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urple Cincture’

By H. THOMPSON RICH

member. 1 had been tramping over
the denscly wooded and desolate
hillside the greater part of the morning,
getting with each mile farther and farther
from the tawdry haunts of man and
nearcr and nearer the rugged heart of

I‘A WAS a day in midsummer, I re-

ature.

Finally (it must have been after noon-
time) 1 paused and made a light luach
of the sandwiches and cold coffee T had
brought with me from town, sitting on
the edge of a great slab of granite rock,
swept clean and smooth by ages of winds
and rains and snows.

All sbout me was a veritable garden
of great projecting rocks, jagged and
broken, flat and  polished, needle-like,
giant flowers of carth in a thousand dif-
feent forms.

Here and there a short, dwarfed pine
or spruce tree struggled for a footing
amid its rocky friends, and the resistless
undergrowth surged up through every
crack and crevice, while energetic mosses
and lichens clutched at the granite walls
and crept bravely up. One had a fecling
of awe, as if in the presence of elemental,
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eternal forces. Here,
where,
voi

T thought, if any-
one might commune with the
55 vo

Suddenly my eyes chanced to fall upon
a fissure in the rock to the left, and T
sprang up with a low exclamation. What
I had beheld was to all appearance a
human skeleton

Advancing reluctantly, yet with that
insistent inquisitivencss which surrounds
the dead, I bent, and peered into the fis-
sure. As I looked, a cry escaped me. The
object I beheld was indeed 2 seleton—
but what a skeleton! The head, the left
hand, and the foot were entirely missing,
nor was there any sign of them at first
sight

Thoroughly fascinated by the morbid
spectacle, I began a scarch for the miss-
ing members, and was finally rewarded
by uncarthing the head some twenty feet
away, where it lay half buricd in the soft
loam of decayed vegetation and sifted
chole. But a peinstaking and minute
hunt failed to reveal the missing hand
and foot.

T was successful, however, in finding
something immeasurably more important

.
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—a manuscript. ‘This T found by the side
of the mangled skeleton

1¢ consisted of several pages of closely
written material, in a small pocket note-
book, which fact, in connection with the
partial shelter afforded by the crevice
where the body lay, doubtless accounts
for its prescrvation through the years that
have passed since its owner met his hid-
cous fate.

Press up the notcbook with e,
ous fingers, 1 opened it and tumed
the damp and musty pages through, read-
ing it st first hastily, then slower and
more carefully, then with 2 feverish con-
centration—as the awful significance of
the words was riveted into my brain.

The writing was in a man's cramped,
agitated hand, and I give it to you just as
T read it, with the exception of the names
and places, and a few paragraphs of vital
scientific data—all but a few words at
the very beginning and end, where the
manuscript had been molded into illegi-
bty by the gadual action of the
weather. Here follows

“—as strange. lhﬂdlmollp
preheasion from the start, a vague, in-
describable feeling of doubt, of dread, as
if someone, something, were urging me
out, away, into these sullen hills.

“I might have known. The law of
resbuton i as positive a5 the i of
cavity. [ know that now. Oh irony!
ut 1 was so sure. No one knew. No
one could know She, my wife, heart of
all, until the end. And the neighbors, her
fricnds, never. She had merely pined
away. No one dreamed I had poisoned
her, Even when she died, there was no
thought of autopsy. She had long beea
failing, And had I not been most con-
cermed? None in the litle fown of

, but who sympathized with me.
And I mourned. Oh, I mouned! So it
W.T—8
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was that she paid the price of hes infamy.
fevenge never was sweeter!

“And he? Oh, but I despised him—
even as I had formerly admired i,
even as 1 had once loved my wife—so
T despiscd him. And despising him, 1
killed him—killed him, but with a poi-
son far more subtle than that 1 had used
to destroy my wife—killed him with 2
poison in effect o hideous, o harrowing,
that T can scarcely think of it without
sickening even as I write,

“The poison I inculcated into his veins
was a germ poison—a discase 1, a physi-
cian of no small repute, had discovered
and bred—a disease I had found existed
only in a particular and very fare species
of virulent purple and orange-banded
spider—the genus —— [Here follow
in the ori seven para-
graphs of claborate scientific data, of no
particular interest to the average reader,
but of incalculable import to the scientific
world. These paragraphs I have omitted
from this account for very significant rea-
sons, but I hold them open to scieatific

examination at any time, and as I have
said before, 1 will welcome investigation
by reputable scientists]—a discase which
was responsible for the extreme rarity of
this paticli
By careful investigation T was sble o
learn the exact manifestation and work-
ings of the disease—which by their
frightful ravages upon the system of the
unfortunate victim fairly appalled me.

handling these spiders, to prevent infec-
tion. Bricfly, the symptoms were as fol-
lows: The spdes about tobe ticken -
parently first experiences

Fmbnis of the et left fordeg, 1
judge from its insbility to use o move
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the affected member. A day or so later
the leg, which in a healthy condition is 2
dull brown, tums a pale, sickening shade
of yellow, which decpens rapidly until it
has taken on a flaming orange hue. Then,
in a few hours, a deep, vicous-looking
blue cincture, or band, appears just at the
first joint of the affected member. This
cincture rapidly deepens to purple, which
scems somehow to sear its way into the
flesh and through the bone, so that in a
surprizingly short time the whole leg is
gevesed o the jait where the cintue
has bees
"“The spder then appears to regain its
sormal condition of health, which it
maintains for about 3 week; then once
again leous discase manifests itself,
this time in the left feeler, or antenna,
which in turn becomes yellow, then
arge, wherewpon the same biue cic-
ture appears and deepens to purple; then,
in about the same pemd of time as in the
case of the leg, the anteana drops off,
seared as if by some hellish flame.
“Once again the spider appears to re-
gain its health; then in about  week the
whole head of the stricken insect turas
slowly yellow, then orange; then the
cincture appears—and as a last manifesta-
tion, the head is seared off in faming
agony—and the spider dics in horrible
convulsions.
“That, briefly, is the
able to note after weeks and months of
treless research and observation.
“So what more perfect punishment
for the man who stole from me my wife,
while pretending to be my friend?

"I:VI‘NG her as 1 did, I had not the
heart to kill her in this hideous
way: 501 put her to death with a painless

1 had no mergy. In
fact 1 gloated as 1 worked over my vile
#ad diseased spiders, breeding them to-
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gether until T was convinced that 1 had
the germs of the disease in its most viru-
lent form. Even then I was not sure
what their effect would be on a human
being—but that much at least 1 must
‘hazard,

“So having finally made all my prep-
arations, T invited him to my house and
placed one of the diseased spiders upon
his forchead one night as he slcpt.

“It must have bitten him, for he
awoke with a cry, and I had barely time
to close his door and get back to my
room before I heard him rise and turn on
the light.

“Then he clled me, aad 1 came to
Him, buming with  ndish satisfction
“Something has bitten me, horrbly,” he

him that i was very ke nothing bt
one of our uncommonly large mosqui-
toes, and he returned to bed.

“But he did not sleep. All night T
heard him moaning and tossing. And i
the moming he was very pale.

I do not know what is the matter
with me, he said, and 1 thought he
Tooked at me queerly, ‘but T feel as if 2
litle rest would do me good. I fecl
choked. I think 1 will pack up my knap-
sack and go off to the hills for the week-
end. Want to come?”

*1 longed to go with him, to sec the
dread disease work, but I feared its dead-
ly contagion, and was anxious to get him
away before 1 myself became contam-
inated. So I said no—and he went.

“That was the last I ever saw of him
—but once.

E WENT away, as he had prom-

ised, and -he ‘scemed appareatly

well—all the curious little in-

flamed spot on his forchead, whose sig-
i 1 knew so well.

“He weat away—and he failed to
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come back. Dags passed, and there came

o word from him. People began inquir-

iog. Tt was odd tht b shuld bave It
address. His business suffered.

was dragged. The morgues of nearby

cities were searched. And all the while 1

IeughlFoe who woutd sk of turning
off hills?

A yct, 25 the days went by, 1 found
el taming to them again—wonder-
ing, wondering, wondering. T
ous, agitated. 1 got 501 aoutdn loep.

“Finally, on a day in late summer (it
was the Bth of August—date I shall
never forget!) T packed a few things and

of. In scarch of him? God knows. 1
tried to tell myself not—but at any rate
1 found myself strangely, magnetically
drawn to those distant somber hills—and
thither I went.

“It was one of those gorgeous morn-
ings that only August can produce, and
the exhilarating air would have lifted my

wmmmymmmym

T spite of all T could do, 1 found
my mind reverting to the hidcous revenge
1 had wreaked on my wife and her lover,
and for the first time repentance stole in

upon me.

“T walked along slowly, and it was
well toward noon before I left the beaten
road and started at random off over the
hills, following a narrow and little-used

path.
gress now e doubly slow
and punful, lexding oftn up step o
clines and hard descents, with the
‘momentarily mz,. ‘more and more
Togged, 1 Ift the lower hills and
climbed toward the mountain.
“By this time, however, I had got a
kind of exhilaration sought in vain dur-
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ing the cules s of the morming, snd
o0, glad to free body amd
oind o of e poion of brooding and
Lassitude. 1 would return to the town at
aght nd ke supper st o ofthe sl
inns. that abounded thereabouts.
would give me some hours yet before I
tumed back, For the time being, the
thought of searching for was for-
gotten. 1 had freed my mind of him ea-
tirely.

P rseTLy the path L hud becn fol
lowing bmdud, and the right half
nartowed into an all but obliterated trail,
leading up a laborious slope. Forcing my
way over dry, snapping underbrush an
under low-hanging spruce boughs, occa-
sionally starting an indi
rom it hidden net, ofte put o 8 wide
detour to avoid some hazirdous gully
cut decp by centuries of spring and
autumn freshets, T at last emerged u
a small, circular clearing, evidently the
work of some lone woodchopper.

“Here 1 sat down, tired by the climb,
and refreshed myself with 2 sandwich

Then I pushed on to

8

e some uncommon
Tife with which the hils sbounded
“So much was I enjoying myself and
such scant notice of the time did I take,
that sunset came upon me unawares and
1 found myself, with dackness settling in
on all sides wih 8 steling rpidity, <l
on the summit of the mountain,
ood threemile desent before me, Tn-
deed, the prospect was not altogether a
chcenng gae snd 1 seproxched mpsel foc
lessacss. ad found 2
speucs ey spider for which T nad s
in vain for moaths; so, somewhat reas-
sured by its precious bady in a pill-box in

my pocket, I started down.
“In spite of my best specd, howeves,
aight shut ia on me before I had made
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aoe quarter of the retu, leaving me to
grope the rest of the way in utter dack-
nest, with not even the light of a dim
g0 by. Vague fear awoke within
e b bt shilded my eyes and stumbled
the bottom, sliding, falling, clutching
hm and there at some projecting tree-
Yimb to check my headiong descent.
Finally, torn and disheveled and shaking,
T emerged upon the clearing. Pausin
only for breath, I plunged on into the
. Fear was growing—growing—that
peculiar fear of the dark which is the
heritage of those who have taken human
life

“What was that? Something lay gleam-
ing queerly ahead, with a dull phosphor-

was the skeleton of 2 human foot!

“1 groped on, my every heartbeat
choking at my throat. Of 2 sudden 1
came forcefully against a basrier of rock.
1 tried to feel my way around it, to get

tinuous, a solid wall that would not et
me by. Had I fallen into a trap in the
darkness? Terrified, I turned—and there
Iay something clsc gleaming with that
same weird phosphorescent glow!  Sick
with terror and dread, half fearing what
it might be, I sprang on it and picked it
up—picked it up—the rotting hand of a
human being! With a stifled gasp I flung
it from me, recled, tripped through some
vines, and fell swooning

YN e | e o mpsl, T struck 2
match and looked about me. Its
feeble flame revealed a paic of damp,
rocky walls, low and vaulted. T was in
some sort of cavern.

“Later on I crept out, collected an arm-
ful of sticks, brought them back, and
soon had a fire started. By its light T ob-
served that the rear of the cave was still
in darkness, and judging that it must ex-
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tend back indefinitely, I gave my atten-
tion to my immediate surroundings—
when with a shock 1 saw, direetly in front
of me, 2 granite slab. On it lay several
Ioose sheets of manuscript, scrawled wild-
Iy on odd scraps of paper.

“With a prophetic dread 1 bent for-
ward and gathered the loose shects to-
gether. Holding them near the fire, I
pecred closer. Then I think 2 cry must
have escaped me. ‘The writing was in

‘s band, cuiowsly scranied snd
wragag, ot il eogai

“So fate had brought me o my victim!

“For the rest, there is little more to
say. T am doomed as T deserve, even as
he was doomed. His words speak all that
can be spoken. They follow:

AT ATl bad mean 10 spend only
the week-end in these bills, yes bere
1 am, after two weeks—sill hére, and
suffering the pains of hell. What has
come over me I cannoi imagine. And yet
—can 1 not2 T am not s0 sure! Perbaps
—perhaps has in some devilish
way managed o poison me. He is insane-
Iy jealous. He thinks there was some-
thing between bis wife and me. Verily 1
believe he harassed ber io death on ihe
subject. And, having thus brought her to
her grave, ke wishes 1o send me there.
Perbaps be will succeed—if if is irue,
that in some fiendish way be has got some
of his germs into miy blood. That bite,
a bis house thas evening. 1 am not 50
sure. 1t was a most wnusual bite. It
seemed upon the insiant to sour ail my
blood.
And yet, if he accomplishes my death,
w vain it will be—for as God is my
witness 1 swear I never harmed his wife.
We were the best of friends, nothing
more. And she loved him with a whole-
ress, a passion that any but & man mad-
dened by gromndless jedlousy mast dt
once bave seen.
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0w be bas wrecked bis life! A mind
0 brilliant—and. yet, with her dead, 4
losed room.
However, 1 may be wrong. 1 will wait.
By the symptoms I will know. 1 write
this down, for I must do something.

AeriL sTH—1t is he now, bis hellish
work. 1 am sure of it. Today my left
leg, which for two weeks has fels posi-
sively numib, twrned a sickening yellow,
from the ankle down, which began as

once 1o deepen, until it now flames or-
amge. And ob! the pain s hlli! Yer, I
s work. But I will

am sure i is
still withhold judgment.

APNIL 6TH—Today 4 deep, virulens
blue. cincture has appeared just ai the
ankle of the afected leg. What a e
contrast 1o the orange!

i is . I am sure now. Ob,
what a fiend!

APRIL TTH—The cincture has deep-
ened 1o purple, and seems 10 cxt into the
wvery flesh. It seems sometimes as if the
pain would drive me me

ApmiL 8TH—My flaming foot dropped
of tonight, seared ai the ankle by the
purple cincture, and I flng it outside the
cave. 1 wonder. Perbaps | may yes live
1o return 1o the world. Ak, 1 will be
avenged for ihis!

M 23n—T e carnd, exrcd] To.
day, just as 1 was beginning fo believe
ity A}Img bad left me, it resurned,
this time in my left bhand. Ob, I can see
it all: tomorrow and the next day end the
next, for just fwo weeks, my band will be
numb; then will come thai frightful yel-
low; then the orange; then—iben the
ponple cncare

Curse the man who discoverad 1hs
bellish disease—and surned it into_me!
1 could sear him limb /mm limb. Ob, 1
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prey 1o return! 1 would go now, yet I
fear my malady is of a vilely contagious
nature.” 1 have not the heart fo menace @
whole community, perhaps a whole na-
tion, perbaps bumanity :ml)—mnely 10
avenge myself on one me

JNE 6T was right! This mom-
ing I awoke with my hand that deatb-

llow. Ob, it is 100 regular, 100 certain
100 cruelly certain!

JUNE 91i—Thank God! My hand is
gone—out there where my foor went, It
happened tonight. Perbaps I may yet re-
surn! Perbaps 1 may yet be avenged. 1
wonder.

Jucy 21e7—Doomed! That feafel
nambness again—his time in my bead.

1 cannot think—1 cannot write—1 can
scarcely breashe. Ob, the pain— the
pain—

“H ERE it ended in a sputter of ink.
Trembling in every limb, filled
with a horror and anguish and remorse
no man can know, spellbound by the aw-
ful tale those few sheets told, I sat there
motionless.

“So I had been wrong. Oh, my jeal-
ousy, my insanc jealousy! As I sat there,
all desire of life suddenly left me, and 1
thrilled with joy at the remembrance of
the hand and foot 1 had come upon, out-
side the ave. They were his. 1 had
touched them. 1 was contaminated with
the dread diseasc.

“What was that? T lmcncd steaining
every nerve, From of the cav-
e pad come  sound.

“Five minutes |—ten—6fteen (1
was oblivious of time)—but it was not

discased spider working in my veins.
“Suddenly the sigificance of that last
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eatry in ————s diary burst upon me,
and I sat shivering s under a sudden del-
uge of icy water. ‘July 2151 Two weeks
more would it August 5ih, and
three days more would bring it to—
August 81!

God!" I cried aloud, "tonight

is the night!

" “Yes, tonight is she night! echoed 1
sepulchral voice from the cavern's inner
darkness.

“In an agony of dread 1 looked, and
the blood within me paled to water at the
sight that mct my gaze. Something—
something with but a single hand and
fooi—emerged from the shadows of the

ern and began to come
forward, leaning heavily upon 2 rough

staf for support.
*‘Stay back—stay back! For the love
of Godi" 1 shridked. But the tereble

thing came on and on, and the awful eyes
fastened themselves upon my person and
suddenly recognized me—and it smiled a
hideous smile.

“When it drew nearer, I could
all above the shoulders flamed orange,
while around the neck a livid purple cinc
ture scemed actually to be searing its way
into the flesh.

““This s your revenge, it spoke. *And
this is mine, raising the hellish stump of
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its mutilated left arm and panting heavily
at me: "My suffering is over—but yours
is all to come. And to the bodily pains
of hell will be added the mental tortures
of hopeless remorse—knowing your wife
was innocent. With that I curse you."

“Even as it spoke, the eyes rolled out
of sight behind horrible lids, the tongue
protruded itself in faming agony, and the
whole head, suddenly severed at the neck,
thudded upon the cavernfor

“I came to my feet with 2 mad cry,
that, shattering the silence beyond 4

torment to the screech of a crucified de-
mon. Then I rushed headlong out.
“For the rest—'

PP st page was legble, 1 the it
, worn and corroded by the
e e e

T put the notebook slowly in my pocket
and st e tinking, sickend and awed

astounding manuscript.

Asxm 1 went over to the skelcton thete
in the fissure. Now I understood why
the hand and foot were missing, and why
Thad found the head many feet rom the
body.

There it Tay, mate evidence that the
retribution was complete.



