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A Five-Minute Story

The Elixir of Life

By MARC R. SCHORER and AUGUST W. DERLETH

HEI swinging lantern at the

farther end of the narrow

street approached eloser and
closer the house of Messer Girolani,
the magician. The lackey who carried
the bobbing light walked swiftly,
spurred on by the mutterings of the
hooded figure behind him. The night
was lighted by the silver moon hang-
ing in the sky, yet but a single moon-
beam penetrated the darkmess of the
strait aliey.

Messer Girolani sat alone in the
heavily curtained rcom which he
chose to call his laberatorium. The
multi-colored liquids in the numerous
phials about the room were in odd
contrast to the black curtains on all
sides. On the oaken table well to-
ward the center of the rcom stood
three large retorts, two or them part-
Iy filled with a colorless flunid. The
only light in the room was that
thrown by the fitful fire from which
the hungry fiames leaped upward and
licked the pot suspended from a tri-
pod above them. The weird shadows
danced grotesquely on the black
draperies. Messer Girolani’s shadow,
too, was grotesque, for his long mose
ond straggly beard made it look for all
the world like that of Mephistopheles.
Messer Giroleni’s gaze was fixed upon
the hour-glass on the shelf above the
fireplace. He watched the grains of
sand trickle slowly downward, half
eagerly, half apprehensively, with the
air of one who expected some event of
import to occur. The flickering lan-
tern i the street caught his eye and
he r;:;g hurriedly and walked directly

to the | where he stirred the
boiling fimd in the vessel.

The dull rap an the heavy docr was
answered by the soft padding of feet
in the passageway. Messer Girolani’s
Nobion serwitar admitted the hooded
firare ard his lackey. There was a
swish of curtaing brushed aside and
the man stood in the room, his hood
raised.

““Messer Duca——"" faltered Giro-
lani.

‘“Tadeed, it is I, Messer Giroleni.”’

““You aro on time, my lord.”’

‘It iz my business to make that a
point, Messer.””

*“But, of course, my lord.”’

‘I bave no doubt that my order is
filled ¢'*

His Magnificenece, the Duke di
Storza, reached far the embroidered
purse dangling from the belt about
his doublet.

“1 pgreatly
lency——"’

The duke waved a jeweled hand
and silenced the wizard

*‘Comse, came, Messer Girolani, you,
a magicien—what is there for you to
fear? Are yon not allied with Satan,
the root of evil?”’

““But, my lord, I have not the
elixir completed.””

““What, knave, not completed? I
am of half a mind to place your head
on a pike pole. 'What is the reason
for this®>’

“'1t is because I lack an ingredient,
Excellency.””

““An ingredient? Blood of Satan!
Have I not given yon orders to spare

fear, your Excel-
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no sum in this matter§ What ingre-
dient is it youn lack?’’

“J{ is—one that gold ean not pro-
eura.”’

‘‘Name it!
words.”’

““The life-blood of a child, Magnid-
cence.”’

“‘The life-blood of a child?"’

“Indeed, my lord.”’

The Duke di Sforza pendered a
space. At length he glanced up.

‘“*Summon the lackey who admitted
me.”’

““As von say, Excellency.”’

Messer Girolani vanished hetween
the cartains, but returnmed almost at
once, followed hy the silent Nubian.

*‘Order him to bring here for your
nse the firsi child he encouaters on
the streets of the city.”’

“You heard, MNara?”’

The Nubian nodded and trod softly
from the rcom. Once more Messer
Girolani stirred the boiling liguid
over the fire. He turned the hour-
glass about and faced the scowling
duke.

““How long, Messer Girolani, before
the elixir of life will be completed?’’

“‘Until the hour-glass drains thrice,
Magnificence, The elizir is finished
but for the blood of the child.”’

His Excelleney rose and lowered
the black hood. He wrapped his
cloak about him and stepped into the
passageway.

““When the hour-glass drains
thrice, Messer Girolani, I shall re-
turn.”’

He was gone and Messer Girolani
was alone again, watching the endless
stream of sand in the hour-glass.

NCESSANTLY trickled the sand in the
glass. Twice the wizard turned it.
Somewhere in the gloomy abode a
door closed sofily. Impatient and
apprehensive, Messer Girolani trod
the oaken floor with a step that rever-
berated through the eorridors with-
out. The dancing flames of the fire
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increased the gloom by the fantastic
shadows they threw aboat the cham-
ber. There was pno sound save the
tread of the magician and the erack-
ling fire. At length the draperies
parted and the swarthy Nobian en-
tered, a naked child stretched limply
upon his great arms.

Silently he laid his burden upon
the table. Messer Girolani pointed to
a ease at the farther end of the room,
and murmured a command. The
blaek turned and was lost in the dask
at the end of the room where the
flickering light could not pesneiraic.
He reappeared oat of the shadows
and the fitful flames flashed om-
incusly on the sharp-edged blade ha
carried. He handed it to his master,
and »t the wizard’s order, he grasped
the unconscious Loy and moved to-
ward the ﬁlepl..ce The servazt held
the body fiimiy, and with an evil
caimness the magieian slashed ihe
throat of the still form. The body
quivered srumod,cally 2s the red
blocd spurted from the gash into the
seething liquid in the pot.

Iy ESSER QIROLANI reseated himself
4 and stared meditatively into the
flames. For a long time he sat thus,
pondering. The body of the unfor-
tunate child lay at full length on the
table, covered with a heavy cloth. At
length the alchemist started up and
replenished the fire, and turmed the
hour-glass. As he turned from the
fireplace he faced the Duke di Sforza,
who had entered silently. The fire-
light flickered horribly on his drawn
features.

““Quick, Messer
elixir!””

“*A space, Messer Duca, a space.’

The wizard grasped a goblet and
walked quickly to the fireplace. He
bent over the pot and dipped out a
bit of the lifegiving fluid. Thaere
was a rattle of coins as his Magnifi-
eence cast his pouchful of ducats upon
the table. Messer @Qirolani took it

Girolani, the
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eagerly and surrendered the elixir,
The duke waited a time for the elixir
to cool, then raised the goblet to his
lips and drained it.

‘“Faugh! It has a filthy taste,
Messer, but if it accomplishes half of
what is said about it, its taste is par-
donable.””

‘“And that it will, my lord.””

‘‘ Another goblet, Messer Girolani.
1 must make haste, for this night has
my youngest son escaped his nurse
and is now at large in the byways of
Milan.”’

‘‘At once, Excellence.’’

‘“What is it you have beneath the
cloth upon this table, Messer?’’

“It is the dead child, Magnificence.
Your love of life has deprived him
of it.”’

The duke drained the goblet. He
rose, pulled his cloak about him, and
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started for the door, only to halt be-
fore the curtain. He walked slowly
back and stood before the silent form
beneath the cloth. Tentatively he
stretched forth a hand, but with-
drew it.

““For three hours have we searched
for my son, Messer Girolani.’’

Again he stretched forth a hand,
and again he hesitated. Messer Giro-
lani said nothing, but his face be-
trayed his thoughts. Suddenly, spas-
modically, the duke snatched away
the coverlet, but his nervcless fingers
dropped the cloth as if it were fire.
He shouted hoarsely and recoiled
from the accusing body. His face
blanched. He gave a low moan and
stared about for the magician. But
Messer Girolani had gone, and he was
alone with the mutilated body of his
own sor, whose blood was the elixir
of life,




