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uard in the @ark

By ALLISON V. HARDING

the new tutor his row on row of shiny

lead soldiers . . . soldiers in the painted

khaki of the army, in the navy dack blue,

and in the blue with red trimming of the

marines. Some were standing, some were

marching, some lying on their stomachs,
guns pointed forward.

“Look at my machine gunners,” said the

P ROUDLY little Ronald Frost showed

twelve-year-old boy to Jeffry Wilbusts as he
r‘ointed to another part of the shelf whereon
y squad after squad of tiny toy figures,
each with a i
guns and lj
Jeficy

e gun — sub-machine
t and heavy ones.
ded interestedly and took some
of the pieces off the shelf to look at them
more closely.
“Be very careful!” the lLittle boy cautioned

Heading by BORIS DOLGOV
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The tin soldiers were not just playthingi—they were pawn)
in a ruleless war of horror
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GUARD IN THE DARK I3

g3 Wilburts minutely examined a soldier

ing a chap of Ronald’s years. He shunned

holding the replia of an

rifle.

“Sure I will. Tell me, Ronald, why do you
have so many? You must have several bun-
dred soldiers here.”

“Need 'em,” said the youngster, his
mouth setting in 2 tight line. i

"Do you like to recreate battles, I mean
fight out some of the igns of the
war?” It had oocurred tomns that rr-
haps his pupil’s mania for toy soldiers had
such a signil 3

“Nope.”

“Well, what then?”

“I have to have them.” Ropald Frost
turned away from his toy doset with 2 fist
full of mmarines. Jeffry watched him as he
metiadously the tin soldiers that
had been clustered in groups on the tables
and floor of his bedroom.

Jeffry Wilbusts smiled to himself. “Ah,
changing the guard, eh?”

"Yes.” No more than that. Not very com-
municative,

Wilburts noticed that Ronald placed the
soldiers in a careful pattern. They formed
a dirdle of toy-soldiet ptotection around the
center of the room. The center where Ronald
Prost’s bed was!

WHEN Jeffry Wilburts, fresh from a
teacher’s college course, had inter-
viewed Mr. and Mrs. Frost for the job, this
bad been the main thing they had told him
that day in the Frost's pleasant suburban
home,

“He's not at all a dull boy,” said Mrs,
Frost with a sort of a perplexed pride, “but
he has this firation about soldiers.”

“I'd have to tell you what our bill is
supplying the boy with these lead soldiers,”
snorted Mr. Frost. “And besides, 1 think
Ronald is getting about old enough Lo give
up 1Playing with toy things like that.”

he Frosts had liked young Wilburts and
be them. He had taken up residence there
as cc:;:sa:don and tutor to Ronald. He soon
realized that the young Frost lad was oo
ordinaty twelve-yeat-old. The m was
bright when he wanted to be. He tad imag-
ination.

But with all of this Jeffry detected a
certain listlessness that was most unbecom-

the pany of other children of his age
in the neighborhood, and although he did
ably well in school—his teacher told
ilburts that he would be an honor-roll
pupil if he would only try—his sodal ad-
justments were pot at all normal,

He detested the games that weat on in the
school yard and was in the habit of saeaking
off home after class was out instead of mix-
ing with his peers in a raid on the local
ice-cream parlor.

“We need somebody to bring him out,”
said Mrs. Frost to Wilburts. “Heaven knows
Mr. Frost and 1 have tried to do all we aan
for him. ,."

“You might be able to my son, ef,
if I had one, but you an't help your own,”
quoted Wilbusts brightly from something
he remembered in a child psychology

"It seems you're right,” sighed Mrs. Frost.
“We cn’t help him, apparently. I stil
think a Jot of this has to do with those stupid
soldiers he’s so preocrupied with!”

“High time the boy got over these ideas,”
said Mr., Frost with an angry rustle of the
paper. “But don’t try to just take the soldiers
away from him. It's an impossible task.”
Mr. Frost elaborately rolled his eyes ceiling-
ward. "I tried it once and he got so excited
. .. well, we had to cll Dr. Brown.”

Properly wamed and initiated on the way
things stood Wilburts started to aprly his
great knowledge of child psychology
leatned from dusty library tomes and aged
professors who were much nearer their sec-
ond childhood than their first,

Jeffry quietly decided that he would
dosely obsetve the boy. It was preposterous
to try and bully the lad. You never got any-
whete that way. And it was most old-
fashioned.

In the corner of the room, almost behind
a sueen that hid 4"wash basin, was an casy
chair. Jeffry made it his in the evenings,
obtensibly to chat with Ronald, but really
to watch the ritual that went on, commenc-
ing when the light sneaked slowly from
the room actoss the sky into the west.

Out of his play closet Ronald would bring
scores more soldiers to supplement the anes
that, al! day, had been grouped in small
clusters around the room. Jeffry watched this
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ure for several nights before he felt
that it was time to pop a few questions.

THlS evening Wilburts watched as the
twelve-year-old arranged his miniature
troops. The tutor was once more taken with
the precise and scientific way the lad cov-
ered the foom with his kaots of sofdiers.

“Ronald.”

“Um?"

"Why do you do this every night?”

" "Cause I need to, that’s why,”

“You like to have them around you, eh?;

The litte boy's face was tight-Ii an,
grim for one 5o young. He 5152 nol:{::g for
4 moment.

1 have to have them around me.”

He d six blueclad soldiets on the
edge of the washstand beside Jeffry. Wil-
burts found himself stating at the soldiers
fascinatedly, Their uniforms were such exact
teplicas of the real thing, their equipment
so cleverly copied, their little figures stal-
wazt inirigid posture—only their little geay-
white I faces completely unlifelike, ex-
pressionless like putty-wax dolis. Wilburts
looked from one to the other of the six little
figurines. ALl their faces wore 2 blank, mys-
terious, nothingness expression, an ageless
r:;ivcn& that could only be achieved in

Jefiry Wilburts counted forty-five sol-
diers around the room. Some were on the
bed table, others, numbering among them
several machine gunners, were on the floor
at the four corners of the bed.

Wilburts shook his head and after
nights were said went off to his room down
the hall. The sitvation was an intriguing
one. Here was a lad who was logical on
all subjects as far as he, Jeffry Wilburts,
ould make out—and he could make out
wery well—and yet he had an obsession on
woldiers, Wilburts comforted himself to
iui with the thought that the Frost's could
oot have gotten in 2 better man for the job
of handling the boy.

In the morning, violating his usual cus-
tom of dressing and going right down to
breakfast, Wilburts went in Ronald's room
still in slippers and bathrobe, The boy was
bending over something on the floor and
didn’t hear Jeffry.

“Morning,” said Witburts Instily,

Young Frost tumed quickly, ing his
hand b:l%ind his back. He g{owrl‘::at the
tutor.

Wilburts started forward slowly. Ah ha,

here was something interesting. He was
determined to see what Ronald was hiding.
The boy backed away from him as he came
on.
“Ronald, what is it you have there?”
The boy said nothing but metely stepped
backward until he came against the closet
door. He was fumbling for the knob, his
eyes hatefully oo Jeffry when the companion
stepped forward quickly and pinned Ron-
ald’s arms to his sides.

“Now, let me sce,” gritted Wilburts,
surprised at the strength in the youagster's
b‘;?;'. The two swayed together for a min-
ute, Ronald's face white with strain and
then the man's strength forced the boy's
hands outward and forward and then finally
the small, tight fingers opened and objects
dropped to the (loor. Wilburts stepped back,
one hand still holding the boy's wrist and
bent over.

With his other hand he explored down-
ward, The objects were toy soldiers, or at
least, parts of them. Heads and torsos, legs
and arms, litle guns broken loose from
the solder that held them to tiny lead bodies
—Ilike real soldiers who have been in bat-
te . . . a score of soldiers, broken and bent
—dead soldiers! )

Ronald stood back now, breathing rapidly.
He looked at the floor and then at Wilburts,
Jefiry hardly knew what to do. His first
im'Pulse was to iﬂn the whole matter off.

“Say, you've busted up a lot of those
soldiers, Ronald.”

To cover bis own lack of assurance he
pit a note of reprimaad ia his voice as he
talked.

THE boy said nothing. He simply knelt
down and began to gather up the pieces
of the broken soldiers. He trmed and
walked slowly into the closet and Jeffry
heard the poise as they wete dropped into
2 receptacle thete. Not knowing what else
to do Wilburts walked back to his own
room and after dressing quickly, went
downstairs.

Before Ronald arrived be had poured ont
his story to Mr. and Mrs. Frost. If his soul’
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needed absolution, he got it from the two.

“That's just it," said Mr, Frost. "He
demands these soldiers for birthday and
Christmas and God knows any other time
that I can be wheedled out of a dollar or so,
but the boy is so destructive with them it's
endless. We can’t keep up with him.

“Don’t worty about it, Mr. Wilburts.”
Mrs. Frost also pat in her oar. “T just wish
you eould get him away from those soldiers

rmanently. I sometimes think they mean
more to him than his father and 1 do.”

Thus, his consicence surfeited, Wilbutts
attacked his wheat cakes with vigor and did
oot even look up when Romald stole in a
few minutes later with a small good mom-
ing to his parents.

Despite his smugness and the disadvan-
tage of theoretical training, Jeffiry Wilburts
was not entirely lacking in sense. He real-
ized that Romald, who before had merely
tolerated him without question or enthusi-
asm, now attempted to avoid him as much
as possible. This would never do. The
first goal for the companion or tutor is to
win and hold the youngster's confidence
and friendship. Both from the standpoint
of his future as a teacher and tuter and for
the sake of his immediate pocketbook it
would never do to alienate Ronald to the
degree where the Frosts, despite their ob-
vious liking for him, would have to Iook
for somebody else.

Obviously, his campaign to win back
Ronald’s {olerance would have to be cen-
tered around the soldiers. On his day off
in town Wilburts paid a visit to the toy
department of a large department store
where, after not a little thought, he discov-
ered a set of khaki-clad troops, each with a
sub-machine gun, and led by a nattily
dressed officer with holstered revolver,
Three dollats.

On his way out to the suburbs, Wilburts
took the set from its wrappings and eyed
the soldiers with satisfaction, Three dollacs
meant a good deal to Jeffry Wilburts, but
after all, he philosophized, you have to
spead money in this world if you're goin
to get ahead. He looked closely at the sol-
diers and marveled casually at the care with
which they were made, the uniforms and
guns so precisely duplicating the real thing.
The same deadpan faces, though. A faint

spot of color on the cheeks and then a life-
less putty white-lead face. Jeffry picked uj

the officer and scrutinized him closely. He
grinned at the cxpressionless tiny face and
then suddenly realized that the passenger
sitting opposite was eyeing him amusedly.

He put his package away carefully and
settled back in the day coach with a copy
of “Approach to Education.”

Jeffcy Wilburts® scheme worked.

*For me?” said Ronald with brightening
interest as Jeffry took the cover off the box
revealing the contents.

“Golly,” and the youngsters made a grab
at the precious package.

The Jad took the soldiers out one by one,
examining them closely. His face was
bright and the look he turned on Wilburts
was worth three dollats and more.

“Oh, thank you, thank you so much, Mr.
Wilburts. I need them so,” and Ronald
ran off loward his room. It seemed that
Jeffry had scored with his ward . . . but not
with the Frosts,

“Now what the dickens did you go and
do that for?” said Mr. Frost in an annoyed
voice.

Wilburts realized that some explainin,
was in order. It wouldn't do to win ba
the boy at the cost of the parents’ tegard.

“I'm trying to work this problem out,
Mr. Frost. This is my line of work and
you've got to let me handle it in my own
way. I don’t waat the boy to think I'm
against him."”

Mr. Frost took Jeffry's side. “I think he's
right, dear. If Mr. Wilburts can get Ronald's
confidence he'll be able to do more with
him.”

Mr. Frost harrumphed. "1 think the best
thing to do would be to take all those damn
soldiers and chuck 'em out.” He went back

to his paper with an angry rustle.

“You know what Dr. Brown said, dear,”
Mis. Frost reminded. “The child is emo-
tional.”

DAYS passed and with the gift Ronald
and Jeffry Wilbutts came somewhat
closer. Whatever his peculiatities, little
Frost was a clever lad and Wilbutts began
to see visions of himself recciving accolades
as his young pupil went on to take high
honors in school.
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Ronald seemed to resent less Jeffry’s mote
frequent visits to his room, and the longer
time spent there. [t was interesting to Wil-
burts that the new®soldiers that he had
brought_to the boy weren't immediately
used. Ronald put them away in the closet,

“Aren't they all right>"” the tutor queried
anxiousy.

“Oh, sure, but they aren’t quite ready

yet.

“Ready for what, Ronald? I don’t under-
stand.”

‘The young bo: an impatient tilt to his
head. Z‘Yof dox‘gut uool;as into real bat-
tle without training, do you?” And he lev-
eled 2 most scathing look at Wilbarts that
seemed to say “any fool should know that.”

“Ob, of course,” said the companion
hastily.

It was a week afterward that Mr. Frost
met Wilburts outside and called him over to
the side of the house where the waste recep-
tacle stood.

“Look,” Frost said pointing.

ILBURTS followed the direction of

- the pointing, and there, in among the
throwouts was a pile of broken tin soldiers
—easily a half a hundred of them.

"“It's a disgraceful waste, I will not allow
iny son to grow up with such a streak’ of
wanton desiruction in him,” stormed Frost.

Wilburts tactfully z{md with him and
said he would speak to Ronald that evening.

It was dark outside when the two, tutor
and young boy, retired to the latter’s room,
Automatiaally, the lad went about his job
of placing out the soldier patrols. Jeffry no-
ticed idly that by now Ronald was using the
machine gunners he had given him.

Wilburts broke the silence. “I saw a
whole lot of your broken soldiers outside in
the waste receptacle.”

The boy showed little interest,

Wilburts went on. “That's pretty costly,
you breaking them that way, Ronald. I hope
you're not going to do that to the ones 1
gave you.”

“I don’t break them,” Ronald turned to
the tutor. "I don't break them.”

“Is an expensive thing to do,” went on
Wilburts, ignoring the boy's denial. “Why
not conserve the ones you have. Just between
us, young feller, I don't think your father

liked my giving you those soldiers the other
day.”

Ronald paled and came over towaed Wil-
burts. “I've got to have soldiers, Mr. Wil-
burts. I've just got to. I need more now,
Every night some get killed.”

“You mean you brezk them,” corrected
Jeffry with a smile.

“I don't break them,” Ronald cried.
told Mummy and Dad that, too.”

“Well, every moming there are 2 few
more all broken . . . how come?”

“They'te dead.”

“Ronald!”

“I don't break them.”

“You're talking foolishness, young feller.
If you don't break them, who does? And
it happens at night when you're in here
alone. Surely you don’t think I or your
palcnts,fome in here and break your soldiers,

“No.” .

""Well, what then?"”

Ronald hung silent, then said finally, “1
don’t exactly know.”

Jeffry Wilbusts persisted. “Now you're
adding one bad habit to another. You're
telling an untruth. We're not thinking of
punishing you because you brezk your sol-
diers. They're yours, but we'te trying to
make you see that it is a dreadful waste. It
makes your father very anﬁ!y. You want
mote and more soldies—why mother says
she bought twenty-five dollars” worth of lead
soldiers for your last birthday. That’s a lot
... and then you go and bre2k them.”

Ronald was nearly on the point of tears,
“But I don’t break them, I tell you.”

"“Oh Ronald,” Wilburts turned away with
a [eigned attitude of disgust.

““They protect me!”

“The soldiers?"”

“Yes, and they get killed protecting me.”
“Oh,” so the lad wanted to @urry this

fantasy further, eh. “‘And just what is it that
kills them, Germans and Japs, I suppose!
Right here!”

“No,"” cried Ronald. "I tell you I don’t
know exactly. It's something I can feel at
night. It comes in here. Into this room.”

“And you need the soldiers to protect
you, like a bodyguard?”

“Yes,” the youngster turned beseeching
eyes toward the older man. “I have to have
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more soldiers. Please help me get them. I
don’t know what will happen if I can't.”

THAT night after Ronald had gone to bed
Wilbucts had a long talk with the
Frosts.

“It's my opinion,” said Wilburts pomp-
ously, “that you ought to have your dodor
look over this chap.”

“Oh dear, you don't think he's coming
down with anything, do you? There's been
a lot of scarlet . . ."”

Wilburts intecrupted. “No, no, I don't
mean anything like that. I mean, I think
this soldier complex has gone a bit too far.
+» . I think we ought to have a doctor .. . "
and Jeffry tapped his head.

“Oh,” said Mrs. Frost,

“"We'll get Dr. Brown,” boomed Mr.
Frost. “T'll call him before I leave for town
tomorrow and we'll have him stop by. I
think it's a good idea, Wilburts,”

On his way to his room Jeffty silently
opened the door of Ronald’s room and
peeted inside. The room was datk and from
the bed came the sound of the boy's breath-
ing, deep and regular. Certainly nothing
pgoing on now. At least sleep kept him from
playing his games. As he turned softly to
go his foot almost struck a lone soldier on
the foor near the door. He stooped and
saw it was one of Lhe machine guncers he
had given Ronald, gun at the ready in a
lifelike poise. Wilburts smiled and tiptoed
into the E:‘sll

Dr. Brown, prototype of the solid, jolly;
optimistic country doctor, was in the next

y in the late afterncon. He examined
Ronald thoroughly and came i
with the opinion that “the young chap was
high strung with a nervous constitution but
physically he's sound . . , nothing to worry
about.”

After Brown had huffed and grunted his
way into his great coat and depatted, Wil-
burts thought seriously about telling Mrs.
Frost that the counlry practitioner wasn't ex-
actly the kind of doctor he had had in mind
when he'd suggested that somebody look at
Ronald, but Mrs. Frost seemed so carefree

since the physician's visit and verdict that
he decided to put it off for a while.
And when Mr, Frost came in at night

and received the news be snorted and said,
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“Just what I thought, there’s nothing the
matter with the young scalawag; he just
needs to be taught some good common
sense,” and looked meaningfully al Jeffry
Wilburts, who thereupon decided to put
off delivering his opinion of Brown for
good.

Time passed and Ronald’s pleadings for
new soldiers became incessant and frenzied.

“But it’s not nearly Christmas yet, Ronald.
We can’t be buying you things every time
you have the wish,” Mis. Frost reasoned.

“And for Christmas it’s time you wanted
something like boxing gloves or a fishing
tod,” roared Mr. Frost to his son. “No more
of these soldiers, my boy. That's for chil-
dren. You doft't want to be like a child now
you're twelve,”

It was increasingly evident that night by
night Ronald’s troops wete being thinned
out, by some contrary or destructive process,
treasoned Wilburts,

Late one fall evening Ronald did some-
thing unprecedented. He crept into Jeffry
Wilburts” 10om. The tutor was moved by
this visit from the boy and adopted his most
friendly attitude.

“"Well, hello there. Are you still walk-
ing around at this hour?”

“Mr, Wilburts, T waat to talk to you,
please.” His eyes were downcast.

“Sure, Ronald. Go ahead,” and Wilburts
dlo}:Ped the book he was 1eading and smiled
in friendly fashion at the youngster.

‘The boy stood for a morment unsurely in
the center of the floor and then looked wp
from his slipper toes and at Jeffry.

“It's about the soldiets,” he breathed out.

Wilburts didn't say anything.

“You see how my M and Dad are
about it. But I thought, I thought maybe
you could—would get me some mote. I
need them, Mr. Wilburts.”

ILBURTS frowned and shook his
head. “You know what your family
thinks about this, Ronald. You wouldat
want me to do anything behind theit badks,
would you!”
“It's that I don't kave much more,”
i:lcaded Ronald. “After a few more nights
don’t know what'll happen.”
“Nonsense,” expostulated Wilburts, not
understanding what the boy could be going
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on about so. “Just stop breaking them and
you'll have enough.”

“1 don't break them,” Ronald stamped
obstinately.

“All right, then, whoever doss, see they
don’t. No, I can’t get you any more, Ronald.
Maost likely you'll be brezking mine soon,”
this last petulantly with thought of his own
cash outlay. “Now you'd better makes tracks
back off to bed.”

Without another word the little boy
tumed and went off to bed.

The pext day with Ronald off at school
Jeffcy took the opportunity to investigate the
claset where the boy kept his precious sol-
diers. He noted that stock of lead soldiers
was truly low. And in a metal basket at
the corner of the room were the broken parts
of several dozen soldiers. It was wrong the
way the boy kept breaking them, Why
couldn’t they be fixed up?

That night when Ronald was setting up
his soldiers—all that were left unbroken—
Wilburts brightly said, “The thing to do is
to solder the broken parts together. Don't
just chuck them out that way. How about it,
Ronald?”

The boy tutned toward him, “Don’t you
see, that doesn’t do any good. When a sol-
dier is dead, he’s dead. You can't stick him
together and make him a soldier again. He's
just a statue.”

1 give up, thought Wilburts.

The next morning Jeffry found the boy

picking up the usual broken and twisted
soldiers. More than ever the lad’s bedroom
looked like the scene of a horrendous bat-
tle. The thought appealed to Wilburts,
World campaigns fought on a small scale
with toy soldiers! It was intriguing.
. Al through the day the boy moped,
showing little interest in anything. Dark
drcles under his cyes testified to the fact
that he bad not slept too well. He answered
soliditous queries from his mother asking
bow he felt with short replies.

As night, approached e excused himself
and went upstairs early. Mr. Frost har-
rumped the whole business off. Mrs. Frost
thought maybe he was coming down with
something. Jeffry Wilburts, after saying
good night himself, decided to go upstairs
and see what was going on.

With greater care than ever before

Ronald was arranging his blank-faced little
soldiers—at his bed table and on the floor
around his bed. Jeffry sat in the chait by
the washstand and watched, ignored by
young Frost.

“You haven’t very maay left,” actused
Wilburts,

“Not enough tonight, not nearly enough,”
reEl!'ihed the boy half to himself.

e preparations went on for some time
and then Rooald undressed himself and got
into bed. “Good night, Mr. Wilburts.”

Somewhat taken aback at the lad's per-
fundiory attitude the tutor mumbled good
night and left the room. Several hours later,
in his own chamber, it sleepily occurred to
the half-awake Wilburts that it might be a
good idea to watch the youngster for a
while. And when he got up in the night to
step on his soldiers in some perversion of
fantasy, why Jeffry would caich bim red-
handed. Grabbing a large loose-leaf note-
book in which to jot down anything of
worth and sticking 2 pencil in his et he
stole down the corridor, opened Ronald’s
door ever so softly and crept into the datk-
ened room.

Ah, the chair by the washstand. That
would be a fine vantage spot. The man
seated himself and settled into the most
comfortable position. As his eyes became
accustomed to the glcom, the 100m began to
assume shape. The bedtable and the bed
loomed up slowly out of the blackness. The
softly breathing bundle on the bed was
Ronald. His pupils enlarging to compensate
for the gloom, Jeffry begao to make out the
little kaots of soldiers, some of them his
gift to Ronald, 2round the room. He smiled
to himself. Now just wait for that little
imp to get up and statt to break his soldiers
just as an excuse to get some oew ones!

TIME at night and in the dark basely
exists, It is the hand of a watch slow]y
creeping around a luminous dial, the slow
breathing of a human, the strange night
sound of soundlessness. How long Jefiry
sat there before he began to nod he did not
S of ¢y to guess.
gu:e drifrtyed o%.\t of nothingness to aware-
ness for no immediately appreciable reason.
‘The room took a vague, uareal form be-
fore him. The window was a quartered



GUARD IN THE DARK

square of faint lightness to his left. The cur-
tains moved sluggishly in the night air—
but there was something else! There was
some other movement in the room. Jeffry’s
bands felt numb in his lap. The white there
was his open notebook, Was Ronald astir?
No, he could see—yes, that must be Ron-
ald’s head there on the pillow. Suddenly
Wilburts felt his eyes drawn inexorably to
something moving on the floor near him.

He looked—he could move his eyes but
the est of him was seemingly paralyzed.
‘That movement was—a soldier, soldiers!
‘The toy soldiers were moving! All the while
Wilburts cleatly registered these thoughts,
his mind was anesthetized with a numbness
of shock or sleep—or death, It was quite
impossible. All around in the dark comners
small things were deploying—small lead
figutes, running and crouching, holding
their tiny guns in readiness!

But the mind-shocking fantasy was not
over—itris hallucination, for that it must be,
reasoned one small hindmost part of Jeffry
Wilburts' brain, was not passing.

What had awakened him, he realized

now, was the Breathing. Not from the bed, .

not from little Ronald, but from somewhere
—sorheone else. A breathing that was like
the exhalations from the lungs of 2 dozen
dying men, like the mournful wash of sea
on an open coast, like a thousand things, all
unpleasant—all inhuman or soon to be!

hen the breathing was a shadow. A
shadow that was dark and made the rest of
the room seem light in comparison. A blotch
of preposterously s;red blackness Yhat had
0o teason and no reality, except that it way.
Slowly it was coming. From the window
and the door and the ceiling and the walls
... aH at once!

Wilbutts could barely move. His fin,
twitched in his lap, on the sides of the
notebook that lay in his lap. For the paral-

is of his body, his eyes tried to make up.
E:r they wete darting everywhere. Jeffry
ooked at the bed and there was Ronald sit-
ting up, his eyes white discs of blank, stark
fear.

Gueat activity was taking place on the foor
around the bed. Suddenly a tiny flash, fol-
lowed by others in rapid succession from
different sections of the room, attracted the
tutor’s eye. The soldiers were fghting back!
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BUT whatever it was they were fighting
was still coming. A breathing, panting
noise of a thing. Nameless, desctiptionless
except for the giotesque shadow it threw.
‘The soldiess were scattering as the shadow
darkened and grew in intensity around the
bed. Jeffty saw that one after another the
toy guards were going down. The Hashes
of firing were growing less frequent. Still
the noises in the room were the distant, in-
distinct but tecognizable noises of battle
heasd from afar—and all the time the heavy,
slobbery breathing grew in volume until its
wheezing inhalations were like a giant bel-
lows half-full of unhealthy water.

But the crowning blow of terror came to
Jefiry Wilburts when he felt a tug and pull-
ing on his trousers and suddenly, as he
looked down, a tiny figure pulled itsclf
desperately into his lap. "That part of Wil-
burts’ mind still functioning in a semi-
rational manner dimly recognized the tia
soldicr as the officer of the ones he had given
to Ronald.

But now the officer, standing on Wil-
burts’ open notebook, had his revolver out
of his holster and was shooting toward the
center of the room—shooting upward, up-
ward where something black was hovering
over the bed upon which a little boy sat
and stared with the gaze of one who can-
not sec beyond the inside of his eyes.

‘The breathing sound was deafening and
suffocating. The air was filled with a damp-
ness, a vibration that was maddening, the
armed resistance from the floor and bed-
table had ceased. The monster—whatever it
was—had won. Jeffry wished himself awake
and with a terrific effort of will forced his
hands upward. He pushed his notebook
shut and drove himself up and toward the
door. He had no memory of opening it
and stepping out into the hall, or of gettin
into his own bed, throwing the notebool
into his bag and falling on his bed.

‘The next moming Ronald didn't come
down to breakfast. Wilburts, although he
had 2 memory of a very bad dream, attached
no significance to this—that was until Mrs.
Frost went upstairs and let out a scream for
the olhers. Jeffry and Mr. Frost ran up the
stairs. Ronald was sitting up in bed grin-
ning at them strangely. Brefly, Wilburs®
attention went to the floor. Everywhere
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were the soldiers—every otie broken. An-
other pitiful cry came from Mis. Frost as
the two men rushed dloser. It was fright-
fully obvious. The boy was utterly mad; he
had turoed into a complete, raving idiot in
the night!

As he rode toward the city Jeffry Wil
burts thought unpleasantly of that last day
at the Frosts. He remembered the strange
cawing noises the boy had made, the drool-
ing from the mouth, Dr, Brown’s visit and
the call for specialists. He shuddered. It
was most unpleasant. And most of all the
remembrance of his own terrifying dream,
But he did remember planning to go down
to Ronald’s room and sit there for a while
to see what would go on. Yes, of course,
he'd even taken a notebook to report any-
thing of significance.

On inspiration Jeffry reached into his bag
and brought forth the large loose-leaf book.

As he pulled it onto his Jap he noticed
the bulge. He Bipped open the pages and
caught the object as it fell out,

It was the toy soldier-officer! Wilburts
wet his lips and his head pounded.

The one that had come with the soldiers
he had given Ronald not so many weeks ago,
The one that hed crawled upon his lap and
onto the notebook in his dreadful dream last
night!

Wilburts' mind worked slowly over the
details, chewing each fact slowly while his
face tingled and dampened.

He brcught the soldier closer, much closer
to his face. Wilburts' fingers trembled. It
was all quite impossible!

The tiny lead face should be a blob of-
eeressionless putty and paint, But it wasn't.

[nstead the toy soldier’s countenance was
frozen in a grimace of unspeakable horror—
rivaled only by the face of the man so near
its own!



