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R. MERSON looked at the dy-
ing rat, and decided that,

should he delay his experi-
ment longer, it would be dead helore
morning,

He had nwrsed it now for nearly
six months, and it had been very old
and blind and feeble when he had
bought it.

He had told Briggs that he would
give him £5 for the oldest rat in
Belsham, and the rat-catcher had
earned his money.

It had surprized him, when he had
first approached the subject, to real-
ize how difficult it would be to find
an animal that was really old and
feeble. He had to observe that na-
ture does 1uotl encourage the prolonga-
tion of pain and weariness: when
health goes, life very quickly follows,

But he knew that, in the course of
their age-long warfare with the hu-
man race, the rats had arrived at some
sociavlv (')Ix"gaglization, and had adopted

@'TL‘S’ r;w/ermgd

- il m”“ .
‘m “ / He looked at it again at midday,

and called his wife to observe it.”

some of our practises, and in particu-
lar, that when a discase of hlindness
(to which they are very liable) at-
tacks them, they may be nursed and
fed by members of their family, so
that life is prolonged to an age which
would otherwise be impossible,

So he had asked for an aged rat, and
had watched its vitality recede, till
now it was too weak to crawl toward
the tempting food that was offered. . . .
It was so dull with age that it did not
flinch when the needle pricked it.

2

HE next morning it was not dead.
It lay sleeping; old, and blind, and
decrepit. It was not pleasant to look
at, but it may have been less feeble
than the night before—and the food
kad been eaten.
Dr. Merson, observing this, became
aware that his heart was beating fast,

with g sudden excitement, of 3\év7hich
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he ha:l not supposed himself to be ca-
pable,

When he looked at it again at mid-
day, and observed that it was feebly
attending to a negleeted toilet, he did
a thing which was less wise than his
usual custom, calling his wife to ob-
serve it,

Mrs. Merson disliked his experi-
ments; and his own habit of profes-
sional reticenee disinelined him from
specch which had no immediate pur-
pose.  But tiis was a discovery of
stuch momentous consequence that he
was impelled to share it.

“You mean that no one need ever
die?’’ she asked incredulonsly.,  She
was not greatly impres=ed, even if she
took it with any seriousness,  She was
a healthy young woman, utterly with-
out imagination, and the cook had
given notice an lour ago.

“Yes, it mieht mean that— or
nearly—unless by accident. . . . You
see,”” he continued, to an auditor who
searcely heard him, ‘‘it isn’t rcally
new, We've known for a long time
that youth would continue if the cells
of whieh the body is built could have
the right stimuli, hut it 's heen difficult
to find what they are. Some of the
lower forms ot life never die, as it is.
The old ones break apart, and each
part acquires @ mnew impulse of
growth from the shock of that di-
vision. But in the higher animals
there is a change in the substance or
activities of the cells as the years pass,
the nature of which has been difficult
to ascertain, though its results have
been evident. . . ."

He stopped, as he became aware
that Mrs. Merson had ceased to listen.
She regarded the sleeping vat with
disfavor.

“I shonldn 't think anything wants
to live when it’s that old,’” she said,
with decision. She had the impa-
tience of healthy youth for all signs
of deerepitude. They seemed stupid.

She heard the voice of the hutcher
at the bhack door, and her mind re-
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verted to matters of greater urgency.
She went back to the kitchen.

3

THE rat improved very slowly. Its
appetite increased. It moved more
briskly. It gained weight. It gave
more attention to its toilet. It became
wilder, and more alert to the sounds
around it. Finally, its sight returned.

The process was not rapid, but con-
tinuous. At the end of three months
from when it had received the injeec-
tion (which had not been repeated),
it showed the bodily activity and phy-
sique of a young rat.

Dr. Merson did not mention it
again to his wife, nor did he seek
another confidant. He became thought-
{ul. and, at times, appeared to be suf-
fering from acute depression. His
patients complained, and his praectise
suffered.

The faet is that he was beginning
to fear the consequences of his dis-
covery.

At first, it had seemed simple—and
stupendous. He was about to benefit
his race as no man had done hefore
him. Had he not found a way
by which aeath itself was defeated?
He saw that it would change the
whole face of the earth. Old age
would become an obhseene tradition.
Disease would be powerless to over-
come the new vitality which he had
discovered. Men would no longer die
as their minds approached the thresh-
old of wisdom.

He thought of his own patients.
There was Mrs. Corner, who would be
dead of tuberculosis within a year,
unless he should use his new power
for her rescue—>Minnie Corner, with
three young children, fighting her
hopeless battle, always ‘‘a little better
today’’ when he called to wateh the
slow, relentless progress of a disease
that he eould not conquer. He would
be very glad to give her health. Hav-
ing it in his power, it was a clear and
simple duty, as her doector, to do it.
But (so far as he could suppose) he
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would do more than that. He would
give her an approximation to immor-
tality. Not absolute immortality. Her
body would still be liable to be dam-
aged or destroyed by violence. Cer-
tainly, it would have no power to sur-
vive the planet on which it lived. It
would be liable to drowning, or suf-
focation. But it would no longer be
in subjection to the treachery of time.
Fed, and guarded from violence, it
would not age nor decay. There was
something odd in imagining Minnie
Corner immortal. But there was
nothing repellent. He supposed it
would mean treating her children in
the same way. They would be an-
noyed if they observed themselves
growing old and feeble, while their
mother remained young. It would
confuse the relationship. Neither
would she thank him for such a
tableau. He knew Mrs. Corner well
enough to realize that there would be
no rest for him till he had conferred
the same boon upon her household
that he should give to her. Well, why
not ?

About two of the children there
would be no difficulty. But he dis-
liked Peter. He disliked Peter in-
tensely. He could not endure the
thought of an immortal Peter. It
wasn’t the clubfoot, though it did
seem a pity that it should become an
abiding feature of a world grown
static: it was eertain qualities of
meanness and crueclty which the boy
had shown from infaney, which his
mother had lamented, but which she
had been powerless to influence.

According 10 the law of nature
which now prevailed, Peter would
grow old, and in due course he would
die, and his unpleasant characteristies
would perish with him. He might
have children, hut these children
would be different from himself,
whether better or worse, and, in due
course, they would have still different
children, the race repeating itself
with an unending variety.
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Somehovw, this seemed a better pros-
pect than that of an enduring Peter.

Yet he could not imagine an ar-
rangement being smoothly made by
which Peter would be consigned to an
exceptional mortality. However care-
fully his moral and physical inferi-
orities, and the importance of his
early elimination, might be explained
to him, Dr. Merson felt sure that he
would resent it furiously. He imag-
ined a violent assault upon his own
person by an adult and desperate
Peter to whom he was relusing the
boon of immortality. Kven a mur-
derous assault. . . .

His mind was diverted to observe
that murder would become a more
serious crime than it now is—the risk
of being murdered a more dreadful
possibility. Indeed, all physical risks
would be taken at an almost infinitely
greater price, and — presumably —
with a corresponding reluctance.

It was a relief to abandon these
speculations to the task of lancing a
boil on the neck of the landlord of the
Spotted Cow.

4

HE wecks went on, and the rat
continued, and cven inereased its
vouthful vigor. Its eves were bright.
Its coat was smooth and glossy. Its
movements were lithe and swift. It
was fieree, and watehful for a chance
of bhiting. Once its teeth met in the
slecve of Dr. Merson’s coat, and the
incident led him to wonder whether
its new vitality could be communicat-
ed by the medium of a hite. He was
aware that the thought gave him a
sensation of a peril escaped, and he
realized that he was already regard-
ing his discovery with apprehension
rather than pleasure. Certainly, he
had no wish to have its benefits thrust
upon him hefore he had deliberated
more fully on their ultimate conse-
quences.
Also, the rat was disconcertingly
watehful for a chance of escaping
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from its confinement. Onee it actu-
ally got its head through the closing
door, and it needed a sharp blow to
induee it to abandon the hope of free-
dom. Dr. Mecrson had an actual night-
mare as the result of imagining that
if had escaped, and that his invention
was destroyed or forgotten, so that
the world would pass at last to the
dominion of a continually increasing
army of immortal rats.
5

FTER that incident, Dr. Merson be-

came more careful to lock the
door of the laboratory in which the
rat was confined, and to keep the key
in his poecket. Considering the possi-
bilities which might follow should it
be accidentally let loose, he realized
how little he yet knew of the nature
of his discovery. He could not even
say whether the vitality it conferred
would be passed on to sneceeding gen-
erations. He imagined some prolific
and noxious insect inoculated to im-
mortality, and still exercising a blind
fecundity. It might become uncon-
trollable, and destroy everything be-
fore it. That would be a weird end-
ing to created life on this abortive
planet, which must already be a joke
to all surrounding intelligences.

Yet the idea was more than remote-
ly possible. He imagined his dis-
covery made publie, and its advan-
tages become the common property of
mankind, and then some super-erim-
inal threatening his race with the
results of such an inoculation of some
hostile vermin, unless they should do
his pleasure eternally.

Day by day his mind rencwed its
efforts to probe the consequences of
his diseovery, and retired bewildered,
as it encountered some new problem,
or some obvious result which he had
not previously contemplated.

He saw that the human race would
become static. Not in brain, perhaps;
but, at lcast, in body. That alone
must make profound differences, pro-
duce profound cleavages. The ugly
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and deformed must remain so to all
cternity, perhaps with an inecreased
vitality: but vitality would not alter
structure.

There might he an agitation to elim-
inate the obviously unfit in brain or
body, and to replace them with health-
ier children. But who would decide?
Would those who were judged in-
ferior be content to he sacrificed? He
imagined ficrce and ruthless wars of
extermination. Suppose, again, that
the white races should attempt to
confine his diseovery to their own use.
He imagined the black and yellow
races attacking them with a mad
ferocity, to force the priceless secret
from them. Would the white race
vield, or would they risk their po-
tentially immortal bodies in sueh a
conflict? If they should yield, would
not the latent animosities of race and
race still remain, to break out into
wars which, under such conditions,
must result in servitude or extermi-
nation?

He saw that, in the absenee of wide-
spread war, the world would soon
reach a maximum population, and
that ehildren must cease . . . or,
perhaps, an occasional child might be
permitted to replace an accidental
death . . . or a large number of chil-
dren to replace the wastage of war.
Would the race remain eapable of
these occasional fertilities? Or would
it arrive at a position at which its
numbers would be reduced (however
slowly) by oceasional misadventures,
and these reductions would be irre-
placcahle?

Or if children should remain a po-
tential possibility, would not the desire
for them become at times irresistible
with at least many of the unoccupied
women ? Might they not welcome a
war which would throw upon them
the duty of replacement?

He was roused from these visions
by the congciousness that he was at
Mrs. Empsey’s bedside.

It was some years sine¢c Mrs. Emp-
sey had walked across her bedroom
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floor. Her daughter, Ada, waited on
her without eomplaint, and earned a
little money by sewing and taking
care of the neighbors’ children. It
was many years since Joe Horton had
asked for any vent for the cottage.
Theyv had a few shillings weekly from
the parish. So they lived.

Dr. Merson had not sent in a bill
ior ten years past. He never thought
of doing so. He had fought as hard
for Mrs. Empsey’s life as for that of
his wealthiest patient. It was all in
1he day’s work.

But he had not been able to cure
her. Indeed, he had not hoped to do
so. kven now, he was not certain that
her damaged interior could be recon-
structed, though he eould give her a
new.vitality. But he hoped, even for
that. Anyway, she would be about
again, and Ada could marry the book-
ing-clerk at Belsham station, who had
courted her long enough. They were
both over thirty. Here was one of the
first places to which his discovery
would bring a joy almost beyond
imagination, Mrs. Empsey had al-
ways clung to life with a desperate
cowardice. But even here he would
do nothing—would say nothing—too
hastily. The whole prospect was so
stupendous.

He checked himself in writing a
preseription which would have placed
his patient beyond the power of any
drug to revive her. That was
another thought. . . . The power of
poisons would eontinue. . . . If the
certainty of death were removed,
would the dread of such contingencies
be increased until life would become
an intolerable care to avoid them?
Only experience could resolve that
problem.

6

OUT of much confusion, a thought
came in the end, clearly born out
of chaos. If he were right that his
diseovery could give perpetual youth
to mankind, it could only mean that a
limited number of people would. live
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long, where, otherwise, a Jarger num-
ber of people would have lived for a
shorter time. Putting aside all theo-
ries of a tuture life, all the specula-
tions or dogmatisms of religion, its
only result could be to make the single
life longer, and the individual lives
less numerous. IFinally, thereflore, it
could only be advantageous if it re-
sulted in higher and happier condi-
tions of life than those which were
prevailing around him. It would
abolish children. It would abolish
age. It would make youth perpetual.
Youth was the desire of all men.
Those who were young desired to re-
tain it. Those who were old would
give anything they had to recover it.
So much was clear—if he were only
sure, Aiming to abolish age, might it
not be found—and perhaps too late—
that it was youth that had left the
world ?

By all outward evidences, the rat
had regained its youth. Why should
he doubt that it was the perpetuity of
vouth which he would offer to a grate-
ful world? Perhaps he vexed himsel
because his own mind was too small to
understand the greatness of his own
discovery.

Yet, could youth be perpetual?
Youth was not only of the body, it
was of the spirit. He did not
know . . . As a doctor, he was pre-
disposed to consider the physical as
dominant. But the freshness of
yvouth ?

He considered another possibility.
Perhaps age would come, though more
gradually, as the spirit tired. Then
the body might he periodically inocu-
lated to a new youth, as he had done
to the rat, with all the joy of a re-
turning springtime. ‘‘If youth but
knew!”” How many men had wasted
youth, and longed for its return in
vain, when they had gained the ex-
perience which would have valued it
more highly, and used it differently!
To unite the experience of age with
youth’s vitality! and then he
saw his delusion the joy of
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youth is not of experience, but of in-
experience. It is because the adven-
turc is new: the path untrodden.

e considered himself. He did not
feel old. He was forty-three. He
knew that he must appear old to the
young people around him. If he were
unmarried, and should he ask a young
girl to share his life, she might make
it a jest to her companions.

But he had a good constitution, and
he had lived temperately. His body
was still strong and vigorous. Yet he
had not the outlook of youth. He
realized that his youth would not re-
turn, though twenty years should be
taken from the age of his body.

With a sudden clarity he realized
that, to regain his youth, it was not
so much a new body which would be
needed ; that which he had would serve
his purpose well enough, could it only
throw off the appearances of thinning
hair and growing corpulence, which
disguised it from the youth around it;
it was a new youth of the soul, an in-
tervening Lethe, which would be need-
ed. . . . He had made no discovery
in that direction. Physically, youth
might continue, but, as the millen-
niums passed—even the centuries . . .

7

E MADE efforts to regain the stand-

- point of his own youth, that he
might explore its differences. He
became absent-minded in reminis-
cence. . . . He used to write poetry
then. He had not done anything
quite so foolish for many years. All
the same, he had done it rather well.
The only weak point was that the
poems were usually left unfinished.
It was so much easier to get the first
lines. The memories of youth moved
him to the old impulse. With a sud-
den keen recovery of emotion he re-
membered his first meeting with

Molly the pienic under the
trees . . . the first shy kiss on her
shoulder. . That was before he

had gone to college. . . . He had al-
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ways been loyal to her, and she to
him. . . . He was not of the shallow-
er sort of those that change light-
ly. . . . He loved her now as he had
loved her then—but oh! the world
between. .

I can not stand where once I stood. It takes
a life to learn

That none may steer his course to shear the
trail of light astern.

That was well expressed. He would
have written those lines down twenty
years ago. He would have intended
to make them into a complete poem.
But he knew better now. He knew
that they would never be finished.
He knew so much—about himself, and
others. He even knew his own weak-
nesses.

That was the trouble. The inex-
perience of youth was something
which eould never be recovered, and
the experience of age was no substi-
tute. He realized that to abolish age
is to abolish youth also.

Seeing this, his mind startled itself
with a further possibility—might it
be equally true to say that to abolish
death would he to abolish life? In a
moment s vision he saw life and death
in a conflict from which each wins re-
current victory: he saw them interde-
pendent, and this strife as the condi-
tion on which they both existed. . . .

8

HE IMAGINED his discovery applied
to the vegetable world; an oak
tree in perpetual vigor. . . . Would
there be no place left for fruit-time
and harvest? For the young growths
of spring? There was the question of
food—ecorn must still be grown for
food, and mown down in due season—
or perhaps there might be developed
roots of a continuing vigor? But the
question of food was not merely a
human one. All life grew by feeding
upon the life around it.

This was fundamental. It had an
aspect of cruel rapacity, seeming in-
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eonsistent with the idea of a benefi-
eent Glod. Yet if there be mortality
at all, there can be no better end to
the outworn or defeated body than to
support the vigor of a new life. . . .
His mind stooped, bewildered once
again hefore the stupendous nature of
the change which his discovery must
bring to the earth’s economy.

Perhaps the question was too great
for one man to face. Would it not be
well to announce his discovery, and
for some small committee of selceted
men to consider whether it should be
used? . . . But he knew that there
would be no such question in the
minds of men. They might doubt its
advantages for other men, for alien
races, for animal or vegetable crea-
tions, but for themselves there would
be no doubt at all.

It was true that he might withhold
the discovery itself, and merely an-
nounce that he possessed it, but even
that announcement (if it were be-
lieved) might rouse an excitement
that he could not estimate. . . . He

imagined himself mobbed, beaten,

even tortured, till he should eonsent
to reveal it to a frantie world. . . .

Pacing the laboratory restlessly,
distracted with such thoughts as these,
afraid to meet the reproaches of his
wife, who could not understand why
he was changed and aging so rapidly,
so that he had acquired a habit of
remaining there till it should be time
1n go out on his daily round, he re-
garded the rat, now running up the
bars of his eage in a restless and tire-
less activity, with sudden hatred. He
would kill the loathsome thing, and
{forget the horror he had discovered.
Perhaps he might enjoy life once
again. . . .

He looked at his watel, and was
startled to sce that it was half an
hour after the usual time at which he
set out on his daily round—and he
had a consultation with Sir William
Brett at 10:30. He went out hur-
riedly.
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9

SCHOOL was just commencing that
morning when Peter Cornmer left
it. He owed his freedom to his ability
to take unserupulous advantage of the
caprice of circumstance, and the cre-
dulity of his fellows. His two sisters
had colds, and his mother had kept
them at home. Had he reported to
his schoolmistress that his mother
suspected measles he would have in-
curred the risk of ultimate retribu-
tion, which he was always adroit to
avoid. Instcad of that, he made the
remark to Jessie Phipson, who could
be relied upon to report it promptly.
Challenged on the point, he strenu-
ously denied the truth of the sugges-
tion. His mother had never said so.
He had told Jessie that they had not
got measles #nor scarlet fever. The
mistress did not know what to believe,
and sent him home till she could
obtain more reliable information. Ide
had expected that.

His expression was almost good-
tempered as he dragged his elubfoot
toward Dr. Merson’s surgery. His
sisters usually called for his mother’s
medicine, hut as they had not come to
school today the duty fell to him. He
did not like going there. He hated
Dr. Merson. He hated his eves, which
seemed to see through him without ef-
fort, and then to look elsewhere, as
though he were not worth secing. But
he had to go today, and he had a hope-
ful idea this morning. Ile did not cx-
pect to get the medicine before noon.
He knew that the doctor was not at
home during the mornings. But he
could not be hlamed for calling on his
way home.

He found the surgery door un-
locked, as it was sometimes left when
Dr. Merson was absent. He had ex-
pected that. He knew when and
whether most of the doors in Belsham
were locked or open. Ile did not often
make use of this knowledge. His
physical deformity, and the practical
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difficulties of seereting or disposing of
illicit gains, had withheld him from
active dishonesties. But in his waking
drcams (for he had them, as much as
more attractive children) he was most
often a cat bhurglar of superhuman
audacities.

Had le rung the surgery bell, the
maid would have eome, or the doctor’s
wite, but he turned the handle with-
out haste or hesitation, and stood
quietly inside, in an attitude of re-
spectful waiting, till he was reassured
by the surrounding silence. Then he
passed through to the passage. He
could not move very quictly, but a
sound of erockery in the distant kitch-
en reassured him, and—beyond his
hopes—the key was in the door on the
other side of the passage.

Dr. Merson did not often experi-
ment with living animals, but it was
generally known that he held a vivi-
section certificate. It was the dream
of Peter’s life to enter that room, and
view the horrors which he vaguely
imagined to be concealed hehind the
frosted glass that eould be seen side-
ways from the road, if you forced
your face sufficiently far between the
palings.

Now the door was not even locked.
though the key was in it. Peter
opened it quietly. entered, and elosed
it behind him,

10

R. MERSON had not gone far when

he was vexed by a doubt as to
whether he had locked the door. He
was almost sure that he had—ves, he
was quite sure—but he felt vacuely
uncasy. He felt for the kev in its
usual pocket, but it was not there. He
felt in his other pockets, with the same
result. He must have left it in the
door. He felt sure now that he had
turned the key, but not removed it.
That was what had made his mind
unecasy. Really, it didn’t matter. No
one of his household would enter the
room under such circumstances. Cer-
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tainly Molly wouldn’t. She hated
the room, and never entered it except
to seek him. More certainly still, the
maid would not venture. She would
not enter to dust it. Not that he
wanted her to. Women are a curse
where a man works. But he knew her
feeling. It was, in faet, her talk in
the village which was mainly respon-
sible for the fact that Peter Corner
was now inside it. But Dr. Merson
didn’t know that. He only thought
that if the women of his household
found the door locked and the key
outside theyv would know that he
couldn’t be in, and would be unlikely
to cnter. But was he sure he had
locked 1t?

Probably he wouldn’t have turned
back, being so late already, had he not
discovered, to his added annoyance,
that he had left behind some clinical
notes which he should require at the
consultation for which he was late al-
ready.

He went back hastily. On the way,
he made a resolution that he would
kill the rat that night, and destroy
the serum he had invented. He per-
ceived, with a sudden eclarity, that the
world’s Creator might understand
His job better than a local practi-
tioner in Belsham village.

The relief that the decision gave
him confirmed its wisdom. He was in
better spirits than he had been for
many weeks as he passed through the
surgery, and crossed the passage to
the room Dbeyond.

*» * * # * * L] L

Sir William Brett waited for over
half an hour at the house of the pa-
tient for the henefit of whose healih,
and relief of whose pocket, the con-
sultation had been arranged. Then
he rang up Dr. Merson’s house for an
explanation. He received a reply
(after some delay) that the doetor
had been scized with a sudden indis-
position, and greatly regretted that
the appointment must be deferred un-
til the following day.
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HE inquest on the body of Peter
Corner had been twice adjourned
by a eoroner who had known Dr. Mer-
son sufficiently well to regard it as
incredible that he should have com-
mitted a crime so strange and so in-
explicable. He hoped that the doctor
might be found, and that his volun-
tary return would furnish some satis-
factory explanation. But the police
had not been retarded by any similar
hesitation. Within twenty-four hours
of the doctor’s disappearance the dis-
membered body of Peter Corner had
been discovered, and the facts that the
doctor could not be found, and that he
had drawn necarly four hundred
pounds (practically the whole of his
available balance) from his bank in
Treasury notes on the previous day,
had enabled them to obtain a warrant
for his arrest without difficulty.
But the warrant had not heen ex-
ccuted.

Dr. Merson had walked to the sta-
tion quite openly. He had chatted
with easual acquaintances on the plat-
form. He had cven got into a com-
partment containing o!'hers who knew
him. He had traveled to London,
saying that he was in search of cer-
tain surgical instruments which he
required to renew, and had disap-
peared absoluately.

It was agreed that he had been in
particularly good spirits. Indeed —
and this was one of the minor mys-
teries of the case—there had been a
noticeable change in his demeanor
from the morning when Peter had
been seen to enter the door of his sur-
gery. Evervone had noticed the
change. It was as though a load of
fear or trouble had heen suddenly
lifted from him.

Mrs. Merson—who had insisted on
giving evidence, in spite of the cor-
oner’s. warning—had confirmed this.
She had entered the witness box to
urge her conviction, against the
weight of overwhelming evidence, that
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he had not murdered Peter at all, and
to assert that he had himself been
living in dread of some mysterious
enemy, who must be responsible both
for the fate of Peter, and for her hus-
band’s disappearance.

Her evidence, given with the con-
vincing simplicity of an wunimag-
inative mind, had impressed its hear-
ers with her sincerity, and increased
the sympathy with which she was re-
garded, but it could not shake the
weight of evidenee which placed the
crime upon the shoulders of the absent
doctor.

It was admitted by the police that
the doctor could not have known that
Peter would be released from school
on the fatal morning, but their theory
was that he had met the hoy by chance
in the street, and had recognized an
unexpected opportumtv for the ecom-
mission of a erime which had heen
designed within his mind previously.
He had told the hoy to go to the sur-
gery, and await his return. He had
followed immediately, by a different
route, entering the surgery unob-
served, and promptly disposed of his
unsuspecting vietim. His houschold
admitted that they had not known
that he was at home till the {elephone
enquiry from Sir William Brett had
caused them to seek him, and he had
then replied through a half-opened
door, that he was unwell, and the ap-
pointmerit must be deferred to the
following day.

He had ecallously proceeded to the
dissection of his vietim’s hody, and it
was only when the police had traced
the missing boy to his own door, and
the enquiries had become too close and
pointed for his eomfort, that he had
decided that it would he best to bolt,
without delaying for the added risk
of attempting the destruetion or re-
moval of the dismembered corpse.

Such was the theory of the poliee,
and while it failed to offer the expla-
nation of any adeqnate motive for a
deed so ghastly, and a risk so great,
and while therc was nothing in the



346

doctor’s previous record to support
the suggestion of criminality at once
so-gross and so reckless, yet it had the
advantage of meeting the admitted
facts more plausibly than appeared
otherwise possible, and even those who
were least willing to believe that the
doctor could have been guilty of such
a murder were unable to put forward
any reasonable supposition which
could explain the presence of the
boy’s remains on his premises, and his
subsequent flight and silence.

12

T WAS now two months sinece Dr.

Merson had alighted at Padding-
ton, and been seen to make a leisurely
descent of the stairs to the Under-
ground station which adjoins that
terminus. Doubtless, the police would
continue their enquiries, and the pub-
liec would continue to keep them occu-
pied with abortive ‘‘clues’’, but the
coroner could see no reason for ad-
journing the inquest further, nor
means of avoiding the obvious ver-
diet which the jury would be expected
to render. It would place him under
the painful necessity of issuing a war-
rant against an old friend, of whose
guilt his own mind was not easily con-
vinced, but that would be of no prac-
tical importance,in view of the magis-
trate’s warrant, on which the police
were already acting. (The time had
not arrived at which this duplication
of procedure was reformed in prac-
tise).

He had no further evidence to
bring forward, except that of Sir
Lionel Tipshift, the Home Office ex-
pert, who had condueted the post-
mortem on the dismembered body, and
would give his opinion upon the cause
of death with the air of Olympic im-
partiality on which the police had
relied so often for the hanging of sus-
pected persons. ,

The coroner’s court was small, and
crowded. It was a rainy day, and
the atmosphere within it was one of

WEIRD TALES

depression, and of damp umbrellas.
The room was plainly furnished with
a table for the legal profession, an
armchair for the coroner, a par-
titioned corner for the jury, and some
benches for the use of the waiting
witnesses, and the general public. It
was clean, and its windows were wide
and high. Yet it had an aspect of
invincible grime, as though it were
washed incessantly and vainly to re-
move an ingrained dirt, against which
no physical assault could be directed.
successfully.

Mrs. Merson sat on the front bench,
looking grave, but not acutely miser-
able. Her husband’s cousin, Mr.
Reginald Merson, sat beside her. This
gentleman, of whose existence she had
not known previously, had arrived
from the Argentine about six weeks
after Dr. Merson had disappeared.
He had made a casual call upon a
cousin whom he had not seen for over
twenty years, and finding himself in
the midst of circumstances so strange
and tragie, and having time at his dis-
posal, he had offered such help as he
could give to his eousin’s wife by re-
maining until the inquest should be
over. He had declined her invitation
to reside in the house, preferring to
take a room at the Spotied Cow, but
this discretion had not prevented
some unkindly gossip, which had at-
tributed Mrs. Merson’s equanimity to
the very opportune companionship
which he was able to offer.

On this point gossip was not en-
tirely wrong, but the emotions of the
doctor’s wife, being beyond her own
analysis, were not likely to be under-
stood by the observations of stran-
gers. She had not wavered in her
loyalty to her absent husbhand, nor had
her affection lessened. She held a
matter-of-course opinion that he had
not murdered anyone; she was quite
sure that he was not dead; and she
was equally sure that he would return
at his own time, and deal with the sit-
uation with his usual efficiency. The
whole trouble was the work of some
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enmity, as to the nature of which, as
was natural in the case of one who
was destitute of normal imagination,
her imaginations were very wild in-
deed.

Mr. Reginald Merson attracted
and sometimes bewildered her by a
likeness, not so much to her husband
as she had last seen him, as to that
which he had bheen at the time of their
engagement, and during the first
years of her married life. His voice,
though stronger in tone, was curious-
ly similar: his hair, though abundant,
whereas her husband had become pax-
tially bald, was of the same color and
quality—or, perhaps, very slightly
darker. His features were alike, ex-
cept for the short hair on the upper
lip, and even that was a reminder of
how her husband once had worn it.
He was slow and guarded in speech,
but, even so, he would let fall re-
marks at times which showed a puz-
zling familiarity with the past events
of the household.

She did not disguise from herself
that his presence gave her confidence,
though there was mystery even in
that, for he never spoke with any con-
viction of the doctor’s innocence, nor
suggested that he might return and
vindicate his reputation, and any
plans he might casually indicate for
her future appeared to assume that
the doctor’s disappearance was to be
accepted as final.

Inspector Clawson, who was in
charge of the case, had not overlooked
the strangeness of the arrival of this
young man, and his curiosity had
been increased when he had failed to
trace the name of Merson on the pas-
senger lists of any recently arriving
liners. He did not see how Mr.
Reginald Merson could be associated
with the crime, in the absence of any
‘evidence that he had been in the
neighhorhood when it was committed,
but he felt that he was a source from
which valuable information might be
obtained, that he might very probably
be aware of the place in which the
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doctor was hiding, and might very
possibly be induced to speak, it the
penalties which are inenrred by an ac-
cessory after the fact were judiciously
indicated.

He had him watched, and discov-
ered nothing. He appeared to have
no acquaintances, except Mrs. Merson.
He wrote no letters. He reccived
nonc. The inspector decided to in-
terview him.

Mr. Reginald reeeived him genially.
He alluded to the murder at once, and
condoned with him on his failure to
make any arrest. The position scemed
to amuse him. The inspector could
not see the joke, and did not like the
tone he adopted. He asserted, with a
confidence that he did not feel. that
he expected that an arrest would
soon be made. ‘‘Scotland Yard,” he
lied with the boldness of exasperation,
‘‘always gets its man in the end.”’

Mr. Reginald suggested humor-
ously that he might himself be the
doctor in disguise. Would the in-
spector like to arrest him? The in-
spector would have liked to do so very
well, had s sufficient pretext arisen.
He had already considered the possi-
bility which was now suggested in an
obvious mockery. The appecarance of
this mysterious cousin, at such a time,
and of so vague an origin, would have
attracted the notice of the dullest de-
tective of fiction, and Inspector
Clawson was a very capable officer.

But his judgment was too sound to
lead him into an error so obvious. He
knew how much may he done hy dis-
guise, and he knew its limitations. He
had never seen Dr. Merson, hut he
had examined some recent photo-
graphs. He knew his age. He had
discussed his appearance with local
members of the force, who had seen
him daily.

Between the suddenly disappearing
doctor and the suddenly arriving
cousin there were more than the usual
cousinly resemblances. But the dif-
ferences were beyond the possibilities
of disguise or explanation. A hald
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man can not disguise himself with a
thick erop of natural hair. A man
of a growing rotundity can not dis-
guisc himself in a few weeks by the
produetion of a slim and obviously
vouthful ficure. A man of forty-five
can not disguise himself into an ap-
pearance of half his age which will
deccive the hostile eyes of a detective
who is standing two feet away in the
open street, when the morming is
sunny.

Inspector Clawson only remarked
that it was a. fine day.

13

TI-IAT was yesterday. In the cor-
oner's courl this morning the in-
spector s eves were still drawn in the
same direction. He was not greatly
interested in the evidence of Sir
Lionel Tipshift. For one reason, he
knew what it was to be, and for an-
other, he had no respect for the expert
witness. He is useful to impress ju-
ries, but the police and lawyers knew
that another can always be procured
to contradiet him. Sir Lionel Tip-
shift was a tame cxpert, regularly
hired by the Crown. The nature of
his cvidence could be relied upon as
certainly as that a prosecuting counsel
would not point out the probable in-
nocence of the prisoner against whom
his brief was drawn.

So the inspector’s attention wan-
dered when Sir Lionel, with a manner
sngeesting that he was slightly bored
by his own infallibility, gave the
result of his post-mortem examina-
tion.

The bedy, he assured the conrt, had
been disjointed after death — prob-
ably several hours later—by someone
with considerable knowledge of anat-
omy. The internal organs had been
preserved, and (with some technieal
qualifications) were healthy. There
was no trace of poison. There
were marks of violence upon the hody,
including eertain bruiscs on the legs,
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which must have been eaused before
death, by some blunt instrument.
(That was correct. They had been
inflicted by Bunny Simpson’s foot in
the school playground on the after-
noon hefore Peter’s existence had
abruptly terminated.)

The listeners were hypnotized by
the coldly decisive voice to the belief
that additional and important evi-
dence had heen given. The coroner
only, being accustomed to analyze evi-
dence, was conscious that nothing had
been added to that which was already
known, or could have been reasonably
deduced from admitted circumstances,
and he was about to address a final
word to the jury, when Mr. Reginald
Merson rose, and asked, in a deferen-
tial but self-possessed manner, if, as
the nearest male relative of the absent
doctor, whose reputation was so much
concerned, the unfortunate death hav-
ing taken place on his premises, he
might ask Sir Lionel Tipshift a few
questions upon the evidence he had
given.

The coroner hesitated. A coroner’s
enquiry is somewhat less formal than
are the proccedings in the eriminal
courts. Possibly the faet that not all
coroners belong to the legal profes-
sion (many are doctors) may have
produced a less rigid etiquette for
preventing oral intereourse of any
kind except through the medium of a
paid lawyer. But it is not usual for a
witness to be examined in such a man-
ner. He was about to say that he
would himself put any enquiry which
he might approve, if Mr. Merson
would let him know what was in his
mind, when that gentleman, taking
his pause of hesitation for consent,
addressed a question to Sir Lionel
Tipshift which was sufficiently unex-
pected to cause him to remain silent
to await the answer.

‘“Can you tell me if any other body
was discovered in the laboratory, be-
sides that of Peter Corner?”’

Sir Lionel, who had already moved
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some paces from the witness stand,
turned back, as he answered with a
dry preecision:

““There were no other human re-
mains. Dr. Merson appears to have
been engaged in the dissection of a
recently killed rat, en the last oe-
casion on whiech he occupied the
laboratory.”’

“‘Does not the fact that he could
have been so occupied, at such a time,
with the boy’s body upon his hands,
suggest that there must have been
some connection between the two?’’
Mr. Reginald asked, but the coroner
interposed hefore Sir Lionel could
answer.

“If you have any information
which may be of assistance to this
enquiry, Mr. Merson, I must ask you
to take the oath, and offer your evi-
dence in the usual way; it can not
be given in the form of suggestions
to another witness.’’

Mr. Merson did not appear either
disconeerted or annoyed by this re-
buke. He answered easily. He
apologized for his ignorance of the
correct procedure. He regretted that
he was not in a position to accept the
coroner’s offer. It had only oceurred
to him—and he submitted the sugges-
tion with diffidence—that the doctor
might have suddenly returned, hav-
ing remembered, after starting out,
that he had not locked the room in
accordance with his usual practise,
and found the boy trespassing within
it. Suppose that the rat had been
inoculated with some new and dread-
ful disease, and the boy had inter-
fered with it, and been hitten, so that
he would bhe certain to contraet it,
and would not only die himself, but
might give it to others, would it not
become a natural thing—even a duty,
however unlawful—to take any steps,
at whatever personal risk, to prevent
such consequeneces?

'The court listened in a tense silenee
to this umexpected theory, but Sir
Lionel, though he had not bheen ad-
dressed, gave a reply which disrcond
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of its probability, the eorconer silently
allowing his interposition, with the
respect which was usually aecorded
to his name and title.

““The rat was not diseased. It was
a remarkably fine specimen. Indeed,
it was the finest and healthiest that I
have cver scen. There were remark-
able signs of vitality in cvery organ.’’

“‘Then, if it were so exceptional in
its physical development, might it not
have sprung at the boy’s throat, when
he opened the door of its cage—which
would be about at the same level—
and inflicted a serious, or even a fatal
wound ?”’

Sir Lionel, who was seldom disin-
clined to the sound of his own voice,
was about to answer, but his opinion
on this point will never be known,
for this time the coroner interposed
too quiekly.

“I don’t think, Mr. Merson, that
anything can be gained by pursuing
hypothetical improbabilities. Such ex-
planations, if put forward at all,
should have come from Dr. Merson
himself, or from some regularly ap-
pointed advocate on his behalf. I am
not aware that you have any claim
to represent him at all, beyond that
of an alleged relationship, and cven
that has not been sworn to. Dr. Mer-
son is absent. He went away volun-
tarily, leaving the bhody of this un-
happy boy on his premises, at a time
when he knew that enqmiries were
turning in his direcetion. I am afraid
that the jury will draw their own con-
clusions.”’

He paused a moment, and then
commenced a brief and lueid charge
to the jury, from which a verdict of
wilful murder against the absent doe-
tor might be confidently expeeted.

Mr. Reginald Mecrson turned to the
woman beside him, and said some-
thing in a low voice, on which she
smiled, and rose with him. Evidently
they did not propose to wait to hear
the verdict given. The ease and con-
fidence of his own demeanor appeared
to have infected his companion, and
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she passed out somewhat briskly and
buoyvantly, as one who leaves an un-
pleasant incident with finality.

As they went down the steps which
led 1o the strcet, Inspector Clawson
touched Mr. Merson’s arm, and he
turned politely.

““I should just like to ask,’’ said
the inspector, ‘‘how you came to
know that the boy opened the cage.’’

Mr. Merson appeared amused. ‘‘I
dreamt it on Monday night, Inspec-
tor. I'm rather good at dreams,’’ he
added pleasantly,

The inspector’s hand was in his
pocket. His fingers closed upon the
warrant which he was ecarrying. If
only he had the courage to make the
arrest to whieh his instinct urged
him! It might make—or break—him.
He became aware that Mr. Merson
was speaking to him again, and in a
voice of banter.

“It’s no good, Inspector. You
won’t.get a word more. The volun-
tary statement’s played out. . .. It’s
no use worrying,”” he said kindly;
‘“‘you’d better go home, and forget
it.”

The inspector felt that the advice
was sound, though he did not like it.
He thought of his wife and children,
and of the comfortable pension which
awaits the later years of frequently
promoted officers who do not make
mistakes which arouse adverse news-
paper comment. He turned sadly
away.

‘-'
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DR MER$ON walked home very hap-
pily, beside a wife who did not
know him. He was very fond of
Molly. He wondered (as he had done
before) it the time had come to show
her the birthmark on his left arm.
He wondered whether it would he ex-
pedient to use the hypodermic syringe
in his right-hand pocket, which would
restore her youth, and give her the
vitality which he was already experi-
cncing. He liked her very well as she
was, but he did not doubt that he
should like her quite as well if she
were looking twenty years younger.
But he was not quite clear as to the
pretext on which he should make the
injection. Not quite clear, either, that
it would be morally defensible to do it
without explaining its results hefore-
hand. He felt that to convinee her of
the actual truth would not be the
easiest of mental enterprises. But he
felt also that, if she should be led to
share his experiences, she would ad-

"mit his identity more readily than

would be otherwise probable.

Still, there was no hurry. There
might even be advantages in delay. He
imagined Inspector Clawson studying
the metamorphosis of the wife of the
missing doctor. It would be amusing.
It could hardly be dangerous. Still,
it was a needless risk. There was no
hurry.

Yes—he would come in to tea.
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