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Was I a monster? 1 could not remember having written those horrible

recitals of torture and death—but 1 could not deny the evidence of my

own handwriting. Only Alice Vale believed that I had not conceived

and directed those two ghastly murders . . . and if she were wrong,
then she, too, by my own hand was doomed to die!

CHAPTER ONE

The Rack

‘ x THEN I saw Louise Grafton

coming toward me, I would have

avoided her had it been possible.

I was on my way home from the ham-

mock on the porch of the Vale house

where Alice and 1 had sat and talked of
love and marriage.
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And now on a lonely street an hour
before midnight I confronted Louise
whom I had once loved. The dim glow of
a street lamp fell over her. She was more
mature, perhaps, but otherwise un-
changed. It might have been yesterday,
instead of five years ago, that she had
looked up at me with her mouth half-
open, dark eyes flashing and breasts stir-
ring under her tight bodice, and told me
that she was going to marry another man.
She still wore dresses which somehow
made her seem unclothed. Although not
as beautiful as Alice, she was still the
most exciting woman I had ever known.

“Gilles Bodin,” she said, extending a
soft hand to me. “I really should be angry
with you. You have been back in Wist-
field for three weeks now and haven’t
come to see me.”

Neither of us made any attempt to
drop the other’s hand. “I was too busy,”
I lied.

“But not too busy for Alice Vale,” she
smiled.

I let it go at that. “How is Wilbur?”

Her face clouded. “As always—good
natured and very rich.”

“And dull,” I added.
that.”

“Yes,” she admitted readily. And I'm
not sorry. I am the wife of a wealthy man,
That's a lot—more, I still think, than
being the wife of a college professor. I
loved you, Gil, but love alone wouldn’t
have lasted as long as Wilbur’s money.”

At least she was being honest with her-
self and with me; as honest as she had
been that day five years ago when I had
been offered a job as an assistant profes-
sor of psychology at an Eastern university
and had asked her to come with me as my
wife. She had chosen, instead, the wealth
of a man twice her age.

Looking at her now under the street
lamp, what I had feared at the sight of
her was happening. I loved Alice Vale,
yes, more than I'd ever loved Louise; and

“You wanted

yet at the moment I was aware only of
Louise’s body. Without any conscious
effort on my part, I moved toward her.
My hands closed over her shoulders.

For a moment she swayed against me
so that I felt the soft curve of her breasts
on my chest. Then she straightened up
and stepped backward.

“I must run along now, Gil,” she said.
“I'll be seeing more of you, I hope.”

I watched the graceful motion of her
body hurrying down the street as if she
‘were anxious to get away from me. Damn
her! Wouldn't T ever be able to get her
out of my blood?

On the way home I tried to call up the
lovely golden-haired image of Alice Vale,
but remembrance of Louise’s enticing
body intruded. I hated Louise then as I
had hated her when she had told me she
had decided to marry Wilbur Grafton;
and as a psychologist I know how slim is
the line which divides passionate hate and
passionate love.

HAD returned to Wistfield after a

five-year absence because of Alice
Vale. I had known her since childhood,
as I had known every resident in Wist-
field, but she had beéh a gangling high
school girl when I had left. Last spring I
met her again at a university dance; met
a young woman with hair-like the sun and
eyes the color of corn flowers and a figure
which had sent both students and profes-
sors into a frenzy of attention. After one
evening togettier, we had known that we
were in love.

And so I had come to spend my sum-
mer vacation in the little cottage in Wist-
field which had been left to me by
parents. There was another reason: I was
writing a book on the subconscious mind.
But that was not important compared to
the chance of spending an entire summer
with Alice. And after the summer, I
hoped, Alice would return with me to the
university as Mrs. Bodin,
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It was exactly midnight when I
snapped on the light of the room I had
converted into a library. On the desk
were blank white sheets and a fountain
pen, all ready for me to get to work on
my book immediately after breakfast.

1 remember looking at those sheets of
paper with a kind of hypnotic fasci

had been since we'd been children to-
gether, with a bloodless bitter mouth and
blazing feverish eyes sunk deep in bony
sockets.

“It’s probably part of Gil's book,” Al
McWilliams put in. He used to be the
town s star athlete, and was now placidly

an ized girth as a real

as if it were important that I immediately
cover their whiteness with words. I
wasn't sure what the words would be, but
in back of my mind there was . . .

All of a sudden my brain went blank.
The room, everything, vanished.

When I opened my eyes again, I found
that I was in bed and that the sun was
high in the sky. Loud, laughing voices
were in the house. I slid out of bed and
put on a dressing gown and went into the
library.

Through the doorway I saw six people
in the library, all dressed for tennis. They
had come to pick me up on the way to the
courts, and finding the door unlocked,
they hadn’t bothered with the formality
of ringing.

Alice Vale was among them. She was
clad in white slacks and a thin, knitted
blouse which molded the roundness of her
breasts, and her golden hair was gathered
up on top of her head for coolness and
comfort. Looking at her, I wondered how
Louise Grafton could possibly have
affected me last night.

There were two other girls: Marie
Dexter, a delectable little thing with
whom I had had a puppy love affair dur-
ing my high school days, and Hermine
Bauer, plump and jolly, who was engaged
to stocky, red-headed Jim Warren, my
closest friend during my youth.

Jim, now an up and coming lawyer,
was saying to Chester Engles: “You have
no business reading Gil's private papers
like that.”

Chester Engles was seated behind my
desk with a sheaf of white paper in his
hand. He was thin almost to emaciation—

estate agcnt “I bet it's dull as hell.”

“Not if it's anything like the abnormal
psychology I took in college,” Hermine
Bauer declared. “It used to be our most
popular course. All about sex perversion
and sadism and what-not.”

I remained unseen in the doorway,
watching, trying to recall what I could
have written last night after I had

* reached home. It was-odd how my mind

had suddenly gone blank.

“This'll interest you, all right,” Chester
Engles chuckled. “I glanced through the,
first page. Listen to this: ‘I, Gilles Bodin,
being appointed to the Inquisition of
Carcassone in this year of our Lord, 1439,
found to my delight that my first duty
required putting to the question none
other than the very beautiful Mzdame de
Guibourg.””

“I'll be damned!” Al McWilliams ex-
claimed. “The same name, only five
hundred years ago.”

Chester Engles nodded. “Gil once told
me that he can trace his family back for
centuries in France, and his own name,
Gilles Bodin, as well. Maybe this is a bit
of family history.”

I found that my heart was pounding.
Yes, there were family records, but not
that far back. I had never heard of an
Inquisitor of Carcassone who had borne
my name. How in the world could I have
written that?

ENSELY I listened as Chester

Engles continued to read from the
manuscript :

“‘It was my doing. I, Gilles Bodin,
whom Louise had spurned because I was
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but a lowly scholar, and had instead wed
the powerful de Guibourg for wealth and
position, now held her destiny in my
hands. The Inquisition will never suspect
that it was I who spread the rumors of
Satanic rites in the cellars of the de
Guibourg castle ; that it was I who bribed
Madame de Guibourg’s servants to mut-
ter of the blood of babies being spilled by
their mistress for the glory of Satan and
that she supped at the Devil's banquet
whereat no salt was served. And when
Louise de Guibourg stood before the
judges of the Inquisition, she did not
know me behind my black hood, nor how
my eyes feasted on her beauty which she
had denied me for the embraces of a'man
twice her age.

“‘Proud and tall, Louise de Guibourg
stood before the judges, her dark-eyes
flashing as once they had flashed for love
of me. Oh, she was a fine lady as she
denied the accusations, full of piety and
spirit, even when I was ordered to put
her to the question. Head high, step firm,
she strode at my side to the torture
chamber, brave in the knowledge that the
purity of her faith would mitigate her
agony.

“‘Not until we entered the dank stone
torment chamber did her step falter. A
moan trickled from her lips and a spasm
shook her as she saw the dreadful instru-
ments of torture. Then her head lifted
again as she turned to me with a haughty
sneer and said: “Do with me what you
will. I am innocent.”

knowledge of what fate awaited her.’”

Chester Engles paused to clear his
throat, There was not a sound in the
room as they waited for him to continue.
I took a single step forward to tear the
manuscript from his hand, then I thought
better of it. Louise Grafton, whom I had
loved and who had married an older man;
Louise de Guibourg who had been loved
by a Gilles Bodin five hundred years ago!
It had to be a hoax which Chester or one
of the others were perpetrating.

Chester Engles went on:

““I caught Louise in my arms, and into
a pink ear I whispered that at last she
was mine to do with as I would. Her dark
eyes flashed me a look of such hatred as
would have shrivelled a less calloused soul
than mine and she named me Satan him-
self; but I only continued to laugh and
secured her to the rack. How I hated her
as I turned the windlass! How I gloated
as her body grew taut and elongated ! She
had spurned my embraces. Now let her be
embraced by pain!

“*All the skill at my command I em-
ployed. When she was about to faint so as
to avoid the agony, I relaxed the chains
and bathed her face, letting her rest so
that strength would return to her in order
to bring out her suffering to the utmost.
Presently beauty left her form. The flesh
of her thighs, once full and tapering,
stretched tightly over cracking bones. Her
face turned ugly. I brought the hot coals
and placed them on her flesh. She writhed
with the effort to shake them off, but her
served but to increase the tor-

“‘I dismissed my saying
that I needed no aid for the questioning
of one lone woman. When we were alone,
I tore the clothes from her. She did not
cringe, but crossed her arms over her
bosom and raised her eyes to heaven and
muttered a silent prayer. I laughed then
and ripped the hood from my head. Her
eyes bulged as if she were staring at Evil
Incarnate when she saw who I was, and
suddenly she shrank from me in the full

ment of her racked body. I heated irons
and let the glowing metal linger against
her armpits.

“‘It was then that she confessed to
abominations of which she was guiltless.
Screaming words tumbled from her
swollen lips; confessions that she was a
witch, that she had been the mistress of
Satan. Did the learned holy judges of the
Inquisition ever suspect that they them-
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selves were serving the Devil in wrench-
ing -from tortured souls confessions of
evil which never existed ?

““Louise had been put to the question
and confessed, and it was now my duty to
turn her over to the Inquisition to be
judged. But she had seen my face and
knew my motives, and I could not afford
to let her speak to the judges. When I
was through with the white-hot irons, I
took up a stout rod and broke her bones,
one by one. I do not know when she died.
But at last I was through and dropped
from the rack the shapeless mass which
had once been a beautiful woman. I
leaned against the wall and laughed until
my throat was raw!”

SOMEBODY cleared his throat noisily
as Chester Engles tossed the manu-
script down on the desk. Alice Vale
turned and saw me standing there in the
doorway. She stared at me with an odd
half-frightened expression.

Marie Dexter shuddered. “I've never
heard anything so horrible. Did Gil really
write that?”

Jim Warren shrugged. “Well, Gil's a
psychologist and that's right up his alley.
Pretty nasty, though.”

I strode into the room. They all looked
at me.

“What kind of joke is this?”" I
demanded.

“There’s nothing funny about it,” Al
McWilliams said. “I suppose you have
to have a peculiar sort of mind to write
anything like this.”

1 snatched the sheets of paper from the
desk. I had convinced myself that the
manuscript couldn’t possibly be in my
handwriting. But it was! And there were
too many words for the whole thing to
have been forged. There wasn't the least
doubt that last night I'd written it.

‘Why ? What on earth did it mean? Had
the sight of Louise Grafton affected me
with that perverted commingling of love

and hate which is called sadism? Had my
sub-conscious mind put me in the place
of an Inquisitor who'd lived five centuries
ago so that mentally I could give vent to
a latent sadistic streak in me? It seemed
to be the only explanation.

“It's something 1 dashed off for my
book,” 1 muttered. “Trying to make a
study of the mental processes of a profes-
sional torturer. As for the identical
names, I couldn’t think of any and so I
used mine temporarily.”

‘Nobody said anything. I returned to
my bedroom to get dressed for tennis. I
found them all outside on the porch,
laughing and joking and swinging their
rackets. They seemed to have forgotten
about the manuscript. Alice tucked her
arm cozily through mine and we all set
out for the courts,

We cut across fields and woods. Jim
Warren and Marie Dexter were leading,’
so Marie was the first to scream. The
rest of us were still among the trees which
flanked the courts. When we burst into
the open, we found Marie with her face
buried in Jim's chest, while he was staring
with a kind of dazed unbelief at the large
oak tree on the other side of the courts.

From the lowest branch dangled a red-
and-white horror which had once been a
young woman,

CHAPTER TWO
I—Fiend?

OLDING the tennis racket like a

club, Al McWilliams sprinted across

the courts. Chester and then Jim fol-

lowed. I stood holding Alice’s trembling

body against me and hadn’t the power to

move. I knew who was hanging from the
tree.

Chester Engles cried out and turned to
look at me. I had to go then or be forever
branded as a coward or something a great
deal worse, Gently I pulled Alice’s arms
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away from me, muttered, “Stay here,”
and started across the courts.

My three friends were standing a little
to the side of the oak tree, watching me
as I approached, horror stamped on their
faces. Horror ‘which I inspired as much
as did the dangling corpse!

The sun slanted across the courts, its
beams glittering on the scarlet splotches
which practically covered the dead
woman. The face, contorted as it was with
hellish agony, was still that of Louise
Graiton, but the body wasn't like any
human body I had ever seen. She had
been tied by her wrists to the branch and
a heavy wire net had been fastened to her

ankles. And as she had hung there naked,’

heavy stones had been piled into the net;
as'the weight had increased, her body had
been stretched in that improvised rack.

That had been only the start of her tor-
ment. Her taut, sensitive flesh had been
burned, and then her bones had been
broken by a hammer or an iron rod.
Sharp edges and splinters of bone which
had pierced her stretched skin shone with
a terrible whiteness in the sun.

“She’s dead,” Al was saying in a
queerly hoarse tone. “We'd better leave
her just like that till the police come. Poor
thing can't suffer any more.”

Jim put a big hand on my arm and
swung me toward him. “Gil, how did you
come to write that " His eyes blazed with
accusation. “Louise died the same way as
—as that other Louise you wrote about.”

I wet my lips with my tongue, “I didn’t
kill her,” I said,

“But how in the world could you have
written—"" Chester began.

“Cut it out!” Al snapped. “We're not
the police. Chester, you go for the sheriff.
Jim, you take the girls away from here.
Gil will stay here with me.”

In every crisis one person will be found
to take charge. In this case it was Al It
did not occur to any of us not to follow
his orders. Jim and Chester walked off,

slowly, as if in a daze, The three girls
were huddled together on the other side
of the courts, and I heard Marie sobbing.
Then Jim and Chester came up to them
and the five disappeared into the woods.

I dropped down on the grass, not look-
ing at what had been Louise Grafton. Al
stood near me with feet wide apart.

Presently I burst out: “Go on, say it!
You think I'm a monster.”

“Are you?” he asked quietly.

“Look here, Al. We've known each
other since we were kids. Do you think
I would be capable of doing that to
anybody ?”

“Frankly I don’t. But there’s that
manuscript.”

THOUGHT of the blank interval be-

tween midnight last night and this
morning when [ had awakened. Obviously
I had written the manuscript—but what
else had I done last night?

“I didn't do it, AL" T said.

I don’t know if my words convinced
him. I couldn’t convince myself.

After another long interval of silence
we saw a car come up the dirt road. The
fleshy frame of Sheriff Tom Moyer piled
out first, followed by a deputy and Dr.
Seth Cross, Wistfield’s coroner and most
prominent physician,

All three of them cried out when they
saw the body, and they continued to
swear harshly as they cut it down. I
couldn’t see what they did because I kept
my back toward them.

Finally Dr. Cross said: “She’s been
dead at least six hours. God, how she
must have suffered! I'm a mild man, but
I'd give a lot to get my hands on the
fiend.”

“After me,” the sheriff grunted.

Tensely I waited for Al to tell the
sheriff about the manuscript. He didn’t.

When the sheriff said that we could go,
I walked off without waiting for Al I
went into the woods and roamed around
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for a while. I wanted to think this
through, but always I stopped at that
blank interval in my mind. As a psychol-
ogist, I know the spot of cruelty which
exists in all of us. Sometimes it becomes
dominant and we turn into homicidal
madmen, temporarily or permanently. I
did not doubt that a part of my subcon-
scious mind yearned to torture the woman
T had once loved; it had satisfied itself
through the writing of that manuscript,
much as our inhibitions seek outlets
through dreams. But what if I had gone
beyond that? What if I had translated
what I had written into action?

And if I had turned into a fierd once,
T could do it again,

Good heavens, in such thoughts lay
madness! Perhaps I was mad!

I do not know how many hours passed
before I found myself in front of my cot-
tage. In the library were Sheriff Moyer
and Wilbur Grafton, the husband of
Louise. They were reading the manu-
script which I had left on the desk.

When Grafton saw me, he shrieked
wildly and started for me. Moyer threw
his arms ‘around him and held him.

“Let me at him!” Grafton was sobbing,
trying to break away. “I'll tear him apart

with my bare hands! I'll kill him!"

I stood motionless. If the sheriff had
released him, I don’t think that I would
have offered any resistance, although I
was twice as strong as Grafton and fifteen
years younger,

“He'll get his if he’s guilty,” Moyer
rasped.

Grafton slumped down into a chair and
buried his face in his hands. I had never
liked the man, even before he had married
Louise; but now I felt infinitely sorry for
him,

Moyer picked up the sheets of paper
which bore my handwriting. “Did you
write this, Bodin?” he demanded.

Denial was useless. “Yes,” I said.

His fat face twisted with rage. “Do
your realize that this is a confession of
murder? Of worse than murder ?”

“I didn’t kill Louise,” I said hollowly.

Grafton raised his head and laughed
crazily. Moyer stepped toward me and
roared: “Gilles Bodin, in the name of the
law, I arrest you for the murder of—"

It was a new voice in the room. All of
us turned to the doorway where Alice
Vale stood. She put one hand out to
steady herself against the wall.
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“He didn't kill her,” she said. “I came
here to tell you that.”

“Yeah?” the sheriff grunted. ‘What do
you know about it?”

She said: “I've just spoken to Dr.
Cross. He told me that Louise had died
at about six o'clock this morning. I've
been with Gil continually from about eight
o'clock last night until past six this
mdrning.”

FOR long moments there was no sound

but the thumping of my heart. Her
slim shoulders drooped as, with hands
clasped tightly before her, she stood wait-
ing for the reaction to her statement. Her
face was devoid of color.

“So?” the sheriff breathed. “And you
say you were with him every minute?
Where?”

“We were at my house until about
eleven. Then Gil left me and—"

“Hold it,” Moyer interrupted. “Mrs.
Grafton was last seen at eleven. She'd
been visiting a friend who lives only two
blocks away from your house.”

“Please let me finish,” Alice said
quietly. “I went up to my room after Gil
left and pretended to go to bed. I waited
about ten minutes until I was sure my
parents were asleep, then slipped out of
the house and came here to Gil. That was
less than half an hour after he'd left me.
In that time he couldn’t have taken
Louise all the way out to the tennis courts
and—and have done those things to her.
I was with him constantly until six or
seven this morning when I left to slip
back into my house.”

Grafton laughed again in a way that
chilled my spine. “She’s lying, Sheriff.
I've known Alice since she was a tot, and
she isn’t the kind to spend the night in a
man’s house.”

I took a deep breath and decided that
it was time for me to speak. It wasn’t
easy because Alice’s story might make
the difference between my life and death.

But I couldn’t allow her do this for me.

“She’s talking nonsense, Sheriff,” I
said. “She’s trying to provide an alibi for
me.”

“I thought so,” Moyer grunted. “I
don't ds d you, girl—throwing
away your reputation for the vilest
murderer I ever heard of.”

Alice straightened her shoulders, and
her beauty and courage twisted my heart.

“Gil is innocent,” she declared. “I told
you how I know that he is. Gil might try
to save my reputation by denying that I
spent last night with him and you might
say I'm lying to save him; but a jury will
believe me. That manuscript isn’t evi-
dence. It's an historical fact about one
of Gil's ancestors.”

Moyer was licked and he knew it. He
hadn’t a legal case against me. He looked
long at Alice and said: “God help you,
girl, if Bodin is really the fiend! Having
tortured once, he might do it again—this
time with you as the victim.”

“You can't frighten me,” she told him.

Moyer shrugged. “Your father
wouldn’t like this, but for your sake I
hope you really spent last night with
Bodin. . . . Let’s go, Mr. Grafton.”

“He did it!” Grafton cried. “Good
Lord, you can’t let him go!”

“We only think he might have done
it,” the sheriff said. “To convict an inno-
cent man of that crime would be as hor-
rible as the crime itself, That’s why I have
to take the chance of not taking him in.”

Dazed and uncertain, Grafton per-
mitted the sheriff to lead him out of the
cottage.

I turned to Alice.
have,” I said weakly.

“Your life is more important than my
reputation, darling.” She came to me and
put her hands on my shoulders. “Gil, tell
me: you didn’t do it?"”

“I don’t know,” I muttered.

She stiffened and horror crawled in the
blue depths of her eyes. “Gil!”

“You shouldn't
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I said hollowly: “I wrote that manu-
script after 1 returned home. That much
I am sure of, although I don’t remember
having written it. There’s no doubt it’s
my handwriting and my style. You've
read some of my papers on dual person-
ality. It might have been my other self, a
fiendish, sadistic self, that attained posses-
sion of me and tortured Louise. The
sheriff is right—I might torture and kill
again, and the next time the victim may
be you.”

She shuddered, but did not draw away
from me. “No, darling. You couldn’t
harm me.”

“I would not know what I was doing.
Alice, I'm going away. You might be in
frightful danger if I stay.”

HE held me tighter. “If you were to

run away now, it would be a confes-
sion of guilt. You didn't do it. T would
kmow ; I would feel it somehow. I believe
in you. Believe in yourself.”

“If only 1 could. Yet the fact is—"
Suddenly my heart started beating furi-
ously as a thought crossed my mind. “I
have it! Listen to this, Alice. Louise left
her friend’s house last night at the same
time that I left you. I came home and
wrote the description. All that would have
taken at least an hour, perhaps longer.
Yet it is obvious that Louise was inter-
cepted and carried off to the tennis courts
at eleven o’clock.”

“That’s it,” she said eagerly. “It proves
your innocence.”

“I could have written the manuscript
after the event,” I went on, “but I'm sure
1 started -writing as soon as I arrived
home because I remember being drawn to
the clean sheets of paper on the desk as
if in a hypnotic trance.”

Alice kissed me ardently. “So now
there’s nothing more to worry about,”
she said, a sob of relief mingling with the
laughter in her voice.

‘Wasn’t there? Possibly, instead of con-

tinuing homeward, Louise had come to
me here. She had loved me and had never
loved Wilbur Grafton. I recalled how for
a moment in the dark street she had
swayed against me before she had re-
gained self-possession. She could have
come just as | had finished writing, and
my dual self, my monster-self, had
carried her or enticed her to the tennis
courts and . . .

God, no! I must believe in myself as
thoroughly as Alice did.

Half an hour later the front bell rang.
I went to the door. The gaunt form of
Richard Vale, Alice’s father, stood on the
porch. He stalked into the house and
glowered at me.

“Where's Alice?” he demanded. His
hands were fisted; I wondered what I
would do if he made an attempt to strike
me,

“She’s in the library.” T tried to make
my voice sound casual. “Won’t you come
in?”

Alice entered the foyer. She blanched
at the sight of her father. Ignoring me
completely, he went to his daughter and
gripped her arm roughly. *

“You shameless hussy!” he spat out,
“Everybody's talking about how you
were here all last night.”

Her little chin thrust out, she faced her
father defiantly. “Gil and I are going to
be married.”

“I'll have something to say about that,”
he shouted. “I ought to kill him, but it
seems like the law will do that for me,
Come!”

1 stepped forward.

“No, darling,” she told me quietly. “I'll
handle this my own way, I'm of age, He
can't keep us apart.”

Through a window I watched her leave
at the side of her father. She turned to
smile at me, and then they were out of
sight.

For the rest of the afternoon and eve-
ning I puttered around the house, mot
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having the courage to step out and face
any of my neighbors. The horrible
murder of Louise Grafton must be the
sole topic of conversation in Wistfield,
and with it my name was no doubt
coupled.

Later I started a fire in the fireplace
and burned the manuscript and selected a
light novel. After a while the words were
blotted out by a haze before my eyes. I
put down the book and stared into the
fire. The dancing flames captured my
attention and held it. My eyelids begans
to droop, and suddenly I was asleep,

CHAPTER THREE

The Pinchers

I AWOKE with a start. I was in my

bed, clad in my pajamas, and daylight
streamed in through a window. Ten or
twelve hours ago I had fallen asleep in a
chair in front of the fireplace; I did not
remember having undressed and gone to
bed.

A hollow ball formed in the pit of my
stomach as I quickly got into my clothes,
Foreboding gripped me. I went directly
downstairs to the library. Sheets of white
writing paper lay on the desk blotter ; and
as I moved toward the desk on strangely
stiff legs, I saw that the top sheet was
covered with my neat thin script.

Last evening I had burned the manu-
script containing the story of Louise de
Guibourg’s frightful death. Good Lord,
could this be another?

It was!

With a numb sense of horror, I
dropped into the leather chair behind the
desk and read what I must have written
some time during the night:

“I, Gilles Bodin, having tormented the
lovely Louise de Guibourg, continued to
carry out the judgments of the Inquisi-
tion of Carcassone. Satan, said the Inqui-
sition, was becoming increasingly bold

and many were his converts. Those who
would not confess were handed over to
me and my assistants to loosen their
tongues, and we did not fail. Strong men
were turned into children whimpering for
death under the ministrations of my racks
and irons and pinchers and -boots and
knives and whips. Old hags suspected of
witchcraft endured longer, but finally
they too uttered the words which led them
to the stake. And there were young girls
whose white bodies were sounding boards
for our instruments of anguish—fair girls
among them, but none as beautiful as had
been Louise de Guibourg.

“On an afternoon I came upon Marie
Davot bathing her feet in a stream. Stand-
ing unseen behind a tree, I watched the
water lave over her marble-like limbs as
she held her skirt above her dimpled
knees. Years ago in my youth we had
loved each other in the passing manner of
the young, and I recalled the tenderness
of Marie Davot’s delicate little body and
the warmth of her ardor. Truly one who
would suffer exquisitely !

“The following day a devastating hail
storm struck the countryside. And ere the
sky had cleared, I had caused a rumor to
be spread that Marie Davot had been
seen, immediately prior to the coming of
the storm, to have her eyes raised in the
direction from whence the storm cloud
had come and to have been heard to mut-
ter incantations to Satan. Forthwith she
was hailed before the Inquisition, charged
with being a creature of the Devil, hav-
ing obtained the power through an unholy
pact to bring down the destructive hail-
stones on her righteous neighbors.

“Piteously she grovelled before the
judges, sobbing her innocence. It was to
no avail. I was ordered to put her to the
question. She swooned then and I
gathered her slight weight in my arms
and bore her down to the torture chamber.
When we were alone, I bathed her face
with water and forced between her lips a
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drink which would strengthen her heart.

“She opened her eyes and stared at me
in bewilderment. I had removed my hood
and she saw a face she remembered well.
“Gilles !’ she cried. ‘You have come to save
me, to take me away from this place of
madness?’ I laughed so wildly and loudly
that the terror returned to her face, When
I pulled her up to her feet by her hair,
she made no struggle, sagging in my arms
and gaping at me as if she could not be-
lieve her eyes.

“Then, like a sack of meal I dragged
her over to a massive wooden chair. I se-
cured her hands in two iron clamps on the
arms of the chair, and her ankles I fast-
ened in other clamps on a sort of foot-
stool attached to the chair, so that her legs
were held straight out from her hips.
Then I thrust my favorite pinchers into
the hot coals of a brazier.

6QHE sat as one dead while I blew on

the coals. From her throat issued a
thin sound I have heard made by a hurt
kitten. But when I approached her with
the glowing pinchers, a scream at last
broke forth from her lips. And that scream
rose higher and higher when the teeth of
the pinchers gripped a nail of her right
hand. Countless screams of agony had
clashed against the sweating stone walls
of that chamber, but none had been as elo-
quent of unadulterated agony as was the
voice of Marie Davot.

“When the five fingers of her hand
were mangled, bloody stumps, she burst
out in confessions of witchcraft of which
all the beldams in history would be in-
capable. Aye, the Inquisition could have
another witch to give to the stake. My
pinchers could make as many witches and
warlocks as would delight the heart of the
most relentless foe of Satan. But Marie
Davot would be reserved for my own
pleasure,

“And so I heated the pinchers again
and drew out the nails of her remaining

five fingers. That having been accompl-
ished, I set to work on the nails of her
toes.

“I have always wondered how a frail
girl can endure more torment than the
hardiest of men. All the nails of her fin-
gers and toes had been drawn out, and
still her delicate body, covered with a
mantle of sweat, continued to writhe and
thrash, and her eyes, though misted with
pain, were open, and they bulged with
madness as I heated the pinchers yet
again. Once more she shrieked—what
music to my ears!—as I let the white-hot
jaws of the pinchers feed on her soft white
flesh. And then, suddenly, she was dead.
With a sigh of infinite relief she sank
back in the chair and her eyes closed. . . .”

The sheets of paper fluttered from my
lifeless hands. For a time I sat motionless,
bathed in cold sweat, trying by sheer force
of will to pierce the veil between the time
when I had fallen asleep before the fire
last night and when I had awakened in
bed a few minutes ago. I was futile.

Then I became afraid. All that had con-
nected me yesterday with,the death of
Louise Grafton had been a manuscript in
my handwriting. Here was another, It
must be destroyed.

In a frenzy I gathered up the papers
and threw them into the fireplace. Stoop-
ing, I tried to apply a match to them,
but my hand shook so that the tiny flame
went out. As I struck another match, the
back door leading into the kitchen
slammed. Feet hurried into the library.

Crouching in front of the fireplace with
the second lighted match in my hand and
my head twisted over one shoulder, I saw
Sheriff Tom Moyer and his.deputy burst
into the room. The sheriff moved with
amazing rapidity in spite of his weight.
He struck me on the side of the face with
his arm, knocking me over. As I rose to
my feet, I saw him gathering up the sheets
of paper. The deputy held a sawed-off
shotgun pointed at me.
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“Tried to burn it,” Moyer grunted.
“Got here just in time.”

The creases of his face twisted into a
mask of fury as his eyes skimmed over the
papers. “Marie Davot—Marie Dexter!”
he muttered, and read on.

I found my voice at last. “Is she—has
anything happened to Marie Dexter?”

“Don’t pretend you don’t know,’ he
snapped savagely.

He folded the sheets of paper and stuck
them into his pocket. Then he took two
steps over to me and smashed his big
fist into my face. My shoulders hit the
wall; I stumbled -about, trying to main;
tain my balance. He hit me again and my
legs folded up.

The deputy put his shotgun on the desk
and joined in. They lifted me to my feet
and knocked me down and kept repeating
the procedure. 1 offered no resistance. I
wouldn’t have cared if they had beaten
me to death.

But when, after a few minutes, I was
so weak that I fell without a hand being
laid on me, they desisted.

“That's enough,” the sheriff grunted.
“We've got to save enough of him to get
to jail.”

THE deputy ‘fetched a pail of water
from the kitchen and threw it over
me, Then each of them got me under a
shoulder and half-carried, half-dragged
me out to the car parked in front of the
house. In the windshield mirror I saw a
swollen blood-smeared face I did not rec-
ognize as my own. Without success I
tried to wipe off the blood with a wet
sleeve.

Everybody in Wistfield was in the
streets, all moving in the same direction.
In five minutes we were at the outskirts
of the village. At the edge of a copse of
trees a crowd had gathered. The sheriff
stopped the car and he and the deputy
pulled me out. I had recovered sufficient
strength to move under my own power.

The crowd parted as we approached,
and I saw the blanket which covered
something on the ground.

Al McWilliams, looking twice as old
as he had that morning, asked the sheriff
hoarsely : “What happened to him?”

“Nothing much yet,” the sheriff replied
grimly. “We found him about to burn an-
other set of papers. It was all about a
fiend named Gilles Bodin torturing a girl
named Marie Davot. He pulled out her
nails with hot pinchers.”

An animal howl of fury rose from the
crowd. Al McWilliams hurled himself at
me. Quickly the sheriff interposed his
bulk between Al and myself.

“None of that now,” he barked. “He’s
my prisoner. . . . Del, let him take a last
look at what he did to that poor girl.”

The deputy whipped off the blanket. T
bad known what I would see. Hadn't I
written about it? But the sight itself was
worse than any pen could describe,

“What have you got to say now?”
Sheriff Moyer demanded.

What was there to say? I turned my
head away. The deputy covered the body.

The howl rose once more from that
crowd of grim-faced men. Men who had
been my friends since childhood, but who
now regarded me as a human monster
who had no right to remain alive. Jim
‘Warren and Chester Engles and Al Mc-
Williams were bunched together, looking
at me as if they had never seen me be-
fore. Richard Vale, Alice’s florid-faced
father, was trembling with rage. Wilbur
Grafton, who had reached the depths of
suffering yesterday, stood as if frozen
stiff

Moyer gripped my arm. “Let’s go, Bo-
din.”

“No you don’t, Sheriff.” Wilbur Graf-
ton had at last roused himself, “He’s not
leaving here alive.”

Moyer whipped out his revolver and
the deputy brought up his shotgun. “Boys,
I know how you feel,” Moyer said evenly.
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“But I'm the law here and it's my job
to see that he gets a legal trial.”

“Trial? Grafton said bitterly. “He’s
guilty, isn’t he? We al! know it. And we
also know that the law will never hang
him; they'll call him insane. No, Sheriff,
we'll settle this right here.”

Agreement was roared as if by one
voice—the voice of the lynch mob.

CHAPTER FOUR
The Third Manuscript

THE attempt of the sheriff and deputy
to save me from a lynch rope was a

farce. They were armed and the mob was
not, yet they didn’t even go through the
motions of threatening with their guns.

I didn’t much care what happened to
me. Weak from the beating and sick with
horror, I couldn't bring myself to hate
the men who sought to kill me. One
couldn’t look at what had been done to
Louise Grafton and Marie Dexter and
remain normal.

Moyer and his deputy were caught up
in a swirl of furious humanity and hurled
aside. Then Al McWilliams and Grafton
and several others had their hands on me.

None saw the lone girl dive among the
men. Somehow she managed to snatch up
the deputy’s shotgun.

“Take your hands off him or I'll
shoot !I”” her voice rang out clear and bold.

Every eye turned toward Alice Vale

as she stood a little to the side of the mob
with finger curled over the trigger of the
shotgun. It was her magnificent poise and
the frantic determination in her eyes
which showed them that she meant busi-
ness. She stood there slim and small and
lovely, facing a score of kill-mad men,
and it was the men who were afraid. Two
blasts of that sawed-off shotgun could do
a lot of damage.

“I'll shoot,” she repeated.

The tall gaunt figure of Richard Vale
stepped toward her.

“Give me that gun, Alice.”

“Stay back, Father,” she cried tautly.
“If you come near me, I'll shoot at the
others.”

He stopped. Alice’s beauty and devo-
tion and courage brought back to me the
desire to live. I could think of nothing
save that she loved me with as gredt a
love as ever a woman had had for a man.
I shrugged away from the men who held
me. As if hypnotized by the gun in her
hands, they let me go. I stepped to her
side.

“Don’t any of you attempt to follow
us.” And for the third time, as if to con-
vince herself as well as them, she re-
peated: “I'll shoot.”

Chester Engles was.the first to find his
voice. “My God, Alice, do you realize
what you're doing? He'll kill you like the
others as soon as he gets you alone.”

“Gil isn’t a murderer, and you'd realize-
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it if you had any sense,” she said dully.
“I-can't prove who really did it, but I
know who he is.”

Al McWilliams laughed harshly. “Now
I suppose you'll try to pin it on some-
body else. Does Gil deny that he wrote
those manuscripts ?”

Alice and I had started to back away.
None of them attempted to follow. I saw
that Sheriff Moyer still had his revolver
limply in his hand; he would have used
it on. me readily enough, but not on Alice.

AS WE approached the many cars

which were parked on the road, I
said : “Why didn’t you let them hang me?
T don’t deserve to live.”

“You more or less proved that you
“couldn’t have killed Louise, and whoever
murdered her, also murdered Marie.”

“Not absolute proof,” I muttered.

“T have an idea who the real murderer
is,” she said. “I might be all wrong, but
I doubt it.”

My heart lifted with sudden hope.
“Who?” I asked.

She shook her head. “I mustn’t tell
you, darling. You'd only come back to
Wistfield, trying to get proof. You'll have
to get away and stay hidden. Take one
of the cars. I'll cover your escape.”

“And leave you here to face them
alone?” I protested.

“Nothing will happen to me. After all,
I didn't violate any law. All I did was
save you from a lynch mob when the
sheriff didn’t do his duty. They wouldn’t
dare do anything to me.”

We had reached the road. I got into
the nearest car and stepped on the starter.
The mob was moving toward us slowly.
Alice pointed the gun at them and they
stopped.

“Go as far as possible,” she said. “Don’t
do anything rash. Remember, darling,
how much I love you.”

We kissed quickly and then I stepped
on the gas. Glancing back, I saw the sun

mingling with her golden hair as she con-
tinued to hold the mob off. Something
choked me. Even if she turned out to be
justified in thinking me innocent, would
T ever be able to deserve her?

Several miles out of Wistfield I ran
the car into some bushes and plunged into
thick woods. The pursuit would probably
go right past. After a while I flopped on
a pile of fallen leaves and lay there, so
weak that 1 could not move. The strain
and the beating and the fact that I hadn’t
had anything to eat had sapped my last
ounce of strength,

Hours later 1 managed to rise and
continue. I came upon the edge of a farm
and stole tomatoes and melons which
filled my stomach somewhat; and later
on [ passed a spring from which I drank
deeply.

The setting sun found me lying on soft
ground at the side of a great rock. I
could no longer stir. I lay flat on my back
and let a heavy sleep of exhaustion over-
power me.

My eyes opened to a white moon di-
rectly above me. According to my watch
it was a few minutes after midnight.

Grogegily I sat up, and something slid
from my chest to my lap. It was a note-
book which I carried in my pocket to jot
down ideas for my book. As I picked it
up, I noticed my gold pencil on the
ground.

Suddenly a dreadful thought passed
my mind. I leafed through the notebook.
Straining my eyes, I could barely dis-
tinguish the script in the moonlight. To-
ward the back of the book I came across
pages of writing which had not been
there before.

Somehow my bloodless fingers man-
aged to strike a match. A name leaped
up at me. Alice Vitry, Dear God, no!

BY THE light of matches I read what
I must have written within the last
few hours:
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“I, Gilles Bodin, gazed upon the in-
credible beauty of Alice Vitry. The glory
of her golden hair and the depth of her
blue eyes and the erect grace of her figure
shamed even my memory of Louise de
Guibourg. Not even in my most exalted
dreams had [ dared hope that such a girl
would be handed over to me to be put
to the question.

“Then I found myself quaking with
fear as the Chief Inquisitor read the long
list of charges against her, the mildest of
which being that she had offered herself
to the Devil. What if she should confess
here and now before the Inquisition? She
would be given directly over to the stake,
depriving me of the unbounded joy of
putting her to the question.

“But I need not have feared. Sweeping
the hooded faces of the Inquisitors with
defiant eyes, she did more than deny the
charges. Scornfully she named the In-
quisitors as wicked old men whose evil
hearts drove them to torture and kill in
the name of righteousness. More than one
saint had been burned by the Inquisition,
and if ever a saint had stood before the
judges, Alice Vitry was that person. Cer-
tain I was, however, that they could not
distinguish saint from sinner, and her
words served only to rouse their fury. I
was ordered to take her away.

“I led her down to the chamber. When
the great iron door had closed behind us
and I had dismissed my assistants, the
scorn was still in her eyes as she looked
at the instruments of torment. And when
I stretched out my hands to strip her,
she brushed me aside haughtily and her-
self removed her garments. The splendor
of her beauty as she stood naked and con-
temptuous before me was matched only
by her courage. It would take a long time
for me to break her spirit—but sooner
or later it would break. Strong as her
spirit may be, it was after all but encased
in flesh and blood.

“I suspended her from the ceiling by

a wire about each thumb so that her toes
were above the floor. Then each of her
feet I enclosed in a dreaded iron boot and
tightened the screws only so far as to give
great pain without crushing the bones.
Her torment must be the most exquisite
of which my art was capable ; it must last
a long, long time, an eternity if necessary.
Whereafter I took a short thin whip and
skillfully applied it to her body. She
swayed, the weight of the bone-compress-
ing iron boots pulling down on her
thumbs, but no sound passed her lips.
Indeed, there was a scornful smile on her
red lips as if forever fixed there,

“When I was finished with the whip,
I laid out knives and pinchers on the ta-
ble and blew up the coals in the brazier
wherein irons heated. Her eyes seemed
loose in their sockets as wildly they fol-
lowed my motions; and although her
voice remained stilled and the smile
stayed on her face, I could see the dawn-
ing of maddening terror deep in her pu-
pils. A little more administration of my
playthings and she would turn into a
shrieking, writhing, mindless bundle of
agony.

“I picked up the keenest of my flaying
knives, determined finally on the soft flesh
of her abdomen. I inserted the point. A
thin semi-circle of blood appeared on her
white skin. The blade of the knife slid
under the skin, working it slowly away
from the flesh.

“A strange, inhuman moaning came to
my ears, I looked up at her face and saw
that her mouth was opening slowly, as if
on a rusty hinge. Then the scream started
to gush out, ear-splitting. Not the scream
of a woman, but of nervés agonized be-
yond. . .."”

HE sentence broke off in the middle.
In a stupor I stared at the writing
until the match I held burned my finger.
One thing was clear and saved me from
going utterly to pieces: in the three or
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four hours since I had fallen asleep it
would have been physically impossible
for me to have gone all the way to Wist-
field, tortured Alice, returned to this spot
and have written in my notebook.

Alice must be as yet unharmed. Dear
God, she had to be!

There should be more to the manu-
script. This description of torture should
end, as had the other two, with the death
of the victim. Yet there was no more in
the book.

Suddenly the sweat which covered my
body turned icy as it struck me that per-
haps my thoughts written out while in
some sort of trance were transferred to
the mind of a second person who put them
into effect. No, as a student of the mind
I did not believe in mental telepathy or
thought communication. And yet if some-
thing like that were possible, had actually
happened, Alice was now going through
the hellish torments depicted in my note-
book.

I leaped to my feet and started run-
ning. After a few minutes I had to slow
down to a walk; I was still weak and had
at least six miles to go.

The period that followed is hazy in my
mind. Several times I had to rest, I re-
member, but always I jumped up after
a few minutes and forced myself to stum-
ble on.

At last I was among the darkened
houses of Wistfield. Time and again I
fled to cover as men with rifles and shot-
guns under their arms passed me. The
search for me was still on; the state po-
lice must have sent out a far-reaching
alarm for me, while villagers patrolled
the streets to protect their loved ones in
fear that I might return.

Many windows in Alice’s house were
lit, but not the windows of her room.
Was she asleep? I had to know. As I
slunk along the side of the house, I heard
her father’s voice.

“Alice hasn't come home yet,” Richard

Vale was saying. “She left the house at
about seven this evening and nobody has
seen her since. My God, suppose she had
arranged a meeting place with that mon-
ster, Gilles Bodin!"

I slid along the hedges which bordered
the house. Standing on the steps of the
porch were Richard Vale and Jim War-
ren.

“I bet she went right into his clutches,”
Jim said bitterly. “That poor deluded
girl!”

I slipped away. Dear God, let me be
in time! The fact that the third manu-
script had stopped before its completion
might be a portent that it was not yet too
late.

Avoiding the street, I made my way to
Hermine Bauer’s house. No lights were
on. Having known her and her family for
5o many years, I had a thorough knowl-
edge of the house. I clambered up a drain-
pipe to the window of her room on the
second story.

By moonlight I saw Hermine's sleeping
form in bed. Noiselessly I swung my feet
over the sill. I clamped my hand over her
mouth and sat down on the bed.

Her eyes shot open, and such terror
appeared in them as I had never seen be-
fore. She must have thought that I had
come to torture her. Her torso arched up
from the bed; her fingers clawed at my
face; her teeth strove to bite into my
palm. I threw my weight down on her.

“I'm not going to hurt you, Hermine,”
I whispered. “I came to you for help.
Alice is in terrible danger and only you
can save her.”

She dropped back on the pillow, every
muscle in her face crawling with fear.
Her mouth worked against my palm.

“Listen, Hermine,” 1 said. “I'm inno-
cent. Whoever murdered Louise and Ma-
rie has Alice in his power, and you know
what he’s doing to her. Listen. Louise
and Marie and Alice were your close
friends. Who is the man who has recently



THE BOOK OF TORMENT 23

been in love with each of them and was
turned down by them? Is there such a
man? The girls would have taken you
into their confidence.”

She lay very still now and I saw doubt
cross her face.

“I'm going to take my hand away
now,” I told her. “If you scream, Alice
is doomed and so am I. I'm willing to
take that risk for Alice.”

Her mouth opened when I removed my
hand, but she did not scream. She drew
in a deep breath and pulled the cover
up to her throat.

“You can’t mean that he’s the one?”
she murmured in bewilderment,

“So there is somebody who loved all
three girls?”

“Yes,” she said.

Some minutes later I slid down the
drainpipe.

CHAPTER FIVE
Horror's Disciple

W’HEN my feet touched the ground,

I had to lean against the house to
keep myself from collapsing from fatigue.
Knowing the identity of the sadistic killer
wasn't enough to save Alice. It would be
a waste of time to look for him at his
home.

Exerting my will, I tried to force my
weary brain into logical channels. Louise
Grafton and Marie Dexter he had taken
or lured to the wooded sections at the
outskirts of the village where he had been
able to torture them without interruption,
Tonight, with many of the villagers
searching for me, that would be too dan-
gerous. But where else—

And then I had it. My cottage, of
course, where he could leave her mangled
body to irrevocably pin the crime on me.
He would be certain that I would not
dare return tonight.

I stumbled forward, praying that I had

reasoned correctly, that I would not be
too late, that if Alice still lived her beauty
would not have been forever destroyed.

As 1 approached my cottage, I saw
that the window shades in the library
were drawn. They had been up when I
had left with the sheriff that morning.

I made for the back door, and as I
passed the library window I heard a tric-
kle of sound like somebody humming far
back in his throat. There was a sharp
crack and the humming took on deeper
vibrancy.

T mai

d i If.

to enter the cottage soundlessly. I went
through the kit¢hen and living room and
pushed the library door open a few inches.
And what I saw through the crack mo-
mentarily froze me.

Alice hung suspended by her thumbs
from two hooks screwed into a wooden
ceiling beam. The light of the reading
lamp on the desk—the only illumination
in the room—sent a mellow glow over
her taut body ; revealing nerves and mus-
cles twitching and throbbing under the
stretched skin which was marred by cruel
welts along which globules of blood
sparkled like scarlet jewels. A strip of
cloth was tied about her mouth to keep
her from crying out.

Standing with his face to me, a man
was swinging a short whip. Alice’s bulg-
ing eyes were fixed on the whip as a bird
watches a snake. The whip swung back
in his hand, then snapped forward, biting
into her soft flesh. Her body jumped in
midair, tearing at her thumbs, and her
scream pushed through the gag in the
form of that hideous humming.

Save for the setting, it might have been
a scene from the torture chamber of the
Inquisition five hundred years ago—the
scene I had described in my notebook.

T think that I shrieked as I shoved in
the door .and plunged into the library.
“I'm going to kill you, Chester!” I
sobbed, and threw myself at him,
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Chester Engles whirled. His whip
smashed across my face. Pain and blood
blinded me. He became a misty blob for
which I groped. He danced out of my
reach, and again I felt the burning pain
of the whip, this time on the back of my
neck. Then he closed in and sank a fist
in my face. 1 went down.

Ordinarily I could have broken his thin
frame in half with my two hands. But I
had gone tiwough too much during that
day to have the strength of a kitten left.
And when he realized that, he laughed
crazily. There were not many men he
could master with his bare hands. He got
down beside me on his knees and pumped
hoth his fists into my face.

Several times during that beating I
slid in and out of unconsciousness. At last
the punishing impact of his fists stopped
and 1 lay inert and battered, feeling as if

my face were swollen to ten times its
size, and feeling nothing at all in the rest
of my body.

I HEARD Chester laugh as no man has

a right to laugh and remain at liberty
among normal people, and I heard also
that hideous humming of Alice through

sure you wouldn’t come, Gil,”
Chester Engles said, his bloodless, bitter
mouth in a slack smile. “But now that
you're here, so much the better. I'm not
fond of witnesses, but you're in a different
category. See how well I carry out your
descriptions of torture. Of course I read
what you wrote about Louise and Marie,
and so I had only to follow out your in-
structions. Where Alice is concerned, 1
suffer under certain handicaps. 1 don't
know if you wrote anything about what
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the medieval Gilles Bodin did to a girl
named Alice, but I'm doing the best I
can.”

Maggots of horror crawled in my mind.
In my pocket was the notebook in which
earlier that evening I had written how a
girl named Alice Vitry had been hung
up by her thumbs and then whipped.
Chester couldn’t possibly have read it,
yet here he was doing the same thing
to Alice Vale. There were no iron boots
on her feet because they would be un-
obtainable, but knives were available.
God, was I really the instigator of his
madness? Had my latent, sub-conscious
thoughts been transferred directly to his
conscious, demented mind?

I attempted to get up to my feet, but
he simply kicked me in the head and I
fell back. Any other man would have tied
me up or killed me then and there, but
he was gloating over his new-found
physical power over me and his ego
couldn’t resist leaving me where he could
beat me down again if I offered any op-
position.

“And now for the knife,” he whis-
pered madly.

It lay on the desk, a thin razor-edged
blade. He picked it up and stepped to-
ward Alice, his feverish eyes blazing
from the depth of their bony sockets.

It would be futile to reason with him
or plead with him. The veneer of civili-
zation had been stripped from his mind,
and it was now the mind of a savage, of
an Inquisitor. Indeed, even in youth it
had not been like the minds of other boys.
There had been something ugly and
brooding™ in it, and bitter.

In spite of the agony any movement
shot through her body from her thumbs,
Alice’s torso jerked. I knew where that
blade would bite. I had written about that,
too.

And it did. The point of the knife
trailed a thin line of blood on her abdo-
men. Her body was writhing now and her

face was contorted with agony. The blade
went under the skin. Soon, in a matter
of seconds, the skin would be stripped
from her living flesh.

I was not aware of movement on my
part until I had almost reached him. Con-
fident that he had battered me into help-
lessness, he did not realize that there is
a reservoir of strength in the human body
which only desperation can tap. And he
was too engrossed in what he was doing
to pay any attention to me.

I managed to push myself up to my
knees and fell against him. One shoulder,
with the weight of my dropping body be-
hind it, struck his legs. He fell on top of
me,

Even so I would have had no chance
against him if he hadn’t dropped the knife,
It fell near my hand. I snatched it up. His
hands were jabbing into my stomach as
he tried to push himself up. I swung the
knife into his side.

He grunted and his chin hit my legs.
I jabbed the knife into him again and
again. . . .

It took minutes before.I found the en-
ergy to roll him off me. I crawled to the
wall, pulled myself up, staggered over to
where Alice hung and cut her down. She
dropped down on me and we both lay
in a tangled heap on the floor.

It was another almost insurmountable
task to crawl to the desk and reach for the
telephone. Through swollen lips I mum-
bled words I do not remember to the
operator, , . .

SHERIFF MOYER, accompanied by a

number of grim-faced men, found -us
there on the floor, Alice moaning and
myself lying at her side and feebly try-
ing to stanch with bits of her clothing the
blood which flowed from the wound in
her abdomen. Gentle hands lifted us
up. ...
Late the following afternoon I had re-
covered sufficiently to be able to sit up
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in bed. A private nurse attended me. My
face looked like a shapeless lump of clay
from the punishment it had received from
Chester Engle’s fists. Alice, I learned
from Dr, Cross, was resting easily. With-
in a few weeks she would be perfectly
healed.

My first visitors, aside from the doc-
tor, were Sheriff Moyer and a captain of
the state police.

“Think you can talk?’ the sheriff
asked. “From the few things you mum-
bled last night when we carried you up-
stairs and from what Hermine Bauer told
us, the picture is beginning to straighten
out. A pretty ugly picture, if you ask me,
Let's get your angle.”

1 said painfully through puffy lips:
“Alice was the first to figure it out as
soon as she heard that Marie Dexter had
been the second victim. Possibly others
beside Alice knew that Chester Engles
had been in love, at various times, with
Louise, Marie and herself, and everybody
knew that he had always been a peculiar
kind of fellow; but Alice was the only
one who didn't blandly assume that I was
the killer, so she could think it through.
It wasn't until midnight of last night that
1 also began thinking about who, if not
myself, the fiend could be; and I con-
cluded that only a certain type of mental-
jty with a certain background could fit
into the pattern. Chester had the mental-
ity, all right, but I wasn't sure of the
background until I spoke to Hermine
Bauer.

“Chester Engles had always been a
morbid, super-sensitive fellow, more or
less unattractive to girls. Because Marie
was kinder to him than most of the other
girls, he misunderstood his feeling and
tried to make love to her. She simply
laughed at him. Next he fell for Alice,
but couldn’t reach first base The first re-
sponse he ever got was from Louise
Grafton. Perhaps it was his brooding in-
tensity that attracted her, or, more likely,

she was simply bored with her husband
whom she’d never loved. Anyway, she led
Chester on, never quite giving in to him,
tantalizing him, until his moody desire
for her turned to hatred—not only against
her, but also against the two other girls
who had scorned him.”

I PAUSED to give my weary jaws a

rest. Then I went on: “Three nights
ago, some time after midnight, he must
have passed my cottage. I had left the
library light on; Hermine told me that
she remembers having switched it off
when she and the others had come in
the next morning. Thinking that I was
still up, Chester entered, and on the desk
he saw the manuscript I had just writ-
ten. When he read of the torture of a girl
named Louise, the violent madness which
was latent in him overwhelmed his ra-
tiomal mind.

“I can't tell you where Louis had been
between the time she had left her friend’s
house at eleven that night and the hour
or two which must have passed before
Chester read the manuscript. Perhaps she
had gone to bed unobserved and Chester,
on some pretext, had called her out to
him through the window. There is even
a possibility that she came here to my
cottage because— Well, the reason isn’t
important, but Chester might have met
her here. Anyway, you know what he
did to her.

“Having once crossed the borderline of
sanity, he was no longer quite human, He
hoped for a repetition of the pattern, for
a similar document from my pen to again
whet his appetite, and he came here the
following night and found it. So Marie
Dexter was his second victim. When
Alice announced publicly yesterday morn-
ing that she suspected who the murderer
was, although she had not as yet any
proof, he decided to kill her.”

Wearily I leaned back on my pillow.
The police captain coughed loudly.
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Moyer shook his head. “But what about
those manuscripts of yours? The similar-
ity of names? The fact that the two girls
you wrote about were also the two girls
he'd loved in his own devilish way?”

I stared at the ceiling. “I don’t know,”
1 said. “Call it coincidence. Or possibly
his brooding hatred of the girls trickled
into my own mind so that sub-consciously
I expressed his fiendish desire on paper.”

The explanation didn't satisfy them, of
course, but they had to let it ride because
there was no proof that I had been in
any way involved, and Chester Engles
certainly had been. In addition, I had al-
most given my life to save Alice.

‘What would have been their reaction
if they had known that there had been
a third manuscript written by me which
had described the torture by whip and
knife of a golden-haired girl named Alice?

All day I tried to think of an explana-

tion which would completely clear me in
my own mind; and even now, months
later, I spend troubled hours trying to hit
upon the answer. I have said that I don’t
believe in thought communication, but
how far can coincidence go?

And why, in the first place, did I write
those manuscripts? Can it be that, like
Chester Engles, I have a latent streak of
fiendishness in me?

Appalling thought! Because Alice is
now my wife, and we are supremely
happy in the little red-brick house on the
edge of the campus of the university
where I teach. Sometimes, when we pre-
pare for bed and the breathless beauty
of Alice is revealed to me as she drops
off her clothing, I find myself wondering
if ever a bestial, other-being lurking with-
in me will break through to the surface.

Is it strange, then, that often I spend
sleepless nights in terror of myself?

THE END



