, I understand."


  "Indeed. When did all this take place, Miss Grimstone?"


  "Many years ago, Mr. Pons. Over twenty, I believe. I was not living at the manor in those days, of course. But I heard all about it from my father, who died shortly after. There were three brothers, you see, but my father abhorred Silas Grim-stone. He was an open-hearted and generous man."


  She smiled shyly at Pons as we slowly traversed the marshland path.


  "I was only thirty or so then and much more personable. I was hoping to be married when my father died and there was a change in my circumstances."


  There was a brooding sadness in her eyes as I glanced at her. I glimpsed in that moment all the long years of housekeeping for Silas Grimstone and all the hopes for a happier life with a husband and family she must long since have given up. Pons stared at her for a moment, compassion shining in his eyes.


  "I am truly sorry to hear that, Miss Grimstone. What you have just said interests me. You say your second uncle went to Australia."


  "So I was told, Mr. Pons."


  "By Silas Grimstone?"


  "Yes. He mentioned it a number of times."


  "And after he had gained control of the firm, things greatly improved."


  "I believe so, yes."


  "Hmm." Solar Pons paused on the path and pulled reflectively at the lobe of his right ear. "You have not said much about this apparition of the marsh, Miss Grimstone. What is your theory about it? And why was your uncle so frightened?"


  "Well, if you had seen it, Mr. Pons, you would have been frightened too."


  Pons smiled ruefully.


  "Perhaps you are right, Miss Grimstone. I understand it was seen again last night."


  He held up his hand to avoid any further questions as we came up the narrow path onto level ground. Nearby a pony harnessed to a shabby carriage chewed the winter grass as it stood tethered to the fence. Solar Pons turned to me as he waited for Miss Grimstone to ascend to the driver's seat of the vehicle.


  "I think perhaps it might be best if we kept watch at the Manor tonight, Parker. This will-o'-the-wisp may strike again and it is as well to be on our guard."
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  "I hope this is not going on my bill, Mr. Pons!"


  Silas Grimstone's voice was thick with clotted greed as he glared at my companion. We were sitting in the parlor at Grimstone Manor, the blinds drawn, our chairs close to the smoldering fire on the hearth. We had already eaten. I was beginning to forget the dampness and chill of the marsh as we had seen it that morning, though the room was far from over-warm as the temperature had dropped considerably with the coming of nightfall.


  Pons had spent the afternoon going over the grounds of the manor making sure that all the doors and windows were secure before dusk. Now we waited for Miss Grimstone to bring the coffee and brandy she had promised against the querulous protests of her uncle.


  "Our vigil here this evening?" There was contempt in Pons' voice.


  "Do not trouble yourself about that, Mr. Grimstone. There are some other matters I would like to discuss. You did not tell me about your brother. Your business partner—the one who went to Australia."


  There was a long hush in the room and the old man's complexion seemed to have turned yellow. He struggled up in his fireside chair with a shriveled hand to the shawl at his throat.


  "It was all a long time ago, Mr. Pons. That rascal went abroad and I have neither seen nor heard from him to this day, thank God!"


  "Why do you say that, Mr. Grimstone?"


  "Because he was a villain. The firm would have crashed if I had not taken control."


  "That is your supposition, Mr. Grimstone?"


  The old man put his head on one side and surveyed my companion grimly.


  "It is indeed, Mr. Pons. And it is true. The affair is an old one and may be consulted in the stock exchange records." His eyes expressed malevolent distrust as he stared at the detective.


  "You seem to be forgetting your purpose here, Mr. Pons.


  My life is threatened by this ghastly thing from the marsh and you are talking ancient history."


  Solar Pons smiled thinly and put up his hand to silence our client.


  "I have not been idle, Mr. Grimstone. I have a mind to put my theories to the test this evening. You have no objection to taking part in a little experiment?"


  Silas Grimstone stared at Pons suspiciously as he went to the window and drew the curtain, then rubbed his strong slender fingers together.


  "Excellent! There is a mist coming up from the marsh. Ideal for our purposes. You have no objection to a little walk in an hour or so, suitably wrapped up? If we cannot find the phantom of the marsh—and it is pointless to go looking for him in such a wide area—then we must call him to us."


  "Mr. Pons!" The old man's voice cracked with agitation. He glared at my companion, pushing aside Miss Sylvia Grimstone as she tried to mollify him with a cup of coffee.


  The old man's niece had a faint smile on her face as she turned to me. She put the cup at my elbow and another in front of Pons who had now resumed his seat.


  "You want me to go out there? You are using me as some sort of decoy, sir?"


  Solar Pons nodded over the rim of his coffee cup.


  "By all means, Mr. Grimstone," he agreed cheerfully. "You were out in your stable yard yesterday evening when we arrived, quite unprotected. I shall not require you to do much more tonight. Merely to show yourself and leave the rest to Parker and myself."


  There was suppressed excitement in Miss Grimstone's eyes. "Ah, you intend to be on hand, Mr. Pons."


  "Of course, Miss Grimstone. I would not risk your uncle's health or well-being for one second," said Solar Pons smoothly. "Parker has his revolver—we will see whether this phantom is vulnerable to bullets or something more ethereal."


  There was a strange, twisted expression on old Silas Grimstone’s face. He nodded once or twice as though he agreed with my companion's suggestion, then cocked his head.


  "What is your plan, Mr. Pons?"


  "That is better, Mr. Grimstone," said Solar Pons, tenting his fingers on the table before him. "I have formed certain theories and considered a number of suppositions. Now I have to test them in the field, as it were. I cannot do that unless we give this creature tangible reason for venturing out tonight. He will not do so unless he knows that you are abroad."


  Grimstone's expression changed to extreme alarm. He looked furtively around him as though he expected to find the subject of his fears at his elbow in the flickering firelight.


  "You do not mean to say he is watching us?"


  Solar Pons inclined his head.


  "He must do so, Mr. Grimstone. That is the only possible conclusion one can draw. Otherwise, how can he appear only to you, except when others may be about by accident? No, Mr. Grimstone, there is a person of some cunning and persistence at the bottom of this business. And we must draw him out if we are to apprehend him."


  "What do you wish me to do, Mr. Pons?" The room was silent.


  My friend's coffee cup rattled with a faint clink.


  "You must follow my instructions absolutely to the letter, Mr. Grimstone, if things are to be brought to a successful conclusion."


  The old man looked soberly at Pons, fearful thoughts reflected in his cadaverous eyes.


  "Very well, Mr. Pons. I will do as you say. What are your proposals?"
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  "There he goes, Parker! Quickly! It is vitally important that we keep him in sight at all times."


  I followed Pons through the thick mist, marveling once again at the unerring manner in which my companion found his way. The fog was thickening and even Pons, I think, was hard put to it to make out the indistinct figure of old Silas Grimstone. The night was dark and cold, the mist rising thickly from the surface of the swamp; altogether it was ideal for Pons' daring plan though it would be extremely dangerous if things went wrong.


  I had my revolver in my pocket, the safety catch on, but with my hand on the butt ready for action if need be. A number of disconnected thoughts were chasing themselves through my mind as we hurried along. Pons' plan was simple but like all such things, brilliant in its very elementariness. It combined daring, with some danger to ourselves, but with a minimum of risk to our client.


  Miss Grimstone had driven us out in the buggy along the main road toward the spot where it met the path which led through the swamp to the ruined buildings of D'Eath Farm. Silas Grimstone was to leave his niece at a predetermined time and walk along the path, keeping to the firm and high ground which led to the farm before it reached the swamp proper.


  Pons and I had left the stopping place half an hour earlier; my companion had marked out another path on the map which led to the heart of the swamp. Once in position, we were to walk along our path in the direction of the farm. In this way, if the apparition appeared, we should be between it and the farm buildings and cut off any possible retreat into the swamp.


  The most practical feature to my mind was Pons' inspiration in making Grimstone carry a small but powerful flashlight, ostensibly to light his way. But, it would serve two purposes—to draw the apparition to its intended victim and at the same time denote Grimstone's exact position to us so we could protect him. Unfortunately, mist had closed in soon after we had gained the old path and Pons became extremely anxious about the success of the plan.


  Grimstone was due to leave his niece at exactly eleven P.M. and at precisely that moment as indicated by the second hand of my watch, Pons had led the way back in the direction of the farm buildings. He had allowed fifteen minutes for old Grimstone to get to the farm but we should be in sight of him long before that.


  The mist grew thicker and I was becoming more and more anxious until Pons' reassuring cry. A moment later I saw a thin beam of light close to the ground, coming along the causeway far off to our right. It caught only a momentary glimpse; then the thick white vapor closed in again.


  "We must hurry, Parker. I should never forgive myself if anything went wrong."


  "We are within striking distance now, Pons. You could not have foreseen this damnable fog."


  "Even so, we are dealing with an old man who is deliberately exposing himself to danger at my request."


  Pons took the path so rapidly I was hard put to keep up with him. The mist was thinning a little now and we again saw the beam of light dancing across the ground. Pons halted, taking stock of the situation.


  "We must be careful now, Parker. We have to make sure we do not alarm whoever may be concealed out here. Ah, that is better."


  For, as we stepped forward from behind a screen of bushes we had a clear view of a ridge some two hundred yards off where old Silas Grimstone was advancing with his torch. Far to the right, invisible behind the hump was the road on which Miss Grimstone was waiting with the buggy. We were in the hollow of the swamp and to our left the almost invisible path wound until it reached the higher ground on which stood D'Eath Farm.


  Pons led the way, stepping meticulously along a path that was quite invisible to me. All around us in the icy night was the presence of the swamp; I was uneasily aware of it as though it were some living, sinister presence in the darkness, just waiting for a false step to drag us down into the bottomless depths. Pons' iron nerves seemed to armor him against such treacherous thoughts and I fingered the chill surface of my revolver, taking solid comfort from its reassuring metal.


  The beams of light were momentarily invisible to us due to a rise in the ground and I realized that we were coming out on to the firmer terrain which led to the abandoned farm buildings. As we started uphill I was suddenly brought to a halt by an anguished cry against the silence of the night. It was repeated three times, each time more urgently and there was such fear in it that I felt the hairs on the nape of my neck rising; my flesh crawled.


  Solar Pons gave an exclamation of anger and seized my arm.


  "He is more clever than I thought, Parker! If I do not mistake the situation he is coming from the roadside and not from the farm. There is not a moment to lose!"


  I tucked my arms into my sides and ran until my lungs were bursting but Pons was fleeter, covering the uphill path at a tremendous rate. As we climbed we were able to see the drama that was being played out on the rough upland track leading to the abandoned farm.


  To my relief Silas Grimstone appeared to be unharmed, for we could see his light bobbing not more than a hundred yards in front of us. Behind him, moving at an alarming speed was an horrific apparition I cannot forget. Bluish yellow, seen first as a halo of crawling flame, then as a hard-edged figure, it appeared to float erratically.


  The figure was indeterminately tall, surmounted by a hideous face lapped in baleful fire that changed shape as we watched. It was gaining on Grimstone with every second and with a last terrified look over his shoulder the old man at last saw us coming to the rescue, for his torch altered course as our paths closed.


  "For God's sake save me, Mr. Pons!" he croaked with the last of his breath before sinking down exhausted on to the path about fifty paces away.


  "Parker—" Pons ordered coolly, "two rounds and aim high, if you please."


  The phantom blue figure was still coming in short hopping motions. The thing could not have seen us running against the dark background of bushes but as it was now alarmingly close to the fallen figure of the old man, I fired two shots into the air. The flash of flame and the detonation of the explosions seemed incredibly loud. I was momentarily blinded but when I opened my eyes again the marsh was empty; that blue, writhing figure might never have existed.


  "Good heavens, Pons!" I cried. "The thing has disappeared."


  "Never mind that," said Solar Pons crisply. "Let us just make sure that no harm has come to old Grimstone."


  We hurried over the short stretch of ground that separated us from our client and found him lying exhausted, winded but recovering. I put down my revolver on a nearby stump and examined him by the light of his own torch.


  "He is all right, Pons," I said, feeling his irregular pulse. "Just a fright."


  "It might have meant my death!" the old man snarled with astonishing vindictiveness. I helped him up.


  "We had better get him back to the manor, Pons."


  Solar Pons put up his hand. There was irritation on his face. "There will be time enough for that later, Parker. Just douse the light. The game is far from over yet."


  His rigid attitude and rapt attention to the matter in hand affected even Grimstone for he stopped his mumbling and went to stand quietly by the stump. Pons had sunk to his knees and now that I had switched off the torch, was almost invisible in the darkness. He moved forward, urging me to follow and I kept close to him, leaving Grimstone behind. I had not gone ten yards before I realized I had forgotten the revolver, but subsequent events happened so quickly that it became immaterial.


  Pons put his hand on my arm as I came to a halt beside him. He bent down beside the path: there was just enough light to see that he was groping about on the ground. He gave a grunt as he found what he wanted—a loose stone which was frost-bond to the earth. He prised it loose and rose to his feet.


  He threw it outward into the swamp; we waited a few seconds with straining ears. The sudden sharp crack of breaking ice and then the loud splash which followed sounded thunderous in the silence. At the same moment there was a loud rustling of branches and the same ghastly blue phantom figure reappeared not thirty feet in front of us.


  "Come on, Parker!" Pons yelled. "My theory was correct."


  There were blundering noises ahead as I followed Pons, all fear forgotten in the sudden conviction that we had to deal with a mortal being and not some actual phantom of the marsh. Ahead of us the bluish figure ducked and twisted with incredible agility, now appearing and then suddenly disappearing. The outline was curiously elongated and narrow and sometimes the blackness of night intervened for seconds at a time as the thing fled before us.


  I stumbled on a root and Pons slackened a moment, turning back toward me. We were among the farm buildings now and with the respite afforded, the apparition had again disappeared.


  "What was it, Pons?" I asked breathlessly.


  Solar Pons chuckled with satisfaction.


  "It is mortal enough I fancy, Parker," he said. "There is no time to explain now. We shall find the answer to our problems at D'Eath Farm unless my reasoning is very wide of the mark."


  We were close by the buildings and crept cautiously along in their shadow. Pons stopped once or twice and listened intently. He tried the door of one of the sheds. It opened quietly to his touch. He put his lips against my ear.


  "As I thought, Parker. This has been used as the phantom's changing room."


  "He is not here now?"


  "We shall see."


  Abruptly and without any attempt at silence he flung open the door. At the same moment a strong beam of light from his flashlight stabbed out across the room. The place appeared empty. It was simply a brick and wood shell, with an oil lamp hanging from a dusty beam. It was a somber place, of shadow and darkness. In the center were two wooden boxes; on the top of one a tin was standing, together with a mirror and some brushes.


  Solar Pons chuckled. Once again I caught the acrid chemical flavor. He tentatively tested the material in the tin with his fingertip, held it against his face, sniffing deeply.


  "A solution of phosphorus, Parker! As I suspected from the beginning. There is your phantom."


  "That is all very well, Pons," said I. "But how can he disappear in such a manner?"


  "We shall find out in a moment or two," he said calmly, his sharp eyes assayed the room.


  Then he did an astonishing thing. He stooped and quickly picked up the smaller of the two boxes, which had evidently served as a seat. He hurled it into the darkest corner of the shed. There was a sudden howl of pain, as Pons flung himself onto a vague shadow which stirred from the wall; there was a brief scuffle that knocked the light to the ground.


  It was unbroken and I hastily ran to pick it up. By its light I could see Pons struggling with an astonishing creature that alternately glowed with unearthly blue light and then as rapidly disappeared as they rolled over. I ran to help him but my companion was already ripping the hideous mask from the creature. The disheveled, almost pitiful face of a young man was revealed. He had been standing flat against the wall, made invisible by the black material he wore.


  "Allow me to present Mr. Norman Knight, our fellow guest from The Harrow Inn. Better known hereabouts as the crawling horror of Grimstone Marsh!"
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  Pons chuckled grimly, looking down at the baffled figure on the ground.


  "You seem to have recovered from your limp in an admirably short time, Mr. Knight."


  I stared at the strange tableau in bewilderment.


  "I do not understand any of this, Pons."


  My companion held up his hand.


  "All will be made clear in a very few moments, Parker."


  He crossed to the fallen man and helped him up on to the wooden box where he slumped, an abject and dejected figure, his head in his hands.


  "As you can see, Parker, an ingenious though simple stratagem. The figure of the marsh phantom is painted with the phosphorescent solution on the front only. By simply turning away from the viewer, Mr. Knight could render himself to all intents and purposes invisible on a dark night."


  I could not repress a gasp.


  "So that was the answer, Pons!"


  My companion nodded.


  "On the occasions when the phantom suddenly disappeared, he was simply standing still in the center of the marsh, keeping his back turned. As soon as he heard his victim move away he slipped off this hooded garment, returned to this shed and secreted the evidence of his wicked charade."


  "But what was the point of all this, Pons?"


  "You may well ask, Dr. Parker," said young Knight, suddenly standing up and turning a white but composed face to us. "My masquerade may not be as wicked as you think. Rather regard it in the light of an angel with a flaming sword .come to right a great wrong."


  "I am not denying your motives," said Solar Pons, with a strange smile, "but you were very mistaken in adopting this particular method to achieve your ends."


  We were interrupted at this moment in a highly dramatic fashion.


  We had been so absorbed in the drama before us that we had not noticed a faint shadow creeping closer from the door of the shed. Now a figure materialized in the faint beam of Pons' torch. Silas Grimstone's face was distorted with pain and anger and it was with a shock that I saw my pistol clutched in his trembling hands. Pons shot me a reproachful glance but his voice was firm and steady as be turned toward the old man.


  "What does this mean, Mr. Grimstone?"


  Grimstone stared at us with an ashen countenance; it was obvious his glazed eyes saw nothing but the form of young Knight. His voice, when it came, was thick.


  "So, you have come back from the marsh, have you? Well, I put you there once and I can do so again!"


  He raised the revolver with a hoarse cry but Pons' reaction was as quick as a striking snake's. He cannoned into Knight and the crack of the explosion and the tinkle of window glass that followed showed where the bullet had gone.


  "Run for your life!" Solar Pons commanded.


  He extinguished the torch and I just caught a glimpse of Knight against the lighter square of the doorway before he had gone. There was another shot and then old Grimstone rushed after him at a lurching run.


  "I am sorry, Pons," I said, as the lean shadow of my friend got to its feet.


  Pons switched on his light again and as he did so we heard the faint crack of an explosion outside.


  "No time for recriminations, Parker. Pray that we shall be able to avoid another tragedy."


  Outside, we found the mist thickening a little but it was not difficult to see the direction our quarry had taken. Knight had wisely gone down into the swamp area, where he was obviously at home, instead of across the uplands where he would have made an excellent target.


  But the way soon twisted among thick bushes and Pons twice stopped to examine broken reed-stems under his light. His face bore the stamp of great anxiety.


  "He has turned aside from the path, Parker. I fear the worst."


  A few seconds later we came upon my revolver where it had fallen barrel down among the reeds. I bent to pick it up and found Pons' hand on my arm.


  "It would be unwise to venture farther, Parker."


  As he spoke there came an unearthly scream from the misty depths of the marsh ahead. It had such fear and horror in it that I think I shall remember it to my dying day and even Pons seemed shaken. We stood there as it echoed and reechoed until it finally died away.


  "It is all my fault," I said. "After all your efforts on behalf of your client."


  Pons shook his head, a strange expression on his features in the glow of the flashlight. He led the way back to the firmer footing of the path.


  "Client or no, Parker, I think the world has seen the last of a damnable villain. If he has not been scared into permanent flight, young Knight is the only person who can fill in the missing pieces for us."


  I put the revolver back into my pocket; as we stepped up on to the higher ground there was a low rustling in the bushes.


  The disheveled figure of Knight stepped out onto the path, an obviously shaken and frightened man. "I swear I did not mean it to end like this, Mr. Pons," he said wildly.


  Solar Pons looked at him for a long moment.


  "Explanations will keep, Mr. Knight," he said slowly. "I suggest we return to the manor immediately and break the news to Miss Grimstone."
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  "I am deeply shocked, but I cannot say I am entirely surprised at this ending, Mr. Pons."


  Miss Sylvia Grimstone's face was gray and strained but she was quite in command of herself as she sat by the fire in the parlor at Grimstone Manor and poured thick, hot coffee.


  I took the cup from her gratefully, for I was frozen to the bone and the fire in the grate had sunk to a few glowing embers. Knight sat at a round table near the fire, midway between myself and Pons and our hostess.


  "The police will be here within the hour, Miss Grimstone," said Solar Pons, his restless eyes probing round the room. "I think some explanations are in order before they arrive."


  "I would be grateful for some light in this business, Pons, for I am completely in the dark."


  My companion smiled wryly as he put down his cup and looked across at the young man who sat, pale and trembling before us.


  "As I have said on more than one occasion, Parker, patience is not always your strong suit. However, let me get briefly to the point. As soon as Silas Grimstone had told me his extraordinary story I realized that there would be some perfectly simple explanation. Phantoms do not walk in my book, neither do the dead return to plague the living. Therefore, I was looking for an elaborate masquerade. I wanted a man who knew the marshes; a stranger possibly, who had taken the trouble to map the secret paths; one who probably knew something about Grimstone's past and intended to frighten him by dressing up in the phosphorescent clothing we have already seen."


  "But for what purpose?"


  "We are coming to that, Parker. I first needed the method by which the phantom appeared and disappeared in such a startling manner; then a possible refuge in the marsh where he could hide and don his disguise; and finally, some corroboration from others that the apparition was not limited to Grimstone alone. I obtained all three in fairly short order."


  Solar Pons stood up and went over to the fireplace; he kicked the fallen embers into life and Miss Grimstone hurried to put on some fresh wood to feed the little blaze.


  "It soon became evident that the appearance of the phantom and its lightning disappearances could be explained by only one set of circumstances. My travels round the marsh made it self-evident that such appearances and disappearances would have to be extremely carefully engineered or the masquerader would rapidly end a victim himself.


  "It merely meant that the apparition—created by a luminous chemical solution—was painted on one side of the hooded cloak only. The person wearing it would then merely have to turn his back on his victim to become invisible. Jessel put me on to it when he said the apparition disappeared as though someone had pulled down a blind. My deductions were proved right this evening in all respects when, as I suspected, I saw that the facial image strongly resembled Silas Grimstone himself."


  "You cannot mean it!"


  "I was never more serious, my dear fellow," said Solar Pons with a grim smile. "Our walk this morning and the conclusions I drew from the evidence presented to me, made it equally obvious that D'Eath Farm was the only conveniently situated building that would suit. Knight here could not only escape into the marsh but easily reach the main road. When I saw the padlocked door of the abandoned farm building and smelt the distinctive odor of phosphorus, my conclusions were hardened."


  "What about your third point, Pons?" I asked.


  "That was the most important of all. The entire deception was designed as an accusation; to appeal to old Silas Grim-stone's guilty conscience. He had to be convinced that he—and he alone—had seen a ghost. Unfortunately for our friend here, others became aware of the deception. Among them, Dr. Strangeways and the late Tobias Jessel."


  Knight was already on his feet.


  "I was not responsible for Jessel's death, Mr. Pons! I swear I only intended to frighten Grimstone into a confession."


  "I am well aware of that," said my friend gently. "Jesse! undoubtedly fell into the water in a drunken stupor."


  "What about the cuts on his hands, Pons?' I asked.


  Pons shook his head.


  "The wounds were made by the jagged edges of the broken ice."


  Solar Pons turned away from Miss Grimstone and Knight, who slowly resumed his seat.


  "To get back to my point, Parker. I strongly suspected that the so-called phantom had carefully prepared his scheme and that he wished only Grimstone to see the figure he had created. You may remember I was particularly careful to ask Grimstone about the circumstances when both he and his niece saw the apparition."


  "I remember, Pons."


  "You will recall that Miss Grimstone suddenly appeared from behind a fringe of bushes, and I commended that fact to you. Knight did not even know she was there. In fact he was himself frightened by her sudden shriek and immediately ran off. Is that not so?"


  "Indeed, Mr. Pons."


  Knight lowered his head and looked the very figure of contrition. I shot a puzzled glance at Pons and then at Miss Grimstone, who sat behind the coffee pot with tightly compressed lips. The .clock ticked sonorously in the corner and it seemed impossible that the incredible drama of an hour ago had taken old Silas Grimstone so dramatically from us.


  "You may remember also, Parker, that I was particularly intent on discovering the circumstances of the phantom's appearances to the old man. No true apparition, if such a thing existed, would make a noise when it appeared or disappeared; therefore, it was manufactured. We have already dealt with the matter of any traces it made being swallowed up by the mud and water, though there was enough evidence from the reeds and broken grasses to establish the passage of some heavy body. The zigzagging motion the thing made was because Knight had to keep to the firm paths to avoid being sucked under.


  "You may also recall, Parker, I took some trouble when we were out on the marsh, in examining the dyke near Grimstone Manor, the spot where both old Grimstone and Tobias Jessel had their frightening experiences with the fiery blue figure. Jessel was not meant to see the phantom. Knight was hanging about in his guise, down below the dyke, waiting to see if old Grimstone was corning out. He did not hear Jessel walking along the road above and thus blundered on him accidentally. I submit that this reading is correct as I could not hear your footsteps, Parker, when I was at the foot of the bank, a long way below the level of the road."


  "You are perfectly correct," said Knight with a groan. "It happened exactly as you said. And I can swear that I was nowhere near old Jessel on the night of his death."


  "I believe you," said Solar Pons slowly. "And can so testify to the police if necessary."


  I looked at my companion in amazement.


  "This case began with a client being terrified by a phantom, and now it appears to be ending with the client as the villain and the attempted murderer as an innocent man!"


  "Does it not, Parker," remarked Solar Pons with a dry chuckle.


  There was silence for a brief moment. It was broken by Knight who seemed to be recovering his spirits as Pons proceeded.


  "How did you come to suspect me?"


  "I had a good many people who might have superficially fitted the bill," said Solar Pons. "They included Dr. Strangeways and a farmer on the marsh; our man might even have been concealed in a party of walkers who descended on the village. But I was looking for a young and active man; one who had a strong motive for treating old Grimstone so; one who had mastered all the paths and tracks of the marsh."


  I looked at Pons in rising irritation.


  "But how on earth could you have reasoned all this? We hardly knew Mr. Knight."


  Solar Pons smiled, sending out a stream of aromatic blue smoke toward the ceiling.


  "All this came to me very slowly old friend. And there was not a great deal of data to go on. But when I inspected the hotel register and found that Mr. Knight had come to The Harrow in September, only a few weeks before the ghostly manifestations began, my suspicions began to crystallize. Then, when Mr. Knight boldly introduced himself and I was able to study him close at hand, I immediately saw light. It was a master stroke, Mr. Knight, to make such a dramatic entrance, though there was some risk that Dr. Strangeways might have examined your supposedly injured ankle."


  To my astonishment Knight gave a low chuckle.


  "There is no getting around you, Mr. Pons. I reasoned, quite correctly, as it turned out, that Strangeways would not want to be bothered with anything so trivial, especially as he was enjoying a social evening at the hotel. Where did I go wrong?"


  Solar Pons smiled thinly.


  "When you came into the saloon you were limping with the right leg. The following morning, when we saw you just after breakfast, you limped on the left."


  I looked thunderstruck at Pons. Even Miss Grimstone had to smile.


  "But why all this masquerade and why the limp?"


  "To provide an alibi, Parker," said my companion patiently. "An injured man could not leap agilely about the marsh in that fashion. The solution came to me rather late. It was the facial resemblance, you see."


  "Facial resemblance, Pons?"


  Solar Pons nodded dreamily, his eyes half-closed.


  "Unless I miss my guess, Mr. Knight is a close relative of Silas Grimstone. I would hazard his nephew."


  Miss Grimstone closed her eyes and appeared much moved by the disclosure. She breathed heavily.


  "You are perfectly right, Mr. Pons."


  "But why would Grimstone's nephew want to drive him out of his wits?" I cried somewhat wildly.


  "One of the oldest motives known to mankind, Parker.-Revenge. Miss Grimstone herself supplied the missing fragments of my pattern on the marsh this morning. She said that Jethro Grimstone, the partner in the firm, went to Australia many years ago. It can never be proved now but I submit that his body is lying out there in the depths of the marsh somewhere. Mr. Knight—or rather Mr. Grimstone here—had come back from Australia and decided to take the law into his own hands to obtain a confession from his uncle. He would need an accomplice for that, Miss Grimstone, would he not?"


  Our hostess drew herself up, tiny spots of red burning her cheeks.


  "I know how it must look, Mr. Pons, but there was great justification for what John Grimstone did."


  She looked across the room as though for silent corroboration from the man who had used the name, Knight. He stirred himself and stared at us with somber eyes.


  "It is an old story, Mr. Pons, and goes back many years but I want you to know the truth. My father was a good man; he built the family firm, though there was always bad blood between the brothers. Silas was a dreadful, miserly man even when younger. My mother told me a great deal about the situation as I grew older. As I have said, I was only a child when the events I am referring to occurred. My family was well-off and we lived at Grimstone Manor in some style. Ail that was soon to change. My father told my mother a good deal about his suspicions but she was never able to prove anything.


  "To bring a long story to a speedy end, Mr. Pons, my father simply disappeared one day. He was out on the marsh and never returned. Neither was his body recovered. A man resembling Silas Grimstone was seen at the nearest railway station, but my uncle maintained that he was in London all that day. He told us that my father had to go to Australia on business suddenly. The idea was ridiculous, particularly as he and mother were very close. Strange that he would go off like that without discussing it beforehand. In any case he had taken neither clothing nor luggage. It is my firm belief that Silas Grimstone waylaid my father on a lonely path in the marsh, attacked him from behind, perhaps with a heavy stone as a weapon, and then threw him into the quicksand."


  The young man paused and stared at us with a haggard face.


  "But a strange thing happened. A letter eventually came from Australia. It is my belief it was a forgery, committed at Grimstone's instructions. It was from a hotel in Adelaide and said father had to go out there on business for the firm. We were not to worry—and that he would return eventually. My mother showed the letter to a number of friends, but the forgery had been skillfully done and everyone said it was father's hand. Grimstone then started a rumor that the firm's affairs were in disorder and that father had fled to avoid being compromised in unscrupulous conduct.


  "The final bombshell was a will, drawn up in Silas Grim-stone's favor and apparently signed by my father. It left the house and the business to his brother. Of course, my mother fought the matter in the courts, but after some years the decision went against us. She was penniless and had to give up the house. Eventually she scraped some money together and we sailed to a new life in Australia. But mother was broken in mind and body and she herself hardly knew what to believe. She had some hope that we would be reunited with father in Adelaide but of course there was no such hotel as that in the letter and we never did find him. She had told me of her suspicions as I grew older, and I progressed to manhood with a burning desire for revenge. Mother died a few months ago and I felt free to return, the remainder of the family being settled, and myself a bachelor. I heard that Silas Grimstone still lived, made my way to Kent and perfected my plan. It seemed perfectly justified to me. I modeled the phosphorescent hood on an old photograph of my father's features. I met Miss Grimstone on the marsh from time to time. She recognized the family likeness and I confided in her."


  There was a long and deep silence, broken only by Pons knocking out his pipe in the fireplace.


  "What have you to say to that. Miss Grimstone?"


  "It is true, Mr. Pons. My uncle, by his manner and furtive behavior over the years regarding his brother had aroused my suspicions. He was pathologically frightened of anything to do with the marsh, though paradoxically, he felt compelled to go out at night on occasion."


  "Perhaps he wished to make sure that the body of this young man's father remained undisturbed in its burial place on the marsh," suggested Solar Pons somberly.


  Miss Grimstone shuddered and her face changed color.


  "Perhaps, Mr. Pons. But with this background, rightly or wrongly, my sympathies were with John Grimstone, once I had heard his story. I have suffered a good deal under my uncle's regime here all these years. I am afraid I am not at all sorry at how it has turned out. But I must make it clear I did not know anything of the apparition or exactly what John Grimstone intended."


  "I did not say I condemned either of you," said Solar Pons quickly. "And Silas Grimstone would certainly have killed young Mr. Grimstone here had not the marsh claimed the old rascal at an opportune moment."


  "I helped John Grimstone to his revenge," said Miss Grimstone slowly and deliberately. "I informed him of the old man's movements and when he might be going out. We hoped for a full confession."


  "You need say no more," said Solar Pons. "I think we might leave it there."


  Both Miss Grimstone and the young man turned surprised faces toward my companion.


  John Grimstone cleared his throat.


  "I am not quite sure I understand you, Mr. Pons."


  "I am not a moral judge, Mr. Grimstone," said Solar Pons. "I think we will leave the dead to bury the dead. I am convinced of the truth of your story and that rough justice has been done."


  Miss Grimstone let out her breath in a long sigh.


  "You are a good man, Mr. Pons."


  Solar Pons chuckled.


  "Let us just say, Miss Grimstone, that little would be served by further scandal. We will inform the police when they arrive that Silas Grimstone has disappeared on the marsh. There will be a search but nothing will be found. It will be a nine-day wonder and nothing more."


  There was silence for a moment and then Miss Grimstone gave Solar Pons her hand.


  "I will myself settle your fee, Mr. Pons."


  There was an awkward silence.


  "It was providence, Mr. Pons. This young man has been robbed of his patrimony. We cannot recompense him for the death of his father or the injustices he has suffered. But I feel free, as Silas Grimstone's beneficiary, to offer him his rightful half-share in the company and a place here at the manor with me. On my death the property and the business would revert to him, as I have no other kin."


  "Justice, indeed, Parker," said Solar Pons softly. "Providence moves in mysterious ways."


  And he said no more on the subject.
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