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i enough. Maybe. But in any case he
{ A had tostop. Here in the shadow of
the great oak, its bark rough and reassuiing
under his touch, he had to stop to still the
pounding of his laboring heart, to wipe
from his forehead the dew of fright and ex-

BE COULD stop now. He's run far

BY HAROLD IAWLOR

ettion, to ease from his gross body the fear-
sweat shirt. ‘
But he couldn’t halt this convulsive shiver-

.ing, as of a million loathsome crawling

things inching their way on icy feet-up his
shrinking back. He couldn’t control the
jetking of his head—ijerking, jerking spas-
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modically over his right shonlder so that
his dilated eyes might sweep bchind him
over the sandy, hump-backed country read,
searching, fearing to see again the thing,
creature, # that had crossed his path back
there near the Gamorra farm. .

But what was it? What had 7# been?

Osbert Horland cowered against the oak,

peercd dowe the saady road. -Air sucked

into his lungs, agenizingly. He waited.

Cloud-wrack coveted the moon, swept on.
Nothing. Not in ten years had Osbert

Horland thanketl his Creator for anything,

but—oh, blesssed Geod! Nothing, It was

gone.

But it had been-thete. His vision hadn't

tricked him, nor his fear. If there was any-
thing on God's green earth it had resembied
at 2ll, it might have been a rat. But what
a rat! A rat grown to monstrous, misshapen
proportions. A rat that magnified a thousand-
fold your natural repugnance for one of its
kind. ‘

Osbert had been walking along, coming
home, when.suddenly it had ctawled from
the ditch at his left,- directly into his path.
For a breathless moment they'd both stopped,
paralyzed, The thing had scemed equally
startled. Then # Kad scurried into the un-
detbrush, he had héard thé crackling of its
passage. Aad Osbert, gatvanized, had started
to run wildly, panic-stricken, his great beily
shaking, his balding head glistening under
the intermittent light of the moon.

God!

He wiped his ferehead anew. He swal-
lowed carefully to settie his queasy stomach.

The thing had made no move to attack
him. He'd have died of sheer terror if it had.
It was fully three or four feet wide and pos-
sibly five feet long, and its four small legs
held it barely six inches above the ground,
_It had no neck; its flat skull merged directly
into its short-haired, dun-colored body. A
body that was shallow, like a turtle’s. But
a turtle was.a clean, a normal thing.

It was not.

Again, at the memory, Osbett swallowed
hastily. But it was useless this time. He
tumed and retched helplessly.

Someone should warn Madame Gamorra,
he knew hazily, through his nausea. But not
him. Not now. He couldn’t go back. Not
alone. Not on foot. A little farther on, and

he'd be safe, Home, He'd fd Ada, Andthe
car. The thing in the road bad even made
him forget the fiasco of his marriage with

Ada. Por once he'd be glad to get home to

her. For once he'd welcome her companion-
ship.
Nervously he left the shelter of the oak,

‘with many a backward glance, stepping high

as if even yet he feared treading on—it.

DA was on the sofa, in satin lounging
pajamas, indolent as a sleek black cat.
Even now, shaken as he was, Osbert won-

‘dered again that people ever thought her at-

tractive, with her black bangs, her wise green
eyes, her samitar-slim body,

He never had. He'd married her only be-
cause she’'d led him to believe she was rich,
the lying, devious, little—!

She looked up as he came in. “"Why, it's
Osbert! My darling, my own true love.”” As
always, specious endearments tripped from
the tongue that he somectimes thought the
devil had touched. She delighted ip pre-
tending theirs had been a love match, much
to his itritation, though they’d both long
since known the truth.

But he ignored "her inflection now. He
stood there, his fat jowls ashen, “Ada—"

“Why, whatever is it, lover?” She pat
down her book falsely solicitous. “Tell Ada
what troubles you.”

Her eyes, her lips mocked him. But halt-
ingly he forced himself to tell her of the
thing in the road.

“What an imagination you have, Osbert!”
she said, when he finished. He writhed un-
der the mocking way she pronounced his
name. Everyone else called him Ozzie. "Are
you sure you didn't dream it all? Just as you
drecamed of the vast riches you told me you
had?"”

As usual, she succeeded in baiting him.
His recent fear was swallowed up in a swift
surge of anger. She’d never let him think
well of himself. She seemed determined to
tear down the facade he'd been years in
building. He couldn't stand it. It was getting
under his skin.

“Stop talking to me like that!” he cried.
“In that sneering, supérior sort of way—""

“Superior, Osbert?” The green eyes were
delighted. “You know I'm definitely yout
inferior when it comes to turaing a dis-
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honest penny. Shady deals, gypping here,
cheating there—"

“I caa't help it if I'm cleverer than other
people,” Ozzie said sullenly, "Anyway.
You're just sorc because I lied about my in-
come. Don't know why you should feel so

set up about yourself. You did the same.

thing to get me to marry you. You're no
better than 1 am.”

She stretched languidly, nodding agree-
ment. “"We're just a couple of bums who
out-foxed oursclves. Hoist by our own
petards, whatever they are. How the gods

must have laughed! I supgose I ride you be-

cause you're such a stuffed shirt. I'm phony,
and I know I'm phony. But you—you small-
time pork-and-beaner!” Her green glance
withered him. "Yox try to fool even yout-
self. You can't face the truth about your-

self. Small wonder I.find it such fun to

deflate you, you big windbag!"

The lazy purl of her voice nearly mad-
dened him. “If you don't like it, why don’t
you get out?”’ .

“Oh, I will, dirck, never fear. I'm keeping
my eye open for a likely young feller. He
might be slow in the coming, but in the
meantime—"" she -
in her hands—"this is a roof over my head,
and two can live as cheaply as one, Cheese
and kisses with you, in 2 word; till my
knight comes riding along.”

Ozzie gritted his teeth. If he could only
slide his hands around that throat, claw at
that smug, smiling face!

“Some day,"” he snarled, “I'm going to
kill you!"

But Ada only laughed. “Oh, no, you
won't. You'll just continue to take any-
thing I care to dish out, sweetheart. And
like it. You'd never put your fat neck into
a fitu?'ose just for the pleasure of finishing me
off.

Well, that was true enough, Ozzie ad-
mitted to himself, in a rare.moment of
honesty. But just the same, the time would
come when he could get back at her safely.
And when that day arrived, by gad—!

BUT he was forgetting. With an effort,
< he controlled himself. Why did he idle
in profitless argument with Ada when there

was that creature in the road, up to who
koew what?

gestured with the book.
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“"Come on,” he said. "We must wam
Madame Gamorra. If .that- thing gets in
among her Angora rabbits—"

Not that he gave a damnabout Madame
Gamotras' rabbits. It was the woman her-
self, an enigma since moving here five
months before. No one had been able to
learn anything about her. It had galled
Osbert more than a little that he'd been
unable to add anything to the general lack
of ‘information, for-he liked to pose as an
ofracle about the countryside and an authos-
ity on its inhabitants. Here was his chance
to visit her house, leatn something of her.

Besides, she appeared to be wealthy, and
—who knows? There might be something
in it for him,

Ada must have sensed his eagerness_and
made her own deductions. For. perversely,
to devil him, he supposed, she refused to go.
“What's the old woman to me? When she
first came here, I called, and she wouldn’t
even let me in. We've never seen her, except
at a distance.”

“Then I'il go alone!” Osbert cried rashly.

“Hurry back, Romeo.” Ada returned to

-her book, indifferently. “You know how I

pine when you're gone.” .

Ozzie swallowed an oath. But he had to
go now, despite his reluctance. Beciausc_:if he
stayed, Ada would know he was afraid. I
would be one more thing for her acid tongue
to scorge him with. Damned if he wouldn't
rather face that horror in the road!

The driveway to the garage was dark, and
he didn’t feel safe until he was in the sedan,
with the doors shut. Even then he switched
on the tonneau light to be sure there was no
one—no ‘thing—in the car with him, The
dtead of it retutned in full force now that’
he was again alone.

He backed out, still smasting under the
memory of Ada’s voice. He hated her, more
and more. But what could "he do? He had
no grounds for-divorce. He couldn’t even
beat her; for he was afraid of her. Under
that languid exterior, she could take care
of herself. He remembered her long scarlet
fingernails. Yes, she'd fight back, pointed
teeth and.blood-red claws, like the cat she
was,

Oh, if he could only think of something!

His headlights picked out the bridge over
the natrow gully, and again Ada was for-
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otten. It was just this side the bridge that

¢'d seen—i#. Panic overtook him again.
What if the thing should fun out in front
of the car? What if he should run over it?
In his imagination, he could feel the sguish
the thing would make under his tires. Ugh!
His toes curled in his shoes at the thought.

It was a relief,- thén, to ind the Gamorra
farm dark wheo he reached-it. Any respite
was welcome. Anything that would keep him
from the necessity of opening the car door,
setting foot in that dark driveway, overgrown
as it was with shrubbery .that afforded éx-
cellent hiding places for lurking monsters.
What were 2 few Angora tabbits measured
against that horror? By now he really be-
lieved himself they were his reason for
coming.

1131ut'——¢omortow. Tomorrow would do as
well.

He needn't go back to Ada. He could
drive instead to a tavern in town, and stay
there late enough to insure that she would be
asleep before he returned.

HERE was ao one in the place but the

bartender and Quale, the town’s chief of
police, who was having a beer, Osbert
wanted companionship this night, longed
for it. He lifted his bulk onto the stool next
to Quale, though he knew the chief didn't
like him, But the fellow couldn’t very well
get up and’ watk away, or ask Ozzie to sit
some place else. It was a free country,

A conversation had evidently been going
on for some time.

“. .. and they don’t know what happened
to him?" asked Joe, the bartender, polishing
a glass.

“Disappeared, like that.” Quale sna
his thick fingers. “Last his v(v%fc knowgplelg
went up to Gamorra’s to do some carpentry
worlk."

"Ain’t wimmen the darnedest?” marveled
Joe. “Beatin her evvey night, putt'near, and
now she's Jookin' for him, ‘stead of bein’
thankful he’s gone.”

_ “Remember the time he held his youngest
kid's hands against a hot.stove for losing
a dime?” Quale said. I saw to it he got
thicty days for that myself, and wished it
could have been more.”

“Who are you talking about?”’ Ozzie
borned in.
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The chief drank his beer then, so that Joe
would have to answer. Al Saeed.”

“Oh,” Ozzie remembered the batchet
face, the slitted sadistic mouth, the long lean
figure in green-patched- blue denims and
tomn tee shist. He'd sold Al some substandard
lumber last year, and he could still hear the
thin mouth, voicing dire reprisals. But
pshaw! Nothing had happened. Was it his
fault Al wasn't sharper? Let the buyer be-
ware,

“A rat, if they ever was one, that guy,”
Joe said. “He musta been. just about the
biggest rat in the world, you ask me.”

Quale nodded. Ozzie remembered with
a shudder, Was everything going to remind
him?

“No,” he said. "Not the biggest rat in
the world. 1 saw that tonight up at Gamor-
ra's place.”

He told them, and whether they believed
him or not, he didn't know. Probably not.
For Joe laughed.

“Say, maybe it was Al you seen,” Joe
cracked, cackling.

Ozzie let it go. Let them think it was
funny if they like. But he'd seen it. He
wished he could forget the damned thing,.
He'd dream of it tonight,

EN Chief Quale left, Joe shook his
head sadly. “Yes, sir! Chief Quale is
mighty upset about the disappearance of Al
Sneed. He's got to find him, or it just won’t
look right.” .
“Can't see why,” Ozzie objected idly. “"Al
was worthless. Good riddance, I'd say.
“"Well'—" Joe let the word imply polite
agreement. “"Still when you take it with that
other disappearance, why, say! Makes the
chief look like he just don’t belong in his
job.” |
, "What disappearance? -Oh, you mean—"
Joe nodded. “Annie Cowell. Up and gone
these two months, no one knows where.”
Ozzie remembered, but he did tot sorrow.
Nesve of that old maid, Annie, lighting into
him just because he'd sold her mother that
mining stock. Annie said her mother's death
was his fault, that her discovery the stock
was worthless had killed the old woman. But
pshaw! Her heart would have given out
anytime, probably. When the garrulous, bit-
ter Annie disappeared, it was no skin off



76 <. WEIRD TALES

R WO AR

Ozzie's nose. He'd been relievéd, and had
quickly forgotten her.

went on, “who hated Annie. Said she was
a malicious gossip, a viper. Said she
whispered lies about that little young Ms.
Morton till she broke up with her husband.
And she drove that druggist, Alwyn, out of
business, hinting he made too many mistakes
in prescoiptions. Came out later, it was all
lies, started because Atwyn went around with
her for awhile, then dropped her.

“Yep, guess you cochF call Annie a viper,
right enough. Well, anyway, she went up to
that Mrs. Gamorra's to do some sewing, and
ain’t never been seen since. Mrs. Gamorra
said she left when she finished her work,
and_that was_all she knew about it.”

Joe surveyed the polished glass lovingly,
chose another. He thus missed Ozzie's start.
But—Gamorra's, Ozzie thought. Funny both
disappearances should bring in Madame
Gamorra.

Joe stopped polishing .the glass,
that’s kind of peculiar—""

Ozzie held his breath. He didn’t want any-

" Say’

one else connecting those disappearances too.

obviously with Madame Gamorra, Not just
yet, not till he found out. if there could be
anything 1n it for him. But he needn’t have
worried. Joe was thinking of something
else.

“Come to think of it,” Joe said, “both
them people were like animals, kind of. If
a snake’s a animal. There was Annie, a viper,
and. A}, a rat.” Joe laughed sheepishly.
“Well, shucks, I just thought of it,” he
apologized,

Ozzie hardly heard him, for his mind
was busy. More than ever he was determined
to visit the mysterious Madame. Gamorra.
You never knew what could be turned to
your profit. With which pleasant reflection
he called it a day.

/TADAME. GAMORRA, ,Ozzie discoys

ered next morning, was almost incred-
ibly the wicked old duchess of fiction. He'd
half-expected to be denied entrance, at least
at first, but she received him in the living
room—black-clad, withered, her coiffure a
dyed jet cuckoo’s nest above her raddled
face, Her liver-spotted hands, covered with
dirty gems, rested on the gold head of her

Course there were plenty people,” Joe-

s s T ol s b

ebony stick. Her pointed chin rested on het
hands. And her sharp black eyes watched
Ozzie scrutably as he told her of- the thing
in the night.

Ozzie was in his best form. His courage,
such as it was, always rose with the sun.
Now—pink-shaven, white-flannel-clad, self-
important—he was heroic.

"I returned later, of course, with a gun
to protect you,” Ozzie finished, lying pomp-
ously, "but I saw no sign of the creature.
And as your place was dark, 1 hesitated to
distutb you.”

“Ah, 50?” Madame said. *“That was most
kind of you.” _

Didn’t she believe him? Was there a
faint ironic cast to her words of gratitude?
Ozzie shiftéd somewhat uncomfortably un-
der that steady gaze. Thie woman was amaz-
ingly self-contained. Prowling monsters, it
would appear, had no power to alarm her.

"It looked like a monstrous rat,” he said
uneasily, _

“It was a gat,”” Madame answered, her
eyes on the rings. ,

“What!”" Ozzie cried. “You've seen it,
too? You énow?”

Madame raised her head. *“You misunder-
stood my inflection, Mr. Hortand,” she said
suavely. "I said: ‘Tt was a rat?"” )

But she hadn’t raised her voice question-
ingly the first time, Ozzie was sure. She'd
madé a definite statement, and now must
be trying to cover up her obvious break. He
shifted uncertainly_in his chair again. He
scented something wrong here, radically
wrong. Madame was much too polished.
Urbanity, to Ozzie, was always suspicious.
He used it himself when he was most nefari-
ous.

But he’d better accept her explanation, fos
the moment, anyway. The wordly Madame
Gamorra, he saw, was no silly creature to be
stampeded easily into damaging admissions.
His curiosity aroused to the boiling point, he
turned the conversatiop to rabbit-breeding,
about which he knew nothing and cared less,
and hinted he'd like to see more of the
Gamorsa farm.

Again she surprised him by making no
demur. He wondered if she knew "he was
wary of her, and hoped to allay his sus-
picions for all time by seeming frankness.
At any rate, she rose and offered to show
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Lim about the place. Despite the cane, she

was neither lame nor feeble. Qsbert would -

have preferred to poke about the farm for
himself, but there was nothing for him to.do
but offer Mademe his arm.

They went .out through the kitchen, where
a middle-aged forcign-looking .servant,
whom Madame addressed as Tina, was stit-
ring something in a pot on the coal-burning
rangc. She looked up incuriously as they
passed, but it seemed to ‘Ozzie that 2 sigaifi-
cant look was exchanged between maid and
mistress.

Fhe fatm was-smaller than he’d supposed,
and there 'was teally nothing to sec but a
series .of white-washed -hutches containing
soft furry docile-looking sabbits. Only -one
thing aroused his dnterest. A small square
white shed, nestling under maples, at the far
end of the hntches. It looked innocuous
enough in itself, but it scemed suspicious
to Ozzie that Madame Gamorra was taking
such elaborate pains that they should not
approach ‘this building too .closely.

“"And what is that structure there at the
end?” Ozzie gestured graadiousely.

"It is nothing. Merely the shed in which
the rabbits are placked. Now over here,
I plan a rock garden. Come. Your arm, if
you please, Mr. Horland.”

The wind «changed, and Ozzie thought he
caught a faint whiff of something unpleasant
from the direction .of the shed. An odor of
decay, and -samething else indefinable. Be-
fore he could determine with exattness what
it was, Madame slipped her hand through
his arm. -It was done skillfully, but Ozzie
had a feeling he was being .out-maneuvered.
-Certainly Madame was succeeding in leading
him fasther away from the small white shed
under the maples, covering her purpose with
an effortless flow.of smatl talk.

Osbert's interest was whetted still more.

But the visit, as-a whole, would have been
dull and unproductive if they hadn’t clected
to rcturn.by “vay .of the kitchen. Perspiring
freely from'his slight .exertion, he asked
if ‘he :might bave a drink beforc returning
to his «car. And thus it was that they came
upon the maid, busily feeding clothing ‘into
the maw of the great black range, in which
a fite was new roaring "despite the heat of
the summer day.

The sight scemeq to arouse Madame to a

source ‘of her an
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fury. She ualoosed upon the maid a frenzy
of foreign invective that reduced the woman
to sniveling abjection. Abruptly the storm
was over. A swift glance at the studiedly
impassive Ozzie, and Madame erased all
trace of emotion from her face.

Gently steeting QOzzie from the Litchen
into the entraace hall, Madame said, “These
servants. But they ate of a stupidity! Wast-
ing fuel, on such a day!”

But Ozzie wasn't fooled. That wasn't the
r. He had seen. That
clothing, The faded blue denim levis with
their distinctive patch. The red and white
striped tee shirt. It had been Al Sneed's
costume for monpths.

And Al Sneed had vanished.

Just as gently, Ozzie resisted Madame’s
efforts to propel him to the door. He turned
instead back into the living room.

*“I thiak I should like a further word with
you, Madame Gamorra,” he soggested ‘silk-

Aly. And his small eyes disappeared in

creases of feigned good humor.

R/ ADAME, evidently, was a fatalist.
Good! It should simpiify matters, One
shatp glance, then she seated herself calmly
cnough opposite him, and the attention she
bent wpon him was admicably courteous.
Ozzie, not to be out-doné, was equally
polished. They might, you'd have thought
watching them, be going to indulge in 2
courtly discussion ©f abstract matters..

But Ozzie confidently spoke of murder.

“Chief Quale,” he began blandly, “is
very anxious to Jocate Ad Sneed.” A signifi-
cant glance at Madame. “Or his bedy.”

Madame shrugged. "He would find no
trace of Mr. Sneed hére.”

“1 recognized that clething,” Ozzie said
blurtly.

Madame spread her hands. “'It is destroyed
by now.”

The woman was fencing with him. -Ozzie
betrayed no annoyance. He waxed; instead,
pondcrously arch. “‘Come, Madame Gam-
orta! Enough of this quibbling. I can be a
most persistent fellow, I assure you. If I
should send Quale hece, he'll -make a
thorough-investigation next time. A word
from me, and he'd be most interested in
that shed out there that I'll wager be skipped
over before.” '
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This %as a shot in the dark, but it worked.
Alarm flickered in the black eyes watching
him so intently. Ozzie felt 2 glow of satisfac-
tion;

“I see,” Madame said thoughtfully. Sur-
prisingly, she threw back her head and
jaughed heartily, Wiping tears of mirth
from her eyes, she said, "“"You are a most
amusing gentleman, Mr. Hosland. Shrewd,
t00. .And your purpose in all this? Surcly
you can care nothing for the fate of Mr.
Sneed. 1 understand men, Mr. Horland. I
caglnhave your silence for a price, is it not
507

Ozzie bearned. He couldn’t rezisy cubbing
his hands together in his pleasure. This was
more like it.

“Is-it money you wish, Mr. Hotland?*-

-Madame regarded him amiably. “Name your
price. I admit I should not like the—incon-
venience, shall we say?—of an investigation
into that shed. And meney means nothing
to me.”

‘Ordinarily, money would have been his
first consideration. But that could wait until
later.. At the moment, somcthing else was
¢f prime impostance to him, -

“It would appear, Madame, that you have
successfully murdered Al Sneed. 1 am
«qually confident,” Ozzie said, paying no’at-
tention to Madame's gesture of protest,
“that you also murdered Annie Cowell.”
Ozzie cast down his eyes, and sighed windily.
“Alas, } am most unhappily married.”

He looked up under his thick white eye-
lids at her. Madame needed no diagrams.
"It is your suggestion,.then, I murder your
wife?”

Tt was Ozzie's tarn to look shocked.
"Madame! Need we put it so baldly?”

Her rings scemed to fascinate her. She

never took her eyes off them. “There is only

cne errof in your seasoning, Mr. Horland.
3 didn’t murder thase two people. 1 merely
tarned ‘them into “the creatures” that they:
‘were.” ] EESTIES

Ozzie looked annoyed for the first time,
"You disappoint me, Madame Gamorra.”

DID she think him a fool? Certainly she
had murdered Al and Annie. Theis
bodies wecre buried beneath that shed out
there. Why clse was shé so anxious to avoid
a visit frora Quale?

‘* WEIRD TALES - - - -

She was looking at him now, shaking her
head. “You de not beticve. You think I am,
insulting your intelligence. Nevertheless, I
speak the truth.”

It was sidiculous to prolong the discus-
sion. But be heard himself asking, What

- would be your purpose, even supposing—?

“Ah, zut!”’ Madame clicked a thumbnail
contemptuously against her teeth, " Always
there must be the reason for everything, the
logic. Can nothing, then, be done for one’s
own amusement? But listen, if you must.
Long ago, in anothés country, my late hus-
band was a power in politics. In the course
of time, he fell into disfavor with a cettain
regime, involved himself in serious trouble.
Trouble from which his fricnds might have
tescued, him, But -did they? They .did ncti-
M. Horland, They tucred their backs. They
took, but they ncver gave. Ah, welearned
then what some people could be like! In
his despair, my husband killed himself.”

Madame's eyes blazed, fiee behind ash.
“Later, in my bitterness, -1 reflected upon
this: What, I wondered, would they be hlge
if people of that sort were reduced to their
Jeast common denominator, their unpleasant
qualities magnified?> What manner of ugli-
ness should we not look upon? The idea held
interesting possibilities to one in my frame
of mind. I had loved my husband dearly.
Perhaps, in my grief, I had grown a little
mad. But, at any rate, I began to investigate,
to probe into things pethaps best forgotten.”

Ozcie’s bulk seemed to shrivel in his
chair, though he felt his cowering' to be
absurd. Surely he would be more than a.
match for this crazy old woman if she should
grow violent?

“Dusty books, dead legends,” Madame
was saying softly, remembering. ‘T shall not
bore you with a recital of my researches. It
is enough to say that the peasants of my coun-
try, stupid though they ?peat outwardly,.
know .many things they do not tell. ‘They
taaght me much. Too much, perhaps:” For
an instant the black eyes were hooded as if
they could not beat to contemplate the things
that they’d looked upon. "It was fascinating,
fascinating. I experimented over a period of
many years. At Jong last, successfully.. A,
Mr. Horland, you should have seen my
lovely collection. of —shall we call them
aimals, for lack of a bettes word?”
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Ozzie shut his jaw with a snap. The wo-
man’s voice had been persuasive. "Wh-
where are they?” he asked, in spite of him-
self,

“The war, the war,” Madame said im-

atiently, "I was forced to destroy them
when I fled. Now I start anew. A smaller
collection, perhaps. but more select. Tina,
on her errands, {earns and brings me gossip
of the more unpieasant characters about the
countryside. I find her help invaluable.”

Madame eyed hun grimly. “'So you speak
no more to me of murder, Mr. Horland.
Your wife? Certainly. I shall be happy to
dispose of your wife, that 1 may be left to
my hobby in peace. I, Luzia Gamorra, offer
you my assurances.”

Madame sank ‘back, exhaunsted.

Ozzie stared. Though her cold emotion-
less words had sounded so cetebral, cleacly
the woman was insanc. But—was that bad?
Insane people were often crafty. Certainly
she’d been clever enough in the past to fool
Chief Quale. What did it matter, then, if
Madame chose to think herself 2 Circe,
rather than 2 murderess? For of coutse her
story was ridiculous,

True, he'd seen with his own cyes that
monstrous rat in the road. But faugh! It
bad probably been small enough. Only
magnificd by darkness and the flitting moon-
light and his ¢wi shock at seeing it. A freak,
no doubt, escaped from a traveling carnival.
What ‘'did it matter? The important thing
was to get rid of Ada.

. "It is agreed, then,” Ozzie said, collect-
ing himself. “There remains only the diffi-
culty of getting Ada here.”

‘.;That will aot be nccessary,” Madame
said.

Ozzie impauently waved her-to sileace.
Ef:d she think he wanted Ada murdered in
his own house? Madame’s reasoning was
erratic.  But then, of course, she was a
lunatic,

"I'l send ;Ada here tomorrow,” he said.

“Wait till then.”

AD'A greeted Diim with an emerald glance
> of distrust.
What have you been up to now, my
sweet?"’
“Up to?” Oruie looked shocked. "My
dear Ada!”
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“Ah; ah,. ah!” She wagged a chiding
finget. “You can’t fool Ada. Camary
feathers on your chin, dear heart! Don't
tell me you've succeeded in rooking Ma-
dame Gamorra already?”

“Not at allg’ Ozzie denied stiffly. He
must play this sight—so much depended on
it. I found her very charming. She and
her neph—"

Otzie stopped in cmbarrassed confusion,
pretended to bite his lip. )

Ada smiled thinly. “Oh, she has a
nephew? 1 wonder I've never seen him
around.”

“He has just areived for a visit.” Ozzie
made it secm a grudging admission.

Reluctantly—or so it axpeared-—he let het

pump him for the rest. And gradually there
emerged a picture of a2 young man, unat-
tached, handsome enough, apparently mon-
eyed. The ncphew of Madame Gamotra,
who had no existence save in the fertile
imagination of Osbert Horland.
. Ada was puzzled when he finished. “He
sounds like the ideal second husband fot
me. I wonder this hasn’t occurred to you?
It seems strange you were so unwilling to
tell me about hum. Surely it would be
fatuous of mc to suspect you of jcalousy?”

Osbert’s glance agreed that it would, in-
deed.

Ada threw back her head and laughed.
“Thete is only one other possibility, then,
You planned to ‘take’ this young man youc-
self before I could do any mischief.”

Ozzie permitted himself to fook crest-
fallen. But his soul was doing nip-ups in-
side. ‘It was working! It was working!

Ada looked at his sulky face, and laughed
again. “Oh, Osbert! You'll be the death of
me yet.” She sobered suddenly and her
eyes narrowed. “‘Get this, stupid. You're
still in the bush leagues, and ro match for
me. You're riding for a disappointment,
for I'm calling on Madame Gamorra to-
morrow.”’

Ozzie said nothing at afl. Stupid, eh?
If Ada only knew!

TRUE to her promise, Ada left next after-
. noon for the Gamorra farm,

And she did not return.

Ozzie hardly dared to hope. He danced
on the hot sands of suspense all that aftes-
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noon and night. [t was the following morn-
ing -before. he got in touch with Chief Quale,
telling the man no more than was necessary.

His wife had set out the pteviOus afternoon

for 2 walk, and she had not returned. No,
there’d been no domestic differences. Yes,
he was completely at a loss-to explain her
disappearance.

Quale, looking none too happy, promised

to get busy on it.

Ozzie returned home, He had a bad mo-
ment at eleven o'clock when the bell rang,
Damn it!  He must stop this guilty jumping.

But it wasn’t Ada. It was the surly Tina,

“"Madame would like to speak to you,”
Tina gestured toward the road with the
buggy whip she held in her hand.

Madame, still in her elegant rusty black,
sat efect in a cazriage beyond the gate, Ozzie
wondered fleetingly where she had ever
resustected the vehicle; it- suited her style.
He lost po time in getting down the -walk.

She greeted him with a slight inclination
of her head. *T thought you would like to
know that everything went off well.”

Air leaped: into- Ozzie's. lungs. ““You

mean—?"

Madaine tapped his arm lightly. T have
such-a lovely new. pet, Mr. Horland. Though
iovely only.to my own eyes, perhaps.”

“A p-pet?”’
“But certainly.
unusual black cat!”
_ Ozzieunderstood then. Madame was still
pretending. He ignored her circumlocutions.
His heart leaped, and he exulted. [t was
done.. Ada was dead. For a second he
shivered apprehensively,  Murder!
wonder Madame Gamorra shied from the
word. But pshaw! He was safe enough.
No one knew but himself and this foolish
old woman. He could go on now to other

things.

“‘Fine!” Ozzie said. “And now that that's
out of the way, we can clinch the bargain.”

-Madame looked at him askance.- “I'don’t
understand you. I have fulfilled ‘my - part
of the bargain. It is finished.” _

Ozzie shook his head, mock-regretfully.
“Money, now. I must have money, You
see, 1 reported Ada's disappearance to Chief
Quale. But I peglected to mention the fact
that the last time I saw her she was on her
way to visit you. I'm afraid I led the good

A cat. Oh, but a most

No-

WEIRD TALES

chief to believe she merely went. out fos 2n
aimless walk.” Ozzie cleared his throat deli-
cately. “1 should dislike to have it rectify
any ‘erroneous impression he might have re-
cetved.”

He smiled affably.

Madame pursed her thin old lips, and
looked at him searchingly. “Ah, so. 1
under-estimated you, Mr. Horland. How
you must have laughed at my naivete!. But
surely I am worldly enough to appreciate
the jest, too. Come then.” Her gesture
invited him into the- carriage. ""We will
drive to my place. I carry about with me
no such sum as you doubtless expect to re-
ceive.”

But Ozzie made no move to get in,- "I
fear you're still under-estimating me.” He
chuckled jocosely. "I 1 go to your farm
there is always the possibility -1 might join
Ada. I shouldi’t like a knife in my ribs,
or poison in my drink.” _

Madame chose to find this entertaining:
She shook her head fondly, as at an en-
gaging child. “I've said it before. You're
an amusing scoundrel, Mr. Horland. Clever,
too.’”

"“There isn't any hay in my hair,” Ozzie

_admitted smugly.

“I'll send the money to you tomorrow.
Come, Tina.””

Ozzie watched the carriage roll off, the
sand dripping from its wheels. He was
glad she’d been so seasible about it all, but
he thought it strangc that she was still laugh-
ing as she drove away, for he’d stipulated
& rather fantastic sum. Her cheerfulness
disconcerted him a little until he reflected
that,. of course, the woman was mad.

Ozzie spent the rest of that day immensely
pleased with himself. Every few minutes,
quite unconscious he was doing so, he rubbed
his hands together and chuckled. With the
money he’'d receive from Madame Gamorra,
he could leave here and go to some city

‘where there would be greater scope for a
‘man of his talents.

True, there’'d be a
slight delay, He must wait long eaough for
the talk of Ada’s disappearance to die down.
He must arouse no suspicion till Quale fin-
ished his investigations.

. At the mental picture of Quale, even now
busily. engaged no doubt in running himself
bow-legged after clues to Ada’s disappear-
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ance, Ozzie chortled and slapped his fat
thigh. He wouldn't mind waiting. Not
when he, and he alone, could really savor
the joke.

Ah, but it was peaceful with Ada gone!
No more would he be driven from his own

home by the Jash of her scorpion tongue..

He read. He puttered about. He was still
luxuriating in the freedom of it all when
he retired that night,

TE AWAKENED with a start at three

& o'clock. His brow was wet with sweat,
His lungs were Jaboring, his limbs thresh-
ing about on the bed. His eyes rolled widely,
seeking aid that was not there. He cowered
in ‘supetstitious tersor, from this nameless
feeling of menace. What was wrong? What
was the matter with him?

It was growing stronger. Every atom of
his being wanted te stay ‘here ‘where he
was. Here in the quiet of his_room. But
there was this other thing. This inner urg-
ency, this mad compulsion to sise. He was
rising. He was on his feet, staggering to
the hall, slipping, sliding down the stairs.

“No!” He sobbed weakly, his fat jowls
shaicing in terror. He fought every inch of
the way, hanging back, digging his heels
into the smooth oak of the steps, throwing
the weight of his great buik backward. He
clung to the newel post, his wet fingers
shipped.

New sensations now. Growing even more
intense.  Air,"he must have air! He clawed
at his night-clothes. His gross body stripped,
his eyes still rolling wildly, he slipped and
slid across the floor.

He heard it now. Someone was calling.
“Come, Mr. Horland! A moi, my lovely!
To me!”

Softly, gently came the clls, yet they
would not be denied. Oh, that voice! Se-'
ductive, Irresistible. Bittersweet, Honey
over acid. He knew now. She was doing

this. She wasn’t fooling him.

The door. Oh, God! He had to open
the door. He wanted to'go there-now. He
was out! He was free! He was running
down the long whité sandy road leading to
Madame Gamorra’s., He was going.to kill
her! To rend, to tear, to mutilate—!

BUT he fawned, he grovcled. For she
was waiting at her gate, still in somber
black, a lantetn in her hand. Aad her eyes
and rings gave off an unholy light.

“Come, my pretty one!” wheedled Ma-
dame Gamorra, leading him down the wind-

ing lane to that shed under the maples. ~

He laughed in mounting hysteria. Slaver-
ing, he licked her hand. Obediently, he fol-
lowed.

"“The others—they'te waiting for you. The
cat, the rat, the viper. Listen to them!” A
hissing, a spitting, a snarling. “How ple2sed
they are at your coming!”

The thing at her side shrilled now pite-
ously. But there was no one else to hear,
Only the moon saw Madame open the door
and admit to the eager presence of the
others, a ponderous creature that might have
beén—

But, wait! Look again! Surely there was
never cast in so grotesque a mold—such a
hideous hyena?



