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eturn to Death

By J. WESLEY ROSENQUEST

A brief tale about the ghastly horror that befell the man in the ¢offin

REAT sadness reigned in the little
Transylvanian village of Rotfern-
berg; Herr Feldenpflanz was

dead. Here and there, as one walked in
the cobblestoned streets, one saw a sud-
den dampness in the eyes of passers-by
as his name was mentioned. Everyone was
talking about him, praising his virtues,
lamenting his early death; and in the eyes
of many a friulein was more than a trace
of tears. He was indeed well beloved by
all the village.

“Poor Herr Feldenpflanz,” said the
tailor sadly, “a fine man, as honest as the
day is long. And a learned man, too. He
went to the University of Berlin for four
years, and knew more than any other man
in Rotfernberg. Yes indeed, a very fine
man,”

The tailor blew his nose with vigor,
and his listeners did likewise.

“And poor Friulein Feldenpflanz! She
loved her brother very dearly. She has
no one else in the world. What will she
do now?”

The tailor and his listeners all shook
their heads sadly.

“Even now she sits beside him. For
two days she has watched him, lying like
life, so calm, and prays for his soul. We
all know how he drifted away from God.
Those wizard’s things that he did in his
big, white room! Tubes full of strange
vapors and lights there were, and light-
ning in glass balls. He always said that

jt was not magic—as if we had not eyes!” -

“Yes,” said the grocer sadly but with
vigor, "as if we had not eyes!”

The village priest sat there also, a lit-
tle outside the group, with sorrow written
on his face; and every time one of the
townsmen spoke of poor Herr Felden-
pflanz’s obvious traffic with Lucifer, an
expression of deep pain passed over his
mild and benign countenance, He was a
short, stout, dark-haired man, and wore
the vestments of his calling. He sat very
calm and still. At last he could no longer
listen without speaking his mind.

“Please, please,”” he said softly, “'say
no more of our good friend. He is now,
I hope, among the blessed saints, and we
must speak only well of the dead. Re-
member, he was a good man; perhaps he
strayed without knowing that he was en-
snared by the Enemy’s wiles. If that be
s0, there is salvation for him. Let us not
speak of Herr Feldenpflanz; let us not
use our human judgment; let us rather
pray with the Friulein Feldenpflanz, who
even now prays beside her brother’s cof-
fin.”

So saying, he got up from his chair
and motioned to the men gathered there
in the tailor’s store to follow him, They
did so: the grocer, the tailor, the black-
smith, the butcher and the mayor. They
dimbed the steep mountain path with
energy and puffing, and said nothing. The
evening dew lay heavy on the long, wild
grass; and from overhead fell cool drops
from the leaves of the thick, ancient
oaks growing on the mountainside. That
cool, calm, mountain hush had descended
with the twilight. It was as though a
great, blue, star-sprinkled bowl had been
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inverted and placed upon the earth, with
the summit of the mountain touching its
spangled center.

Suddenly the priest spoke to his com-
panions.

“See, my friends, there lies the Felden-
pflanz dwelling. When we enter let us
conduct ourselves with fitting dignity and
propriety. We must not speak to the be-
reaved friulein when we enter, but gath-
er around the coffin and pray with her.
We must not disturb her.”

So it was. The big house, white-paint-
ed and gabled and surrounded by gar-
dens, lay just before them. Marring the
pure, solid color of the walls and the big
front door hung a significant black rib-
bon. The calm hush was very pronounced
here. In a window near the front door
there twinkled a single electric light, the
only one in the town of Rotfernberg. The
unschooled villagers had always been
amazed by the electric fixtures and the ap-
paratus in Feldenpflanz's home and lab-
oratory.

All silent, the group of men reached
the end of the path and tried the door. It
was open, and quietly they entered,
Father Josef in the lead. They passed
through a long, dark hall, at the end of
which was a door leading into the parlor.
Light gleamed through the crack along
the floor. As they approached they heard
the muffled sound of low praying, min-
gled with sobs.

Father Josef opened the door carefully
and tiptoed in, followed by the five other
villagers. They crossed themselves in
unison.

By a simple, black coffin of wood knelt
Friulein Feldenpflanz. Under her knees
was a cushion to make possible long
vigils. Her face was hidden by her long,
black hair, and her head hung low over
the bier. Her pale lips moved constantly.
At the head of the coffin, in spite of the
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electric light, burned a candle; the whole
coffin itself was covered with mountain
blooms. The heavy, cloying odor peculiar
to death did not hang in the air, however.
The kneeling woman cast one vacant,
tearful glance at the entering men and re-
sumed her former attitude.

The six men came close to the coffin
and gazed down upon its occupant. There
lay Herr Feldenpflanz, calm and hand-
some and indeed very life-like, dressed
in a suit made by the tailor himself. They
all kaelt around the bier and prayed. . . .

R HE lay there, Feldenpflanz, terrified
by his predicament, could think of
only one thing—escape. And one word
echoed and re-echoed through his brain—
catalepsy, catalepsy! . ..

For hours he had been forced to listen
to his sister’s prayers and tears; long hour
after hour he heard his death mourned,
and was unable to move. He felt his own
heart-beat, very slow and very gentle so
that no one would be able to detect it; but
it sent the blood through his numbed
brain, sustaining consciousness, so that,
aware of all that went on, he could know
the pangs of mortal fear and the bitter-
sweet of faint hope. “Help! Help!” he
tried to shout, but his mind alone formed
the words; his lips defied his will.

An educated man, he knew the danger
of his state. A chance existed that he
might regain control of his limbs before
he was buried—buried alive. Conscious-
ness was a good sign, he knew. If now
he could force his body to obey his will,
the final stage of recovery from this
dreadful malady, he would be saved; he
would return to the world he loved, to
life and living, to his sister Maria.

And then a terrifying thought flashed
through his head. He realized that inev-
itably, if not soon, the air in his coffin
would be exhausted! The oxygen of the
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RETURN TO DEATH

ait was slowly being used up; for al-
though he did not move his chest, did
not breathe, the air was entering and
leaving his lungs by diffusion. If he
could only move, a tap on the side of the
box would attract attention and effect his
release. "Was he doomed to impotence
and burial alive? The poor superstitious
folk of Rotfernberg, including his sister,
would probably flee in terror. It would
be hopeless, then, even if he did recover
the use of his limbs. They would leave
him to struggle futilely in his flower-be-
decked prison! Oh, why were these peo-
ple not educated? Why must they con-
fine themselves to a home and 2 moun-
tainside?

Gradually he fell into a dreamy, re-
flective state, in which the first sharp
agony of terror had dissolved away from
sheer exhaustion; and only two hopes
remained in his mind, like brilliant but-
terflies that rested for a brief moment on
a withered flower. First, he must move;
and second, his sister must not be afraid;
she must set him free from his narrow
prison. And these two hopes, bitter for
their improbability and sweet for their
possibility, were all for which he exist-
ed. ...

To his ears still came the muffled voice
of Maria, hoarse and weary from long
use; through his eyelids the vigil-light
shone. Suddenly he heard the sound of
feet in the room where he was lying. He
listened carefully; they were men, he cal-
culated, about a half-dozen. Here was new
hope! If he moved or made a sound, one
of the men might have sense and courage
enough to free him. Then his ears caught
the sound of voices praying in unison.
So now they too were praying for him!

Several minutes grew into an hour, and
then the voices became still, including
his sister’s. A pang of apptehension ran
through him like a red-hot sword. Were
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they going to leave him? But no. He
heard the sound of scraping chairs and
the rustle of clothing. They were sitting
down. As he listened attentively, he
heard a voice that was familiar, low-
pitched though it was from respect for
the dead, and muffled by the wooden
walls that enclosed him. It was Father
Josef.

"'Please, Friulein Feldenpflanz,” he in-
sisted gently, “'you must go to bed now.
You are very weary, and tomorrow you
must rise early for your brother’s funeral,
Please sleep now.”

There was no answer, but Feldenpflanz
heard the sound of footsteps on the stairs.
Maria was going upstairs, evidently.

"Let us hope,” said Father Josef, “that
our good friend has no need of our pray-
ers. By now he is in Heaven or Hell. Be
it not the latter.”

The six men sat there quietly, nodding
their heads.

“Or Purgatory,” added the tailor, look-
ing toward the priest for agreement.

The unmoving man in the coffin almost
felt amused.

“After the burial the friulein will no
doubt destroy the unholy things in her
brother’s big, white room in the cellar,”
spoke up the blacksmith, who was a big
man and who very seldom spoke. "I
think,” he continued, “that cellars should
rightly hold only wines.”

So they would like to see his laboratory
destroyed! And after he was buried . . .
He made a desperate, mighty attempt to
move, but could not. Was it imagination
or was the air really growing bad? His
head began to swim, and he thought he
felt his heart beat a little faster.

“The whole village of Rotfernberg
will come to see the Feldenpflanz funer-
al,” said the mayor, a tall, thin man, “and
I will lead the procession. He was one
of my best friends, and hence it is only
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fitting that I do so. Ah, well 1 remember
his cheerful ‘Good morning’ and his fine
wines. He was a generous man, too, al-
ways giving alms, and he paid the highest
taxes in the town. No one was more hon-
est, either. A very fine man.”

The mayor blew his nose gently, as he
was in the presence of the dead. All nod-
ded their heads in agreement except Fa-
ther Josef, who was absorbed in a prayer-
book. His pale hands stood out against
his black cassock, and his lips moved
slightly; several minutes passed before he
looked up.

"Dear God, dear God,” prayed Felden-
pflanz over and over as he felt the true
death approaching. But what was this?
He felt a tremor pass over his body. His
heart beat faster, and 2 warm flush passed
over his numbed limbs! Slowly, he felt
his will creep down the sleeping nerves
into his extremities. Very soon now, he
hoped, freedom would be his.

“Let us go now,” said the priest, and
a pang of terror passed through the
man in the coffin. He heard the scrap-
ing of chairs and the shuffling of feet.
Now was the moment! Now he must
move! The beating of his heart was tu-
multuous; his finger-tips were tingling;
his face felt hot and his head full of
blood. He heard the footsteps cease;
they had evidently paused over him. He
heard the rustle of clothing as they
rubbed against the coffin. Then the butch-
er spoke, in a strained tone.

“How very life-like indeed! His face
flushes with blood!"

Feldenpflanz made a supreme effort of
will. The darkness seemed to shake—
and his eyes were open! Above him he
saw six faces in a frozen tableau.
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Father Josef wore a look of utmast
horror and shock.

The tailor’s face, long and pale and
drawn, wore an expression of fear and
shocked suspicion.

The butcher opened eyes and mouth
wide,

The grocer crossed himself again and
again, his lips moving in frantic prayer.

The blacksmith, more afraid of the
supernatural than the rest, closed his eyes,
gasped, and staggered back.,

The mayor stared for a moment with
bulging eyes, then bawled out a single
word:

“Vampire!”

Then there came the sound of running
and shouting, and Feldenpflanz saw the
faces disappear from above his prostrate.
form, except that of Father Josef, who

was reading a Latin invocation from his
prayer-book.

THE cataleptic victim, now desperate,
heard the noise of many feet run-
ning toward him, and the faces of the
blacksmith and the butcher burst into
view above him. There was a sound of
fumbling at the side of the coffin, and
then—the lid was raised. He was saved!

But what was this? The butcher had
placed a knife against his left side, and
the blacksmith raised a hammer high.
There came to his ears the monotone of
Father Josef’s Latin prayer.

Feldenpflanz made inarticulate sounds.

“No, n’, huh, huh; help, no!”
" The hammer rose and fell. One! Two!
Three!

Herr Feldenpflanz ceased to think of
escape.




