A Five-Minute Tale

of Supernatural Adventure

THE THING

By FRANK MARION PALMER

T IS easy to recall it, bit by bit, just
as it occurred, though it should have
been forgotten long ago,

T can, even novw, visualize the THING
a3 I saw it in all its frightfulness. Time
bas accentuated the memory of that
hsunting half hour.

The immediate result of my enervating
experience was a benumbing of the senses
—a pertial paralysis of the mind, The
frenzied fear, the gripping horror of it,
came to me later when miles away from
the scenes of its occurrence.

I bad retived late. My room, number
307, wus on the third floor of & down-
town hotel, which town and which hotel,
for good und sufficient reasony, I shall
uot say. Scveral cups of strong coffec
bad 1endered sleep out of the question.
The wealher was warm, but a damp,
sticky, smoke-laden liaze, due to the
crowded shipping Lhat luy in the harbor
below, penetrated everywhere, I fauey
the night was durk, but the clectrie glave
of the city turned night into day.

At last, lulled by the stillness within
and the hum of the city whieh came to
me through my open window, 1 glept.
My sleep way » dreamless, leaden uncon-
sclousuesy, fur from refreshing., Then
came the intruduetion (o my unusual
experience.

T could never eaplain why 1 heard it
so distivetly.  Soundly aslecp, my cars
were painfully smitten by a dull, heavy,
sickening, smothered explosion.

"I wus awake und alert in un instunt,
trying fo secount for it. Light of duy
was puling the eleetric glare and vbjects
were plainly vivible within the rvom.
Without my open window I could see,
through the blue murk, the outlines of
buildings across the street, the serrated
gky-line far above. I got up, stretehed
and yawned; took a turn aronnd the
room, lit a cigarette and laid down again.
I had wvol accounted for the noise, but
finally conchuded that it cume from some
uatural cause—apparenily out on the
street. At any rate, I thought no more
of it as ] lay there enjoying my morning
smoke.

I was abont to doze again when the
room was suddenly filled, saturated with
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the vilest smell of burned powder I have
ever encountered. It was absolutely
sickening and seemed mingled with the
smell of burning human flesh—the
stench that hangs over a buttlefield the
morning after a carnage.

So, I said to myself, that explosion was
in this building, on the third floor and
not far from my room!

I was gtill reclining and had taken an-
other cigarette when the THING .came
into my room, puiting an end to ell
thought of immediate investigation.

It ceme in through the wide open win-
dow from the fire-escape. Ity shape way
that of a human bedy, entirely nude,
perfeetly distinet in outline and detail,
yet lacking in the extremitics—a torso
only—so distinct and lifeliko that I could
sec the folds of flesb, the contour of
muscles, the pinky-yellow color of the
skin, and yet, so transparent wus it, the
window easing, the figured wull paper,
the outlines of the dresser and cvery-
thing it passed, were visible through it
—as plainly discernible as though i¢ were
1ot there,

It floated in—slowly, slowly, as a mist
of early moming might enter one's casa
ment or & wisp of smole, wafted in on u
stray Dbrecze—unsubstantial, filmy, et
sceming 1o have the substance of flesh
und blood.

The: head of my bed was exactly op-
posile Lhe window, and [ had splendid
vontage for coniemplation. Y wus not
Jong in discovering the incompleteness
of that spectral visitor. It lucked hands
and foreurms, the lower extremities
were cut off above the knees, and, to
cowplete the phantasmal horror of it,
ihere was no head upon those broud,
powerful shoulders—only th¢ stump of
a muscular neck,

The awfulness of this armless, legless,
headless shape was further intensified by
tho fuct that the extremity of each
truncatedd member seemed to drip red
blood!

All this I saw as it floated into my
room through the open window—sa
ghastly shape that defled description—
while I was breathing the stench of a
day-old battlefield.

And now, the last, the most weird de-
tail of all—the most inexplicable—the
one that indeed filled me with astonish-
ment was yet to come,

Between my open window and the
door, against the wall, stood 8 dresser
sarmounted by a large plate glass
mirror.

As the THING advanced, floated
through my room, to melt, vanish, or
draw through the solid panels of my
door, it, perforce, must pass by this
rairror, So clear was my mind in those

_trying moments, that I had dwelt upon

this very fact as the THING advanced.
and had speculated as to what tho re-
flection of a spectre would bo like.

Let scicnee explain  this singular
phenomenon ; 1 ean not. The reflection of
my spectre was no speetre, at all! It
was the solid, substantiol, flesh, blood
and boue of a six-foot man about thirty
years of age, not lucking a single mem-
ber, perfect in color, form, feature, as
nude as the day he was born, gracefully
floating by the big looking glass; his eyes
closed, a contented amile lighting up his
hendsome features—much like one asleep
whose face is transfigured by a pleasunt
dreum,

Aund then, just us the figure was flout-
ing free of the gluyww—as the bevel ou
the edge of the plate hegan to distor!
the otherwise perfect lineaments, the:
head way Lurned by some odd movemcul
of the body, the eyes opened und lovked
straight into mine!

With & stert, T half arose and culled
out:

‘“Arnold! Ch, Armold, 4s it, can il
be. ... 17

Even as I called—foolivhly, idiotically.
pleadingly—in a hollow, unnatural voiee,
I kmew there would be, could be no re-
spouse. For an instant, fear—fear thut
he might heed my cry—that he might
deley his noiseless flight through my
room, gripped my throat and stilled my
voice.

But now the apparition out of the
glass, was at the door. Through it I conld

- plainly see the outlines of the door cas-

ings—and it was becoming less and less.
It wes gone. The phantom drew through



the locked and bolted door as vapor
through the meshes of a sieve.

Such was the THING that visited me
in my room on the morning of Scptem-
ber 2.

As soon as it wus-gonc my feet touch-
ed tho floor. I unlocked the door and
went into the hall. All was quiet out
there. I heard no sound, ymelled no
burning powder. If there were guests
in the other rooms they all must have
hicen sound asleep. One could have heard
a mouse creep in that gloomy- hallvay.
1 closed the door and got into bed. When
I ewoke again the clanging jar of the
#lreet traffic told me it was late.

I bathed, shaved and dressed. As 1
walked down the hall and took the. ele-
vator to the office I scanned the faces
of the late risers. There was no look of
gurprise, curiosity —consternation, on a
single set of features. All was a8 com-
monplace a8 upon any other morming.
Nothing unnsual had happened.

And such was the effcet of those pass-
ing and re-passing guests that my har-
rowing experience of the early morning
began to seem unreal and all but passed,
for the time, out of my memory, At the
office I paid my bill, listened to the com-
monplace talk of a garrulous clerk and
went away, without having mentioned a
word of my experience.

On the stage, homeward bound, a chat
with a seat mate and the beauty of
Autumn foliage painting the borders of
the highway red, brown and yellow, oc-
cupied my attention. But when I ar-

THE THING

rived at Maple Shadows I was silent no
Jonger.

I horrified my wife and daughter until
they run away from mec. Then I followed
them dp,

“But Arnold Mathews was killed at
Chatesu Thierry. You told me go,”’ said
my deughter. _

“‘He was! I saw him killed with my
own eycs. His legs, arms and head blown
into bits by an exploding bomb dropped
from tbe air. Not a shred of his cloth-
ing remained—"’

‘“And this one—Ugh! do go away!
You meke me shudder. Oh, ded, how
awtul !’

From the sheer lack of an audience I
desisted. }

‘““Watch the papers tonight and to-
morrow,”’ I ventured again at the dinner
table, ‘‘A man committed suicide this
morning at the Savoy Hotel. How he
did it I am not quite prepered to say,
but I should think, that, owing to the
character of the explosion and the ap-
pearance of the THING after. . . .”’

My wife stopped me with a gesture of
disgust.

‘George, that is not a nice subject for
the dinner table.”’

““Wel),”’ T reiterated, unwilling to be
squelched so suddenly, ‘‘he killed him-
self, just the same, in & room across tbe
hall from mine. . . You'll see. Watch
the papers.”’

Ang this js what we read in the cve-
ning paper:
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“SUICIDE AT SAVOY HOTEL

“Arnold Mathews, a guest at the Suvoy
Hotel, occupying room 308, commiited
suicide lasl night or carly this morniog.

“About the middle of ilec altermoon,
when il was found that the man wonld
not respond to repeated knocking and that
the door wus locked from the inside, the
room was hroken into. A gruesome sight
met the eyes of the landlord, clerks and
officers of the las.

“On the bed, in a sitting position,
braced againet the footboard and swathed
in all the blankets the roow contained,
waa found the dead body of Mathews.
Thorough exmmination of the mulilated
body together wlth bits of evidence found
on the bud and cleewhere in the room, led
those presont to belleve that the deceased
had attached o piece of fuse to a large
dynamile cap, placed the cap in his mouth,
raised bis feet and legs from the floor, then,
covering himself completely with blankets,
sheety, pillows und bis own clothing, (the
man was entircly naked), lighted the fuse
and, deliberately folding hie arms, calmly
awaited the end.

“The bed, floor, walls and ceiling were
bespaltered with blond. The body was a
ghastly sight. Nothing but the trunk was
left to Indicate that the remains had once
been a human being. Arnold Mathews was
about 28 yenrs of age, six feet In height,
light complexion, brown hair and eyes. He
wes & etranger in the city, and an effort
is being made to locate some friend or
relative. The motive le slill unknown.

*No one has as yel been found who heard
the sound of the cxplosion. This is not
strange, as the entire tbird floor with the
exceplion of {wo rvomes—XMathews’ room
and the one opposile—was unoccupied.

“The officers are irying to locate one G.
R. Lawton. an ex-army surgeon. the man
who elept in number 307, the room opposite
the one occupled by Arnold Mathews last
night.”
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