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He played a grim game of murder—in a country where 
there was

little chance of vengeance of the law—for a stake beyond 
price.

 







CHAPTER I.


FEAR OF THE OGRE.



ROCKY GHEE might have beaten me to death that time, for he was
drunk. Tied to the whipping post back of the sawmill, I had
fainted under blows of the blacksnakc.


It was by no means my first beating, but it was my last at the
hands of Rocky Ghee. I was fourteen years old, big for my age,
bound out (or as they say in Alabama, "bonded") to work at a wage
of $5 for Rocky, all the months until I turned twenty-one. He
never paid me one cent.


There were no reasons for the beatings, outside of the fact
that about once a week Rocky got drunk on shinny. And, of course,
I tore into him desperately and fruitlessly every time he hauled
out the blacksnake, trying to annihilate him with my fists before
he could get Negroes to tie me.


This time I awoke prone on the ground. A girl I knew of
(rather than knew) named Marjorie Grandeman, was bathing the
deep, bloody welts on my back, and weeping softly.


"He'll never do that again! Poor boy!" she kept saying over
and over. "When you feel better, read this. He sent
it!"


There was a different accent on the last pronoun.
Instinctively I guessed the person she meant, and tiny chills
came down my arms. There was, not far away in the heart of the
piney-woods, an awesome personage whom the blacks and Cajans
spoke of in whispers. He was a sorcier, a worker of magic.
More than that, he was supposed to right all wrongs. All you had
to do was send him a pig or a chicken, dressed for table.


Your troubles would vanish, and your enemies bite the
dust—only, I had never owned a pig or chicken I could have
sent.


The girl left me hurriedly as I sat up, staring glassily at
the crumpled letter. It was addressed to Rocky Ghee. Evidently he
had read it, stopped the beating, crumpled it up and dropped it
there as he went for more drink. It warned:


 


Quit beating that boy, or I shall send a horror
in the night to seize you and bring you to judgment!


Old Oyster-Eye.




Just how even the brutal lumbermen felt about crossing that
unknown sorcerer, who was said to dwell in a cave of skulls in
the north hills, can be seen by the fact that even Rocky Ghee was
shaken. Though eight months more elapsed before I got hold of a
little money, and made my escape from the camp, he never touched
that blacksnake to my back again.


It did not alter my feelings toward him. Sometime I was going
to kill him with my hands. I did not guess that already a horror
had come more than once in the night, beckoning to him with
grisly finger, and that I was to be cheated of the vengeance for
which I would work and plan for several years.
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JUST a word about myself. Before I was born, my father,
Charles Lamont, deserted my mother. My mother died when I was a
month old, with only three or four hundred dollars in her
possession. I spent from then until I was twelve, at an orphanage
school. Then the law said I had to be bound out, until I reached
my majority.


My mother had been a great beauty, a Cajan girl educated in
France. For years I kept her picture, until it yellowed and faded
out completely. Why or how my father could have deserted her, I
could not guess.


When I got away, and finally reached Chicago, I got a job at
$6 a week doing odd jobs around Hayworth's Gym. This year and two
more like it are not important, except I went to night school
down on Clark Street, and put on the gloves with somebody, every
day at the gym. Pug Hayworth got so he'd match me for a couple of
rounds with some of his business men amateurs, who weren't so
hot. I went under the name of Carter, up there.


Then one day he came to me and said, "Kid, that lousy
so-and-such, Brackett, has stood me up on a prelim down to East
Chi, t'night. Wanta take a four round lickin' for twenty-five an'
carfare?"


Naturally I cut school that night, and went. Pug was surprised
when I got an easy kayo in the second. So was I, but did I eat it
up! I meant to be a fighter who could kill a man with his fists,
before I went back to Alabama!




FROM that time on I was a ham-and-beaner, though I kept my gym
job two years more. The scraps helped. I was broadening through
the shoulders. Then, two years later I put on the tape and gloves
in the Milwaukee Auditorium in a semi-final. Johnny Dundee and
Willie Jackson, lightweights, were fighting, the final, but I
never saw that bout. A 230-pound punk named Sailor Grundy, a
Limey, had put me asleep for two hours. I didn't feel too bad
about it afterward, for I was just shading 180, those days. I did
do a lot more studying for a while, though.


Boxing right then was under the kibosh in Chicago. So I got
some matches out in Saeger's Arena, in Aurora.


Good practice, but there wasn't much money in it for a
heavyweight. Pal Moore of Memphis, Frankie Schaeffer and his kid
brother, and the new flash, Sammy Mandell, were fighting there at
Saeger's, and turning all the fans' interest toward lightweights.
Sammy became world's champion a little later. But I got along
without a manager now, and saved every nickel I could get. The
month I was twenty-three I had four thousand in the bank, a
junior college diploma from LeAvis Institute, and a sore ear
which wanted to cauliflower. I declared myself a vacation, and
went down to Alabama to kill a man. The four grand, I figured
(having seen how it worked around Cicero, Burnham and Chicago)
would be about right to pay a lawyer to get me free
afterward.


You know how the woods grip you, after you've been away? I
took some long breaths, and felt myself grow, when I started out
to find Rocky Ghee, the man I wanted to kill.


Rocky had died of too much green shinny, nearly three years
before. My carefully planned vengeance was a fizzle.


Just chance kept me from going back north, and taking some
more shellackings in semi-final bouts. I met an invalid named
Shapley, who had a five-acre citrus and pecan orchard in the pine
hills north of Citronelle. The Choctaws, Cherokees and Creeks
used to send all their sick braves to this exact spot; but
history does not tell how many, of them, recovered.


The place was doing Shapley no good at all. He offered me his
excellent cypress cabin and five-acre place at a give-away
price. I bought it and he went to Arizona. I hope he recovered,
though I never heard a word from him.


I had no taxes to pay. This sounds funny, but it was true. My
new holding was north of the Mobile County line, in Washington
County. To an Alabaman that tells the story; Washington County in
that year did not even have a sheriff, and of course no
tax-collecting organization. It had practically no population of
white skin. Chatom was the so-called county seat and biggest
metropolitan center. Chatom had a population of less than 200,
even if you counted all the pickaninnies carefully. Most of the
people of the woods were Cajans, who held their squatter cabins
under shotgun title, and did not live in towns to any extent.


The Cajans were and are Choctaw Indian and Acadian French, the
people of Evangeline. They are intolerant of whites and negroes
alike, suspicious of both.


Therefore, as became extremely important, law in Washington
County was fully as primitive as anywhere on the North American
continent.




GHOSTS and women never, had meant a thing in my life. There
was only that one queer experience with a sorcerer, who probably
had saved me from being beaten to death. Why he had done it I had
failed to guess.


Now ghosts and women—and spectral treasure—were to
step right in and take charge of me!


Of course I had no suspicions of that. I was feeling up-stage
and important, with my little five-acre orchard. I had made one
trip down to Citronelle in the ancient Ford I got from the
invalid Shapley. Then I had spent seven luxurious days as a
landed proprietor, working as much as I wanted in the trim
orchard, all surrounded by stout, nearly new "hog-tight" fencing,
against the razorbacks and piney-woods cattle which range free
all winter long.


Everything was in excellent shape, due to the care of the big
buck Negro, Lonnie. Lonnie was as tall as myself, and outweighed
me thirty pounds. He was a magnificent specimen, carved out of
solid night and with face and naked torso seemingly oiled with
liquid lightning. What a fighter he would have made!


I kept Lonnie for the cultivating; and I promised myself that
I'd try to teach him enough ring science so I could have an
occasional friendly bout. I set him to work scrubbing the four
room interior of the cypress cabin with antiseptic soap. Until it
was thoroughly cleaned and aired, I slept in an old Army tent I
brought from Mobile.


Twice when Lonnie went down to bring up buckets of water from
the river, I noticed that he crouched a little, and stared
upstream quite as though he feared something might leap at him
from that direction. I asked him a little sharply what was wrong,
but Lonnie shook his head and said nothing. He never was one to
talk.


I recalled from boyhood days the story of that big, undergrown
jungle of a place, known then as the Grandeman estate. There was
a big wooden mansion of a house, set amid terraces, artificial
ponds, and groves of gray bearded live oaks from which the Cajans
cut the spheres of mistletoe to sell at Christmas.


I vaguely remembered that this woods retreat had been built by
a wealthy white man who had been in some sort of trouble with the
law up north. He had lived in the place only a year or two, and
then had committed suicide by slashing his throat with a razor.
Since then no one had dwelt there. Even Cajans avoided it; and
the blacks would not go near what they called the Cunjah House,
even in daylight.


The thought stayed with me, and next day it seemed to be a
good idea just to take a ramble over the old place. With an
unloaded shotgun under my arm and few shells in my hunting
jacket, I went out to the fence, just a little way beyond the
spot where Lonnie was working, banking up hills of compost around
the roots of cumquats rather recently grafted on the tough and
thorny trifoliata. I had a sulphur candle burning in the cabin
that day, and neither Lonnie nor I would enter till next
morning.


I had set my gun carefully through the fence, and was just
about to vault over, when I heard rapid footsteps behind. Then
big Lonnie came up, clutching at my arm.


"No, Boss! No, Boss!" he pleaded in that deep, mournful voice
he used so seldom. "Don't go Gateway!"


"Why the hell not?" I grinned. "Ghosts all run away from me.
These marks were all made by men!" I touched my rather flattened
nose and cauliflowered left ear.




BUT Lonnie was not joking, and it was not ghosts he feared at
this moment. I had a hard time getting out of him what he did
mean. And then I got a sort of eerie thrill, my own self.


"Ah tell yo', Boss," he finally blurted out with sepulchral
frankness, "Ol' Oystah-Eye done lib da'."


"The devil!" I said, astonished.


"Yessah, Ah specks he is!" croaked Lonnie, and trudged slowly
back to his work, casting one backward glance over his glistening
shoulder to make certain I was not venturing across the
fence.


I did not venture. This surely was something for thought!
Here, living right next me, if Lonnie was correct, was that queer
individual who had saved my life!


I must confess that I did not feel any particular gratitude
toward him. In the days after that last beating, I had found out
all the mill-men knew about him. They pictured him as a monster,
a wrinkled, ugly old devil with one white eye and one black eye.
Usually he looked at you with the black one. When the white eye
turned toward any miserable, shivering wretch, that unfortunate
fell down frothing in conniptions, and died.


They had told me his Cajan name, too, but right now I could
not bring it back to mind. La—Laverne? No, that was not
quite right. But no matter. I'd remember sometime.
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ACCORDING to rumor, Old Oyster-Eye had dwelt in
a strange cave filled with skulls of the men he had bewitched. He
had been accused of making figures out of red clay, and endowing
them with life for a single night. He was served by black
zombies, dead men he had resurrected for his foul purposes.


Just superstitious rot, of course. But it certainly was true
that he possessed power, and that sometimes, at least, he
exercised that power to prevent injustices.


Certainly this famed magician had not lived at the Grandeman
place in my youth. I got a kick out of the thought of having him
for a neighbor; but even at that I hesitated to wander over
casually and make his acquaintance. Since he was Cajan, his
greeting to one whom he thought a damn-Yank trespasser might well
be a charge of chrome-nickeled buckshot.


In the work to be done I shelved Old Oyster-Eye for future
consideration, little knowing how suddenly my everyday affairs
were to be interrupted unpleasantly by him. On the following
Saturday, with a list of provisions and hardware as long as a
hog's hind leg, I sent Lonnie along to his woods cabin with a
week's pay, and drove down the fifteen miles to Citronelle.


The first six miles were hard driving, through a maze of
narrow and obstructed wood roads leading this way and that
through heavy blackjack and gum forest. Shapley's old Ford
climbed over fallen trees, scraped between stumps, and managed to
make it. On the way I blazed about eighty trees, since I was not
at all certain of being able to find my way home after
nightfall.


The last nine miles were easier. The road was little more than
a pair of oxcart ruts, but it was marked with the white, gold and
white triple band of the M.V. Highway. A Ford could buck through,
although a big machine would go hub deep in sand almost
anywhere.




SOON after supper, with my jalopy loaded, I started back north
to Washington County. Nothing happened until I was off the
highway, following the tree blazes I had made, and thankful for
them.


Then I swerved around a tree, cutting the wheel
short—and a gasp burst from my lips. Right ahead, part way
up a dark tree bole, someone was glaring a flashlight straight
into my eyes!


In a second I laughed mirthlessly, and drove ahead. It was
nothing but a bobcat. The beast's eyes had caught the flare of
the Ford's headlights, and feline eye-reflectors had flung it
back into my face.


Just the same, I got thinking about eyes—one white eye
that rarely turned to regard a person—and little prickly
chills like quick-melting snowflakes began to play across my
shoulders. After dark I felt just as happy not to be meeting the
Cajan sorcerer anywhere in the woods. But I was to meet him that
night.


Just about half a mile from my fenced five acres, where the
ground began to slant downward into the deep ravine of Dog River,
I saw something across the road. Another fifty yards and I
reached it, stopping the car and frowning at the obstruction.


It was a fence, new, and not of the hog-tight
construction needed for any plantation or orchard because of the
Alabama herd law! This was a tight strung barrier of four barbed
wires and brown, freshly peeled cedar posts. There was an
iron-pipe gate, also wire-strung, the width of a car; but it was
chained and padlocked now.


I began to get angry. This was the road to my home, the
nearest and best one. What right had anyone to fence across it?
Whoever owned that padlock was going to find it broken in the
morning! I went into a side pocket of the puddle-jumper, after a
small ball hammer I carried there.


I was getting angrier. That fence had not been there when I
drove down to Citronelle this forenoon! Anyhow, what good was a
barbed wire fence here? It would keep out cows, but not the
all-destructive razorbacks which are so bold and savage they will
walk right in any open door and chew up chairs and tables if they
find nothing more succulent.


I lifted the hammer, aiming at the big Yale padlock I placed
with its chain on top of a length of gate pipe. My arm froze at
the top of the stroke. Four dark forms had risen to their feet
close to me!


Four big Negroes. They wore chambray shirts and ragged
overalls; barefoot, of course. They had no guns that I could see.
And they said nothing, which was unnatural and ominous. Just
waited—for me to whang that Yale lock and unchain the
gate!


The fence was between us, and I let it remain so for the
moment. The realization had come suddenly that this was the old
Grandeman estate, the edge of it, and these blacks were without
doubt the servants of that weird person, Old Oyster-Eye!




THEY were flesh and blood, of course, not the zombies of
superstitious rumor, and I did not fear any or ail—as long
as they did not produce guns. Still I hesitated. I wanted to know
more about this before I started the doubtful enterprise of
mopping up on four muscular men, no matter how untutored. In the
direct glare of headlights from the still running Ford, I
probably could hand around kayos easily enough; but if one of the
four wanted to steal around into the shadows and tackle me from
behind, I wouldn't have a chance.


So I held to my temper. "Why is this fence here?" I demanded
sternly. "I have to use this road to get home." This was not
absolutely so; another, more roundabout road existed, but I had
no intention of trying to find it this night or any other
time.


The four colored men stood silent, waiting. I did not like
that one bit, and repeated my question more sharply, at the same
time dropping my right hand to the holstered Colt pistol at my
thigh. A wise man never goes unarmed in the woods at night. Or in
daytime either, unless he is right in his own dooryard.


Only one of the four blacks showed uneasiness. This one, on
the left end of the line, shifted his feet and coughed
apologetically. I concentrated on him, demanding an explanation.
Finally he looked furtively over his shoulder, and said
huskily:


"Ohdahs of de boss, sah! Nobuddy comes in thisaway!"


"And what are you going to do when I smash this lock and drive
through?"


"Th'ow yo' all an' de cab in de swamp!" came the husky but
determined reply. It decided me. I raised the hammer again, I had
been tolerant, but this was just too much.


Crash! The lock broke, the chain came away. I swung wide the
gate. The blacks just stood there—waiting!


Then I saw two new figures. At least I thought I saw two, and
I was right, though only one came directly from the shadows of
the brush, up to the gate. I caught one glimpse in the light of
the lamps, as the Negroes melted out of his path. And I turned
back in the gateway to face the man a thrill all down my spine
told me must be the piney-woods sorcerer, Old Oyster-Eye!


Heaven only knows what I expected to see. Probably a greasy,
long-haired, buck-toothed ruffian with an evil leer, and a
cataract over one eye. Cunning, even sinister cunning, is not
lacking in Cajans; and I had put down this creature as one who
surpassed his fellows in chicanery and the implanting of fear. I
know I was ready at once to despise and to fear some dirty trick
he might play upon me if I crossed him.


I give my word I was completely punch drunk from what I did
see. Walking quietly with poise, a bareheaded man with a glorious
mane of snow white hair, a white mustache and a triangle of chin
beard of the sort known as Van Dyke, came straight toward me at
the fence. Pie was wearing a dinner coat and black tie, probably
the only specimens of this costume to be found nearer than the
city of Mobile!


He was not more than five feet ten in height, but carried
himself as erect as a West Point martinet. And I saw a thin, long
nose, chalk white skin quite unlike the golden tan which is
Cajan, and two eyes like none others T have ever seen.


One was jet black, a sparking onyx jewel beneath its bushing
snow-white brow. The other diverged a little, not much. It was
not a blind eye at all, just a freak in color. That night I
thought it white, with the pupil indistinguishable and the iris
light gray; but that was the effect of the headlights. In truth
the whole eye showed a curious purplish gray in sunlight, with
one black dot in the center. That was the pupil.




"I UNDERSTAND that you have the cabin next to this land, Mr.
Shapley," said a deep, resonant voice which seemed to come from
far down under his spotless shirt front. "And I must apologize
for this treatment. You are a sick man? You do not look it.'


"However," he went on, before I could find words to correct
his impression, "I have taken over this place next to yours. And
since I desire no company—not any!"—those
words suddenly crackled—"I have fenced the land. After
tonight, you cannot come through here. I believe you have another
road. Tonight—"


"Pardon," I said caustically, finding my voice. "I do not know
your name, but mine is not Shapley. I bought him out, and am
living in his cabin. Did you purchase the old Grandeman
place?"


"My name does not matter," he said stiffly. Somehow the news
that I was not the invalid Shapley appeared to make a big
difference in his attitude. "And I am living at
Grandeman's—no matter under what circumstances. I forbid
trespassers, and am in a position to enforce my commands!"


"Then I'm to understand you won't let me through—now, at
night, when I have to go ten miles around, and probably get
lost?" I demanded hotly.


"Exactly! I know why you have taken the Shapley place, young
man. You and the rest may as well go back to Atlanta and New
Orleans or wherever you came from. I am warned!"


And with that the old fellow flipped a hand under the shiny
lapel of his jacket, and came up with a shiny short-barreled
revolver!


He, likewise took two measured strides forward, his black eyes
burning into mine. I turned sidewise to scrutinize him, not a
little puzzled and thrilled. Old Oyster-Eye had gained in
stature, as far as I was concerned; and oddly enough I was not in
the least inclined to take his threat at less than face
value.


He meant it. What the stuff about Atlanta and New Orleans
could signify, was far beyond me; 'but there was no doubt at all
that if I insisted upon getting home by this short road, I was
going to have a fight to the death.


And perhaps I did not even have right wholly on my side!


In mid-stride the old man stopped. He even blinked and made a
queer, gasping sound. Then the shiny revolver slowly came up to
breast height, leveled, aiming at my heart!


"Your name?" cried Old Oyster-Eye with electrifying
tenseness.
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"Your name?" demanded Oyster-Eye.




 


"Why—James Carter!" I replied, almost stammering.


"You lie! Damn you, you lie!" Now the deep voice was quavering
with inexplicable rage. "Get out of my sight before I have these
men tear you to pieces! Get out!"


He flung up his right arm, and probably from the convulsive
anger which consumed him in that maniacal moment, he pulled
trigger. A. spurt of fire angled upward into the trees. The
darkies gasped and groaned in unison. All four of them crept
forward, crouching, and I saw them. What on earth did it mean?
They were coming like four black apes, ready to rend me where I
stood!


I was shaken. Perhaps this old sorcier was mad. I did
not wait to analyze. In that moment I honestly think I should
have struggled like any untutored savage, if the blacks had set
upon me. I had been scraped clear down to the roots. The matter
of a road to my place no longer seemed important.


I turned the Ford. I was stepping on the gas, anxious to get
away and think over all I had heard and seen. But the white-maned
sorcerer came up to the running board. He leaned in, and his
black eye glowed red like a rabbit's—but unlike a rabbit's
in every other way!


"You name is—Lamont! Or—should—be!"
he grated. "I should slay you out of hand, but I shall not!"


The last words were spoken in French, which I understood.


"Yes, it is—Pierre Lamont!" I whispered. "How do you
know?"


"Go. Or die," he said, slowly raising the revolver. "Oh, damn
you to hell, go!" I went.








CHAPTER II.


GHOSTS AT GRANDEMAN'S.



THE homeward trip was irritating and tiresome. I had to go
back six miles to the highway, north then to Tiger on the
railway, pick up a Cajan guide, then thread a way among the
faint, aimless wood roads which seem to persist a long time after
the reason for their being has vanished.


So by the time I paid off the Cajan, and got out to lower a
section of my own tight fence for passage of the Ford, I was half
blind from lack of sleep, and savage at what I now considered my
mistreatment.


The queer, magnetic hold which that white bearded oldster had
exercised upon me had vanished. Even the fact that he recognized
me as Pierre Lamont did not seem strange any longer. After all,
he had been a power in the woods at the time I was a bond boy
slave; and it might be that my appearance had not changed as
greatly as I imagined. Or—and here my jaw set
broodingly—Old Oyster-Eye might have known my father. If so
I meant to wrest the secret from him somehow.


If I ever met the man who had been my father, who had left my
mother to die in a charity hospital, and his son to be reared a
Cajan orphan and bond servant to bullies of the lumber camps,
that man would have to talk fast and suavely to me. Or a
reckoning would descend upon him.


Knowing the dark thoughts which held me were largely the
result of being thoroughly tired and dirty from the long, hard
day, I climbed stiffly out of the car, undressed in the cabin,
and went down for a dip in Dog River. The water felt far too
cold, but I clamped my jaws and lathered. Then one final plunge
and furious swim the length of the hole and back, and I waded out
to towel myself and get ready for a few hours of slumber.


The towel around my waist, I turned to go up to the cabin.
Suddenly there came a screech of agony or superhuman terror,
throttled into horrid choking sounds which presently ceased!
Unarmed, naked except for the rough towel, I crouched and stared
upstream—toward Grandeman's—into the inky blackness
of the further bank.


Then over my whole body crept shivery chill which had no
reference to the temperature of the night. Over there, quite a
way up the bank, a whitish, half luminous figure appeared!
Another—in all, four of them! They came out of the brush
silently in single file; and somehow, either because of the robes
they wore, which were white and seemed to exude phosphorescent
light, or because my eyes had become accustomed to the obscurity,
I could see them as tall, faceless entities in robes, hooded and
bent a little forward as they walked.


They only appeared, and almost instantly disappeared into a
tunnel of underbrush; but in that long five seconds I had seen
that two of them carried something limp and horizontal—a
human body! That was only a guess, but I was sure of it.


Silence. I waited a full five minutes, wondering just what I
had seen happen. These figures looked a bit like those of the
robed and hooded Ku Klux Klan, whom I had seen once on parade in
Citronelle. They had been powerful in my boyhood, and even now
were known to exist and have their secret meetings.


Certainly Old Oyster-Eye, a Cajan, was not a member. Could the
Klan have come after him, and was this one of their weird
captures I just had witnessed?


Thoughtful, but of no mind to interfere, I returned to the
cabin, dressed fully except for my boots, and lay down on my cot
bed. Within a space of minutes, despite every throbbing question
in my brain, I fell into deep sleep.


When Lonnie woke me I smelled coffee, and the early sun was
sending light yellow rays through the window on a slant.
Sometimes Lonnie did come early enough on Sunday to get breakfast;
that meant usually that his Saturday night crap game had
resulted disastrously.


BUT I was to learn that hunger was not what brought him this
Sunday, morning. As a kaleidoscope of yesterday's strange events
flashed through my still sleepy mind, I noted that Lonnie's
complexion was purple—which was as near to turning pale
with worry and fright as one of his color skin could come. His
eyes showed whites all around the irises, and his deep,
melancholy voice was oddly thickened.


"Boss!" he said urgently, seeing me trying to wake. "Dey's a
one heah fo' to see yo'! One furn dat place!"


He did not need to specify. With an exclamation I leaped up,
wondering if I was being waited on by the white-maned
sorcerer.


"Where is he?" I asked, hastily splashing water into a basin,
and washing my face.


It proved that my visitor was feminine, though Lonnie did not
enlighten me. He merely pointed off to westward beyond the
trodden, grassless door-yard. There was a six-foot clump of
pink-belled mountain laurel, but no sign of a visitor. I looked
doubtfully at it; but somehow the morning sun chased the fears of
night, and I strode forward, beginning to frown. I wanted to know
several things, and Old Oyster-Eye had better begin to enlighten
me right about now.


"Mr. Lamont!"


The truculence whished out of me like burning powder out of a
Christmas firecracker squib. I stared, halting involuntarily. The
girl who had been seated there on a fallen log got up and looked
seriously at me.


A girl! She was clad in lace boots, breeches and open-neck
shirt of new khaki, and she looked almost overweighted with the
fluffy red-brown mass of marcelled hair above her small, oval
face. At first glance I knew who she was, and that is why I could
see her clearly enough to describe.
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HER name was Marjorie Grandeman; and she had
dark blue eyes, strange eyebrows that seemed only as wide as a
horsehair (plucking them was a new outrage at that time), and a
rather wide mouth carefully reddened until it seemed to be
bleeding. Her nose was uptilted and irregular. I thought she
looked shocking, in spite of the wistful, grave air of
greeting.


I was to get used to the cosmetics in time, though.


"Yes, Miss Grandeman?" I answered, conscious of a funny warm
feeling in my cheeks. She looked at me, startled, and I hastened
to add: "I used to live near here, and I remember you when you
lived down in Citronelle."


"Oh, I see. I—don't remember you. But ho matter," she
went on. "I came to tell you I—I was there at the gate,
last night. Grandfather is furious. He—I'm afraid he may do
something to you. I felt I had to come and ask if—well, if
you couldn't go away somewhere."


Something in my face must have showed her how foolish was any
idea that I would leave this place which I had just bought, and
run away, merely because Old Oyster-Eye had become my neighbor.
The fact that Marjorie Grandeman called him her grandfather, and
that she was either daughter or granddaughter of the man who had
built this mansion in the woods, and then committed suicide,
complicated matters for me. It also seemed to show that Old
Oyster-Eye was in possession of the place rightfully enough.


His name, I dimly recalled now, was Lavoisier. He might have
had a daughter married to the northerner, Grandeman. Probably
that was it.


Miss Grandeman shook her head. "I didn't think you would do
that," she admitted, before I could speak. "But there is a war
on, you know. Or don't you?" The thin brown lines of eyebrows
arched in question.


"There's going to be," I said wryly, "unless I can get right
of way through on that road! But you meant something else, of
course. No, I had no idea that anyone at all lived at Grandeman's
now, or that the estate still was in the family. When I saw you,
years ago—" I stopped, almost biting my tongue. I had
remembered more about this girl. She had been left penniless, and
had been taking care of three children for some people named
Bayliss, although little more than a child herself.


"You were right enough," she admitted quietly. "Granddad does
not own the old place. He says shotgun title is the way of the
woods. I—I can't cross him any way, now he seems to be in
awful trouble, particularly. You see, I owe him my
education—everything!"



QUIETLY and with a straightforward frankness at variance with
her oddly artificial make-up of face, she told me in a few words
how she happened to be living here. Going straight from a
finishing school, and from summers spent with her father at
racing capitals of the world and gambling resorts like Cannes and
Monte Carlo, into the drudgery of housework and the care of three
children of a poverty-stricken piney-woods white family, had been
too much for her health.
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CHAPTER III.


THE TERROR THAT CREEPS.



IT was hard to understand. He had not drunk coffee or eaten
breakfast; and normally Lonnie was my notion of one of those
gastronomic giants old Rabelais wrote about. Lonnie was always
hungry; I have seen him calmly stow away half a loaf of bread,
six cold stuffed quail, two giant skillets full of bacon rashers,
a dozen scrambled eggs, and a half gallon of black chickory-coffee
(he added the chicory himself, to my rather extravagant
forty-cent coffee, because he liked the flavor) just as a mild
Sunday morning snack.


To come on Sunday like this, argued something peculiar. To
leave immediately, while I talked to Miss Grandeman, meant simply
that Lonnie had been frightened. Some sense of duty had made him
get me out of bed, but then his courage had failed.


I frowned, sat down and wrote my careful message to Old
Oyster-Eye, put it in an envelope, and then set out for Lonnie's
woods cabin. He was going to have to help me out here, no matter
how scared he was.


Not to be poky about it, the trip over and back simply wasted
an hour. Three big-eyed pickaninnies played there at the doorstep
of the unpainted shanty; and the mother of one of them was
there, immediately alarmed when I demanded her man. She did not
know where he had gone, if not to my place. I left a curt word
with her for Lonnie to come on the double-quick, the minute he
showed up.


I never was to see Lonnie Beejum again alive.


Of course I did not guess that. Annoyed and disturbed, I
thought of getting the eldest toddler of Lonnie's three-mother
brood to carry my letter; but then I dismissed the idea as
cowardly. Good heavens, was I letting this nonsense of a conjurer
and his mad ideas get me down?


By the shortest route through the woods, which brought me out
to the hanging foot bridge over Dog River, and then to the road
and gate where I had been stopped the previous night, I hurried
to the Grandeman place. I see I have forgotten to state that at
one place on Grandeman's and at one place just beyond to
westward, it was possible to ford Dog River—but not in the
spring rainy season. This was the end of summer, and fords were
practicable.


The iron pipe gate was chained, and a new padlock held it. I
went straight up, and shouted: "Come! I want to speak to
someone at Grandeman's!"


I waved a handkerchief in lieu of a white flag, and held the
envelope with my letter in the other. I had my shortgun in
holster, but that would not deter Old Oyster-Eye, I knew.


Twice more I shouted. The air was breathless, humid and warm.
Beads of dew still dripped from the gray beards of hanging moss,
and the lethargic sounds of a forest grown old in waiting for the
clean ring of an axe, came to me in an occasional plop or slow
rustle of the underbrush. Right over there on my side of the
fence a five-months fawn, just losing its spots, fed
unconcernedly; but for a long time nothing came from the house.
No sound at all, which was ominous.


I called to the Negroes, but none came forward. Impatient at
last, ready to risk almost any sort of happening just to see Miss
Grandeman and make sure she and her elderly companion were all
right, I put a hand on the nearest cedar post, intending to
vault.


At that second out from the brush at one side of the faint
wood road a small, sidling man came in a hurry. He was short,
spare, but nattily dressed—except for a cap which he wore
cocked up and sidewise. He was all in gray, and for a moment I
saw no sign of a weapon; but then I saw a bulge in the right side
pocket of his jacket. Then I knew.


He was a southern edition of a sort of fellow I had seen at
the ringside at Aurora many times—and also the one time I
fought at Burnham, Illinois, which is not far from Cicero. Not a
killer in his own right, not even really a gangster, this was the
sort of suave, ingratiating little man used almost always as a
messenger by men who do not mask their killer instincts
readily.


A coward, of course but probably nursing certain ambitions to
be a Bos-well to big shots. The sort of man who will,
kill—but only when he is sure that he is safe, and that his
master earnestly desires the death.


"Oh, there you are, Mr. Lamont!" he exclaimed breathlessly,
smiling and exposing a gap where two teeth were gone from his
upper jaw. "I heard you. Mr. Lavoisier can't come just now, but
if you want to come up to the house and wait just a few
minutes."


"I don't," I said curtly. "Will you please send Miss Grandeman
or Mrs. Colman here? I have a message for one of them."


"I'll take it," he offered eagerly.


"Sorry. It's personal. I'll wait till one of them comes, if
you don't mind."


"But I do mind!" he said. "I don't want to see you sitting out
here at the gate all day and all night. You see, the two ladies
have gone down to Mobile. I think they'll be back sometime
tomorrow afternoon."




DOWN inside of me came the momentary shiver and drop which I
was to know far more about—the first inching forward of a
terror which was to be even more real because it was strictly not
my business, and because I had no right in the world to appoint
myself the keeper of a girl I had seen twice and spoken to once
for ten minutes.


However that may be, I knew that Miss Grandeman had not
intended to go to Mobile when she spoke to me only ninety minutes
earlier. During all the days I had been on my five-acre place, I
had not once heard the unmistakable sounds, of a starting motor
over at Grandeman's. A car may arrive silently; but even the best
ones make a certain amount of noise when being started. I did not
think that Old Oyster-Eye had a car.


In short, I did not believe that Miss Grandeman and
Mrs. Colman had gone to Mobile!


But if not, why could not one of the two come out to see me?
And where was Lavoisier and his blacks?


I feigned denseness. "Well, tomorrow will have to do, I
reckon," I said, shrugging. "Are you visiting Mr. Lavoisier?"


"Yes, helping him with his experiments," nodded the little
fellow brightly, albeit his eyes shifted quickly. They returned
to mine instantly, though, and then held their level gaze with an
ingenuous steadiness which ought to have deceived me, but for
some reason did not. "My name is Jackley; Bertram Jackley."


"I see. Well, tell Miss Grandeman I called, and want to give
her a message. She knows where I live."


With that I turned away, strode, along the fence and around
the end of It. There was a prickling between my shoulder blades,
where I felt oddly certain that little man wanted to put one of
his bullets. But he did not try to do it. Probably, like most
sneak killers, he was not very deadly with an automatic at any
distance above ten feet.


And there was another reason right then why my death was not
desired, though I had no idea of it. Had I guessed why I should
not be murdered out of hand by some lurker of the thickets, oddly
enough I should have felt more worried rather than less so!


Back at my cabin I took position at the side of the one window
which looked out toward the rear, where Dog River flowed. A deep
apprehension filled me, and the hunch had grown that over there
at what Lonnie termed Cunjah House some queer and horrible
business threatened the girl, Marjorie Grandeman. She had not
gone to Mobile with Mrs. Colman, unless someone from the city had
come up unexpectedly to fetch her. That might be; But I had an
unreasonable certainty deep inside me that if Marjorie had been
leaving, she would have come over to repeat her warning, and
tell me where she was bound. I felt instinctively that there was
a sort of bond of fellowship between us.


I loaded my double-barrel Parker with No. 1 buck, and donned
Shapley's wide web belt heavy with shells which had been there
since deer season. Then I went forth to make a circuit of the
barbed wire fence Lavoisier had erected.




ALMOST immediately came a discovery. This fence did not
enclose the whole Grandeman place—naturally, since I just
recalled the fact that if it had not been cut up, it comprised
about three hundred acres, probably a half-section of forest.
Most of it had been, cut over in the vandal days of 1905-1910,
when portable mills went through, taking only the choice timber
but felling much more which was left to rot. Only near Dog River
ravine and my little fenced orchard was the forest virgin.


The four-wire fence crossed the road, of course, and then ran
for a short distance around to join my own hog-tight barrier.
There it ended. There was no mistaking the conclusion. Lavoisier,
had intended to stop traffic over his land and to my cabin, and
gave no thought to other neighbors.


Also, when he had built that fence he had imagined me to be
Shapley, an invalid. For a sorcerer his information was rather
out of date.


My woodcraft was rusty from years in and near Chicago, but I
followed the fence back more or less in the direction of Lonnie's
cabin. God forgive me, I was thinking of handing him a stiff
punch on the jaw when I caught up with him.


It was not until long after the affair of Old Oyster-Eye was
finished, that I discovered what had made Lonnie come to my cabin
and wake me this Sunday morning, then hurry away without even a
cup of coffee to warm his gizzard. But the truth I didn't know
was that at dawn two truculent men had routed him and his woman
from sleep, and subjected them to a snarling questioning
concerning myself. Of course the woman, Ceely Baxter (by courtesy
Mrs. Beejum, after the easy way of the woods), had been too
frightened to tell me this when I started in to growl about
Lonnie.


There did not seem to be any sign of life anywhere on the
Grandeman place. I wanted just a glimpse of one of those dumb
guards, so I could try sending in the letter by a different
route. Since the blacks worked for Lavoisier, they would not
trust the sidling little fellow who called himself Jackley. Not
unless he really was an assistant of sorts.


Experiments! I wondered with a touch of chill what sort of
experiments Old Oyster-Eye might conduct; At night school in the
physics lab there had been a fellow named Dreckenbach. He was
working on the radio transmission of power impulses.


For amusement he rigged up a bullfrog in the laboratory, so it
would hop when he threw a switch. Of course it was just the same
principle as the ordinary galvanic reflex, but the wireless part
made it look truly spooky.


Earlier I had imagined that the tales of Old Oyster-Eye making
figures of red clay and endowing them with life were just the
usual voodoo mumbo-jumbo made into the miraculous by
superstitious blacks. But since seeing Lavoisier face to face, I
could imagine him using hypnotism, for instance, or employing
up-to-date science in his illusions. The man showed all the marks
of a far better education than I had obtained. Why in the world
had he chosen to return to the piney-woods, after completing such
an education? Surely the mere exercise of power over woods folk
could not be sufficient inducement.


Something moved in a thicket just ahead of me. Weapon ready, I
waited, but it was only a false alarm. A. razor-back sow with
five half grown pigs came out, saw me, and lied with a chorus of
grunts.


I spent more than an hour looking for one of the black guards,
with no success; and even now, thinking of how close I must have
come to certain men who were right there in the woods on a deadly
mission, gives me chills across the shoulder-blades. But the
truth was I saw no one at all; and the fact that I still lived
bore witness to the fact that no one saw me.


I had turned back, ready to go to the gate and shout for
Bertram Jackley, and take my chances with him, when it
happened—the terrible thing which altered every half-formed
plan. It brought me to a dead stop with one foot off the ground,
frozen with my gun ready, for all the world, I suppose, like a
pointer dog getting the hot scent of a huddling covey.


Piercing and horror-stricken, from near at hand, had sounded a
woman's scream of discovery and agony! At the time I did not
think of the discovery part of it. I heard only the unmistakable
feminine tones, and my heart stopped for a split second. Then
shouting in half-articulate encouragement, I turned and plunged
straight through the streamers of thorny Choctaw rose, the anise
thickets and the oak saplings, straight toward the place where I
felt terribly certain someone had set upon the two women of
Grandeman's!
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CHAPTER IV.


LAW OF LEAD AND STEEL.



MY shout evidently disturbed the woman, for I caught a flash
of brown in the brush just ahead, as I came plunging like a
stampeding elephant.


If there had been some of those speechless Negroes there, they
could have waited and closed upon me; and I would not have been
of any assistance to anybody. But the only black whom I found in
the little glade above Dog River was Lonnie Beejum. And Lonnie
was as dead as he would ever be, his muscular throat agape with a
horrible wound which had ceased to bleed, though gouts and
puddles of red still steamed everywhere on the ground and
branches of the bush.


I stopped, looked down, then hastily around me as I yanked out
the pistol and set down the shotgun—the latter weapon of
little use in a place where branches crowd up to within a few
feet of your elbows and your face.


No help would do Lonnie any good. I called once, guessing it
must have been his woman I had partially glimpsed as she ran from
the scene of crime. But there was no answer. She probably would
hide until she saw me depart, then come back to wail over her
dead after the manner of blacks.


The open razor in Lonnie's right hand did not fool me at all.
This was murder, not suicide. To begin with, my man of all work
was a big, lusty fellow troubled only by a few superstitions. I
was paying him more money each week than he normally earned in
any month. He had no real worries in this world.


And then, of course, no Negro holds a razor open in a straight
line, with thumb and index finger pinching the metal just above
the handle. He heels it; and if he wants to cut deep into an
enemy, he thrusts the blade a little outward with the knuckle of
his second finger. No, Lonnie Beejum had been murdered!


Realizing that Ceely Baxter would bring her friends to help
with the mourning and the funeral, I. did not wait there with
Lonnie's body, and thus delay them. Promising silently to return
just to make sure that some disposition had been made of the
corpse by nightfall, I slipped away into the brush, and stopped
to listen.


Nothing. Lonnie had been killed within fifteen or twenty
minutes, probably. There had been a raw scrape on one wrist which
meant a rope. No doubt he had been taken to this spot and his
throat slit before he could scream. If he had been bound, no
doubt they had found his own razor in a hip pocket, and employed
it.


Why had it been necessary for him to die? Because he worked
for me, and came back and forth near the Grandeman place? It was
as good a guess as I could make, and not far from the truth,
either.


Stern anger about Lonnie's tragic, useless death mingled now
with an inner panic. I had to find Miss Grandeman, and
immediately! This was Washington County, where there were no law
officers upon whom I might call for help. Worse by far than
Nature's dictum of the survival of the fittest—only mildly
enforced in this land—was the law of lead and steel which
the hate and greed of men put forward in place of it. Survival of
the craftiest and most ruthless, rather.


Very well. For Marjorie Grandeman and her companion, I would
revert. There was a considerable amount of Choctaw blood in my
veins, and these were my home woods. If I could not get the
better of Negro guards, and city nondescripts such as Bertram
Jackley, I would deserve a sticky end! From now on I was
going to be more ruthless than anyone!


I crossed the fence without challenge, and made my way in the
direction of the ruined mansion as quickly as I could go from
thicket to thicket, making sure that no one was waiting ahead to
send a bullet or pattern of buckshot into my body.


The woods, now with the sun climbing to the zenith, were
checkered with spots of light. The air was still.




COMING up to the great bearded oaks which surrounded the
rambling Grandeman mansion, I found easy cover in spite of the
fact that the underbrush thinned. Four of the great trees, spaced
out like sentinels posted for the ages, hung their hundred-foot
umbrellas almost to the ground. From their lowest branches the
Spanish moss depended, making a weird six-foot horizontal zone of
dimness through which men could pass by pushing aside the
vertical gray veils.


I swung up to a limb as heavy as a stuffed python, leaving the
shotgun cached under some ground palms. Little by little, I
worked a way upward, taking care to keep my body shielded from
observers at the house.


I could see patches of the house; three windows black and
forbidding. Glass was knocked out of one of them on the ground
floor, possibly by that fool who sent submachine bullets into the
place.


None of the wild animals and fewer redbirds were up here. A
sepulchral silence held every leaf motionless. I found myself
perspiring, though scarcely with the exertion. Where could all
the people be keeping themselves? I knew, or thought I knew, that
at least four Negroes, two white women, Old Oyster-Eye and that
sidling little fellow Jackley were inside the wooden mansion. Were
they all sleeping after a night of horrid rites and red murder?


I worked along the big branches, toward the house. Now I saw
more of it. The place was not enormous save by comparison to the
cabins of the piney-woods. It was built like many of the summer
homes of New Orleans millionaires at Pass Christian; though in
this case a northerner had constructed it as a refuge for both
summer and winter.


The house had two sides, separated by a wide hall on both
first and second stories. There was a wide front gallery on each
of the two floors, screened now with new copper that had not been
painted. On each side were two rooms upstairs, and two
downstairs.


The central hall downstairs led back to the dining room (which
was only one story) and storage loft above, and exactly the width
of the hall. Kitchen and sen-ants' quarters were a series of
lean-to additions at right angles to the extreme back of the
dining room. Thus both downstairs hall (which served as a living
room) and dining room got all the breeze there was in hot
weather. Upstairs the same was true, though only when a surplus
of guests arrived were the bed-chambers on the second floor used
in summer. Inland Alabama rarely has a really cool day between
May and November.


The exterior was in surprisingly good condition, with new
brown shingles showing here and there where repairs had been made
on the roof. The whole building had been painted white, which was
an odd thing indeed if Lavoisier was just a squatter here as Miss
Grandeman thought.


Listening, I could hear no sound from the house. Working my
way out along a big branch which overhung the roof of the
one-story addition where the servants probably slept, I swung down
noiselessly and crept on hands and knees to a second-story
window.


It was blank, uncurtained. Chancing a look inside I found out
that this was just a storeroom, containing three or four trunks,
several suitcases and a couple of boxes which looked as though
they might contain books.


Luck was with me. The window was unlocked, and raised easily
with only a slight scraping sound. A moment later I was inside,
listening, ready to give any one who disputed my presence a grim
surprise indeed.


IT took me a long while to realize the fact, tiptoeing
stealthily out into the upstairs corridor, viewing another empty
room, then silently stealing down the stairs to the main floor,
but I was just making trouble for myself. There was no one at all
in the house, upstairs or down! Even Jackley had gone!


For some time I refused to believe it, even going down into
the basement to search, and opening every clothes-press and linen
closet on both sides of the house.


But while I made some queer discoveries, all right, I found no
occupant. The kitchen and sleeping quarters for the blacks were
deserted, the beds unmade, and breakfast dishes stacked on one
side of the sink, ready to wash.


Lavoisier and Miss Grandeman had their rooms on one side of
the main building. These two rooms and the big central living
room were comfortably though inexpensively furnished, grass rugs
on the floors, and the chairs, tables, dressers and couches
mostly of rattan or white painted pine.


I cared nothing for details. Marjorie Grandeman and Mrs.
Colman certainly were not around; and yet a dull feeling akin to
hopelessness made me certain that no such easy explanation as a
day of shopping in Mobile accounted for their absence.


There were no other beds in the house proper, save the twin
beds in the room where the two women slept, and a white iron cot
bed used by Lavoisier in the other bedchamber. If Jackley indeed
were helping Lavoisier with experiments, he must come and go each
day.


The two rooms on the other side of the living room downstairs
had been made into one by removing the partition. Here was a
complete chemical laboratory, with high tables, racks of test
tubes, shelves of reagents, Bunsen burners, and an array of
flasks and retorts. All was plain and businesslike, with no
mysterious apparatus. The only remarkable thing I found was an
ordinary barrel half filled with ordinary red clay. Was this the
stuff Old Oyster-Eye used in making his figures?


Upstairs on this side one room was bare and empty. The other
chamber evidently had been used for drying a crop of pecans,
since several open boxes were filled with these nuts, and a
foot-deep heap of them lay loose in one corner. They were the
finest Schley paper-shells, and I wondered where they had come
from, since I was quite sure there were no such trees on the
Grandeman place.


They were to play a curious part in the affair of Old
Oyster-Eye, though no one guessed the fact until it was almost
too late.


My investigation had come straight up against a blank wall.
What connection in the world could the murder of Lonnie have with
the disappearance of these two women and old Lavoisier? What part
did that soapy little fellow, Bertram Jackley, have to play?


Of course matters could not be left like this. Lonnie had been
murdered; and affairs were in such shape at this old place that
serious fears for the women were only common sense. I decided, to
get my Ford and hurry down to Citronelle. At that town someone
surely would know whether or not a car bearing Mrs. Colman and
Marjorie had passed through; the only highway to Mobile is the
main street of Citronelle, and machines coming down from the
woods are few in number at any time.


If no car had been seen, I meant to get myself a companion.
There were three or four young men friendly enough toward me the
time or two I had spoken with them since my return to the
woods. One of them might take on the adventure of
coming back and helping me investigate. I had little desire to go
to sleep up there in my cabin now, with no guard posted.




THIS plan eased my worry somewhat as I hurried back through
the woods, seeing no one and hearing no sounds which would make
me think there was any human being within miles. But I was not to
go to Citronelle now. The grimmest sort of surprise awaited.


I had crossed the river and climbed the hog-tight fence,
careful about the shotgun recovered on my return trip, and was
taking a good look at my own cabin for signs of visitors, before
emerging to the bare dooryard.


The small, corrugated iron garage was just beyond, and
Shapley's old Ford inside. And now sounded from there a long
sobbing honk of the horn I Somehow it sounded like, desperation
and misery. I know it was not until later that I realized how
easily it could have been a decoy. However, taking the shotgun
off safety I hurried straight to the garage. The doors stood
open; and down there on the threshold was a red splash which
could only be fresh blood!


It was old Lavoisier, terribly wounded and crumpled there
against the running board. He evidently had crawled up and
sounded the horn, slipping back then as his strength failed. He
was clad only in shoes, trousers and a shirt which had been
white. A wide red stain began between his shoulders; and there
was a corresponding stain in front, high at the left. From the
tears in cloth I saw at once he had been shot from behind, and
the bullet had gone straight through.


He was breathing faintly, though I could not make out any
heartbeat. Lifting him gently I carried him into the cabin,
hastily barring the two doors and pulling down the window shades.
Then I heated some water and some black coffee, and undressed him
to the waist.


It was easy to stanch the blood on the outside, with a pair of
compresses; but looking at the seamed, chalk white countenance I
felt very little hope that any measures were going to do much
good. He evidently bled internally, froth appearing now at the
corners of his mouth, and showing a tinge of red.


Perhaps the most terrible part of the three hours that
followed lay in the fact that I could neither leave him to ask
someone like Ceely to send for a doctor, nor could I bring
Lavoisier to anything like complete consciousness. The words he
spoke did not seem to make sense—at first. And the
bloodstained envelope he poked at me, whispering that I must
rescue Marjorie and give it to her, contained one single sentence
in a pencil scrawl, one which surely sounded like the ravings of
delirium! This is all it said:


 


Marjorie dear, your heritage is black instead of white, and
your pet squirrel rejects it with scorn.


J.L.


 


Now honestly I ask you, what could anyone make of that?


Between my own terrible anxiety over the fate of the two
women, my attempts to resuscitate Lavoisier so he could speak and
tell me what I must do, it was an anguished time. The old man, no
longer malignant, but weak and rambling, when I did get enough of
the coffee into him so he tried to speak, would say a few
words—only to lapse again into faintness.


Because there can be nothing but sadness in trying to
reproduce these last minutes of one thoroughly misunderstood, I
shall give simply the fragments of speech and whisper which I did
manage to glean from his lips.


A man named Breen had betrayed him. Breen had been a partner.
He had captured Marjorie (no mention of Mrs. Colman). The
blackguards were dead...




WHAT this could signify, more than a kidnaping for possible
ransom, I could not imagine. But it did not seem that this was
the idea. Or at least there was more to it than that. Over and
over I begged Lavoisier to tell me where to find them. And I
obtained only a mutter about Dog River Cave. If there was any
sort of a cave down near this stream, I certainly had not heard
of it; but those three words were plain enough. Which way did the
cave lie? I repeated the question again and again, but got
nothing more. The dying man seemed to think that I knew all about
it; or else his mind was rambling.


That was all which bore upon the terrible plight of Marjorie
Grandeman and her companion; but there was one other thing which
seemingly was wrung from Lavoisier at the very end. For some time
his breathing had been bad, and no heartbeat at all discernible,
Only the slow and uneven rise and fall of his chest showed that
life had not fled. I tried him on a last swallow of the tepid
coffee.


Then it was his eyes came wider, and he seemed to struggle to
speak. I put an arm behind his head, and saw his black eyes fixed
upon me in an agony of striving. Then words came!


"Save her... and give her that... she... understand!" came the
hoarse admonition. "You, my grandson... daughter married...
scoundrel... Lamont... you... do this... or I'll come back...
from grave... to curse you!"


"I'll do it! But where is Marjorie?" I cried, quivering
with the terrific news I had just received—if it could be
true!—but demanding that this last minute be given to
helping me search for his ward and Mrs. Colman.


It was too late. Jules Lavoisier, as I later discovered his
full name to be, died in my arms.


I was left to my desperate, almost hopeless search, and to the
breathtaking knowledge that I was said to be the grandson of this
strange, inexplicable character! That instead of being a nameless
Cajan orphan, I boasted a father named Lamont, a scoundrel whom
my mother had married!
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CHAPTER V.


MAN-MADE CAVES.



REASON was all I had to fall back on; and in the first place,
reason rejected the idea of any sort of cave in this
neighborhoods Southern Alabama is all red clay and sand; and
natural caves do not do well in either of these materials.


A little further north, where sandstone and' shale push up in
the hills; there are said to be some natural caverns where water
dissolved out all the limestone which once was present with the
other kinds of rock. It was up there that I always supposed the
sorcerer. Old Oyster-Eye, dwelt. Some of the woods folk no doubt
knew more exactly, but that mysterious cave of skulls up
somewhere in the hills had made a good story, and I had believed
it to a certain extent.


Now to find that this sorcier had been my flesh and
blood grandfather! That explained his recognition, and his
violent words there at the gate. No doubt he had disowned his
daughter; and looked upon me as another Lamont, to be hated. But
why, if there had been a marriage, was Lamont supposed to be such
a scoundrel? There never had been a man in the woods by that
name in my boyhood. Possibly he had died in prison; and the
disgrace of what he had done was so terrible that my mother had
preferred to deny her own marriage!


These hectic thoughts consumed me as I covered the old man's
body with a sheet, and hurriedly slipped out to begin the search
I felt was well nigh hopeless. There was little choice between
upstream and downstream until I chanced to recall that the
Grandeman acres themselves stretched upstream. Shrugging, keeping
alert for the slightest sound of any other man who might lead me
to my goal, I therefore started through the woods above the
ravine, peering over to search every yard for a sign of the
cave.


That did not work. Between big trees and underbrush, the sides
of the ravine might have harbored a cave mouth every hundred
feet, for all I could tell from above. There was nothing for it
save climb down and make my arduous course along the bank, wading
where the thickets could not be penetrated.


It seemed dark down here. One glance at my wrist watch and I
had a sinking feeling of hopelessness. Four in the afternoon!
While I had been caring for old Lavoisier, the day had melted
away. If I could not find where Marjorie and Mrs. Colman were
held prisoners, and do it inside the next hour or so, night would
be upon me!


The first discovery I made was down in the bed of the river,
perhaps half a mile above my starting point. It was plain sign of
extensive human activity, though for the first moments I could
not imagine what sort. Mining of any kind, you see, placer or
hardrock, is unknown in this section of the State; and I never
had come upon this sort of layout elsewhere.


It consisted of what I thought a purposeless flume, but which
really was a wooden sluice with many baffles, not unlike the
affairs used in Alaska in the old days of the Klondike rush.
There were long handled shovels lying about, rusted, but nothing
else. I finally got the idea and looked dubiously at the river. I
doubted very much that it contained gold, though that might
explain a number of things.




HAD Lavoisier been engaged in mining—or alchemy of some
curious nature? The barrel of red clay there in his laboratory
might have had some connection, though I did not believe it had
come from the river. Lord knows there is no dearth of red clay
anywhere in this part of Alabama t I make no excuses. I must have
been so interested in looking for a cave in connection with this
sluice exhibit, that I failed to pay attention to the bank behind
me.


"Hit!" came a raucous shout, and then heavy bodies
struck me from the rear, bearing me down and pinioning me as I
fought with all strength to win free long enough to use one of my
weapons.


No use! Soaked with mud and water, half drowned, stunned by
the kick of a heavy boot against the back of the head, I was
disarmed and bound—by four darkies!


Yes, these were the same ones Lavoisier had told me were dead;
and now they served another master, a more or less white man with
cold blue eyes and a heavy jaw which he had a trick of pushing
forward till his teeth showed like those of a bulldog!


I guessed this must be Breen, though I did not intend to let
him know I had heard anything from anyone.


"Just what in hell does this mean?" I raged, as soon as I
could speak. I was being dragged uphill by two of the blacks, who
did not even bother to lift my shoulders, but hauled me by my
bound legs. My head bounced until I managed to stiffen my
neck.


"Wait and find out—Lamont!" said the blue-eyed man. I
saw now he was attired in city clothes; a suit of reddish-brown
heather mixture, white shirt, blue tie, brown Homburg hat, and
only the knee-length laced boots being a concession to the shakes
other than human he might meet in the woods. He had no weapon in
sight, but a bulge at his left lapel told me that he had a gun in
a sling.


Somehow I hated Breen at sight, feeling even more ready and
molten hate than I had for one who would capture two women,
probably maltreat them, murder Lavoisier, and now doubtless
murder me as one bent on interfering with criminal plans. He was
cold, ugly and more than a little masterful without having to
descend to being a common bully. I hated him by instinct, and
should have done even had I only met him a number of times in
polite society. He looked to me like a man of education who was
going wrong just because it pleased him to do so. Certainly he
was no gangster type, as I had got fairly familiar with it in the
north.


The four Negroes spoke no word after that single shouted "Hi!"
which had been the signal for them to set upon me.


Only a few yards up the bank the blacks halted a moment; and
then I found out how small a chance I ever would have had to find
the cave mouth. Two Negroes leaned forward, facing uphill, and
looking as though they intended to pull up some tangled dewberry
bushes by the roots.


Instead of that, there ensued a clanking, scraping sound, and
a slanted wooden trapdoor, sodded and camouflaged with live
bushes, came up easily enough to horizontal. This made an open
doorway into the hill behind. The doorway was only about five
feet six inches high, but six or seven feet wide; and inside the
room beyond, a light burned and two white men—one of them
Bertram Jackley—came to make sure who it was that
entered.


The door was counterweighted; and when it was set at
horizontal a pole like the center pole of a tent was set under to
hold it in that position.


I was picked up now, carried inside, and tossed on to the bare
clay floor at one side.


"No sign of the old man," said the man I took to be Breen, in
a quiet voice. "Lost the blood trail. Tomorrow Tiff can bring his
dog, just to make sure. We'll find him dead in some branch."


Tiff, I took it as he turned and looked about, nodding mutely,
was one of the four Negroes.




ALL this time I had been staring about, taking in the strange
surroundings, but vastly more interested in finding out if
Marjorie and Mrs. Colman were here. At first there was no
indication that they were.


Some torrential rain and washout probably had dug a deep gully
down this hillside in past time. Old Oyster-Eye, or whoever it
was that finished the place, shored the soft walls and ceiling
with tree trunks, no doubt filling in earth and shrubs on the
roof just as had been done with the concealed door.


The place did not look too reassuring, with some of the
shoring down and places showing where rain had brought in
cascades of red mud. Though once it no doubt had been safe
enough, lack of care made it now into a trap where a wise man
would not think of sleeping in a rainstorm. Probably that was why
Lavoisier had abandoned it to go to the Grandeman place.


The four Negroes squatted down near me. They seemed to have no
domestic duties here; and in the first chamber where I lay there
were no signs of eating or cooking, or even of sleeping.


There was a narrow passage, half blocked by a fallen timber
and cave-in of mud, leading back into the hill. Beyond that
evidently was a second room, possibly more, since the man I took
to be Breen went back through the passage, out of sight for a
minute.


Little Jackley lighted a cigarette with a nervous, apologetic
air. He avoided looking squarely at me. It was plain that without
the presence of his boss he was timid—even when there was
nothing in the world save a bound, unarmed man to frighten him. I
longed for a chance even to talk to him alone, but I was never to
get it.


The third man, who was attired in a sleeveless jersey, was
dirty and needed a shave. He had a belt and gun in holster about
his paunchy middle; but I saw from the gnarled muscles of his
arms and the broken, black-rimmed nails on his wide hands, he
would use his strength in a knockdown battle more naturally than
he would turn to firearms. I put him down as a Gulf Coast
dock-walloper used to bossing Negroes.


"I'd like to have someone tell me what this means!" I rasped
harshly, glaring at the little man in the cap.


At the first sound of my voice I heard a gasp from the
adjoining room, and my heart sank. The women were captives there.
Though I had never really doubted it, I had hoped that by some
miracle they might have effected an escape at the same time as
Lavoisier.


Jackley shrugged. "Don't ask me," he said with what was almost
a giggle. "The old man cheated my boss, and now Mr. Breen feels
that he—"


"Silence, out there!" thundered the menacing voice of Breen
from the inner chamber. He reappeared at the passage, frowning.
"I'll do the talking, Jackley. You, Corkhill, bring Tiff and
another Negro. This damn roof looks as though it might cave in
any minute. See... that timber there has got loose, and the whole
side..."




HERE cries from Marjorie Grandeman, and screams of hysterical
terror in another feminine voice, drowned out the rest he said.
There were sounds as of clods falling, and I waited, tense,
guessing that the three men were having a hard time making any
kind of a repair in the shoring.


Catastrophe! Whatever it was they tried, failed. With a
rending noise of spikes being drawn from wood, came the heavy,
awesome thunder of tons of earth slipping. There was a shriek of
pain and an "Oh Lawdy! Oh—ugh!" from one of the blacks,
choking cries from the women who doubtless lay there helpless to
save themselves, and a steady rumble of cursing as Breen strained
savagely to stop the minor avalanche.


In vain. Of a sudden his voice shouted imperative commands.
Jackley stood up, made for the doorway, and stood there just
outside, trembling and chattering his fear. The two remaining
blacks were divided in courage. One of them, the whites of his
eyes showing, uttered a wild yell, pointing upward where a part
of the saplings of the ceiling in this chamber were bulging, and
made a wild dive, gaining the doorway and pushing past
Jackley.


He kicked over the electric bullseye lantern as he went, but
fortunately for every one inside the caves, it was not
extinguished.


I had not been tied up especially tight or cruelly,
considering the nature of these men; but the work had been done
by a Negro used to fishing for catfish, and it was an efficient
job. Two loops of line strong enough to land a 60-pound cat held
my ankles. My wrists lay one along the other in back, with a loop
of the heavy green fishline for each wrist. Only a single strand
held the loops together, but it might as well have been a ship's
hawser tied with a Gordian knot.


Now I writhed up to my knees, fighting to break the line at my
wrists—and only slicing it into the skin and flesh almost
to the point where I would sever an important artery. I did get
up to my knees, and was inching toward the passage and the doomed
chamber beyond, when the second darky, deciding finally to go to
the rescue of Breen and the other, pushed me over sidewise again
and ran into the passage.


He collided with someone, which proved to be the dock-walloper
called Corkhill. Blood streaming from his forehead, mingling with
the red clay smeared all over him, he looked bestial and
horrible. He gasped for air, but came gamely ahead, pushing the
black out of his path, and dragging a limp figure in a black
dress.


I got one glimpse of the woman's face. Her eyes were closed,
and she either had been knocked senseless or fainted. But there
was not even a smear of dirt on her countenance; and I saw with
despair in my heart that she was not the girl I had sought. She
must be the elderly widow, Mrs. Col-man.


Down came a sapling trunk from the ceiling, hitting me across
the back of the head and stretching me flat again. Not
unconscious, quite. I struggled up, in time to get a suffocating
shower of sand and clay in the face.


That second a Negro, an unrecognizable white man, and what
looked as though it might be a girl, though with features
unrecognizable, stumbled into me, went down, and scrambled up
again.


Breen was cursing, slowly, gaspingly now. He snarled.


"You can stay, Lamont!" he said, and kicked me in the
forehead. The last thing I knew was that. My attempted rescue had
failed.
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CHAPTER VI.


JUST NUTS.



HERE comes a break in my chronicle. I must have been
unconscious a good two hours, or else I lapsed from the knockout
into a brief sleep, for matters had changed a great deal by the
time I awakened.


Briefly, what happened is this. Breen's attempt to make the
caves a trifle safer for the time being had somehow loosened a
key log. In a series of collapses the inner room of the two caves
became almost filled with debris from above. And under that debris
lay the bodies of two of the Negro guards. No attempt was made to
dig them out, as far as I ever learned.


Even the second, outer chamber looked as though it would go.
Breen, Jackley, Corkhill, two of the Negroes (one who apparently
fled and was not seen again by any of us) and both the women were
saved. In a sort of fury, though he had wanted me as a possible
help to his grim purpose, Breen had left me there to be buried
alive.


By this time the man, who had been a sort of city partner of
Lavoisier, began to realize that he had been balked; but with the
pertinacity of a scientific man he refused to admit the fact
until he had tested all of the remaining and remote
possibilities.


It was a remote possibility—simply because he knew I was
a grandson of the fellow once called Old Oyster-Eye, and had come
into the piney-woods to live near him! Breen knew that Lavoisier
had seemed to hate me, but he would not grant that had been the
truth until he tested it thoroughly.


Though even now I little suspected, Breen knew that he was
playing a grim game of murder—in a county where there was
almost no chance for vengeance of the law overtaking him, it was
true—for a stake even greater men have admitted to be their
price.


Breen had been paid a thousand dollars every now and then by
this queer woods recluse, for doing puzzling things. Now the city
man felt he had been what he termed a stooge; that he had been
cheated out of wealth. Even though at the time he had thought he
was getting magnificent pay for some queer services.


The reason I was not dead was simply that the dock-walloper,
Corkhill, had not been told I was to die. His simple mind had
supposed me valuable, when just a short while before Breen and he
and four Negroes had thought it worth while to stalk, and capture
me, binding me for future reference.


So Corkhill went back into the caves and hauled me out into
the dusk. Breen had been given time to wipe his brow and
consider. So he let me live for the time being; though,
naturally, my fate had been decided long before. All of us had to
die, lest we tell this story of woods horror. But first off, we
must be persuaded to tell all we knew, or imagined, concerning
Jules Lavoisier.


The first thing I really knew was that somewhere a girl was
crying—not making much noise about it, but sobbing quietly
and helplessly. In a moment more I heard a husky contralto
mutter. This was Mrs. Colman, who was Catholic, saying prayers as
she fingered a rosary at her breast. She had long since given up
hope of deliverance.


Then there was a sound as a man spit through his teeth. This
was the heavy-set fellow, Corkhill, left as guard over all of us.
Where Breen and Jackley had gone, was a problem. When I did get
around to wondering about that, I figured they might be raiding
my own cabin for a ham and other food I had there. Mealtimes had
been disregarded completely by my captors as well as by myself,
of late.


As a matter of fact they had arranged for another base of
supplies, a Negro cabin of which I did not know, about three
miles distant. Breen had been shrewd enough to park the car in
which they came from Mobile, on a wood road far enough away so no
sounds of a motor ever reached any of us near Grandeman's.
Lavoisier himself had not owned a motor; on the few trips
the two women had made out of the woods, they had
arranged for a hired machine to take them to the railroad.


Now as I and the two women were hauled back to the Grandeman
house, there to be dumped, still trussed and helpless, in the
upstairs room where the pecans were stored in boxes and on the
floor, Breen and Jackley left us for a time, taking with them the
one remaining Negro. Corkhill, who did not care whether he was
dirty or clean, stayed on guard—promised food and a bottle
of liquor as soon as the others could return.




BREEN did have the slight grace to strip the mattresses from
the two single beds downstairs, for Marjorie and Mrs. Colman to
lie on; but I was dumped on top of the shifting pile of pecans.
No doubt the reason, why we were put in this upstairs chamber was
the same one which had made Breen prefer the caves in the first
place. No outsider could believe easily how isolated Old
Oyster-Eye had made himself and those few with him. It was logical
enough to suppose that some few people did come to see him; and
for Breen's dark purpose it was better to avoid all of these.


Nightfall, and the disaster at the caves, had made even
Corkhill want a roof over his head, one that would not collapse
without warning.


As I learned in the ring, coming back to consciousness after a
knockout, getting hold on yourself again without nausea and
needless misery, is largely a matter of deep breathing held under
even control. It was pretty hard to do, this time. I was nearly
done with lack of sleep and food, and with the exertion and hard
knocks of the day. They tell me I groaned several times, before
coming enough awake to stop any such racket. At any rate I
reached the surface of dark waters to find the pipe-smoking and
hideously dirty dock-walloper shaking me and telling me to shut
up.


Sometime after that I saw Mrs. Colman and Marjorie, the old
woman lying there in a coma or slumber, and the girl looking
across the floor at me, her eyes big with horror and despair.


Managing a grimace meant to be a smile of encouragement, I
took stock of the situation. Both women had their arms tied in
front, which saved them some of the pain. Both had their ankles
held together by green fishline, exactly as did I.


"Are—are you all right?" came a whisper from
Marjorie.


I nodded, setting my teeth, and glanced at the open doorway.
Corkhill, the guard, was tilted back in a chair against the wall.
Nothing of him was visible except the end of his right knee, and
slow puffs of blue smoke which moved across the doorway, bound
down the corridor. Two lanterns were burning. When I moved at
all, the foot or so of nuts under me made a rattling or crunching
sound. Marjorie was not handicapped thus. It was a desperate'
chance she took then, one with practically no chance of success;
but she tried it. Inching from the mattress to the floor, she
started toward me. Little by little she approached, with no sound
except I could hear her breathing somewhat quickened. Corkhill
went on smoking imperturbably, faced away from the doorway at his
back and right.


I started to turn to one side, but the confounded pecans made
such an appalling noise that I froze where I was, staring at
Corkhill's knee, certain that he must turn around and investigate.
The puffs continued. With a revolver or pistol at his hand, and
certain that all three of us were bound and unarmed, he no doubt
felt his spell of guard duty was a mere matter of form.


Marjorie frowned and shook her head, to tell me that I was not
to turn. She inched sidewise, turning. Now I saw what she meant
to try. The line at my ankles! If she just could manage the
knots, it was barely possible that I might be able to get to my
feet, tip over the guard as he sat there with a well-directed
kick, and make a dash for it—trying to get somewhere out of
reach of these men until I could saw off the line at my wrists
and get a gun!


At this time I did not know anything at all about the
whereabouts of Breen, Jackley and the Negroes—though I had
grim doubts that all of them got out of the cave alive. There
were no sounds in the house, except an occasional cooking noise
from the bowl of Corkhill's briar, however; and now the brave
girl was down there, tugging fiercely at that fishline with her
teeth!




ONE long minute passed. Marjorie looked back at me. Her blue
eyes were tearful now, despairing. But she returned to the
hopeless task. I was to learn that the knots were at the back,
where she could not reach them unless I turned—something
which could not be done now. She had been trying to chew through
that tough green braided linen line with her teeth!


Just what a task that would have been even under ideal
circumstances, I was to discover shortly. But this moment, to my
utter horror, the heavy-set guard, Corkhill, knocked the dottle
from his pipe, stretched his arms wide, yawned, got to his
feet—and looked into the chamber!


For an instant or two he blinked and frowned, skeptical that
he really saw this rather haughty young woman face down there on
the floor, apparently kissing my boots. But Corkhill recovered
even before Marjorie knew she had been seen.


"Hi! What the hell's goin' on?" he bellowed; and I
recognized the voice which had given the Negroes the signal to
overpower me there on the bank of Dog River.


Marjorie shrank away as he came striding in, crunching pecans
to powder underfoot. Picking her up by ankles and arms, as easily
as he might handle a sack of corn, he tossed her back to the bare
mattress where she had been.


Then he saw the dark green wet place on the fishline, and
grunted. He stared at me, and through the mask of red-clay and
blood smear on his face I saw the cold brutality of the man.
Courageous, yes. Lacking, however, in any great sensitivity to
pain himself, he gave little or no consideration to others at any
time. A hulking, low grade brute; that named him off, and in the
second he laid hands on Marjorie I wanted to knock his ugly face
through the back of his head.


I jerked my legs, but the fishline held. It. continued to
hold, biting in deeper, when he reached down and tested it with a
strong pull. Then he turned me over, and made sure the wrist bond
was in place also. It was, so I was turned back to lie again on
my numbed arms.


The flash of a genuine inspiration came at that second,
though. The pecans! These were Schleys, with thin, brittle
shells. Anyone can take two of the dried nuts in his hand, close
his fist, and break them.


But while the shells were thin and brittle, of no value to my
purpose, there is something else about pecans I remembered.


The partitions on the inside are stiff, and as sharp almost as
safety razor blades. Right now I might be able to use a few of
those partitions!


Instantly I cracked two of the nuts, glaring up at Corkhill as
though I meant him to think I was grating and gnashing my teeth.
But he paid no attention now. He had gone over to take a look at
the women's bonds, and while testing them, he stared down in a
sort of apelike curiosity at this girl who would-take such a
foolish chance, trying to outwit him.


Likely enough in that moment, hunkering down on his great
haunches like an orang of the jungle, he really saw Marjorie for
the first time as an individual. And even stained with red clay,
disheveled as she was, she could not look otherwise than
attractive to a man. Particularly, shrinking away from his touch
in real terror. Cork-hill's dim mind probably enjoyed having his
women fear him; and I have no doubt he gave them cause.




ONE of the nuts I cracked seemed to have nothing inside it but
gritty powder. The other, however, had a sharp partition. I
managed to grip it in swollen fingers, starting in to saw with it
on the linen line. About eight strokes and it broke,
necessitating the cracking of another nut.


Corkhill, the guard, paid no attention to the sounds. He
grunted—or possibly chuckled—and reached out, turning
Marjorie's face toward himself.


"You let that girl alone! Release us, you brute!"


Shrill and cracked with the strain, the voice of poor old Mrs.
Colman, whom I for one had forgotten, came at that instant. I
cursed between set jaws, sawing away for dear life. Fortunately I
could not see all that the guard actually did; but he certainly
did not obey the white-haired widow. She kept on denouncing and
pleading, exhibiting a truly remarkable courage in defense of her
helpless charge. But it did no more than amuse the ape-man,
Corkhill, who went on patting and pinching Marjorie.


I sawed savagely, and my fingertips were greasy now with my
own blood. But this was the last chance. I knew it.


Of all interruptions in the world, I think the strangest one
occurred then to grant Marjorie a merciful respite of a minute or
two from the beast's pawing. Through the open door came a
hopping, gray-brown creature—a sleek fox-squirrel, nearly
as big as a tomcat, and with a glorious, iridescent brush curving
forward over its back, then upward.


The fox-squirrel came over my legs with no sign of fear,
dipped into the pile of pecans, seemed to reject the first three
or four he found, then chose one which he promptly thrust out of
sight in his cheek pouch.


He did that until his cheeks bulged; and I saw, through the
blood haze of fury in my eyes, that he was the most persnicketty
squirrel in the world, probably. For each of the pecans he chose,
he threw aside as inferior at least three or four—sometimes
eight! But he got a load to put deep in his autumn nest, at last,
and started away.


I think then he smelled or saw Marjorie. At any rate he turned
with two rapid flicks of his tail, and hopped over to her. Right
up on the hip of her khaki trousers he went, then turned to
fasten black beads of eyes in interest upon Corkhill.


The ape-man guard was startled. He leaned back, lost his
balance, and had to put one band to the floor behind him. Then he
was on his feet, gun out.


"I like fried squirrel! Chase him off'n you, lady!" he bade
with a gloating chuckle. He flourished the pistol.


"Oh, don't!" Marjorie cried in protest. "Nutmeg is my
pet—m-my only—" and her voice quivered.


I closed my eyes, sawing away blindly in back, praying that I
could get the use of my hands soon, to smash this beast.


Whoooummm! Nutmeg had hopped away; and then he hopped
straight out into the hall, headless, and fortunately disappeared
from sight of the girl who burst into sobs. It was a grim enough
reminder that this ape-man was a real shot with his pistol; but
at that moment I doubt that one slug of lead anywhere would have
halted me. The little green linen cord did, however. I had to saw
some more!


Corkhill collected his still quivering prey, holding it up for
the women to see, then tossing it down on the floor. He strolled
back to Marjorie, looking down as the tears forced themselves
somehow out of her tight closed eyes.


"It don't pay to run away f'urn me!" he chortled. "I tellya,
it really don't!"




THAT second the frayed cord between my wrists, snapped. My
hands and arms were free! I knew the hands were numb and swollen,
though the stiffness and strain of the arm muscles probably would
not handicap me long. But while Corkhill stood there, slowly
replacing the pistol in holster, I had to hold myself taut, to
keep from showing my relief—and the plan even then forming
in my mind. The plan had to do with surmounting the difficulty of
tied ankles; it was certain I should not have a chance to untie
them now.


"Could I have a cigarette?" I asked, striving to make my voice
that of a smoker long denied his usual solace.


"I ain't got none," answered Corkhill indifferently. His
interest now was definitely fixed upon Marjorie, and there was a
sensual twist new to his mouth. It was only too plain that his
slow mind at last had figured out that it would be all right to
play with her a little while Breen was away, and that the
prospect of such enjoyment pleased him.


"There are cigarettes right here in my pocket. And matches!" I
pleaded desperately. "Can't you see I'm dying for a smoke?"


"All right, buddy, go ahead an' die. Don't mind me!" he
jeered. "This li'l lady looks sorta lonesome..." Thump. He
let down his weight on the edge of the mattress, sprawling out
his heavy legs sidewise as he reached over to put one arm under
the shrinking figure of Marjorie.


Mrs. Colman's voice was berating him again, but wearily, as
though she knew there was no chance of her plea being heeded. As
indeed there was not. Sheer horror held me a long second. I could
not edge off these pecans without making enough noise to arouse
all the squirrels in Washington County.


But I could grab that leg, and at least come to grips
with Corkhill!


At the second I saw that slimmest of possible chances, I
grabbed it and yanked the leg toward me with all the strength
left in my strained arms.


Instantly I knew that I had the grimmest fight of my life on
my hands. It would be to the death, and with a man, still-armed,
who was stronger—if somewhat muscle-bound—and
certainly more at home than myself in a rough and tumble fracas
of the waterfront type.
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This would be a fight to the death.




 


I simply meant to get Corkhill if I could; and if I were going
to fail and have to take a hot shot from that pistol, I'd delay
the final moment just as long as I could. Perhaps Breen would
come... and though his face showed him a killer, as brutal in his
own way as Corkhill, I felt pretty sure a feeling of caste in him
would prevent him allowing a girl of good family to be maltreated
by such a one as my opponent. At least, in this particular
fashion.




OF my fight with Corkhill I remember almost nothing, save what
has been brought back to me. That gives away the secret that I
did survive; but how could I have told any of this
peculiar yarn otherwise? I did survive, but for what must have
been six or seven minutes of brute struggle, I did not think I
would.


I got one leg, then both of them at the thighs, as he was
startled, thrown off balance. I slogged an overhand right, aiming
for his face—but hitting the hair on top of his head with
no damage.


Blind kicking on his part, with a striking down of one
hand—and at the same instant a forceful gesture with his
right hand downward, toward the pistol, holster.


I reached it almost as quickly; and that was one thing I do
recall vividly. He almost got that gun free; and if he had done
so it would have been quick curtains. But I grabbed the wrist,
forced it upward. And then little by little I shifted grip until
I got one finger with his on the trigger. Holding the arm and
weapon high, I pumped out each crashing cartridge, six more of
them!


Then with a. savage curse, Corkhill let the empty weapon drop,
to devote himself to the job of choking the life out of me.


Corkhill was something of a freak. He had more muscles than
any two men could use to best advantage; but every now and then
he worked his bunchy body into exactly the right leverage
position, from which he could put out a sort of Herculean thrust
which would have thrown both Mr. Gotch and Mr. Hackenschmidt
clean over the right field wall of the White Sox Ball
Park—but even now that flop of a wrestling match is
forgotten. My match with Corkhill is not forgotten by me. Or by
others, though the audience was small.


I almost had a half-nelson, or what I thought would be one,
when something like an earthquake struck me in the middle. He had
managed to work up one foot against my chest. A sudden
shove—and I was hurtled across the room, away from the two
captive women, to strike the wall—and fall down upon the
pecans, almost where I had been.


With a sort of snarling cry deep in his throat, like an old
man ape fighting for life in the jungle, he took three short
steps. Long arms outstretched and clutching for me, he dove at me
where I fell—and I had no more than a brief split-second's
glance of him leaving the ground and diving through the air!


I don't know just what happened then. I think he must have
overshot my body, driven into the wall with his head, and come
down partly dazed. At any rate, eons afterward I found myself
with fingers, sunk deep into his great throat, the heavy body
inert under my knees, and a girl's voice screaming to me to stop,
telling me that I would kill him!


Kill him? Yes, even when I fully understood that I must
have killed Corkhill, I found it difficult to release my cramped
fingers and tear them away from his throat. The loops of green
fishline were still about the wrists, you see, and my fingers were
swollen to twice or thrice their normal size. I untied my ankles.




BUT I staggered up, knee-deep in the pecans, and went like a
drunken man over to the two women. In a second I turned,
realizing what I must do, and went back to Corkhill's body. There
I took the big jack-knife I found in one pocket, and hastened to
slash away all the bonds from Mrs. Colman and Marjorie.


The girl gave a gasping sigh of relief and stood up, trying to
stretch her muscles and make them work.


"The gun! Mr. Lamont, get his gun!" she whispered, pointing
down at the floor. Then she turned to Mrs. Colman, who did not
realize as yet that she had been freed.


I dove for the weapon, which lay there partially covered by
pecans, I got it, and remembered instantly that it was empty.
Waiting only to free my own wrists from the two green loops which
had bitten down through the skin and were making the raw flesh
smart, I went back to Corkhill's body, rather dazedly reassured
myself that he was dead (I still was moving in a blood-red daze,
beginning to reason a little, but not all at once), and searched
hastily for more cartridge clips for the pistol. There were none
at all!


I had a gun now, but not a single cartridge to fire in it! And
here were two helpless, women, one of whom I probably would have
to carry from the house, with at least three of their enemies and
mine either in this house or near it somewhere!


"Quick!" I said in a hoarse, choked whisper. "There isn't
anything to use in this gun. We'll just have to try to get out of
here and away, somehow. Get one of those two lanterns!"


"Oh!" breathed Marjorie, her blue eyes wide. "But
that—that other man? Mr. Breen?"


I shrugged. "I'll take Mrs. Colman, if you'll just tell her to
keep quiet." With that I lifted the old lady; and as she was
unconscious again, I slung her over my left shoulder to make for
ease in carrying.


With Marjorie tip-toeing at my other side, reaching up to help
steady my burden, we went almost noiselessly to the head of the
stairs.


There we stopped, frozen by dread and a certainty that we had
come just too late! Below us sounded the heavy tread of at least
two, probably three men; and there came the glow of a flashlight
in the darkness below, which paled the pair of lanterns upstairs
into insignificance.


"You, Corky!" came an imperative shout—a suspicious,
wondering voice I knew must be that of Breen. "We heard the
shooting. What the hell's happened to you?


"Hey! Is everything all right? Why don't you answer?" This
after a pause of seconds, during which time my wits slowly began
to function.


"Yes, everything's just about perfect," I replied, knowing any
attempt at concealment was useless. "Cork-hill is dead. The two
women are well on their way to get help, and I am just honing to
have the rest of you come upstairs and taste the lead out of
Corkhill's pistol!"


There was a muffled oath, a stifled scream of alarm from
Jackley, and then footsteps scattering away from the bottom of
the stairs. At the very least I had given them something to think
over mighty carefully!
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CHAPTER VII.


A SIEGE AND A SORTIE.



BECAUSE of the peculiar construction of the old Grandeman
house, which I have mentioned, old Mrs. Colman, Marjorie and I
had the two rooms of the second floor, a bit of corridor, and as
much of a narrow stairway as we could see from good cover, to
ourselves. There was no door through to the other side of the
upstairs; and there was no roof of single-storey addition
conveniently under one of the windows, as was the case on the
other side.


I signed for the two women to keep absolutely quiet. It was a
desperate hope indeed; but it did seem there might be a chance
that Breen would believe my tale about the flight of the two
women, and that I had been fool enough to lie in wait behind
them, looking for revenge.


Probably he did weigh the tale and find it improbable. But
after a mutter of low voices downstairs came silence. Then a few
creaks of the dry flooring. Breen, certain that I, at least, was
in his power as long as he guarded the staircase, had taken
position down there. It was typical of this grim man that he did
not try to parley. He set himself to wait for daylight.


It was old Mrs. Colman who punctured my tale for keeps. No
doubt all this terror and physical violence had dazed her; but at
any rate she was paying no attention to Marjorie and myself; but
lying back on the mattress. Now and then she would turn to stare
at the dead man across the room, then look up again at the
ceiling. Then all of a sudden, picking a moment of unnatural
silence in the whole house, she began to mutter one of her
prayers!


There came a snort of triumph from below, and my blood
congealed. Breen had recognized a woman's voice, of course, and
knew now that he had nothing in the world to fear save what I
might be able to do when I finally was forced to make a dash down
those narrow stairs.


"You might as well come now and have it over, Lamont!" he
rasped. "I know you're all up there. No food:—"


"Pecans!" I retorted.


"No water," he continued, and this was the terrible truth.
Until that moment I had not noted the fact, but my mouth and
throat were parched. By the sudden drawn look which came: to
Marjorie's lovely face—which somehow she had managed to
clean of the red clay stains—I knew both women were
probably in worse case than I. Certainly no heed had been paid
their wants while in those caves.


"And so I'll wait. Jackley and I have water, liquor and food
inside us, and more right here at hand. Come and get it!"


That was all. He did not offer to treat, since any bargain
offered would be such a palpable lie. After two murders, nothing
at all save wiping out all witnesses could make him safe.
Washington County would never indict him; but once let a
sweet-faced girl like Marjorie get away from the woods to tell her
story, and every able-bodied southern male in and near Citronelle
would join the vengeful posse. Breen and Jackley would be lucky
if they got ropes instead of the stake....


Killing a Cajan and a Negro would not matter; but the
indignities suffered by Marjorie and Mrs. Colman would bring
lynch law on the trail of the criminals. They would not be safe
anywhere in the South.


For the sake of clarity I have used names for our enemies all
the way through this chronicle; but it was during the next half
hour that I really learned about them from Marjorie. As I waited
there in the doorway, watching the head of the stairs, the open
jackknife and the empty pistol my only weapons, Marjorie sat
beside me, a hand lightly on my left shoulder. We talked in
whispers too faint to be heard downstairs. Mrs. Colman went on
praying. She seemed to have forgotten all about us.


BREEN and another man named Coverbaugh had somehow been
associated in a queer, secretive sort of business, with Jules
Lavoisier. The two of them had come, quarreled with the old man;
and he had had them put off the place.


That had been ten days or so ago. Marjorie felt sure now that
they had come back; that they had been responsible for the burst
of machine gun bullets sent through the windows—probably
just to frighten, and to give an earnest of their intentions.


What had become of Coverbaugh, Marjorie could not guess. But I
could. Those four silent blacks had been obeying Jules Lavoisier
the previous night. They bad captured a skulker and thrown him in
the swamp—just as they had threatened to throw me and my
car!


"They must have cornered Tiff and the rest of those
Negroes," whispered Marjorie with a shiver, leaning a little
closer to me, "and given them a choice of sudden death—or
of turning against grandfather. He always said he could do
anything with them, just as long as they knew he was right there.
The minute he gave them something to carry out in his absence,
they were just as careless and crazy as children."


I marveled at this girl, the courage of her. Facing what she
knew was almost certain death, she could control her voice and
tell me  all she knew about Jules Lavoisier and his queer, secret
business.


"I don't think he ever succeeded in what he meant to do," she
said. "It was a chemical process for extracting iron from red
clay. He told me once that anyone could do it—get some
iron, I mean—but the task was to invent a process cheap
enough so it could be used commercially.


"Then there was something else, that had to do with work down
at the river. The blacks used to come back wet and very
dirty."


"I know," I nodded. "It was some kind of sluice mining, though
for what I can't guess. However, Mr. Lavoisier had something
worth while, all right, to bring these men and make them ready to
murder out of hand. Oh!"


At that second I recalled the queer note given me by Old
Oyster-Eye himself. I fished it up from my shirt front where it
had lain, and gave it to Marjorie.


"Maybe this means something, but I don't know what!" she said
blankly, after leaning away toward the lantern and reading the
cryptic message. "My pet squirrel... poor Nutmeg!" And tears came
then.


For the first time I put an arm around her and clasped her
tightly. "Just one thing, Marjorie," I said huskily, aware of a
constriction in my throat, and a heart clown below it somewhere
throwing uppercuts at it. "I don't want you to call Lavoisier
your grandfather any more, because, you see—I believe he
was mine!"


Briefly I told her the strange tale I had got from the dying
man, and the rather lame explanation I had evolved of my rascal
father dying in prison.


"Sometime, if we ever get out of here alive," I promised, my
brain on fire in spite of the folly of thinking of anything save
our present peril, "I'm going to try to explain to you, Marjorie,
just why we shouldn't both have the same grandfather!"


She actually smiled, and laid her up-tilted face against my
shoulder.


"I'll be waiting to hear, Mr. Lamont," she whispered.


"Pierre!"


"Pierre," she amended. "But now, isn't there some way
we can get out? The window there...? I'm really very
anxious to hear your story!"




I PUT a finger against her lips, as she had whispered louder.
Then I got noiselessly to my feet and walked to the window,
easing up the sash an inch at a time before I appeared in front
of it. Then I whispered back for Marjorie to shield the lantern
light, which she did by leaning down and almost enfolding it with
her arms and slender body.


It was as dark now as a coal hole out there, clouds blotting
out both moon and stars. I had little hope that such an obvious
way of escape would be left unguarded, but I leaned a little
outward and took a long look.


There was a guard. I could not see him, but I did see the red
coal of a cigarette moving slowly along, brightening, then
dulling to red with the smoker's puffs. Jackley, I thought. He
smoked cigarettes; and I was quite sure Breen was waiting inside
at the bottom of the stairway.


The red coal disappeared. I thought I knew what that meant.
Jackley, a nervous sort anyhow, was patrolling up and down below
the windows of this room and the next one. A tree or bush
intervened, when he got a few yards along his sentry-go.


The red coal reappeared, confirming the guess. Then suddenly
it held still, and sparks fell from it. The glow increased until
I could make out the thin face and cap of Bertram Jackley. He was
lighting one cigarette from the butt of the other.


This accomplished, he resumed his pacing. With the mental
flare of an idea which should have come to me long before, save
for the helpless Mrs. Colman being there to care for first, my
heart paused, then beat furiously. Just outside and below this
dormer window, if it was identical with the one I had entered on
the other side of the house, was a narrow copper gutter. The
pitch of roof was not impossibly steep. Could we not wait until
Jackley was out of sight, then one at a time get up on this roof,
cross over the other side, lower ourselves to the roof of the
kitchen or servants' quarters, whichever it was, then escape by
means of that big tree branch I had used in entering this house
the first time?


I tiptoed back, and quickly explained the roof and tree layout
to Marjorie as well as I could. Also she instantly was ready to
take the chance, any chance, but pointed, silently at Mrs.
Colman. The old lady, looking small, frail and pitiful in the dim
light of the lantern, had fallen asleep. No one could imagine her
climbing roofs, or swinging up into the branches of a tree.


"I'll carry her somehow, if she'll let me," I said, my lips
close to. Marjorie's ear. "But you must wake her. And after we
once start, she must remember not to make a sound, no matter what
happens! If she does—"


"She won't!" whispered Marjorie, her hair brushing my bent
cheek as she turned to waken the old lady.


Mrs. Colman moaned once, but then she was quiet. It seemed to
take a dreadful time to make her understand, however. I was
holding my breath, listening, afraid now that we seemed to have a
chance.


Breen might start some scheme like sending up one of the
colored men as a human shield, and fighting it out in gun-smoke.


But down below I heard a reassuring sound, the clink of a
bottle on glass, and then the low gurgle of liquid being poured.
It showed me how faint sounds carried in that preternaturally
still house. I unlaced and removed my boots.


It is strange how inconsequently the mind works in moments of
tension. Waiting, gooseflesh creeping up my forearms. I suddenly
thought of the pet squirrel lying dead there in the hall. This
was the animal mentioned in Lavoisier's strange epistle, no
doubt. He had been as tame as could be, if a trifle finicky about
his food.




HE had rejected more pecans than he had taken! What was it
that Lavoisier's letter said? He could recall it word for
word.


Marjorie dear, your heritage is black instead of white, and
your pet squirrel rejects it with scorn!


Right down there were a number of the pecans the rodent had
rejected! I gathered up a handful, which now seemed oddly heavy,
and thrust them into a hip pocket for future investigation,
wadding a handkerchief on top of them so they would not rattle.
Had Old Oyster-Eye really conjured gold out of the sandy bed of
Dog River?


Hiding gold in nuts would surely be a novel idea in
caches!


But now Marjorie touched my arm. Mrs. Colman was on her feet,
and I saw that Marjorie had taken the hint; both she and the
white-haired widow were in their stocking feet.


As I had planned, Marjorie went out of the window first, just
as soon as Jackley's cigarette disappeared the first time. I
heard faint scratching sounds as she cautiously climbed up the
pitch of shingles. Then nothing. Jackley was coming back
again.


About four long minutes later Mrs. Colman and I followed. I
shudder still at the memory of those excruciating seconds,
getting the old lady out there on the roof, then getting her in
place on my back. I will say that once there she clung with arms
around my neck and legs gripping my waist. So tightly did she
cling, in fact, that at first I had difficulty climbing. But
little by little the first fierce tenseness of her strength
slackened, and it was easier for me.


Climbing upward in the blackness, I reached the ridge of this
side of the roof and touched Marjorie before I saw her at
all.


"I'm lost!" she whispered. "Which way is it we're going? I
can't see a thing!"


"Down a short V notch, up the other side, then down a long
slant to the gutter on the other side," I whispered. "Go to the
left of the dormer window, and wait for me." Getting from that
point to the lower roof, and thence to the branch of tree was
hard, possibly too hard. I seemed to recall that the branch along
which I had crawled, had bent a foot or two under my weight. If
so I might not even be able to catch it by jumping upward.


However, we had improved our position. If worse became worst,
these women could dangle at the end of my belt and drop to the
ground the distance of twelve feet or thereabouts, measured from
the eaves of the kitchen.


Marjorie was waiting, and all seemed quiet inside the house. I
began to feel hot hopes rocketing through my brain. If we just
could get into this tree, climb down, and make it the short
distance to my cabin, we could get all set, start the Ford, and
be far away in the woods before these men knew we had left the
upstairs prison!


Alas for such a simple solution of our perils! Everything
went with suspicious smoothness right until the moment we stood
underneath the dark bough I meant to use. It was no more than six
inches above my fingertips. I could jump and get it, without
fail; so I put down Mrs. Colman, gauged the distance, flexed my
knees, and—


Disaster! Though shingles had been replaced on this roof, all
the framework and joists were the original wood, no doubt eaten
through by ants and borers. At the first downward thrust of my
intended, skyward leap, my right foot went straight through with
a rending crash which must have sounded inside the house like the
smashing impact of a meteor from the skies!


MY whole leg went through to the thigh, and I had a desperate
struggle of half a minute to get out and on my feet again.
Meanwhile rasping shouts came from within Grandeman's, and from
outside came a Negro's answer, and Jackley's quavery cry of
apprehension.


There was nothing to it now but try again, and trust in speed.
I moved along a little, jumped again, and this time, although the
wood cracked under my toes, I did not break through. I caught the
limb, brought it down, let the trembling little Mrs. Colman
climb on my back while Marjorie swung up by herself.


Then I imitated Tarzan, and swung up rather more awkwardly
after her, with Mrs. Colman clinging to me with fingers, teeth
and toenails like an aged parrot clinging to a spar in a gale of
wind.


Probably it took Breen a little time to find out just what had
happened, and to make sure his prisoners had fled from the second
floor room. No doubt, certain that Mrs. Colman and Marjorie would
not be deserted, he had conjectured nothing more drastic than
possibly a leap from the window on my part. Jackley had been
there armed to fix me if I tried anything of the sort in
extremity. He knew there were no bed sheets to be knotted and
twisted; nothing but our own clothes and those of the dead
Corkhill; and a rope made of such odds and ends would be more
perilous than a straight charge down the stairs, exchanging hot
lead with him, Of course he had no idea of Corkhill's
improvidence in having only one clip of cartridges for his
pistol, else there would have been no siege at all. By this time
we all would have been tortured, probably dead.


I never guessed one of those umbrella-ribs of live-oak could
be so interminably long! By the time all three of us reached the
huge, gnarled bole, two flashlights were darting here and there
on the ground level, and Breen, in a towering rage, was gritting
out what he meant to do to Jackley for letting us escape through
the window he was supposed to be watching. The little man was
whimpering and positively squalling at times with fear. The Negro
appeared once in a flashlight beam. He was carrying a cudgel of
some sort, crooked at the end like a gigantic hockey stick, but
he had no light.


We could not descend, but for just a moment I had some hope.
Breen seemed to think we had taken refuge on the roof, and was
shouting up threats to me, saying he would burn the whole place
right away, if we didn't surrender.


While this was going on I whispered to Marjorie to take the
next higher limb, which stretched in the direction away from the
house. If she would crawl out to the end she might see a chance
to drop and run. I would stay, perforce, with Mrs. Colman; but if
Marjorie possibly could get to my Ford, she might be able to
bring help in two or three hours. I hoped, by climbing higher and
propping the half fainting old lady in a crotch of branches, to
stay undiscovered until daylight. After that it would be just too
bad.


Marjorie squeezed my hand and started to obey. I stealthily
wriggled up about six feet more, where a crotch offered some
security if no comfort, and which was practically out of sight
from the ground. Then I cautiously descended, hoping against hope
that a break would give me a chance to get Breen myself, after
Marjorie cleared.


It was that scoundrelly woods-Negro traitor who betrayed us,
just as he had betrayed his employer. His trained eyes, used to
strange duties in the night, discerned that far bough swaying a
trifle as Marjorie swarmed along it!


"Hyah, Boss!" he yelled the alarm. "Da dey is! Da!" He
gestured excitedly upward.


Jackley backed away, but his flashlight showed me Breen coming
right under the tree, playing his own light on the branches. I
had to do something to distract his attention, though I was sure
my number was up. Taking out the jack-knife which had belonged to
Corkhill, yanking open all three blades, I leaned and flung it
full at that bulldog face behind the upraised gun and flash.


As a yell of pain and rage came from him, I swung out and
dropped, aiming squarely for his head and the spurt of orange
fire which angled up to meet me.
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CHAPTER VIII.


SECRET OF THE SORCERER.



THE bullet nipped the calf of my leg, though I did not know it
till afterward. With the impetus of a ten-foot drop I crashed
down squarely upon Breen's right shoulder, just as he ducked his
head and strove to dodge away.


It was a crunching, terrible impact, which sent me rolling
away—but with certain knowledge that I had not been badly
hurt, while Breen must have suffered broken bones. I staggered
up, dodged a half-seen blow of the Negro's cudgel, then threw
myself upon the squirming bulk of Breen. I saw and wrested away
the pistol before he could train it on me; but I did not shoot
him with it. He had gone limp, and except for the shuddering
curses in a half-whisper which came from his mouth, he might have
been dead.


The flashlight, still streaming its white beam along the
ground, was a yard from my side. I reached for it, wondering
dazedly what had happened to Jackley.


That second came near costing me my life. The Negro, shouting
something to his boss, came at me while I was still on one knee,
I looked up, everything tipping dizzily before my eyes, and saw a
gigantic shadow out of the night, limned faintly by the
flashlight. The Negro had swung back his cudgel far behind his
shoulder. And now, before I could raise the pistol and fire, the
blow would fall...


It never fell. Out of the night came a slender, sprinting
shadow, Marjorie Grandeman. With a choked cry and a leap like
that of a sprinter breasting the tape she flung herself, not
against the body of the black man, but against the back-swung
cudgel!


She clung to it, too, bearing him around in a half-turn and
making him stagger for balance. And that precious second or two
told the story. I saw, and staggered up. One blow with the pistol
barrel and he sank down, unconscious.


I looked hard for Jackley then, but he had departed. No matter
who won, he had been sure of dire punishment, so he had snatched
the first chance to flee.


For a little while I had Marjorie take the pistol and watch
for him, with orders to shoot him on sight. I bound the Negro,
and dashed back into the house for some of that green fishline,
and then took one look at Breen. He was unconscious, breathing
faintly. I found out later his back was broken. He died while I
was up in the tree, carrying down poor old Mrs. Colman.


Even then we were uneasy, since it was just possible that
other conspirator, Coverbaugh, had not been the man I had seen
the four blacks carrying away to the swamp, and that Jackley now
was bearing him the news of trouble.


So leaving the dead Jonathan Breen lying there beside his
moaning and helpless black henchman, I carried Mrs. Colman over
to my place, and put her in the back of the Ford, with Marjorie.
Then I drove as fast as I could go, to Citronelle, waking a
nightshirted hotel proprietor, and no doubt scandalizing him.


Marjorie insisted that I wait for her. She put Mrs. Colman to
bed, and then borrowed a shotgun and shells from the gaping hotel
man.


"I'm going right back with you, Pierre!" she said firmly. "No
use talking. I know you have to do something about
that—that black man. And I can keep watch for you!"




IN spite of my protests, so it was. She even refused to let me
get hold of someone else to go along; and I did not try to insist
on that. This was one story of our lives we would not tell others
for a long time to come. The piney-woods drops the mould of its
vegetation upon many secrets, grim as well as beautiful.


Back at Grandeman's, while Marjorie sat on a tree stump in the
graying dawn, the shotgun across her knees, I went to the stiff
and now terrorized Negro I had left bound. When he discovered he
was not to be slain out of hand, he was willing enough to perform
the gruesome tasks I had for him.


Getting one of the long-handled shovels from the Dog River
sluice, I marched him back to my cabin. There he dug a grave and
I buried Lavoisier, my grandfather, the feared and misunderstood
sorcerer of the woods. I spoke a brief service.


In the soft bank of the river just out of sight of
Grandeman's, we buried Corkhill and Breen together; and I am
afraid there was no service at all.


"Look here," I said to the still frightened buck Negro then,
"do you know what will happen to you, if you're still around
these woods when I tell about all this, tonight?"


"Y-yassuh! Boss, Ah—"


"Can you run—fast?" I cut in. He said he could.
And he certainly did, when I finally made him understand he had
twelve hours to get out of my sight forever. I should have done
more than that to him, probably, but right then I was just too
tired and thankful to care about any more vengeance.


Returning to where I had left Marjorie waiting, I had one
last, shock—which for a few moments seemed the most
breathtaking of all. She had disappeared!


I shouted, and got no answer. I dashed back and forth in the
woods, and did not find her. I ran into the house, nearly frantic
with the fear that Jackley had come back with reinforcements, and
recaptured her.


But then she did answer, calling through the closed and locked
door of the chamber she and Mrs. Colman had used.


The door resisted my rush. "What's the matter, dear?" I cried.
"Let me in!"


"No, you can't come in! Not now!" And I thought there
was panic in her voice.


"Why?" I prepared to smash the door with my shoulder.


"Well, if you m-must know," she responded, "with all due
respect to danger, I j-just thought I'd take a b-bath!"


So, when I recovered from that I grinned rather weakly, went
down to the pool of Dog River, and did likewise.




THEN it was I discovered the slight flesh wound in my leg, and
b