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Author of “Luisma’s Return,” “Thus Spake the Prophetcss,” etc.

enced officer than myself that

only a fool would attempt the
passage of Nciba Desert after 10
o’clock in the morning. No white
man, afoot, could bear up under the
terrible heat, and there are few Do-
minican mules that can carry with
case a bulk as great as mine. Neiba
Desert, in the heart of the tropics, is a
hundred feet below the level of the
sea.

But what youngster ever listened
to the advice of his elders? I never
had, and because I did not in this in-
stance, I qualified for the first rank
among fools.

We, a tenderfoot pharmacist’s mate
and myself, left Barahona at 5 o’clock
in the morning, intent on reaching
Las Salinas in time to make the cross-
ing in the cool of the morning. We
rode a pair of Dominican mules that
were too small for us. But, cven so,
we should have made it, had we not
tarried overlong in Cabral to listen to
the raucous cries of the natives in the
marketplace—until it was 8 o’clock
by the sun.

We pulled out finally, after break-
fasting on Dominican coffee, which is
nectar fit for the gods after one has
acquired the taste for it. We reached

I HAD been told by a more experi-

the branching of the road at about 9,
and it was 10 o’clock exactly when
we gave the mules their last chance
at water just Neibaward from Las
Salinas. We filled our canteens there,
after which we gave our mounis a
breathing space ere we struck out
through the thorn-tree studded waste
of sand.

I shall never forget that momentous
first glanee toward Neiba. Just be-
hind us to the south were the broad
reaches of the Bahoruco mountains,
while away ahead we could see the
blue outline of the distant Cordilleras.
We could not see the town of Neiba
because of the fringe of palm-trees
which hide her from view, even as
they disclose her wherecabouts. Even
at that distance, which must have
been very great, we could see that
the palm-trees Lowed and beckoned
to us, as if they urged us ahead with
promises of hospitality upon arrival.

‘We started hlithely on our way. My
companion was a pharmacist’s mate
in Uncle Sam’s navy, and we talked
of some of his queer experiences in
hospital wards during the war, 1 re-
member. This was during the first
hour, only, of the crossing. There
was a dim trail through the sand, and
the dust came up in clouds, filling our

113



114 ‘WEIRD

eves and nostrils with fine layers of
the stuff. The heat was almost un-
bearable. It must have been 104 de-
grecs Fahrenheit even then. And we
kad just started. The palm-trees
looked no nearer. The Cordilleras
were just as blue as at first. Our talk-
ing died away to oppressive silence.
We drank often from our canteens,
and we did not try to spare the water.
Those palm-trees looked much closer
than they really were, although we
had been warned that their heckoning
was treacherous—like that of Die
Lorelei. Our water was gone before
we had half completed the passage.

Two hours more.

ITalf an hour after the water gave
out we were slumped low in our sad-
dles, our shirts pulled up about our
necks to keep the heat from frying
our brains, and our mules were creep-
ing along with their heads hanging
almost into the trail. They were very
tired, and the dust had built gray
coats on their sweat-drenched hides.

My companion, who had been but a
few weeks out of the states, rode
along without a glance to right or left.
He was fecling the heat more than I
was. It was tough on him. Another
hour passed, with the palm-irees
seemingly no nearer. I saw that his
ruze was fixed steadfastly upon them.
Once when their fronded heads bowed
and beekoned to us, he raised his hand
and waved, as if he answered their
silent greeting. He listened. Then he
laughed—a laugh that was as dry as
footfalls in the leaves of autumn. I
knew without looking that his lips had
begun to crack and that his tongue
was swelling in his mouth.

I BEGAN to see queer things. A liz.
ard scrambled from beneath a
thorn-tree and stopped in the trail
ahead, his yellow throat moving in the
heat like a bellows. Before my eyes,
as we approached, he swelled in size
until he was not a lizard, but an
iguana—not an iguana, but a dino-
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saur—a monster. He did not move
as my mule approached, but ducked
his serpentine head as if, like the os-
trich, he would hide it in the sand.
He kept on swelling until, just as the
mule’s hoof must strike him, he cov-
ered the entire road, and his body
stretched away in the desert on either
side. But the mule never noticed. Nor
did my companion. The mule’s foot
struck without a jar. In a flash the
monster vanished. I looked back after
we had passed. There was only a
greenish smear in the footprint, which
was rapidly filling with dust. I
laughed, loud and long, but my com-
panion did not turn around.

When I had looked back T had low-
ered my head so that my gaze was
upon the ground beneath. I noticed
a strange thing. Neither myself, my
companion, nor the mules, cast a sign
of a shadow upon the sand beneath
us! I pinched myself and it hurt. I
struck spurs to the mule and he
grunted dismally. Real enough. But
why were there no shadows? I bent
over to look beneath the animal I
rode. Still no shadow! The phar-
macist’s mate looked at me then. We
laughed in each other’s faces and
neither knew why the other laughed.

My mule stopped. His sides were
moving rapidly out and in—out and
in, as if he could not stop them. His
breath came groaning from drooling
lips; slobbers made calkes of sand and
dried at once, leaving little hills like
the workings of certain kinds of yel-
low-jackets. I knew at once that the
mule could proceed no farther. I
alighted and attempted to pull the
creature along. Not to be done,

My lips were eracked and bleeding.
My tongue protruded from between
sand-gritted teeth, I addressed the
pharmacist’s mate in a weird kind of
croak:

‘“Go on to Neiba, and tell the
guardia to come back out for me.
Your mule can make it. You never
could do it afoot if I took your mule.
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I don’t kmow that I can do it myself,
but my chances are better than yours.
Beat it!”’

“Just so, sir. Certainly! It was
to me that they beckoned, anyway.
They have no welcome for you in
Neiba. . The greeting was for me.’’

‘What was the fool talking about?
And why did he laugh like a croaking
vaven as he set spurs to his mule and
moved on up the trail? I stood and
watched him until he mingled with
the heat waves, vanishing into the
shimmering stuff like a creature from
the pit.

Nce more I tried to pull the mule
along. It was no wuse. but my
knees were knocking together and [
was as weak asz a cat before I gave it
wp and tied my mule in the dubious
shade of a thorn-tree, where it was
hotter even than out in the sunlight.
1 started on afoot. I came to my-
self at the end of a hundred yards or
so, to see that I was heading back to-
ward Las Salinas. That would never
do! Two hundred yards of needless
walking when I needed every ounce of
my strength!

The mate would never reach Neiba,
T felt sure. He was alrcady crazy
from the heat. He’d be bound to try
a short cut and leave his bones to
bleach in the sun. 1 had to make it
on in. I need not look for the arrival
of grardia soldiers. The pharmacist’s
mate would never get in to tell them.
He was too crazy.

I had to laugh when I thought
about it. Then I looked dowm and
turned clear around once. looking for
my shadow. Not a shade of a shadow!
Pretty good, that, I thought. Shade
of a4 shadow! Ha! ha! Carefully,
solemnly. T raised one fool at a time,
looking under each one. No shadow.

I started on again. saying ‘‘Eeny,
meeny, miny, mo’’ to be sure I got
started in the right direction this
time. Queer how I had gotten turned
around while turning around looking
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for the shade of my shadow! Ha! ha!
ha!

1 stumbled along, cursing to myself
hecause my scuffling feet stirred up
dust which flew inte my nostrils. I
didn ‘'t hear myself curse. My tongue
was so big now that no sound could
et out. But I should be all right in
a brace of minutes. There was a
sparkling stream crossing the trail
right up there ahead of me. Queecr,
100. that—the officer who had given
me that erazy advice had told me that
there were no strcams between Las
Salinas and Neiba. But T could see
it, couldn’t 1¥ Sure! 1 stumbled
along until 1 reached its very edge,
flung myself down and pressed my
lips to its cooling surface. They eame
away coated with burning sand, some
of which worked past my lips, past
my swollen tongue, and into my
mouth. I tried to expel the grains,
hut there wasn’t enough moisture in
my mouth. I had to stumble on with
the gritty grains scratching me terri-
bly. Somebody had placed the stream
there as a kind of funny joke; but
whoever had done it had hauled it
away just when I would have slaked
my thirst! Very poor joke.

I looked bhack at the mule. He
brayed at me with the note of a croak-
ing raven. I turned and looked at the
palm-trees that beckoned me on to
Neiba. T could almost hear the whis-
pering of the fronds. But the Cordil-
leras were as blue as ever. Where
was that dratted pharmacist’s maie?
Damn him!

I looked once more for my shadow.
No shadow. Then I knew that I was
nearing the end. The thought brought
me back to a semblance of reason for
a few minutes. I was suffering the
torments of the utterly damned. How
many a poor fool had left his bones to
bleach in this desert in days gone by ?
There must have been many of them,
surely. But not if they remained on
the road. Someone would surely come
along and find them. Only the poor
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fool who wandered off the trail left
his bones to blcach. I had better
sense. I would stick to the trail,

But where was the trail? T saw
trails now which led to every point of
the compass. Follow the beckoning
of the palm-trees? There were palm-
trees all around me. But some of
them were thorn-trees! I couldn’t
for the life of me tell the difference.
Eeny, meeny, miny, mo! Straight
ahead. Ilooked for my shadow again
and could not find it.

But all at once there were shadows
all around me! But wherc were the
bodies that caused the shadows? The
substance which was the father of the
shadows? I saw not a single upright
creature. Only those shadows, flat on
the ground, that danced and eddied
around me. The shadows of human
beings! DBut where were the human
beings? I looked more closely at the
shadows. Arms, legs, heads, bodies—
all were there. DBut the subsiance
which caused them? None to be seen.
No solid bodies. The shadows were
whole and perfectly formed. But
stay! They weren’t entircly whole.
In each and cvery shadow there were
three bright spots, marking two eyes
and 2 gash of 2 mouth to each shadow,
where the sun shone through the sub-
stance I could not see!

I storPED dead in my tracks as an
idea came to me. The shadows,
which were increesing at an alarming
rate, paused, radiating out from me
like the spokes of a wheel, and
thumbed shadow noses at me with
shadow thumbs. My idea was this:
I, who was human and alive, cast ne
shadow. Therefore these shadows
must be the shadows of those who had
ceased to exist. It was perfectly rea-
sonable, like a proposition in geom-
etry. The living cast no shadow,
therefore that which cast a shadow
must be dead and gone! It followed,
as a corollary, that I should cast a
shadow only after I had died!
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Queer about this desert. Lizards
that were iguanas; iguanas that were
dinosaurs; streams that did not exist:
shadows of the desert dead! Why
did the shadows gather about me?
‘Were they inviting me to join the
ranks of those who were able to cast
shadows? Were the dead who had
died in Neiba asking me to join them?
Or were they taunting me because
they knew I must join them whether I
willed it or no?

‘‘But you haven’t got me yet!” I
croaked to the shadows. ““I am
still of those who cast no shadows!
See? Look about me and sce if there
be even the sign of a shadow!"'

And T looked down to satisfy my-
self that I spoke truth.

My God! I didn’t east a shadow,
no; but right where my shadow would
have been had there been a shadow
was a thin pencil mark of darkness,
as if someone had drawn a black line
about my shadow’s outline and then
jerked the shadow away! Like that
practical joker who had jerked the
stream away when I would have
slaked my thirst.

I paused for a moment, studying
that weird outline, while the real
shadows kept thumbing their noses at
me. There was a heavier shadow
among those real shadows—the shad-
ow of a fat man who had died. Fat
men arc said to be jolly. I looked at
the fat man as I recalled this. The
spot wherc the right eye would have
been, had it been a person instead of
a shadow, closed slowly and strangely,
in a terrible and horrifying wink!
The bright eye opened again and the
bright gash of a mouth widened into
& terrible, ghastly, silent grin!

I screamed and ran, closing my eyes
to shut out the shadows. I fell to my
knees and slumped forward on my
stomach, crawling slowly ahead
through the scorching sand. 1t burned
my hands and body. Hellfire rushed
into my nostrils from the desert floor.
I dragged myself to my feet, then fell



DAYLIGHT

and lay still for a long time. 1 opened
my cyes to see that the shadows were
dancing in hellish glee upon my chest!
All thumbed their noses except the fat
man. Ile winked, and grinned with
that bright gash of a mouth.

I arose and looked at my own shad-
ow. 1 could call it that now, for there
was only the bright outline of a minia-
ture of myself, within that other out-
line of black. I was almost a shadow.
I closed my eyes again and stumbled
ahead.

vppENLY I met threc Dominican

women riding toward me on three
burros piled high with gourds. Filled
with water, I knew, for the gourds
were dripping precious moisture upon
the gray coats of the burros. T raised
a hand bescechingly and pointed to
my swollen tongue. The women
crossed themsclves and shied away
from me. I tried to run toward them
and the burros bolted. One of the
women called back to me:

‘“Go back to Barahona, or on to
Neiba, if you wish water! There is
more than you can drink, ever, in
either place!”’

Surely, that was truth! Stupid of
me! I would go on to Neiba. That’s
where I had started for, wasn’t it?

I walked on, stumbling, falling,
crawling forward on my stomach like
a snake—rising and going forward
with feet that were heavy as lead.
Molten lead.

‘Where were the palm-trees? I could
not see them. And this trail was not
a trail at all. Tt was the snaky trace
of a lizard! No, of an iguana! Or a
dinosaur. I don't know. I'll follow
it anyway. My shadow tells me that
there isn’t much time. The miniature
within the outline isn’t a miniature
any more—just a weirdly shaped
spray of blinding light, growing
smaller. And there are other shad-
ows all ebout me—countless numbers
of them.
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What is that up ahead there? An-
other streamm? But I shan’t be disap-
pointed if it isn’'t; I'll have a look
anyway. I’m going ia that dircetion.
I stumble into the stream. It is real!
I feel its coolness creep up over my
shoetops, ereecp into my shoes and
harden the molten lead which com-
posec my feet. I fall face downward
in the stream and drink—drink—
drink! The water is green because
the cattle use it overmuch, but it is
nectar for all that—neectar superior
to the best Dominican coffee.

I crawl out on the bank and leok at
my shadow. There is only a spot of
light in its eenter now, To be cheated,
after I have reached water at last!

But whenee come these other shad-
ows? They are shadows of black sol-
diers, and they are upright instead of
flat on the ground. I am not to be
fooled. I'm all turned around, I
know that, but I am not crazy yet.
They look at me queerly, hesitantly,
as they approach. One man, a ser-
geant, is in the lead, and he is run-
ning toward me with swift strides. He
stops just before me and his shadow
blots out the spray ot light which is
all that stands between me and the
desert dead.

‘‘Curse you! Curse you!”' 1 ery,
slashing out with my fist; ‘‘ would you
relegate me to the shadows after I
have slaked my thirst and am able to
go on! I don’t want to be a shadow,
I tell you!”’

My fist takes him in the mouth, and
I see the red blood start as total dark-
ness closes around me, filling the

world itself with shadow,

I CAME to myself in the guardia bar-
racks at Neiba. The sergeant sat

opposite me, wiping his lips with a

soiled handkerchief.

‘““Where am X%’ 1 asked fcebly.
““Did the pharmacist’s mate get in
all right? How did I get here?’”

He smiled at me and answered in
Spanish.
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‘“You are in Neiba. Yes, he got in
all right. We brought you in. after

tracking you halfway to Lake Enri-
quillo, toward which, leaving the trail,
you were wandering. You were un-
conscious, flat on the desert floor, and
licking up sand with your swollen
tongue, which, sticking through be-
tween your teeth, was so big that it
wouldn't carry the sand into your
mouth! It kept rolling off your
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tongue and you mumbled to yourself
as if cursing. I caught the words
‘cattle’ and ‘shadows’. Then you hit
me in the mouth. That's all!”’

It was enough.

Note.—“The Sorrowful Sisterhiood.” No. 4
in this series of “Strange Tales From Sento
Domingo,” narrates one of the weird experi-
ences of the Dominican bandit. José Espi-
nosa. It aill appear in anert month’s
WEIRD TALES.



