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A Brief, Strange Story

The Magic-Maker

By AMELIA REYNOLDS LONG

ORTIMER smiled into his
beard, and stirred the mix-
ture in the crucible. ‘‘Soon
he will be here, Pepin,’’ he said to the
little marmoset perched upon his
shoulder; ‘‘this ~ Hildebrandt who
would have me renew his youth. . . .
I knew a Hildebrandt once—beck in
the Golden Age when I was young.
He was handsome, and his back had
no hump, as mine has.”’ His face
hardened, and his voice grew bitter.
“Women demand a comely face and
well-formed person, Pepin.’’

The smart rap of a heavy stick upon
oaken panels sent the echoes rocking
about the vaulted eeiling. Mortimer
erossed to the door, and opened it.

A man strode past him into the
room. His dress paraded all the fop-
peries of youth, but his eyes werc
pouchy and his jowls were sagging.
He had the unhealthy look of an old
man who had spent his life in riotous
living. He cast a curious glance
around him, then flung his hat and
gloves upon a table.

“‘Is it true that you have discovered
the secret of youth and age, Dr. Mor-
timer?’’ he demanded abruptly.

“I told you 80 when I answered
your letter, Lord Hildebrandt,’’ re-
plied Mortimer.

Hildebrandt jangled a fistful of
gold pieces suggestively. ‘I snppose
my name is not unknown to you,’’ he
remarked.

“No, it is not unknown to me.’’
Mortimer regarded him from out the
dark caverns that were his eyes. “In
my youth I knew one of that name.’

‘“What!’’ Hildebrandt started, and
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-ness;

gerutinized him sharply. His eyes
rested upon the misshapen hump be-
tween Mortimer’s shoulders. ‘‘You
are not——19’’

“‘But he was not a mighty lord,”’
finished Mortimer.

Hildebrandt released his breath in
e sigh of relief. The hunchback ap-
parently had not recognized him; no
more than had he, upon firat antor-
ing, recognized the hunchback. A
look of eunning erept across his face.-

““Then your other Hildebrandt
oould not have given you red gold, as'
I can,’’ he said with assumed careless-
‘““as I will give you for—shall
we say a little medicine?’’

Mortimer’s face was hidden as he
bent over his alembie. ‘‘I do not want
your gold,”’ he said. ‘I am an al-
chemist. All I ask in return for my
elixir of youth is that you tell me why
you want it.”’

Hildebrandt laughed coarsely.
‘“Why does any man want youthf’’
he returned. ‘‘Women demand a
comely face and well-formed person,’’

‘‘Then there is a lady concerned?’’
asked Mortimer.

“¢ A beauty,’’ answered Hildebrandt
enthusiastically, ‘‘and too innocent to
realize her own charm. But the old
man does not please her. Ah, Morti-
mer, she should have known me thirty
years ago!’”’ He guffawed.

‘““The Hildebrandt whom I knew
also loved a lady,”’ said Mortimer.
‘‘But his love was not deep; after he
had married her, he left her to die.”’

His visitor fidgeted uneasily. ‘‘The
incident seems to have impressed
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you.”’ He strove to make his tone

casual.
““The lady was she whom I was to
marry,’’ answered Mortimer.

Hildebrandt was silent. He dared
not risk detection by saying more. He
watched Mortimer furtively. In the
red glow from the retort, the alchem-
ist’s features had become a demoniac
mask. The nobleman found himself
shuddering as he looked at it.

A1 wonder, Dr. Mortimer,”” he
said at last, speaking to relieve the
oppressiveness of the silence, ‘‘why
you do not take this elixir of youth
yourself. Is it true that a doctor can
net be cured by his own medicine?’’

.Mortimer smiled. ‘‘I do not take it
beeause I am wise,’’ he said.
is, too painful, too voleanic. Nine-
tenths of our follies are ecommitted.in

our youth.”’

#'‘And our sins?”’ asked Hilde-
brandt idly. ‘‘When are they com-
mitted "’

“4“At all times,”’ Mortimer replied
gravely.

He left the room, and returned with
two flagons of beaten silver.

““In omne,”” he said, holding them
up, ‘“is the elixir of youth; in the
other, that of old age. Are you sure
you want youth, Lord Hildebrandt$
Are you positive}’’

" Hildebrandt's eyes grew greedy.
‘*Positive?’’ he sniggered. ‘‘Who
would not be positive—for this?”’

He took from around his neck a
locket which he opened and handed to
Mortimer. In it was the pictured face
of a young girl; a face with the inno-
¢ence of a child and the grace of an
angel. Mortimer had once known
enother face like that.

‘‘Remember,’”’ he said, holding
Hildebrandt’s eyes with his, ‘‘it has
been wisely said that a man is most
utterly damned by the fulfilment of
his dearest wis

Hildebrandt laughed. ¢‘Then let
me be damned,’’ he returned.

An instant Mortimer hesitated.

““Youth
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Then he closed the locket, and re-
turned it to its owmer. Uncorking
one of the flagons, he poured part of
its contents into a erystal beaker. The
fluid scintillated like liguid emeralds.

‘‘A pretty color,”’ commented Hil-
debrandt; ‘‘the color of life.”’ N

‘“Two things, and two only, are
green,’’ said Mortimer; ‘‘ young grow-
ing things, and festering mold.”’ He
poured the ichor into the eruecible.
There was a sharp report, and a puff
of heavy black smoke arose and
writhed its way to the brooding
shadows .of the. ceiling. Mortimer
chuckled, and the little marmoset,
chattering with fear, sprang from its
master's shoulder to seek safety on
the ledge over the door.

Mortimer removed the alembie, and
poured the hot liquid into a waiting
chalice. .‘‘Drink,!’ he said, extending
it to Hildebrandt. 'The nobleman
needed no urging.

‘“And. now,”’ said the alchemlst,
‘‘you have only to sit in your chair
and wait. The elixir works rapidly.
Within an hour it will have altered
you beyond recognition. While you
wait, I will play for you.’

He drew back the heavy curtains at
one side of the room, exposing an or-
gan. Seating himself before it, he
began to play.

The first chords were hauntingly
sweet, like the tender light that fills
the sky at the close of a spring day.
Hildebrandt scarcely heard them, so
excited was he by the thing that was
about to happen to him. Presently

" the music became troubled, and half-

discords stole into its burthen. Grad-
ually it erept into a minor strain of
fear that worked its way into the
small, high-pitched pipes of the in-
strument and went wailing about the
chamber. Hildebrandt shivered un-
comfortably. The long, black shadows
in the corners darted toward and
away from him. An unfelt draft
stirred the velvet curtains that still
covered three sides of the room. An
unnatural chill was permeating the
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air. He moved his chair closer to the
brazier.

Suddenly the music broke into a
wild macabre dance, pierced with
eldritch yells and shrieks. It beat
against the walls with the force of
great wings. It swept through the
chamber, taunting, gibbering, de-
risive. The marmoset screamed with
terror, and pressed its little hands
over its ears. Hildebrandt tried to
rise, but the volume of sound pinned
him to his chair; he tried to cry out,
but it crammed his voice back into his
throat. Then as abruptly as the revel
of horror had begun, it was ended,
giving place to the slow, cumbrous
rhythm of a funeral march.

Hildebrandt’s heart was beating to
suffocation, and his breath whistled in
his lungs. ‘‘Stop, stop!”’ he cried
frantically. His voice was thin and
cracked, so that he hardly recognized
it. He put out a trembling hand ; and
as his eyes rested upon it, his brain
reeled in horror. It was the bloodless,
emaciated hand of a very old man!

Mortimer rose from the organ.
*Did you think, Hildebrandt, that I
did not know you?’’ he asked. “‘I
suspected your identity even before
you arrived. But you did not know
me, or you would not have come, ¢h?'’
He regarded the other through half-
closed, speculative eyes. ‘‘I had in-
tended to give you the elixir of
youth,’”” he went on, ‘‘and let you
drown yourself in your own folly. I
would have done it had you not
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shown me the locket, Bnt I could not
let you drag down with yon another
so like—but let it suffice that I gave
you the other elixir., You are an old,
old man, Hildebrandt. In a few
months you will be dead.””

Hildebrandt began to screech un-
intelligibly for mercy; then his eye
fell on the other flagon. Craftily he
began to edge toward it.

Mortimer read his intention. With
a single gesture he seized the flagon,
wrenched out the eork, and poured its
contents upon the hot coals of the
brazier. There was a blinding flash of
white light, and the flames leaped
high in the air, then ecollapsed upon
themselves. With a howl of despair,
Hildebrandt clawed at the hot coals.

With the toe of his slipper Morti-
mer spurned back the puling, snivel-
ing wretch at his feet. ‘‘You make a
gratifying picture,”’ he commented.
‘¢ After all, this way is as satisfying as
the other would have been.”’

“You can't leave me like this,”’
whined the dotard. ‘‘You couldn’t
leave me to die!’”’

‘‘0Old man,’’ asked Mortimer, ‘‘can
you go home alone, or shall I ascam-
pany you?”’

Hopelessly Hildebrandt got to his
feet, and took up the jaunty hat from
the table. It fell down over his eyes
with an air of ribald buffoonery.
Leaning heavily upon his stick, he
stumbled from the room.

Mortimer smiled silently into his
beard,




