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“He bounded across the fallen fig-
ure to the doorway. That black
thing barred his passage.”

HE note from my Uncle Carl
did not imbue me with an ex-
cess of emotion despite its
conciliatory, not to say appealing
tone:
“My Dear Nephew:
“I need you at once and I hope you will
forget any past differences and leave at the
earliest possible moment. I enclose more

than enough for expenses of trip. For
God’s sake come!”

The last sentence had been secrib-
bled in pencil at the bottom of the
typewritten eommunication and sug-
gested an access of some emotion ap-
proaching fear. The address was
new, for my unecle, Carl Brand, had
always resided in Chicago, where his
eminence as a surgeon was continual-
1y referred to in the press. Now, ap-
parently, he had removed to Wy-
chington, Illinois, which I ascertained
by reference to the local railway
office was some forty miles from the
metropolis.

1 considered whether to return the
money or accede to his request. I re-
called somewhat bitterly his coldness
wlen, on the death of my dear moth-
er, his own sister, a few years before,
he had done no more than send
formal condolences, though he knew
we were in very straitened circum-
stances at the time. Again, a few
months afterward, when I asked his
assistance in obtaining a position in
Chicago, he had advised me ecoldly
enough to stay in Nevada. I had
done so and by dint of hard work
made myself a good berth with the
Carson City Mercantile Trust Com-
pany. I thought it all over and
finally eame to a decision. After all,
he was my only living relative. If
he was in need, I could not refuse.
So I obtained a leave of absence,
packed a grip and took the train for
Chicago. Arriving there, T found
that a branch line stopped a:i:59Wy-
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chington, arriving around 9 o’clock
in the evening.

The station, when the slow travel-
ing train at last set me down there,
was lighted by a single eleetriec bulb
and was already closed. Luckily it
was a warm, clear night in the
spring, so that walking would be no
hardship, and certainly it would be
necessary to walk, for there were no
conveyances in sight. I had mot
wired Uncle Carl of my coming; I
did not anticipate any difficulty in
finding so distinguished an individ-
ual in a town of three thousand
population where, most likely, every-
one knew his neighbor’s business.

The town was visible in the early
moonlight, In a little valley below
the traeks and some hundreds of
yards distant. A few lights were
visible, but quite evidently this was a
““9 o’clock’’ village and only a ga-
rage or drug store would probably
still be open. It was in the latter, at-
tended by a slecpy-eyed elerk, that I
put my inquiry regarding the where-
abouts of Dr. Brand. He looked at
me in some surprize and answered
my question, but asked one of his own
at the same time. :

‘“You’re a stranger, aren’t you?
IIe’s living over at the old Raynes
place.”’

Further inquiry elicited the in-
formation that the old Raynes place
was the dilapidated and formerly
untenanted mansion at the fringe of
woods on the other side of the town.
It appeared that my relative had
rented it, and partially repaired the
damage it had sustained through the
years of emptiness, some three
months before.

The elerk vouchsafed one more bit
of information as I left the store:
‘‘Better sing out hefore you ring the
bell—he’s kind of queer, you know.”’

I didn’t know, but could well
suspeet it. However, I followed the
advice and ‘‘sang out’’ after I had
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reached the dark doorway, following
a difficult passage through a tangle
of weeds and shrubbery to the ver-
anda,

It was an old house, almost hidden
by the encroaching woods; it was,
furthermore, in a sad state of dis-
repair which was apparent even in
the kindly moonlight. Evidently
Uncle Carl’s efforts to restore the
place had not extended beyond its
interior.

I stood before the door; not a light
was visible, not a sound came from
within. I called loudly: ‘‘Uncle Carl
—this is Tom Rance—are you
awake?’’

Then I rang the bell.

My friend the eclerk, however, had
been quite sound in his adviee, for
even as the bell was jangling dis-
cordantly somewhere in the bowels
of the old house, the door opened
and a queer face peered out. I say
‘“queer’’ advisedly. That it was my
uncle’s I had no doubt, but I had
never seen him and was scareely
prepared for the vision. He was at-
tired in a dressing gown of faded
brown; his shock of white hair was
leonine and unkempt; his face was
gaunt, rugged and forbidding, while
his frame, despite the indication
that he was a man well past fifty, was
still powerful.

“So you’ve come, have you?’’

The greeting, in a deep, sonorous
voiee, was hardly what I might
have expected, but I decided to take
things as they came and answered
affirmatively.

‘““You are my unecle?’”’ I asked,
somewhat superfluously.

He growled out a reply, also in the
affirmative. ‘“Come in,”’ he added,
and swung the door ajar, at the same
time switching on a light that re-
vealed a hallway with a worn carpet
and the woodwork black with age and
grime,
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MY ONCLE led me to the living
room—a large apartment, furn-
ished with a certain degree of com-
fort. He sank into an easy chair
and nodded me to another. A cen-
ter table, littered with books and pa-
pers, mingled with certain scientific
instruments, occupied a considerable
part of the space.

“You were already in bed?”’ I
asked.

““No,”” he answered; ‘‘I had
switched off the licht and was dozing
here in the dark. DBut I’ll show you
to your room presently. I suppose
you are tired.”’

‘“Not especially. I'm anxious to
know why you sent for me; why
you’re living here instead of in Chi-
cago: are you all alone?”’

““J am almost alone,’’ he admitted.
““My secretary, Miss Darling, comes
here every day to take dictation. I
brought her from Chicago. I have
no relatives besides yourself. I came
here to finish a—a work on which I
am engaged.’’

‘“Oh, I see. And why——19"’

““I sent for you,’’ he continued, as
if T had not interrupted, ‘‘because
I believe I am in danger; I need a
man I could trust. I hope I can
trust you?”’

The observation was almost inter-
rogative and I smiled.

““I hope you can; I didn’t bring
any credentials,’” I said, ‘‘but my
record is clean where I come from.’’

‘““Tut-tut,”” he retorted; ‘‘quick-
tempered, like your mother. Well,
it’s all right. I haven’t been par-
ticularly considerate, I know. Per-
haps you will not regret coming,
nevertheless—but we can go to bed
now. In the morning I’ll tell you all
—all that you need to know.”’

His hesitancy, the hint of danger,
of menace, rather stirred my some-
what sluggish imagination. Perhaps
I should really enjoy this adventure
after all. He said one thing more
before showirig me to the small but
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comfortable room where I was to
sleep.

““I hope,’’ he said, ‘‘you brought
a revolver with you. Keep it handy,
if you did. I sleep across the hall—
if you hear anything, call; if you see
anything—shoot first and ask ques-
tions afterward.”’

‘““But what 2

“I ean’t tell you now—wait!”’

He ambled off, and I heard the
door close and a key turn in the lock.
I was really tired, in spite of my dis-
claimer, and in ten minutes I was
asleep—mnor did anything disturb my
rest until the sun hreaking through
the windows aroused me. I looked
at my wateh; it was 9 o’clock, and I
dressed hastily, making my toilet in
the adjoining bathroom. Then I
descended the stairs, lured by a
sound that was incongrous after the
aspect of my uncle and his abode had
become firmly established In my
mind. It was the voice of a woman
—singing!

The owner of the voice I encoun-
tered in the lower hallway as I
rounded a turn, and both the song
and the singer stopped abruptly.

““Oh,’’ she said.

I was conscious of an aureole of
golden curls, a piquant face and a
trim figure in a light-colored dress.

‘I beg your pardon,’’ I said, ‘‘you
must be Miss Darling; I am Tom
Rance, Dr. Brand’s nephew; I came
last night.’’

This information I blurted out in
a single sentence, hastily, lest I
frighten away this vision of loveli-
ness, like a butterfly in a barracks.
The colors had departed from her
face at the sudden encounter but
flooded back again, rendering her far
more lovely. She nodded in compre-
hension.

“My—Dr. Brand—told me you
might come; I didn’t know, of eourse
—1TI am very happy to meet you.”’

She extended one dainty hand and
I took it gratefully. Oh, yes, I de-
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cided, this would he an interesting
adventure! I may perhaps expose a
somewhat precipitate nature when I
admit that already at first sight I
was half in love with this girl—1X
who had been heart-whole and proof
against the sex during my twenty-five
years of life. . . . She was exquisite—
there is no other word—delicate yet
not of the fragile type; her eyes were
a cornflower blue, and sineerity and
wholesomeness were evident in their
clear glances. 1 wondered what her
first name might be,

“Dr. Brand is in the dining room;
he has just started breakfast; you
can join him.’’ She nodded toward
the door.

‘“Do you mean to say that you cook
for him?’*

She laughed ripplingly: ¢“Oh, yes;
I'm cook and secretary all in one. I
run over early and get breakfast, and
hefore leaving In the evening I get
dinner. We skip lunch,’’ she added
whimsiecally.

I could not fathom it! This deli-
cately beautiful girl who would have
been the ecymosure of all eyes on
Michigan Boulevard or Fifth Ave-
nue, satisfied to live in this out-of-the-
way hole and to cook and slave for
this queer old uncle of mine. It was
too much to understand all at once.
Perhaps, I reflected, he paid her well
—or possibly he had rendered her a
great service which she was trying to
repay. I remembered he was a doe-
tor—and a famous one. Well, 1
should learn all later on. Meanwhile
a healthy appetite lured me to the
dining room where Uncle Carl was
enseonced behind a paper. He laid
't down as I entered and nodded
srimly.

‘¢ All quiet last night,’’ T ventured,
after the good-mornings were said.

““T am afraid,’’ he returned, rather
caustically, ‘‘it would mnot have
‘roubled you had the house been
struck by lightning.”’

T laughed sheepishly. ‘‘I was more
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tired than I thought,”’ I said in ex-
tenuation.

*‘After breakfast,’”” he deeclared,
*“I’ll tell you something more about
my reason for hringing you here.”’

I ate for a space in silence. Final-
1y T made another venture.

““T just met your seeretary,” I
observed, quite casually. ‘‘Miss Dar-
ling, isn't it? She is charming.”’

He looked at me for a moment
with a cold and caleulating gaze.
Then he nodded and grunted a single
word: ‘‘Humph!"’

After that I desisted and we de-
voted our attentions exclusively to
the viands which had heen placed
there by Miss Darling, who did not
put in an appearance, much to my
disappointment. Evidently she dined
alone in the kitchen, probably, I de-
cided, of her own volition.

THE meal completed, Uncle Carl
led the way into the living room
and motioned me to a seat as before.

“I’'m mnot going to disguise the
faet,”” he said, abruptly, once the
door was closed, ‘‘that I am living in
dread of an attack; and that I sent
for you hecause I need a strong arm
in case of danger.”’

‘“What kind of attack?’’ I asked
with almost equal abruptness. I was
thinking that he was rather careless
in subjecting a delicate girl like Miss
Darling to such a menace, and it made
me cool toward him.

He hesitated a moment. ‘‘I can
not tell you that—at present—except
that I mean a physical danger—com-
bined with a mental one.”’

“‘From a man, or men?”’

“Y—1I don’t know!”’

““You don’t know?’’ I echoed his
words. ‘“I don’t understand.”’

““I don’t expect you to do so,”’ he
retorted. “‘‘All I ask is that you aid
in case of—the need arising.”’

‘““And Miss Darling?’’ I could not
Lelp asking.
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““Is well able to take eare of her-
self.”’

“You mean she knows?’”’
‘“As mueh as—you do.”’

“But not,”” I said, shrewdly, ‘‘as
much as you know?’’

He did not answer. In faet he sat
listening intently, and although I
followed his example I could dectect
no untoward sound; indeed the only
sound was one that brought joy to
my cars—the voice of the girl, sing-
ing again. I looked at my uncle’s
face for some softening, but there
was not the slightest relaxation in
the hard lines of his craggy features,
which now, by daylight, were more
rugged than in the artificial light of
the night hefore.

“Well,”” T said, finally, ‘‘what do
you want me to do, now I’'m here?
How long do you wish me to stay?”’

“T want you to keep on the alert,
always,’’ he said, coming quite sud-
denly back to -normal after the
strained attitude of listening. ‘‘Have
your gun handy; at night especially,
I want you to help me keep watch.
We will divide the time in equal
parts and alternate. Tonight, for
instance, you will retire at 9 o’clock
and arise at 1. I will then retire.”’

“But I don’t understand—watch
for what?”’

‘““For anything unusual that may
occur. It may come in any form.”’

‘““What?”’

““The danger. It may come at
night; it may come in the broad day-
light; it may come from within or
from without. Or it may never come
at all.”’

““Then how long do you wish me to
stay?”’

““Until it comes, or else until T
learn by some other avenue that the
danger is past. I can’t explain, and
if T did you wouldn’t understand,
Tom.”’

It was his first use of my given
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name, and somehow it warmed me
toward him. I began cven to feel a
trace of pity for this strong man,
this man with a record for high
achievement in the world of seience,
hiding away here almost in the
wilderness from a nameless dread.

‘Then my thoughts went back to the

girl,

‘““Who is Miss Darling?”’ I asked
quite suddenly.

“Ah,” he said, with a flicker of
interest in his cold eyes. ‘‘You seem
unduly interested in the young wo-
man.’’

““How could I help being ?—it is so
odd, her being here at all and cook-
ing—why, she could be—-"’

“How do you know what her mo-
tives or wishes may be?’’ he began
almost angrily, but softened at once.
‘‘Listen, my boy,”” he went on, “I
saved her mother once when she had
been given up to die—by meauns of a
simple operation. Five years longer
she .was able to keep her with her,
and she has ncver forgotten. They
were poor and I asked no fee. She
would give her life, I believe, for
me.”’

It was as I had suspected. Yet I
could not get over the feeling that he
was exacting rather heavy tribute
now for a charitable deed in the past.
However, it was too early to make
decisions; later she would perhaps
tell me herself. I let it go at that
and recapitulated.

““Then,”” I said, ‘‘you want me
simply as a bodyguard; I am to keep
watch at certain times by night and
all the time by day. And you will
tell me when I am relieved.”’

““That’s it,”’ he agreed. ‘‘As to
your work—I do not know under
what ecirecumstances you left, but I
will say this—mo matter what the
outecome of this affair; no matter
what happens to me—you will never
hax"? to work again unless you want
to.
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It was generous and fairly took my
breath away. 1 could only say
‘‘thank you,’’ but after a moment, I
added: ‘‘Count on me, Uncle Carl. I
think you will understand that my
having come as I did proves I had no
such expectations; I felt it my duty
in spite of what ”

““Yes, yes, I know,’’ he interrupt-
ed, hastily. ‘‘It is all right,”’

‘““Well, then,”’ I insisted, ‘‘if I’'m
to be of any real help to you, give
me some suggestion of what form
this danger may assume—of what I
shall look out for.’’

“T told you——"" he began, but I
would not be put off thus easily.

“I am no child,” I exclaimed.
““Tell me something at least—is it
man or woman?—young or old
—

“It may be neither,”’ he began,
impressively. ‘‘I mean—there is
something I can’t explain. There
may be one—there may be two—one
I can deal with—the other—I don’t
know.”’

“‘Uncle Carl—what do you mean?”’

But he only shook his head grim-
ly, and turning, stalked abruptly
out of the room. Was he mad? The
thought flashed across my mind, but
I rejected it when I remembered the
girl. I went across and raised the
shade from the window, which looked
out upon a tangled mass of flowers
and weeds, once a garden, now gone
to seed. And among these disordered
shrubs a form was moving—that of
Miss Darling. T opened the sash with
difficulty and the noise disturbed her.
She looked up with a startled smile.

““Did you have a nice breakfast?’’
she asked.

‘“‘Heavenly,”’ T replied. Instantly
all thoughts of my unecle and his
peculiar erotchet vanished from my
mind. She was there, the morning
was beautiful, the sun played in her
hair and turned it to spun gold; the
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flowers became enchanted blossoms,
the tangled. garden a king’s pleas-
ance.

‘“Wait,”” I called, ““I’'m coming
out.”’

I shut the window and hastened
around to the door, and a moment
later stood beside her awkwardly in
what had become a shining field of
Aready.

“Miss Darling,”” I said, ‘‘please
tell me your given name—somehow I
feel that I simply must know it.”’

She laughed at me, white teeth and
red lips forming a eombination that
was irresistible. Dimples played in
cheeks that bloomed with health and
youth; the soft wind ecaught the
tendrils of her golden hair and blew
them distractingly across her broad
low forehead.

‘““My first name is—Vida.”’

‘“Vida Darling—what a wonderful
combination!’’

I must have betrayed my feelings,
so close to the surface, for she flushed
and turned to the flowers in which
she was apparently working, trying
to bring a bit of order from the chaos
of neglect.

“‘ Are you—happy to be here?’’ I
could not help the question.

She looked at me again, seriously
enough.

“I don’t kmow,” she said. “‘I
owe him so much—and there are
things I don’t understand. Perhaps
I’'m not quite myself at times—I for-
get some things . . . . others I remem-
ber. Yes—I'm happy enough, and”’
—she hesitated and then smiled ador-
ably—‘“‘I’'m glad you’ve come—you
are strong and you—you can help.”’

‘“‘But what is this danger?”’

“I—I can’t explain.”’

Always that phrase—both from my
uncle and this girl: “I can’t ex-
plain.”” Well, I told myself, T would
do my best to find out what they had
so much difficulty in explaining.
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THREE weeks of what appeared
to be senseless precautions pre-
ceded the events which culminated in
the strange solution of the puzzle of
my uncle and his beautiful secretary.

Between watching at night and by
day, I still found ample opportunity
of cultivating Vida Darling, and
rather to my surprize I found that
my uncle made no effort to discour-
age a growing intimacy which could
lead but to one coneclusion.

Exactly three weeks from the day
when I first heard her singing, I
asked Vida to become my wife—and
she consented. I could hardly be-
lieve it myself. It was strange
enough that so attractive a girl, who,
it seemed to me, possessed all the vir-
tues, could have gone on so long
without having been captured by
someone, Perhaps, I decided, she had
lived a secluded life. I knew she
was an orphan, had had a convent
education and four years before had
come to my uncle. Three years be-
fore that had oceurred the operation
on her mother which had restored
Mrs. Darling to health, So, accord-
ing to Uncle Carl’s words, she had
been an orphan for two years. She
was, as she told me, twenty-five. Al-
though about my age, she seemed
much younger than I was. Perhaps
it was her innocence, her sweetness,
her general air of girlishness which
kept her almost a child. My good
fortune in winning her promise to
become my wife was still dazzling
my senses when the first untoward
event oecurred to mar what had be-
come an idyl for me, even if it was a
nightmare to my uncle.

It was the night of my late wateh
—that is, I went on duty at 1 o’clock
and served till daylight. It was our
custom to sit in the living room, with
the door to the hallway wide open,
thus commanding a view of the stairs
leading to the bedrooms above. A
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fire in the grate nfade it cheerful in
the big room with its littered and
over-large center table. I kept my
antomatic at my elbow, with a dish
of sandwiches flanking the weapon.
Also there was a spirit lamp on which
I eould heat coffee to keep me awake.
With plenty of books and papers,
this had become quite a pleasant job,
if monotonous. At times I wished
something would happen to Dbring
matters to a head. There were several
reasons why I wanted to have it over
and done with—not the least being
that marriage between Vida and my-
self eould hardly be considered until
the trouble, whatever it might Dbe,
was at an end. Honestly, I don’t
think my unecle’s promised financial
reward for my services occurred to
me. I would have been willing to go
back to Nevada and work like a dog
to keep Vida beside me and happy.

Some of these thoughts chased
themselves through my mind that
night as I sat in the living room try-
ing to read but finding it increasing-
ly difficult to keep my mind fixed on
the printed page.

I wondered just how much Vida
knew about the matter. She had told
me nothing more, despite our com-
pact and our love. If only the con-
ventions would have permitted her to
share some of those long hours with
me, what a heaven it would have
been! Just to have seen her sitting
under the shaded glow of the read-
ing lamp would have been the great-
est joy I could conceive. Well, some
day—soon, I hoped—this would come
to pass—when she was my wife!

It was while this sweet dream was
passing through my mind that I first
heard that intermittent tapping, as of
someone with a walking stick, coming
slowly along a frosty road. But I
doubted it it was caused by anything
of the sort. It was so regular—al-
most like the drip of a faueet. In-
deed, at first T believed that it was
something of the kind; then I dis-
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carded this idea,*because the sound
was coming nearer and nearer!

Tap-tap-tap!

Yes, it was nearer, almost at the
poreh, it seemed. Then it suddenly
ceased, and the silenee of the waning
night was unbroken save for the dis-
tant erowing of a cock greeting the
approaching day.

It was piteh-dark as yet; through
the window, from which the eurtain
was drawn and the shade raised, I
could see only the reflection of my
own lamp and the room, of myself
seated by the table; the odd optieal
illusion whieh ceveryone has noticed
and which in times gone by suggest-
ed the famous ‘‘Dr. Pepper ghost il-
lusion’’ which startled even the scien-
tifie world. _

I strove to penetrate this, but
without avail. Tt came to me uncom-
fortably that while exterior objects
were invisible to me, I was plainly
apparent to whoever or whatever
might be without. I wished the
shade had been drawn. But I made
no move. If something were about
to happen :

And at that moment came a guard-
ed knock at the door!

I am afraid that my hair rose
stifily on my head; T know that a
chill ran down my spine and that in-
voluntarily I secized the butt of the
revolver. Something in its solid
coldness reassured me and 1 dropped
down upon all fours, still holding the
weapon. I did this to eseape my posi-
tion of high visibility through the
window. Onece beyond the range of
the aperture, T rose to my feet and
noiselessly erept into the hall. My
uncle’s orders had been to arouse him
at the first sign of danger. But how
could I do so without also alarming
the visitor—whoever it might be? I
decided to do my own investigating,
for the time being at least. Any un-
usual sound, I knew, would bring
Unecle Carl, always a light sleeper,
down at once.
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I reached the door, and with my
revolver ready, the ancient chain
fixed in position, opened it a crack.

‘“Who’s there?’’ I whispered.

But the vision that confronted me
in the darkness of the doorway, but
slightly relieved by the radiance from
the inner room, caused me hastily to
detach the chain and swing the por-
tal wide. Vida stood on the thresh-
old!

Pale as a ghost she was, with an ex-
pression distorting her features that
was utterly alien to them, an expres-
sion of diabolic hate, which gave
place to fear and then faded as she
fell forward, a dead weight, in my
arms. As she did so I noted a long,
dark rod or staff which she held
clasped in one hand. This clattered
to the floor. After all, it had been
the tapping of this which I heard. I
carried her to a chair. My uncle,
aroused, was ecoming down the stairs
and in a moment stood beside me.
His eyes fell on the stick. He picked
it up gingerly, looked at it for a mo-
ment and placed it carefully in a
bookease by the mantel.

““‘Vida,”” I whispered, ‘‘what is
it?”

She was eoming out of her faint
and presently opened her eyes sleep-
ily—and smiled! Then suddenly she
sprang to her feet.

‘““Where am I?—oh, my God!'—I

2

She saw my uncle and then her
eyes turned to mine again and the
fear departed from them.

“T must have been sleep-walking.’’

Yet she was fully attired: perhaps
she had dressed while in a somnambu-
listic condition.

“Don’t you reeall anything?’’
asked Unele Carl.
She shook her head. ‘‘No. For a

moment, when I first awoke, I thought
T had a hideous memory, but it must
have been a dream—it’s all gone
now.’’
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““It is what I had dreaded,’’ mut-
tered my uncle, and then got the
stick from its place.

“Tell me, Vida, do you remember
this?”’

He held it before her and she es-
sayed to take it, but he drew it away.

““No,”” she answered, ‘‘what is
it?”’

“Nothing—I——'" He paused.
““You will have to stay here now, my
dear. Mrs. Burns will probably never
miss you at the house where you’re
staying. And it is nearly daylight.
If people wish to talk—they’ll have
to talk, that’s all!”’

Ile replaced the stick and locked
the door of the bookease carefully.

Like one in a dream, I had listened
to all this and failed utterly to make
sense of it. What had the stick to do
with it? Why had Vida come here?
—in her sleep, if that was it—and
why that concentrated hatred in her
face when she first arrived? Was it
for my uncle? for me? I dismissed
both eonjectures as absurd.

We spent the remaining hours of
darkness together, Vida curled in the
big armchair by the fire, sleeping
peacefully as a child; my uncle and
I, silently smoking and listening. But
nothing more occurred and the sun’s
rays at last slanted through the win-
dows and chased away the last
vestige of the night.

A, awakened by the sun, rubbed

her eyes and sprang up. Mem-
ory returned quickly—memory of her
experience only from the moment of
her awakening in the room. All else
had been blotted out.

“T’ll get breakfast,”’ she said, and
vanished in the direction of the
kitchen.

Uncle Carl said no more of the
matter to her; but to me, while she
was busy preparing the morning
meal, he said, ‘“I think matters are
coming to a head.”’

‘“How?’’ I asked vacuously.
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““This is the first genuine proof
that he—that it might reach us, no
matter what safeguards are estab-
lished. The dread of this has weighed
upon my shoulders for months—per-
haps it is better that it has come to
this,”’

“Unele Carl,’’ T said, ‘‘please tell
me more—how ean I help, if yon
keep me in complete ignorance?’’

He looked kindly toward me; in-
deed, of late, T had begun to belicve
that his severe exterior covered a
heart of gold.

““I—do not know what to say be-
yond what I've already told you of
this menace. To explain all would
take too long—and it may not beecome
necessary. You love Vida, of course.’’

‘“‘Indeed, yes; I meant to speak to
you; she has promised to marry me
if all goes well; that’s why I’'m so
anxious, too. I mean, in addition to
my desire to serve you ”

He smiled at my impetuous,
schoolboy speech.

“It is well. She loves you, I am
sure. Well, if anything happens to
me—shield her against anything that
may occur. Do you promise?’’

““I swear it,”’ T responded fervent-
ly.

‘““Good. Now be on your guard—I
have an intuition that tonight may be
the crisis—there may be one, there
may be two——"’

With this enigmatieal sentence, he
turned away and left me standing,
my mind filled with thoughts that I
could not define even to my own
satisfaction.

Breakfast over, we all three went
into the living room. To keep her
mind occupied as well as his own,
Unele Carl gave Vida some dietation
on his text-book—a labor of years,
evidently—and 1T went out in the
vard and walked through the tangle
of shrubbery, wondering what to do,
arriving at no coneclusion.

The day passed slowly and night
fell. Vida had decided to defy the
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conventions for the occasion, at the
earnest desire of my uncle, who con-
fided to us bhoth his fears of some sort
of attack that night.

“I would rather you were here—
after what occurred last night—than
that you should be absent. We must
be ready—and together—when the
blow falls.”’

Vida bowed her head in acknowl-
edgment of the wisdom of his de-
cision.

““You take the spare room,”’ he
said to her, ““and Tom and I will
watch here in the living room.”’

And this arrangement was carried
out. -At 10 o’clock, Vida went to her
room and bade me a sweet good-night
as we parted-at the foot of the stairs.

‘“‘Remember, dear,”’ I whispered,
‘‘that nothing shall harm you while
I live to guard you against the
world.”’

“I know,”’ she breathed; ‘‘good
night!”’

I went back to Uncle Carl and we
put out the lights at his suggestion.

“] want to draw their—his fire,”’
he explained. ‘‘I want it over and
done with at whatever cost.”’

As we sat in the darkness, I tried
vainly to distinguish his features, but
without any degree of success. He
was simply a blur against the dark
shadows of the room. I had my flash-
light at my side, the pistol also was
ready. Unele Carl, too, was armed.

THE hours dragged by silently,
measured by the ticking of the
clock which pealed sonorously at the
half-hourly intervals. It had just
finished striking 12 when a sound
hroke the stillness—an unwonted
sound as of someone or something
stirring on the veranda without.

I felt rather than saw Uncle Carl
nove slightly, tensing his muscles, as
did 1, so I knew he had heard it, too.
But neither of us spoke.

It came again, that furtive, slither-
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ing sound; one could hardly ecall it
the sound of footsteps.

And then came a sudden gust of
wind—1I had not before noticed that
it was blowing—the hall door, the
main entrance, was open. And then
1 knew that, purposely no doubt,
Unecle Carl had left it unlocked.

““‘Get ready,’’ he breathed.

Something was coming into the
hallway—I felt again that inrush of
air, and it seemed like the wind off a
desert, hot and uncanny. And then
the darkness of the doorway to the
living room was rendered even dark-
er by a black something that filled it.

“‘Lights!’’ called Uncle Carl.

I snapped on the flashlight, direct-
ing its rays toward the door; at the
same instant he switched on the room
lights. '

What I saw I find difficult to de-
scribe, even now, after the passage
of years. A man stood in the en-
trance, wrapped in a black cloak. He
was tall and spare. His cloak muffled
all but the eyes—eyes that seemed
to emit a radiance of their own, like
twin streaks of green fire. And be-
hind him loomed another shape, gro-
tesque, dark, heavy and clumsy. It
seemed somehow impalpable, so much
so that then, as now, I could not de-
termine whether it was shadow or
substance. Yet it moved, I swear,
separately and apart from the other
ficure. And I was conscious of a
fetid odor, of that warm, sickening
air.

‘““Where is she?’’ A dull, inhuman
voice boomed from the first fizure.

““Where you will never get her,
you devil,”’ secreamed my uncle, and
at the same instant he fired.

I followed suit as the figure
lurched into the room toward him.
The thing in the background seemed
to grow and envelop us all for an in-

_stant but my uncle screamed to me

wildly : ‘‘Tom, Tom—come beside me
—here.”’
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He was muttering some incoherent
words, like an ineantation, as I took
up my stand beside him; and then
the cloaked figure—seemingly unhurt
by our fire—was upon us. The other
intruder, as my uncle econtinued
speaking in what seemed a foreign
tongue, receded until it crouched, a
black blur at the entrance to the
room. The first figure, obviously
human, whatever its companion
might be, seized Uncle Carl, and as
the cloak slipped from the face I saw
a hideous countenance, seared as with
fire, almost featureless, but cruel as
hell. Tt wound long arms about my
uncle, who seemed to have become
suddenly a helpless prey to the onm-
slaught. .He seemed exhausted as by
some tremendous mental effort. Not
so, however, was I affected. I pumped
my automatie, and as I did so was
conscious of a woman’s seream. Vida!

At last my shots had taken effect.
The creature with the face of horror
reeled and relaxed its clutch, and
Uncle Carl, released from the hold,
slipped into a chair, unconscious.
The figure fell in a heap and I bound-
ed across it toward the doorway. I
could hear Vida’s screams, and that
black thing barred my passage. 1
can not deseribe it; perhaps there
are no words in our voeabulary that
are equal to the task.

I heard Uncle Carl, roused from
his momentary stupor, call out:
‘“Wait, Tom, wait!”’

I paused for an instant, and again
I heard him repeating that formula
of words which now sounded like
Latin phrases, but none that were
familiar to me. And as I live,
before me that dark, unclean thing
reeceded, dwindled, vanished! The
strange odor, the hot breath, vanished
with it and in a moment I had passed
into the hall, and Vida, erumpled in
a heap at the foot of the stairs, was
held tightly in my arms. Thank God,
sh¢ was alive,
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I turned and saw my uncle stoop-
ing over the man on the floor.

He rose from his position with a
look of such relief on his face that I
breathed a prayer of thanksgiving.

“It’s over,”’ he said. ‘‘He’s dead.
Take Vida into the dining room—
there’s nothing to fear now—and
come back here.”’

I did his bidding. The girl was
again unconscious, but breathing
regularly. I placed her on a couech,
which incongruously stood in the din-
ing room, and covered her over care-
fully, for she was in her nightdress.
I turned the lights full on, closed the
door, and came back to the living
room, .

U\ICLE CARL was standing looking
down at the huddled form on the
floor. He looked up at my approach
and motioned me to come nearer.,

““‘There lies the greatest fiend that
the present century has produced,’’
he said. ‘“He is dead. I do not know
which of us killed him.: But in any
case, I will shoulder all the blame.’’

‘“There ecan be no blame,’’ T inter-
posed, ‘‘for they eame like thieves in
the night—it was our right to defend
our property and our lives against
marauders.’’

“‘Right,”’ he admitted. ‘‘You say
‘they’!”” He paused and looked
keenly into my face. “‘You, too, saw
—the other?’’

‘“The other man?’’

‘‘It was no man,’’ he replied; ““it
was nothing for which we have an
accurate name. It no longer exists
—it was what I ean only deseribe as

a ‘familiar’.”’

I shook my head. The term was
one with which I had no aequaint-
ance.

““It is a long story and you shall
have it all now,’’ he went on. ‘‘But
first, we must dispose of this body—
and in the morning we will see the
authorities. How is Vida?”’

‘‘She seems in a trance.”’
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‘‘That exactly describes her condi-
tion,’’ said my uncle. ‘‘I can revive
her—perhaps I had better do that
now, so that she, too, may hear all
the story, of which now she knows
only a part.”’

I followed him into the dining
room to where my darling lay cov-
ered by a spread, looking angelically
beautiful. Her bosom rose and fell
rhythmieally in what was apparently
natural slumber, but I knew she was
in a still deeper sleep than that in-
duced by nature. Uncle Carl rum-
maged in the sideboard and brought
out a bottle of ammonia.

““This will sometimes arouse the
subject of a hypmnotic trance,’’ he
said. .

‘“It—she 1s hypnotized?’’

“Yes—the devil’s weapon. But
the hypnotist is dead. Sometimes
only the one inducing the trance can
restore the patient or subjeet, but I
think I shall succeed without him—
I must do so.”’

He bent over the girl and spoke to
her,

““Vida,’’ he said, ‘‘awake.”

He held the bottle of ammonia
close to her nostrils, and then quick-
ly handing it to me, clapped his
hands loudly. To my joy, I saw the
color rise in her pale cheeks, and her
breast was convulsed with some un-
toward effort; suddenly -she sat up
and looked wildly about her—into
my face and into Unecle Carl’s. Then
she burst into an uncontrollable fit of
weeping.

““Thank God!’’ breathed my uncle,
and I echoed his words. In a mo-
ment I had gathered her, spread and
all, in my arms, and she wept un-
restrainedly on my shoulder.

Presently she ceased, and realizing
for the first time the scantiness of her
attire, drew away with a little ery.

“Tom—Dr. Carl—what has hap-
vened? I don’t remember——’’

““All is well,”’ said my uncle. ‘‘He
is dead.”
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*‘Dead! - Wheref”’

““In the living room. Wait here,
my dear, till Tom and I remove the
body, and then we will have a talk.
Or better, run upstairs and dress—
by that time there will be nothing to
disturb you in—the other room.”’

I took her to the door of her room
and came hastily downstairs to where
my uncle had already partly com-
posed the limbs of the dead man and
thrown the cloak over the evil face,
evil in death as in life, Together we
lifted the body and carried it into a
disused room where we laid it decent-
ly on an old cot bed. Then we came
back to the living room.

Vida called that she was ready and
I went up and brought her down.

Then, the lights full on, the fire
going, we heard from the lips of
Uncle Carl the story which to this
day is as strange in the telling as
it is difficult to believe. But I saw—
there can be no doubt!

““QEVEN years ago,”’ he began, ‘I

was in active practise in Chi-
cago, but already I had begun to
specialize almost exclusively upon
diseases of the brain. Unlike some
of my more hidebound confréres, I
gave a great deal of attention to
psychology, psycho-analysis (though
the phrase was then unused, if it
was known) and metaphysics. I be-
lieved firmly that somewhere there
was a connection between that im-
palpable thing we call the soul and
the material organism called brain,
that somewhere between matter and
mind lay the sglution of our vexa-
tious problems. Thus I became inti-
mate with the man who lies dead in
there—whose name I shall withhold,
at present. He was a brilliant scholar,
but his métier lay along the lines of
suggestive therapeutics to even a
greater degree than did mine.
Hypnosis was his hobby, and he had
developed it to a degree far beyond
that of any of our modern opera-
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tors. And he was, at heart, a devil.

‘“He was older than I. I kmew
nothing of his family, of his home
life. That he was unmarried, I
learned by some chance remark he
made—that was all. I did not even
know where he lived. But we had
long discussions in either my office
or his, which he frequented at irregu-
lar intervals, sometimes sitting far
into the night, arguing, speculating,
sometimes quarreling. He claimed
that good and evil were relative
terms and that moral qualities were
merely the inventions of man—hav-
ing no bearing on the deeper things
of life. I maintained that some-
where in that mysterious organism
called brain lay the controlling ele-
ment that had to do with the traits
of good and evil. I believed that
some day I or someone else would
discover the means of reaching this
element, and perhaps by a psychiatrie
operation removing entirely the tend-
ency to do or even think evil. He
laughed at this theory. ‘It is all a
matter outside the hrain,’ he assert-
ed, ‘and I have delved into studies
that will give me the ability, I hope,
to control the powers of evil as one
controls a horse by means of the reins
and bit.’

‘“One night, about seven years ago,
when I had already known this man
for some little time, I was aroused by
a ring at my doorbell. My name was
on the door-plate, but I seldom had
patients at home or was called on a
case out of hours. Being unmarried,
alone, I had not even a servant then,
so I answered the door myself. On
the step stood Vida.”’

He paused and looked toward the
girl, who nodded slowly, flushing at
the remembrance.

““She told me her mother was ill
and begged me to come. The house
was only a few blocks distant. I ae-
companied her, and on the way she
explained that she was home tem-
porarily from the convent and that
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her mother had had an ‘aceident.’
When I saw the poor woman, I knew
that the accident was in, reality
nothing short of a brutal attack. I
restored Mrs. Darling to conscious-
ness, and then I demanded to know
the cause of the injury—she had ap-
parently been beaten. Both she and
Vida refused at first to tell—and
then, at my insistence, admitted that
a man had been responsible. This
man lies dead in that other room. He
was the brother of Mrs. Darling—
Vida’s uncle. :

““But the shock came when I
learned the name of the devil who
had thus attacked a defenseless wo-
man simply because she begged him
to desist in some practise that was
becoming abhorrent to her—he lived
with the mother and daughter—it
was the name of my erstwhile friend
and fellow investigator.

““Mrs. Darling was more seriously
injured than I at first suspected, but
I performed a very slight operation
which saved her life.

‘“‘The gratitude of both mother and
child was affecting, and we became
devoted friends. I can say—mnow
that she is no more—how deeply I
learned to love Vida’s mother. She
was the image, in a matured way, of
her daughter. And she was in every
respect a wonderful woman., But I
could not conceive of myself as mar-
ried—I was already wedded to sei-
ence. Furthermore I was consider-
ably older than she,

““I called the brother to acecount
the next day and told him frankly
what I thought of him. He laughed
like a fiend. But he heeded my warn-
ing and for a long time did not mo-
lest his sister again. Vida came to
work with me as my secretary after
a year or so. She has been like a
daughter ever since.

‘“And then one day, about two
yvears ago, that devil again attacked
his sister, and from the effects of this
injury she did not recover. How-
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ever, a charge of murder could not
be placed against him. The actual
physical hurts did not directly in-
duce death. It was the mental eruel-
ty and the horror of the man and his
practises which resulted in her grad-
ual fading away. Thus he was in
every sense morally to blame. Why
did I not denounce him? His sister
begged me not to do so, as did Vida.
And I acceded to their w1shes Then
she—died.’’

For an instant my uncle bent his
head, and Vida’s eyes were suffused
with tears. I reached over and put
an arm ahout her as he resumed.

“I forgot everything then but my
grief. I knew that I should have
sacrificed all for my love, and now
it was too late. Then came the
thought of revenge. He should pay!

‘“‘No matter by what means I in-
duced Lim to come to my office again
in a friendly way, following the
trouble and my accusations which
had estranged us. I had learned
things about him, meanwhile, from
hoth women—from Vida and, before
her death, from Mrs. Darling—
things whieh were too unsavory, too
horrible—ves, too transeendently ter-
rible—to accept. He dabbled in for-
bidden things, and made incursions
into a realm of which you can have
no cognizance. The women knew
only that he performed strange ex-
periments in his laboratory and that
they found dumb ecreatures, a black
cockerel and a he-goat, which had
been killed in a revolting manner.
Once, they found the pentagram,
with mystic symbols, sketched in
chalk on the floor of his study. Al-
ways there- was an indefinable, an
evil odor, in his rooms. They heard
him talking to himself at night—but.
it sounded as if he were addressing
another. Once therc were heavy
sounds as of some altercation in
which things were overturned. He
had cried out, and to their questions
answered only that he had knocked
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over a table and hurt his foot. Some-
times there was a trace of unusual
heat in the rooms.

‘‘My meetings with Mrs. Darling
had been invariably at my office,
where Vida was working. Oddly, her
uncle had made no effort to prevent
her working with me. Perhaps he
was glad to be rid of her that he
might carry on his experiments the
more safely.

‘“As I say, I induced him to come
to see me at my office on several oec-
casions, and one evening shortly after
his vietim had passed on, we talked
later than usual. I was prepared,
for I too had been pursuing my
studies assiduously. I drugged the
wine he drank, and when he was un-
conseious, administered an anesthetie.
I placed him on my operating table
and prepared him for an operation.
The brain! That was the seat of the
trouble. If I could remove that evil
tendency by the knife T micht make
him a worthy member of society,
even a valuable one. Also I would
prove my theory. And if I failed—
well, he deserved death!

‘““The operation was a suecess—in
so far that he recovered rapidly un-
der my careful nursing. I had re-
moved a tiny particle of the organie
matter that constituted what I be-
lieved to be the seat of the emotion
of evil. But T had made an error.
Instead, I had removed the part
which contained whatever small
amount of good tendenecy was resi-
dent in his brain. In a word, T had
constituted him a human monster a
hundréd times worse than before.
For in the worst of us there is always
some slight inclination to good; in
him there now remained no redeem-
ing feature. I hegan to note the ef-
feet as he recovered strength follow-
ing the terrific shock of the opera-
tion, slight as it had been in some
respects. He knew me, but not as in
the past. He had forgotten my
significance in the scheme of things,
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he had forgotten his sister and Vida.
He had forgotten everything but that
certain faces were familiar—as mine.
But he was now a cruel animal. He
caught the cat I kept in my office, and
had I not stopped him in time would
have dismembered it in sheer cruelty.
He was a monster!

“J let him go. God forgive me, I
let loose this hideous thing upon hu-
manity, believing it would soon de-
stroy itself. For a long time it dis-
appeared and I believed that the
monster was dead. Then I received
a letter from—him!

‘““He had recovered his memory—
but his evil nature was still supreme.
He knew instinetively what had hap-
pened because I had often aired my
theorics to him. And he wished only
to wreak vengeance on me. Not, he
carefully explained, beeause he re-
gretted losing the slight remnant of
good that had remained in his con-
sciousness but because I had tricked
him and employed him as a subject
for my experiment! FHe meant to
kill me and—Vida! IIe bade me be-
ware of his powers, of his hypnotie
strength, by which even at a distance
he could control his vietims. He
proved this—as you have recently had
cause to know—when he subjected
Vida to his will, sending her with
that stick to—kill! IFor the stick con-
tains a wicked blade which only a
spring in the handle releases. You
had not discovered it. And that blade
is steeped in deadly virus. But he
reckoned without Vida’s essential
goodness. He could not compel her
hypnotically to ecommit a erime, for
it was not in her nature to do so.

‘‘He failed in his attempt. . . . but
I am ahead of my story. For months
he pursued us with threatening let-
ters. For myself I cared little, but
I dreaded what might come to Vida.
For latterly, the letters conveyed the
suggestion that she would be the one

to suffer and that through her he.

would reach me. But as yet the mani-
W.T~8
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festations, if I may so deseribe them,
were witnessed, or felt, by me only.
At night I would awake to feel a
hot breath in my face; to detect a
fetid odor too horrible to be endured;
to become aware of something that
mopped and mowed in the shadows
of the room. It came, I know, like
that thing tonight, from the abyss
itself—from the very pits of hell! It
was wearing me down even as I told
myself it could not be so. At least,
it was the quintessence of hate,
focused upon us, and against this
hideous thing even my science was
helpless.

““You know now why I could not
explain, Tom. You would have
thought me mad! But you saw—you
saw for yourself, tonight, That
awful shape which shrank and van-
ished before the words I spoke, a
formula learned at the cost of dili-
gent research in the ancient volumes
known to but few living men, remem-
bered—thank heaven!—tonight in
time to save us all. By ecertain in-
cantations, creatures from that
netherworld may he summoned forth,
I verily believe. And by opposing
words they may be driven back
whence they ecame. You may say it
was all hypnotism—that we saw only
as the audicnces of Hindoo fakers
see their marvelous feats, such as the
fabled rope trick—but I know better.

““We came here to escape, a few
months ago. Tt was the last stand in
this unequal fight, literally good
against evil. I could not touch him
with the law—I waited for him to
come that I might kill him and by
the words I had learned, drive his
evil companion back to the abyss.
Then I sent for you—I neceded a
strong arm. Vida nceded more than
my frail proteetion—Vida who knew
only that the creature onee known as
her uncle had become an implacable
enemy.

“And, as I had hoped, on the fail-
ure of his hypnotic effort to influence
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Vida to slay me (for I assume he did
not know of your presence here,
Tom), he determined to come himself
—accompanied by the dread thing—
to ‘achieve his purpose. The rest you
know.”’

YEARS have passed. Vida and I
have long been happily married
and my uncle is dead. He never
again spoke of his theory regarding
good and evil and the possibility of
a material operation on the brain
controlling these qualities. Indeed,
he retired from all active practise or
even experiment following the down-
fall of his enemy.

Vida and I try to believe it was all
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a case of hypnosis developed to the
nth degree. The other thing, in spite
of what 1 saw, we can not accept.
Sufficient unto their time the foul
practises of those remote sorcerers of
which, perchance, the man I saw
slain was an unholy revenant.
Steeped in blood, made hideous by
sacrifices of diabolic eruelty, wrapped
in the smoke from laurel, cypress and
alder, protected by the magic circle
of evocation and with altars crowned
with asphodel and vervain, they
worked their spells mayhap in the
dim and shadowy past. Today they
have no place, and I, for one, refuse
to accept, in this respeet, even the evi-
dence of my own senses.



