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Chapter 1

CRITICIZING AN EXPLOSION

The small family group gathered in the library was only conventionally
alarmed by the sound of a violent explosionNa singularly self-centred
sort of explosion.

'‘Well, thank God, that's over,' said Mrs Alice Pollard Lambert, swath-
ing her sentencein a sigh intended to convey an impression of hard-
pressed fortitude.

With bleak eyes she surveyed the fragments of a shattered vase. Its
disastrous dive from the piano as a result of the shock had had in it
something of the mad deliberation of a suicide's plunge. Its hideous days
were over now, and Mrs Lambert was dimly aware of another little fa-
miliar something having been withdrawn from her life.

'l hope to high heaventhis last one satisfieshim for this spring at least,'
was the petulant comment of Alfred, the male annexe of Alice.

''ve been waiting and waiting and waiting,’ came a thin disembodied
voice from a dark corner. 'Night and day I've been waiting and
expectingN'

'‘And hoping and praying, no doubt, Grandpa,' interrupted Daphne,
idly considering a run in her stocking and wondering what she was go-
ing to do about it, if anything, and when would be the least boring time
to do it if she did, which she doubted.

‘Alice,’ complained Grandpa Lambert from the security of his shad-
ows, 'that baggage has no respect for her elders.’

Stella, femininely desirable but domestically a washout, made one of
her typical off-balance entrances.It started with a sort of scrambled hov-
ering at the door, developed this into a mad dash into the room, and ter-
minated in a tragic example of suspended animation somewhere in the
immaculate neighbourhood of Mrs Alice Pollard Lambert.

'‘Been an explosion, ma'am,' announced Stella in a deflated voice. '‘Mr
Betts says so.’



'‘Now all you need to do is to fall dead at our feet to make the picture
complete,’ remarked Daphne.

‘Yes, Miss Daffy,' said Stella brightly.

‘And if Mr Betts saysthere's beenan explosion,' Daffy continued, ‘then
there must have been an explosion. Betts is never wrong. You go back,
Stella dear, and thank him for letting us know so promptly.’

'‘But, Miss Daffy, what shall we do about it?' asked Stella, vainly look-
ing for some light to guide amid the encircling gloom.

'‘About what, Stella?' asked Daffy.

‘This explosion, miss," and Stella extended her hands asif she were of-
fering a young explosion for the inspection of Daphne.

‘Stella,’ that young lady explained with sweet but jaded patience, ‘one
doesn't do things about explosions. Explosions are quite competent to do
things for themselves. All sorts of things. The most one can do for an ex-
plosion is to leave it entirely alone until it has decided to becomea ruin.
Also, you canblink at an explosion respectfully in the news reels and feel
good about its ghastly results. You'll probably gasp at this one on your
night off next Thursday.' Shepaused, then added, 'With that stout fellow
Tim breathing heavily in your ear.’

This last realistic observation was enough to effect the untidy depar-
ture of Stella.

'Oh, Miss Daffy," was all that maiden said.

'l do wish shewould refrain from calling you by that vulgar sobriquet,'
said Mrs Lambert.

'‘Why, Mother?' the daughter asked.'l am. Very. That's why | like my-
self, and that's why | like him. He's daffy too.’

She pointed in the general direction of the explosion.

'In that you're right, for a change,' agreed her father. 'He belongs in
some institution. What does he mean by getting us here in this house
and then having explosions all over the place? | call it downright
inconsiderate.’

If Mr Alfred Pollard Lambert had forgotten the small detail that after
having lost his wife's fortune in various business misadventures he had
sought sanctuary for himself and dependents in his brother-in-law's pre-
viously tranquil home, Daffy had not beenso remiss. However, out of an
innate senseof sportsmanship she rejected the opening her bumptious
parent had offered her, merely contenting herself by observing:

'‘Well, if | had a home of my own I'd explode all over it as much as|
jolly well liked. I'd explode from attic to cellar just as long as | felt the
least bit explosive.’



'l know, my dear,' said her mother. 'No one is saying your uncle hasn't
a perfect right to explode whenever and wherever he pleases, but you
must admit there's a certain limitation, certain restrictions of decency.
One explosion, even two, we could understand and condone, but a
series, a constant fusilladeNit isn't normal. Good taste alone would sug-
gest a little less boisterous avocation and a little less dangerous one.’

'‘But, Mother," protested the girl, 'he has never invited any of us to par-
ticipate in one of his explosions. He's beenvery decent about it and kept
them entirely to himself.'

'‘Most of these scientific johnnies are content with a couple of explo-
sions,' said Alfred, 'but your uncle is never satisfied. He seemsto think
that life is just one long Fourth of July.’

‘The day will come," intoned the devitalized voice from the corner.
'‘Mark the words of an old man. The day will come when we'll find
ourselves completely blown to bits.’

This dire prediction struck Daphne asfunny. Sheallowed herself sev-
eral contemplative giggles.

'l can seeit all,’ she said. 'A lot of bits rushing busily about in a mad
scramble to find one another. Hands collecting feet, legs, livers, and
such, and putting them aside in a neat pile until all the bits have beenas-
sembled. Well, | hope | don't find some of this," she continued, spanking
herself resoundingly. 'I'm getting altogether too self-assertive in that
quarter.’

'‘Daphne!" Mrs Lambert exclaimed. "You're positively obscene.'

For a moment the young lady stood in rapt contemplation of some in-
ner glory.

'l have it,' she said at last. 'Listen:

Said a certain king to his queen: "In spots you grow far from lean." "l
don't give a damn, You've always loved ham," Shereplied, and he said,
"How obscene!"

From the dark corner inhabited by Grandpa Lambert issued a strange
and unexpected sound, a sound which partook of the nature of both a
cough and a cackle, such a sound as might clatter from the lipless mouth
of a skull well pleased by some macabre memory.

'Why, Father!" exclaimed Alfred Lambert. "You're laughing, actually
laughing.'

'‘And at such a thing,' added Mrs Lambert with deep disapproval.

‘Can't help it," wheezed the old gentleman. '‘Always had a weaknessfor
limericks. Got a few of my own if | could only remember them.’



He promptly fell to brooding not uncheerfully over those lost limer-
icks of other years.

‘You old darling," said Daffy, going over to the thin, crouched figure.
'You've been holding out on me.'

'Disgraceful,’ sniffed Alice Pollard Lambert. 'Demoralizing.’

Alfred made no further comment. He had a well defined suspicion
that the old chap was holding out on him something far more desirable
than limericks. If he could only lay his hands on his father's bank book.
For some years now an inspection of that little book had beenone of Al-
fred Lambert's chief aims in life. Just one little peek was all he asked.
After that he could order his conduct according to the size of the figures
in the book. As things stood now he was being in all likelihood dutifully
and enduringly filial without any assuranceof adequate compensation.
Yet there was always that chance,that slight but not impossible chance.
Hellishly tantalizing for an acquisitive nature. Alfred's was such a
nature.

‘There's one thing about the Persians,'the old man was saying to his
granddaughter. 'Oh, a delightful thing, my dear child, an exquisite bit of
vulgarity. Of course, | couldn't repeat it to you. Maybe after you're mar-
ried. Il tell your husband, and he'll tell youNif he's the right sort of a
husband.’

'I'm sure Alfred never sullies my earswith such indecencies,'said Mrs
Lambert, with a rising inflexion in her overcultured voice.

'He doesn't get out enough,' grated the old man. ‘Do you both good.’

‘Your suggestion, Grandpa, is the greatest inducement to matrimony
I've ever had,' said Daphne, patting the old man's shoulder. 'I'll look for a
victim immediately.’

‘A full-legged girl like yourself shouldn't have far to look,' the old man
said with an unedifying chuckle. 'In my day young men had to depend
almost entirely on the sense of touch in such matters. Nowadays the
senseof sight seemsto play a more important part. | t simplifies things,
perhaps, but robs courtship of a lot of adventure.'

'Disgusting!" pronounced Mrs Lambert, then added with a view to
changing the subject, 'Don't you think, Alfred, that Stella was right?
Shouldn't we do something about this explosion?’

'‘Perhaps,’ agreed Alfred. 'He usually comes out after he's had one.'

'‘Rather rapidly,’ remarked Daffy. 'The last time he came out through
the side of the house with a couple of bricks in his pants.’'

'‘But he hatesto be disturbed,’ went on Mrs Lambert. 'You know how
he is.'



'l know how he was,' replied Daffy. 'How he is now, God only knows.'

'‘Perhaps it got him this time,’ suggested Grandpa Lambert, not
without a touch of complacency.

‘Think we should go, Alfred?' asked his wife.

‘Well, if that explosion failed to disturb him,"” Mr Lambert observed, 'l
don't seehow the intervention of mere mortals could make much of an
impression. But why ask me? You're his sister. You should know best
what to do about his explosive highness.'

At this stagein the deliberations Alfred, Junior, age seventeen,lolled
into the room. He tossed his hat at a chair with which it failed to connect.
He thrust his hands deep into his pockets and looked ugly. He confron-
ted his mother and began to speak in one of those voices which had it
been a face one could have instinctively slapped. 'How long am | going
to be made a laughing-stock out of?' he demanded. 'How long, | ask
you?'

'If you askme,’ put in his sister, 'I'd say aslong asa suffering world al-
lows you to live.'

'‘What is it now, darling?' Mrs Lambert asked with cloying solicitude.

The youth laughed unpleasantly.

'You ask me that?' he exclaimed. 'Does another explosion mean noth-
ing to you? Am | to have my friends saying, "That loony uncle of yours
has blown up his house again"? Am | to be made the butt of all the hu-
mour and wisecracks of the community? Do you know what all my
friends are saying? Would you like to know?"

'No,' said Daffy. 'Emphatically not.'

‘Shut up, you,' snapped her brother. "They're saying that they wouldn't
be caught dead in this house. That's what they're saying.'

'If they're caught in this house they will be dead,' remarked Daffy with
great decision. 'I'll jolly well blow the whole kit and boodle of '‘em to
smithereens.'

‘Children, children,' Mrs Lambert protested.

'We've got to put a stop to it, Mother," announced Junior. 'We've got to
have a talk with him. | can't afford to be saddled with the stigma of a
mad uncle.’

‘Yes, darling,' his mother agreed. 'l know-how you must feel.'

'‘Why don't you go yourself, dearie, and have a talk with him now?'
asked his sister. ‘Lace it into him good and proper. Give him what for.
Also, a microscopic portion of your infinitesimal mind.'

‘Think you're funny, don't you?' retorted the hope of the Lamberts.

'l do,' replied Daffy. 'l am.’



'‘What | want to know is, why does he have all these explosions?' Al-
fred Lambert inquired in an injured voice. 'Are they essentialto his hap-
piness? What is he trying to prove, anyway?'

‘Cellular petrification through atomic combustion," quoted Daphne
weightily, 'and vice versa. It's highly electrical and can be, when it feels
like it, no end smelly.'

'‘And noisy,' came from the corner.

"Il tell you what let's do,' suggested Mr Lambert with the verve of one
who has just conceived a bright and original idea. 'Let's all go see him."

'Why not?' replied Daffy with a slight shrug.

‘All but me,"' amended Grandpa Lambert. 'I'll sit here and think up lim-
ericks. It's safer.'

'‘And naughtier," said Daffy assheled the way from the room. 'Horrid
old man.’

'‘Wanton,' he retorted.



Chapter 2

BLOTTO'S TAIL ASTOUNDS

From the method of progress employed by the Lambert family, one
would have gained the impression that the correct way to approach an
explosion was on tiptoe. There was something reverential yet subduedly
daring about the small procession as it silently moved down the long
hallway leading to the laboratory. It was asif its members were prepar-
ing themselves to gaze upon the face of an important but erratic corpse.
Daphne alone of the expedition's personnel was sincerely concerned
about the safety of her uncle. Shehad no desire to find him scattered all
over the place. Daphne was fond of her uncle. He constituted the larger
part of her worldNthe more inhabitable part. Without him shewould be
thrust back into the narrow confines of her immediate family. Under
such circumstances, she felt, life would hardly be worth the effort.
Hunter Hawk was for her an escapeand a revelation. He appealed to her
iImagination and added a small dash of colour to her rather empty days.
Sheentertained for him the healthily selfish devotion of her twenty-one
years, the majority of which, she decided, had been shamefully
wastedNthe years before she had beenbrought to live in Hunter Hawk's
home. Yet she was well aware of the fact that he was not much of an
uncle. He was neither whimsical, dashing, nor debauched, one of which,
at least, she had gained from her voracious reading, an uncle had to be,
or elsehe was hardly any sort of an uncle at all. It was only on rare occa-
sions that this uncle of hers realized she was alive. For the most part he
went silently about his wondering way and did strange and mysterious
things with impossible looking instruments in the privacy of his laborat-
ory. Occasionally he indulged in an explosion. Daphne had come to be-
lieve that what a periodical binge meant to some men these explosions
meant to her uncle. They served to relieve his feelings, and she was sur-
prised at his moderation in confining them to only one section of the
house. Quite frequently Daphne Lambert felt like blowing up the entire



neighbourhood, especially that part of it which at the time chancedto be
inhabited by her mother, father, and brother.

Sometimes she would catch her uncle looking at her with an expres-
sion of mild astonishment in his dark, biting, and invariably delving
eyes. Whenever this occurred, the girl for some inexplicable reason ex-
perienced a sensation of inner elation. There was always something mali-
ciously challenging in his gaze, some derogatory reservation. She more
than a little suspected that since the ruthless incursion of her family he
had dimly felt that his home had been more or lesstaken away from him
and that this side of bloodshed he was unable to figure out just what to
do about it. Also she suspectedthat Hunter Hawk almost constantly car-
ried about with him great quantities of violent yet unexpressed exaspera-
tion engendered by his sister, her husband, and their son. The three of
them were enough to do terrible things to the most loosely constructed
system of nerves.

Between her grandfather and her uncle there seemedto exist a sort of
acrimonious bond of sympathy. True enough, the old man would have
gladly seenhim dead and welcomed the occasionas a pleasant interlude
in the monotonous march of time. However, this meant nothing. The old
man would have welcomed virtually anyone's death with the exception
of his own. His son, his daughter-in-law, and the horrid results of their
combined efforts to create an heir in the semblance of man he heartily
detested. He had beenforced to listen to their conversation for too many
years. For Daphne he entertained the envious regard of the unregenerate
and senile male. This young lady now paused with her hand on the knob
of the laboratory door.

'‘Perhaps we should have brought a basket,’ she suggested as she
grimly surveyed the expectant faces.

'How can you!" exclaimed her mother in a tremulous voice.

The girl threw open the door, and the four of them stood gazing in
upon the wreck of the laboratory. It was along, high-raftered apartment
filled with more than enough instruments and paraphernalia to satiate
the lust for descriptive detail of an avalanche of Sinclair Lewises.

There were several long tables supporting innumerable objects only
remotely connected with life. Much of the equipment Hunter Hawk had
been forced to devise himself. There were test tubes, Bunsen burners,
pressure tanks, dynamos, mixing slabs, and all sorts of electrical appli-
ances.In fact, almost everything seemedto be in that laboratory excepta
vacuum cleaner and Hunter Hawk himself. Most of the objects now lay
smashed and twisted on the floor. It was like the disintegration of a bad
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dream. All of the windows were shattered, and innumerable jars and
bottles carpeted the floor with their fragments. Heavy, evil-smelling
clouds of gaseousvapour drifted casually about the room, while through
these clouds from time to time appeared various bits of wreckage.

At the far end of the room a small but intense white light streaming
from a huge wire-filled glasstube was splashing its rays against a silver
ball about the size of an adult pea. From the other end of this tube a
green light of equal intensity was treating another little silver ball in a
like manner. Theseballs were poised about one foot from the floor at the
ends of two thin rods. How they retained their positions during the viol-
ence of the explosion remains one of the many mysteries that Hunter
Hawk never saw any occasion to elucidate.

‘It must have blown the poor chap clean through one of the windows,'
remarked Mr Lambert at last, in an awed but hopeful voice. ‘No man
could have lived through such a shock as that must have been.’

'‘Poor, poor Hunter,” murmured the exploded one's sister. 'We did
everything we could to discourage him, but he would persist. | knew this
would happen one day.’

Shehesitated and looked apprisingly about the long room. An acquis-
itive light was growing in her eyes.

‘This place could easily be made into a perfectly charming lounge and
breakfast room," she unconsciously mused aloud. ‘'Long yellow drapes
and the right sort of furniture. We might even try this modern stuff for a
change.’

'‘Make a bang-up billiard room," commented Alfred Lambert, with a
trace of wistfulness in his voice. 'l could entertain my friends here.’

'Say, Mom,' demanded Junior, his tongue growing thick with anticipa-
tion, 'does it all come to usNthe house and the money and everything?"

'‘Everything,' replied Mrs Lambert with crisp finality. 'All. 1 am his next
of kin.'

‘You're his only next of kin, aren't you?' her husband demanded in
sudden alarm.

'l am,' said Mrs Lambert complacently. 'The poor boy's only sister. Of
course, there's Daphne and Junior.’

‘Then that settlesthat,' said Mr Lambert with obvious relief. ‘No legal
complications. Lucky for us he never married, eh, my boy?'

Mr Lambert slapped his son jovially on the back.

‘Lucky for some poor girl," was Junior's bright reply.

A sound like a strangled sob, only more frustrated and inarticulate,
drifted weirdly through the room.
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'Did anyone hear that?' Alice Lambert demanded with a startled light
in her eyes.

Apparently no one had.

'‘Must have been the wind," replied her husband impatiently. ‘Now
what about the size of his estate, roughly speaking?'

Daphne had been peering through the various broken windows in the
hope of finding her uncle or some part of her uncle.

'Of course,' she remarked, sensing the drift of the conversation as she
approached the self-congratulatory little group, ‘it will be necessaryfor
you to produce the body before you can claim the estate. Anyone who
knows his R. Austin Freeman even sketchily must realize that corpusde-
licti is one of the first essentials.’

'‘My God!" Alfred exclaimed. 'Daphne's right. We've forgotten all about
the body.'

‘And perhaps there still flickers within it a small glimmer of life," said
Daffy. 'What then?' At this uncongenial suggestion Alfred's cheerful face
darkened perceptibly.

'He couldn't possibly have lived through this," he replied, asif striving
to reassure himself. ‘It wouldn't be normal.'

'He never was normal," Mrs Lambert observed gloomily.

A furious chattering sound suddenly broke out above in the smoke-
draped rafters. It was almost animal in its inability to express the full
burden of its emotions.

Daphne's heart skidded round several sharp corners and came up with
a thump against her ribs. A triumphant smile lighted up her face as she
gazed aloft. Her mother, father, and brother stood looking at one another
in guilty desolation. Eachwas trying to recall exactly what had been said
and exactly who had said it. A heavy reluctance now weighted their
tongues which only a moment ago had wagged so glibly. With an effort
they brought themselves to follow the direction of Daffy's delighted
gaze. A gascloud drifted away revealing the long, lean, angular body of
Hunter Hawk precariously draped on a rafter. It was like the unveiling
of a statue of impotent rage. The man's mouth was opening and shutting
without any apparent reason. Every time he endeavoured to bring ges-
ticulation to the aid of speechhe lost his balance and nearly fell from his
perch. The frantic clutching necessaryto restore his equilibrium served
only to increase the violence of his anger. Exhausted at last by the use-
lessness of his efforts he fell face forward on the rafter and lay panting.

His straight black hair fell in a dark shingle over his left eye. He made
no effort to remove the obstruction but gazed balefully down at them
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with his free one. It was big, black, and smouldering. An expression of
utter weariness lay across his tanned, deeply lined face. Sweat beaded
his forehead. His hollow cheekswere unbecomingly dappled with dark
smudges. There was a large rent in the right sleeve of his jacket. It hung
down over his hand and interfered with his grip on the rafter. This had
added to his irritation. He had now abandoned all effort to keep the
sleeve up and was grasping the rafter through it. His large, ungainly
nose showed evidence of having recently bled. In his present state of dis-
repair he looked many years over the thirty-seven that rightfully be-
longed to him.

'‘Oh, Hunter,' his sister began with a desperate rush. 'You've made us
all so anxious. We were justN'

‘Yellow drapes,' he gritted.

‘Yes, my boy," Alfred cut in throatily. 'Thank God you're alive and safe.
| was beginning to fearN'

'‘Billiards! Billiards!" Hawk spluttered. ‘Ha!'

He fixed Junior with his one clear eye and proceeded to bore into the
very marrow of that uneasy youth.

'‘Go on!" he said in a dead voice. 'Go on, you little nit. Make your
speech.It's your turn. Tell me some more about that lucky girl | didn't
marry.'

Junior dropped his gaze and became absorbed in contemplating the
extreme tips of his collegiate sport shoes.

'‘Don't know what you're driving at,' he mumbled.

"Il drive at you if | ever get down from this rafter,’ said his uncle.

Daffy grinned her appreciation. Her uncle darted a one-eyed glance at
her, then disconcertingly closed that eye. It immediately snapped open
again and came to rest on his sister.

'‘Now don't start in on Junior,' she began defensively. 'You've upset us
enough asit is for one dayNyou and your silly explosions. The whole
neighbourhood is talking about it. Isn't it about time you gave up this
sort of thing?'

‘Yes, Hunter,' spoke up Alfred, emboldened by his wife's words.
‘You're subjecting us all to danger, you know. My boy here says his
friends are laughing at him nowNthe nephew of a mad uncle.’

'‘Oh-0-0-0-0," mouthed Mr Hawk, unable to form words. 'Oh-0-0-
oNdownNdown | wannaNat him.'

His poorly expressedwish was almost granted. Mrs Lambert uttered a
little cry as he swayed perilously on his rafter. Junior placed a hand on
his father's arm and tried to strike an attitude of outraged youth. The
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room became quiet save for the gasping of its presiding deity on the
rafter. He rallied gamely, however, and made an effort to pull himself
together.

'Oh, shut up,’ he said at last, somewhat inanely, inasmuch as no one
was saying a thing at the moment. 'Shut up and go away somewhere. Go
soak your heads. Get the hell out of here, or I'll blow the whole damn
house up. Daffy, you stay with me.’

'‘Well, | must say this is hardly the treatment one would expectafter all
our trouble and anxiety," Mrs Lambert announced huffily.

‘Yellow drapes,’ shouted her brother. 'Modern furniture. Bah! Nothing
goes to you. Not a plugged nickel.'

His sister hastily swallowed a projected retort and, closely accompan-
led by her son and husband, sailed majestically from the room. They
were altogether too wise in the ways of life to attempt to enrol the sym-
pathies of Daphne or to coerce her to join the ranks of the insulted and
injured. After all, Hunter Hawk was tremendously wealthy in his own
name, and he did seemto be rather fond of his niece, the least lovable
member of the family. It was just like him. Now, if only it had been
JuniorE

'Hello, aloft,’ called Daffy assoon asthe door was closed, 'do you want
me to get you a ladder? | know where one lives. A long one. Betts could
help.'

‘A ladder,' repeated Mr Hawk, blinking down at her. 'l don't like lad-
ders. | don't trust ladders. And if Betts gets alook at this room he'll make
remarks. | can stand no more remarks. No. No ladder. Don't need one.’

'‘Would you care to have some dinner flung up at you and a couple of
sheets for to-night?'

'I'm coming down directly.’

‘How, down?'

'Listen,' said the scientist ingratiatingly. 'It's all very simple. There'sno
occasion for any excitement or rushing about. | hate excitement and
rushing about.’

'l suppose being blown about is an entirely different matter?'

'It is. | don't chooseto be blown about, you know. In spite of what the
rest of your family says,| really have no fondness for explosions. They
are merely the less agreeable results of scientific research.’

'‘Don't be an old hypocrite. You know perfectly well you couldn't get
along without your explosions.’

'I'm afraid | won't be able to get along very much longer with them.
But, listen. I've figured it all out. It's simplicity itself. All you have to do

14



Is to come over here and stand directly beneaththis rafter. Then I'll drop
my feet down to your shoulderskE

'‘And then?' inquired Daffy.

‘And then?' here a rather vague, covering note crept into his voice.
'‘And then we'll manage to get down the rest of the way without the aid
of the ladder."'

'‘What do you mean by "we"? You're the one on a rafter, not I.'

'l realise that,' said her uncle amicably. ‘And I'm depending on you to
do something constructive about it. Come on over here, Daffy. You're a
great, strong, strapping young girl. You can get me down somehow.
Come on over.'

Daffy, with the resignation of one accustomed to temporize with in-
ebriates, children, and maniacs, placed herself beneath the rafter occu-
pied by her uncle.

'l hope to God your divine confidence isn't misplaced,' she remarked.

'‘Everything will be all right,’ Mr Hawk assured her as, with the reck-
less abandon of a man who has little left to live for, he heavily drooped
his large feet upon Daphne's shrinking shoulders and released his hold
on the rafter. The celerity with which this manoeuvre was performed
took the girl entirely by surprise.

'‘What goeson? What goeson?' she managed to get out asshe strove to
keep her knees from buckling beneath her.

'Stop prancing about like that,' the man of sciencecomplained. 'This is
no time for larking.'

‘Larking,” came painfully from between the girl's clenched teeth.
‘Lolling about, why don't you say?'

After this there was no more conversation for some moments, packed
with intense anxiety for the fluctuating Mr Hawk. The silence of the
room was broken only by the sound of unsteadily shuffling feet, a flight
of staccato grunts, and several long, tremulous sighs.

'‘Well,' gasped Daffy bitterly. 'What are you going to do, live there?'

'‘Damn it all, what can | do? You've got a strangle-hold on both my
ankles." Hawk's voice was equally bitter. 'Can't you crouch down
gradually?'

'Oh, God, what a man,' groaned his niece and collapsed uncondition-
ally to the wreck-strewn floor of the laboratory beneath yard after yard
of unupholstered uncle.

'Didn't hurt me at all,’ he announced triumphantly as he uncoiled
great lengths of himself from the small of Daffy's back. ‘"How did you
make out?'
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‘Not at all well,' replied Daffy. 'Rather poorly, if you must know. But
I'm glad it didn't hurt you. Would you like to try it again?'

'It saved all the bother of getting the ladder, anyway.'

'You certainly must loathe ladders to subject another human being to
such brutal punishment," replied the girl. 'Did you ever get into any
trouble with a ladder?"

With another unladylike grunt sherolled over and struggled to a sit-
ting position beside her uncle.

'‘Well,' she observed, surveying him critically, 'you must be a tough son
of a gun to have come through that alive.'

'Do | look all mussed?' asked Mr Hawk.

‘You're not quite at your best,' she replied.

'I'd like to see you after an explosion,' said Hawk.

'You seeenough of me asit is,' answered Daffy. 'After athing like that
you'd see too much.'

Hunter Hawk gazed about the laboratory with professional interest.

‘This is about the best yet,' he remarked philosophically.

'It is, Hunter. It is. You should feel greatly encouraged. This is about
the biggest thing you've done so far in the way of explosions.’

‘Thanks, Daffy. Wonder what became of Blotto? The poor beast was
here when the thing happened.’

'If it blew you up to the rafters, Blotto must be well on his way to
Mars.'

'Hate to have anything happen to Blotto," said Hunter. 'Here, boy,
where are you? Blotto you dumb clown!

From a corner of the room came the sound of diligent scraping.
Presently the head of an animal not totally unlike a dog, yet far from be-
ing the living image of one, cautiously appeared above the rim of a table.
With deep suspicion two black beady eyesstudied the pair on the floor.
A moist nose quivered delicately as it sniffed the malodorous air. One
tan ear pointed starchily aloft. The other, a soiled white, was not doing
nearly so well. The farthest north it was able to achieve was a rakishly
tited flop. As the dog shifted his gaze and looked about the laboratory
something like an expression of dismay came into its eyes.

'He doesn't like it at all,’ commented Hunter. '‘Come here, Blotto, for a
minute.'

Blotto placed two putty-like paws on the edge of the table, let go of
them, and allowed their weight to drag his rump into view. It was a most
disreputable-looking rump, shaggy, unenterprising, and hurriedly
patched here and there with odd scraps of black and tan. There was a
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large tail on the extreme end of it, a willowy object composed chiefly of
hair and burrs. Originally it had been white.

When Blotto had finally surmounted the obstruction he undulated
across the room and stood looking inquiringly into his master's face.
Hunter took the dog in his arms and felt him carefully, while Blotto, with
his tongue sprawling out, gazed from his inverted position at Daffy, the
whites of his eyesunpleasantly displayed. Releasingthe low-geared, su-
pine creature, Hawk arose and stretched his long legs.

'‘No bones broken,' he announced.

‘All bones broken,' said Daffy, '‘and flesh bruised.’

She followed his example.

Blotto, asif trying to satisfy himself asto exactly what had happened,
ranged busily about the room. His tour of inspection completed, he
stood at the far end of the laboratory and wagged his tail in appreciation
of the fact that he was still alive. Suddenly and most disconcertingly for
everybody concerned, but much more so for Blotto, of course, the mop-
like appendage refused to wag. For one brief moment it had dipped its
extreme tip into the rays of white light on its blinding passageto the little
silver ball.

'‘Look!" exclaimed Daffy, pointing atthe dog. 'Something has happened
to Blotto.'

Something had happened to Blotto. To be exact, something had
happened to Blotto's tail, but just what it was the astounded dog was un-
able to figure out. Concentrating what little power he had on this recal-
citrant member, he strove desperately to make it perform its proper func-
tions. Not a wag. Not even a quiver. An expression of sharp anxiety
sprang into Blotto's eyes. He cocked his head over his shoulder and
thoughtfully scrutinized his tail. Yes.He could tell at a glance that there
was something radically wrong with it. It neither looked the same nor
felt the same. Instead of the white, fluffy brush in which he was wont to
take so much pride, the tail was now a formidable, implacable-looking
club. Not one hair that contributed its quota of glory to the tout ensemble
even so much as stirred. It might as well have been a thing of stone,
bereft of life and purpose. And the affair was heavy, decidedly heavier
than could be conveniently managed. Obviously it was no sort of tail to
go carrying about with one. Apart from the ill-conceived merriment it
would evoke, there was the question of fatigue. Would he be forced to
remain in one place becauseof an abnormal tail? Were his amorous ex-
cursions at an end? Competition, God knows, was close enough, but
with such a tailNimpossible!
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Unwilling to entertain this tragic thought, the overwrought Blotto
made a final effort. This time he completely reversed the familiar order
of the operation. Instead of wagging his tail he violently wagged himself.
Behind him the tail swung ponderously, so ponderously in fact that
Blotto was thrown off his balance and was forced to do some pretty clev-
er footwork to keep from falling over. This was just a little too much for
the dog. He sat down heavily and washed his hands of the tail. But
Blotto was to discover that no dog can completely wash its hands of its
tail. His, for example, clattered noisily on the floor behind him. The dog
looked seriously disturbed. He stealthily curved his head back over his
shoulder and approached his shrinking nose to the tail. Then with a
great effort he touched it with the extreme tip of his tongue. To his hor-
ror he discovered that it was as cold and unresponsive as a stone. He
suspected it was a stone.

It speakswell for the dog's strength of character that in spite of his ob-
vious disinclination to have anything further to do with that tail he pur-
sued his investigations to the end. With a tentative paw he reached back
and gently pushed the unnatural manifestation. The noise it made as it
scraped across the floor caused him hurriedly to avert his eyes. Blotto
was sweating. His gaze sought his master. If he wanted a dog with a
stone tail it was up to him to do something about itNput it on wheels or
something. Blotto could do no more.

'By all the gods,' said Hawk in a hushed voice, 'l believe I've done it at
last, Daffy.'

‘What have you done now?'

‘Turned that dog's tail into a statue, or, at least, a part of a statue.'

'l never knew that turning the tails of dogs into statues was one of
your aims in life.’

'You don't quite understand. | have succeededin achieving complete
cellular petrification through atomic disintegration.'

*You mean Blotto has.’

'‘Observe,' continued Hawk, seizing the outraged dog and holding him
upside down. 'Isn't it a beauty? Regard that tail. As if carved by a
sculptor's hand. The white ray turns it to stone. The green one changesit
back to its normal state.| can now make both rays invisible and retain
the same action.'

'l think Blotto would appreciate a slight dash of green,' said Daffy. ‘I
know | would, under the circumstances.’

Il fix him up in a minute,' said Hawk enthusiastically.
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He turned and dipped the dog's tail into the green ray. Instantly, and
to Blotto's intense relief, the tail returned to its former unlovely state.
Hawk then setthe dog on its legs. For a moment Blotto regarded his re-
stored member reproachfully. What had the damn thing beendoing with
itself anywayNtrying to make its owner look foolish? Then Blotto did a
very silly thing. He viciously bit his tail. The sudden yelp of pain and in-
dignation arising from this short-sighted attempt at retaliation elo-
guently testified to the complete successof the restoration. Then, with a
sudden revulsion of spirit for which he was noted, Blotto bounded to his
feet and performed hitherto unachieved altitudes in the line of wagging.
It would be just as well, he decided, to register his satisfaction with his
tail as it was, or else the same misfortune might overtake it again.

Thus did Blotto, a dog of low and irregular birth, contribute to one of
the most spectacular discoveries of modern science.

'l hate to seem to fly so unceremoniously into your ointment,’ re-
marked Daffy, 'but now that you've got it what are you going to do with
it?'

For a moment Hunter Hawk's face went perfectly blank. 'What am |
going to do with it?' he repeated slowly. "Why, | hadn't thought about
that.'

'‘Well, you'd better begin to think about it.'

'Right off, for one thing," he said, his face clearing and a malicious light
gleaming in his dark eyes, 'we can have a bit of fun with it.'

‘Nice man,' remarked Daffy, for the first time permitting herself to
smile. 'Lovely character. And just for a bit of fun you've been cheerfully
blowing yourself to pieces for God knows how many years.'

Mr Hawk looked at her broodingly.

*You know what happened to Blotto's tail?' he asked her.

'I'l never quite forget,' replied Daffy. 'Neither will Blotto.'

'‘Well," continued Hawk, looking warningly at what he was thinking
about, 'if you don't want to chip when you sit down you'd better keep a
respectful tongue in your head, or I'll splash yours with a dash of white.’

'‘Sweet scientist,’ said Daffy. 'Lofty mind.’'
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Chapter

RELUCTANT STATUES

'Finished?' asked Daffy.

'Finished,’ replied Hawk. 'Finished in spite of the fact that for the past
three-quarters of an hour you have been breathing with monotonous
regularity on the back of my neck.'

'l was so interested,' the girl explained.

'‘And well you should be, my girl," said her uncle. 'You have been priv-
ileged to witness the most unusual scientific discovery of all times, com-
pared to which the Egyptians with their jolly old mummies were slap-
dash morticians. | do not claim that it is a useful discovery, but even you
will have to admit it's a most diverting one.'

'Yes,' agreed Daffy. 'lt offers no end of pleasing possibilities.’

'Practically inexhaustible,’ said Hawk. 'l am contemplating one right
now.'

He turned to his work-bench and picked up the two rings on which he
had been working. In eachring was deeply imbedded one of the small
silver balls most potently charged with its remarkable properties.

'l have merely to direct the rays emanating from this ring," he contin-
ued, 'at any living object and that object, whether man or beast, will im-
mediately be turned to stone. A slight pressure of the finger on the back
of the ring is all that is required to releasethe ray. With this ring | can
achieve either partial or complete petrification. For example, | could turn
your left leg to stone if | felt so inclined.’

‘Think of something else,' said Daffy.

'‘Now with this one,' resumed her uncle, 'l can restore the subject or
subjectsto their former state of cellular elasticity, which in this world is
none too happy. | daresay there are many personswho would consider it
a favour just to be allowed to remain things of stone for ever.' He paused
and considered the rings with a dreamy expressionin his eyes,then shif-
ted his gaze to the girl.
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‘You,' he said, 'would make a lovely statue. | could keep you in the
garden. Might even make a fountain out of you.'

‘You mean, let me stay out there winter and summer in the rain and
snow and all?'

‘Certainly. Why not? Are you particularly pleased with your present
state?'

'‘No," admitted Daffy. ‘My present dull mode of existenceis not an en-
viable one, but your alternative is even less attractive.'

'For the present, then,' said Hunter Hawk, 'we shall keep the idea un-
der consideration. There are other things to do.’

'Yes,'replied Daffy. 'Let's do them all before we take up the matter of
the fountain.'

'‘Good,' said her uncle. 'On second thoughts you might make a better
sundial or rustic bench.’

'Sure,' put in Daffy hastily. 'There are ever so many things. If | wasn't
so large you could make an ash tray or a book end out of me."

'‘Out of part of you,' corrected Mr Hawk. 'Such utilitarian articles can
be easily devised with a little chiselling and hacking here and there. Take
Blotto's tail, for instance. | could easily have cracked it off and made a
paper-weight out of it, a most attractive paper-weight. The same could
be doneN'

'l do wish you'd lay off this constant association of that hound's tail
with my own personal anatomy,' Daphne protested.

'‘As | remember it," replied her uncle, 'you were the first to suggestthe
comparison.’

'‘Well, I'm sick of the subject now," said Daffy. 'Let's leave out tails
altogether.’

'It might be just as well," observed Mr Hawk. 'Would you like me to
explain to you the fundamental principle on which this monumental dis-
covery is based?There is a complicated part and a simple part, but they
are so inextricably mixed that the whole thing becomesamazingly con-
fusing. Some of it I've forgotten myself. To be quite frank I'm not alto-
gether clear in my mind yet asto just what has happened. The explosion
has left me a trifle dazed.'

'l think we might profitably omit any attempt to understand the fun-
damental principles of this, as you say, diverting discovery of yours,'
said Daffy, ‘and put them to a practical demonstration instead.’

'‘As you like," replied Mr. Hawk. 'Go now and tell your mother, father,
brother, and grandfather that | would like to have a word with them in
the library. | have stood quite enough.’
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As the girl departed on her mission the scientist slipped one of the
rings on the index finger of his right hand and the other on his left. Had
he realized at the moment the ultimate outcome of what he was doing it
Is barely possible that he might have hesitated, or at least thought twice
about it, but in the end it would have made no difference. Destiny had
made arrangements for a radical change in the even tenor of Hunter
Hawk's days at this time. If it had not come to him in one way, it would
have come to him in another. Nothing that he could do now could retain
for him the cloistered, unworldly order of things. Mr Hawk, had he but
known it, was already well launched on his last and greatest discov-
eryNwoman and all of the complications she trails in her wake.

At thirty-seven Hunter Hawk was still rather a decent, unspoiled char-
acter. Although there was not one handsome feature in the composition
of his faceNsave perhaps his eyesNthe general effect was not displeas-
ing. He was tall, lean, untidily crumpled, and permanently stained about
the fingers. His disposition was evenly sombre, and he had an infinite
capacity for quietly but thoroughly disliking a great many persons and
things. His laboratory was his life. It also served as a means of shutting
out life. In it he moped, pottered, dreamed, and experimented most of
his days away. He belonged to several scientific societies,and occasion-
ally contributed to scientific quarterlies and reviews. By his fellow scient-
ists he was considered a brilliant but erratic worker. This was perhaps
due to the fact that he approached his researcheswith a certain element
of humour.

'Wouldn't it be amusing if | could do this?' he would say to himself,
and then devote much time and money endeavouring to find out how
funny it would be. Quite frequently he would discover that it was not
funny at all, whereupon he would abandon his experiments and be
greatly upset for several days. He was fully satisfied that his latest dis-
covery was the funniest thing he had done so far and, also, the most im-
portant. It was much funnier than the dissolving safety razor blade he
had invented as a result of a wager with a certain derisive column
conductor.

Until the arrival of his sister, Mrs Alice Pollard Lambert, and her fam-
ily, he had lived contentedly alone under the proprietorial management
of Mr and Mrs Betts,two nice old creatureswho knew a great deal more
about Mr Hawk's infantile explosions than the scientist did himself.
Daphne had compensated him in part for the punishment involved in
being forced to associatewith his sister, his brother-in-law and nephew.
Old man Lambert he could understand and appreciate.
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Hunter Hawk's chief relaxation was tramping about the countryside
and not acknowledging the salutations of his neighbours. He felt much
more at home with strangers, and made many chance acquaintances by
the roadside. Although he had little to do with women, he had an alert
and observant eye and was able to distinguish with unerring accuracy
between a possible and a probable. He would have made an eminently
successful rake. Occasionally he would mix himself strange potions in
the privacy of his laboratory and become slightly inebriated. At these
times he could be heard to sing, yet no one, not even Betts, had ever been
able to tell the name of the song. He was a strange, wrong-headed, acid-
ulous man with a sardonic senseof humour which he kept for the most
part to himself. He was fond of Blotto and Daffy in almost the sameway.
Both amused him. Becauseof his wealth and scientific prestige he was
much sought after in the community in which he lived, but seldom got-
ten. His money alone lent warmth to his anti-social nature. He was not
essentially a selfish man, but so far he had lived an entirely self-centred
existence.

He now rose, and going to a wash basin, effaced the marks of the ex-
plosion. After sketchily combing his hair he donned a more presentable
jacket and left the laboratory. As he made his way to the library he was
more elated over his discovery than he cared to admit even to himself. It
was stupendous, and he knew it.

‘There is no need to apologise,’ his sister began when he had slouched
into the room. "That explosion must have upset you.'

'l know there's no need,’ he answered, his white teeth glittering
wolfishly against the dark background of his face. 'Nor any occasion.'

'Of course, if you feel that way,' she began.

'l do," he interrupted. 'Very much that way. Let's drop the subject. |
have no desire to add to the almost general disappointment arising from
my inconsiderate escape from death.’

‘You told Daphne you had something to say to us," Alfred Lambert
suggested.

'l have. Better still, | have something to do to youNthe successfulres-
ults of more than sevenyears of researchand experimentation. Inasmuch
as you all have suffered somewhat from these experiments, | have de-
cided that you are at least entitled to be the first to witness the conclusive
demonstration of my discovery. | may even allow you to take an import-
ant part in it.'

‘Very nice of you, I'm sure," Mrs Lambert murmured.
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‘Mother, may | borrow Uncle Hunter's roadster?' demanded Junior in
his high whine of a voice.

'No," replied Uncle Hunter, 'you may not. | want you hereNyou
especially.'

He looked grimly at his nephew, whose gaze speedily sought the car-
pet in an effort to avoid the pent-up hostility blazing in his uncle's eyes.

'‘Now listen,' continued Hawk. 'l have at last achieved complete cellu-
lar petrification through atomic combustion or disintegration. How |
have achieved this incredible thing would overtax my capacity to ex-
plain and yours to understand. The important part is that | have done it.
From now on there will be no more explosions. As a matter of fact, this
house is going to be a quieter and happier place.’

He paused to consider his small audience with a disconcertingly enig-
matic smile.

'‘Much quieter than it ever was before,’ he went on. 'Much, much
quieter. It will be like a museum at midnight, if that means anything to
you.'

'l knew you'd be reasonable once we had spoken to you,' said Mrs
Lambert uneasily. 'But, Hunter dear, you don't have to go to extremes.
We can stand a certain amount of noise, and after all, Junior is still a boy.
We can't expect him toN'

'He's going to be the quietest one of all," Hunter interrupted grimly.

Junior's scared eyes instinctively sought his mother's. Mrs Lambert
smiled reassuringly.

'It's one of your uncle's jokes, darling,' she said. "You know how he is.'

Junior was afraid that he knew only too well how his uncle was.

'‘Well, I'm delighted to hear that you've got hold of something at last,
said Alfred Lambert heartily. 'Has your discovery any commercial
value? If so, my experience in promoting products and organizing com-
panies is freely at your disposal.’

‘Thanks,' replied Mr Hawk dryly. 'Wait and see.'

The voice of old man Lambert came querulously from the corner.

'‘No nonsense,now, young man," it said. 'l don't like all this. | don't like
that look in your eye. It's a mean look. I've seen it there, before.’

‘You have nothing to fear,' replied the scientist. "You're practically pet-
rified now as it is.’'

‘Too much so,' complained the old man. 'l don't want to be any more
than | am.'

Hunter Hawk advanced into the centre of the room.
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' am now going to turn myself into a human statue,’ he an-
nounced. This is the first time it has ever been done. To all intents and
purposes | shall be a thing of stone although retaining my mental fac-
ulties. Only my left hand will escapepetrification. | shall need that to re-
store myself to the bosom of my devoted family.’

'Half a moment,' interrupted Daffy. 'Suppose that left hand doesn't
work? What do you want me to do then?"

'‘Chip me up into small piecesand fling my remains at the neighbours,’
Hawk replied. '‘Be sure you hit them.’

'‘Not a bad idea, that,’ said the girl.

'Horrible," breathed Mrs Lambert.

A tremulous chuckle came from the corner. Grandfather Lambert was
amused.

Hunter Hawk, arranging his features in a malevolent grin, folded his
arms and, pressing the ring on his right hand, allowed the invisible rays
to passthrough his body. It was a delicate piece of work. He had to be
extremely careful not to overdo it. Later, when he becamemore familiar
with the action of the rays, he would know exactly how much his body
could stand. At present he had no data from which to judge.

The effect of the ray was almost instantaneous. The terrible grin be-
came fixed and solidified on Mr Hawk's face. His body stiffened and
turned to the colour of marble. Even his clothing became white and
ridged under the influence of the powerful ray.

Mrs Lambert gave a gasp of horror as she looked at her brother's face.

'‘Now he will kill us all," she said. 'His face is the face of a murderer.
Look at it.'

'l can't keep from looking at it,’ replied Alfred Lambert, 'but God
knows | don't want to. The only comforting thought is that if he'sright in
what he was saying he's more helpless now than ever before.’

‘Then why don't you knock his head off and say it was an accident?'
suggested the old man.

A small but ominous rumble seemedto drop from the distorted lips of
the statue.

'‘Oh, my God!" The words came from Alice Lambert, and they were
nothing if not sincere. 'Did anyone hear that?'

'l heard a very disagreeable something.' replied her husband.

'You heard him," she declared, dramatically pointing at the hard-
shelled Mr Hawk. 'It's just the sound he would make if he turned into a
statueNa disturbing, sinister sound.'

'‘Perhaps the beggar can hear you,' suggested the ancient Lambert.
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Alice Lambert shivered slightly.

'If he can,' she replied, 'l think it's downright indecent of him."'

'‘Why does he have to look that way?' whined Junior. 'Do you think
he's gone mad?'

'l suspect he has always been mad,' said Alice Lambert.

Once more the diminutive rumble rolled from the statue's lips. In it
there was a note of warning.

At this moment Blotto, with the air of a strolling player, ambled into
the room. He gave one look at his inanimate master, then showed the
whites of his eyesand sat down heavily. A loud lament ascendedto the
ceiling from his elevated muzzle. The dog seemed to realize that the
same misfortune had overtaken his best friend that had temporarily de-
prived him of the use of his own tail. Only in the case of his master it was
much more so.

The howling of the dog did not add to the general merriment of the
situation. Once more Mrs Lambert shivered. Even Daffy becamea little
worried.

'For the love of Pete, dog,' she exclaimed, 'take that to a graveyard
somewhere, won't you?"

Evidently Blotto wouldn't. His place was beside his master. He
strained his throat desperately in another display of grief. This dismal
cadence was interrupted by the tense arrival of Stella with tea things.
The sight of so much food made the dog thoughtful. When had he last
eaten?When would he ever eat again? Perhaps Daffy might be prevailed
upon to do something about it. He glanced significantly in her direction.

As for Stella, that comely maid was in great trouble. One look at Mr
Hawk had been sufficient to convince her that something was radically
unorthodox in his appearance.After receiving the full force of the hellish
smile on his twisted lips shefroze in her tracks and outwardly becameas
much of a statue as he was. It seemsunfortunate that at this moment Mr
Alfred Lambert nerved himself to investigate this miraculous phenomen-
on. Leaving the comfortable security of the sofa, he approached the
statue with the alert trepidation of an explorer drawing near an un-
known shore. With a reluctant forefinger he pushed Mr Hawk in the
neighbourhood of his diaphragm. A ghostly grunt emerged from the
depth of the statue. Mr Lambert hastily withdrew his finger. Stella, re-
taining her rigidity, began to breathe heavily.

'‘As hard as a rock,' announced Mr Lambert. 'He couldn't have felt it.'

'‘No, but he knew it," his wife replied.
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'If he ever hits you a clip with one of those stone fists of his there'll be
one less Lambert left to trouble my days," Alfred's father remarked.
'‘Here, why don't you use my stick?'

The unpleasant possibility embodied in the old man's words effected a
watchful retreat on the part of his son. When he returned to his investig-
ations of his petrified brother-in-law he was in possessionof a stout stick
heavily mounted with a silver knob. With this he briskly tapped the
statue. The statue responded with a hollow sound. What Mr Hawk had
accomplished only after seven years of dangerous and laborious experi-
menting Stella now accomplished through the simple medium of fear.
She became perfectly white, her eyes becamefixed in her head, and an
expression of suffering congealed on her face. A stranger entering the
room would have beentempted to applaud her warmly for her realistic
iImpersonation of a statue. Once more Alfred Lambert tapped the man of
stone, this time on his nose. The result of this was a cold click followed
by a faint sneeze. Then the statue spoke and said in a far-off, eerie voice:

'‘Not on the nose, you fool," it said. 'Tap hard enough for experimental
purposes, but for God's sake don't chip me.'

'Saints preserve us!' came from the numbed lips of Stella. 'The thing
will be moving next.’

Sheabandoned all further responsibility for the safety of the tray and
its burden and allowed it to drop on Blotto. For the dog it was like
manna descending from heaven or the gentle dropping of dew. He es-
caped the hot water and found himself virtually surrounded by sand-
wiches. Amid the confusion resulting from Stella's unconsidered action
Blotto sat and did what he decided was the wisest thing under the cir-
cumstances. He expeditiously consumed sandwiches. When order had
been restored the company was amazed to see Hunter Hawk comfort-
ably seated on the floor beside his dog and greedily wolfing down a
large piece of cakewhile deftly snatching a sandwich from under Blotto's
disgruntled nose.

‘That sort of thing makes one hungry," he announced. 'You see,| gave
myself only a surface treatment. My material processes continued to
function. Well, what do you think of it?'

‘All very well for a side show,' remarked his sister, 'but hardly the sort
of thing one would expect at tea time."'

‘A bit of devil work, it was," murmured Stella.

'It was very good,' commended old man Lambert. 'Very good indeed. |
only regret | wasn't able to take a whack at you myself.'

Hawk looked up with a grin.
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'l heard your thoughtful suggestion,' he said.

The old fellow chuckled wickedly.

'l meant it, too,' he replied.

'It's all very interesting,' said Alfred, 'but | can't see any commercial
possibilities for the thingNno practical application.'

'‘Oh, you can't,’ exclaimed the scientist. 'How about putting an end to
the activities of objectionable individuals? Think of what it could do for
humanity. If 1 had made this discovery previous to the World War |
could have turned a flock of statesmento stone, and then there wouldn't
have been any war. And the economic as well as artistic waste entailed
by eventually making statues of those self-same wholesale butchers
would have been eliminated. The majority of statesmenshould be born
statues, anyway.'

Alfred's face began to glow avariciously.

'‘Got it!" he cried. 'Got it! The United States Government would give
you millions in cold cashfor the use of your discovery. We could play up
the bloodless side of the thing. That sort of drip is popular right now.
Victory without death, you know. Do you want me to get in touch with
the right parties and arrange for a demonstration?'

'‘We haven't quite finished with our own little demonstration here,' Mr
Hawk replied darkly. 'But why don't you try to sell it to Mussolini first?
He'd put his country in hock to seehimself as a statue and to experience
while still alive something approaching the adulation of posterity.'

'I'm serious,' protested Mr Lambert. 'Provide me with the formula, and
I'll make a fortune for all of us.'

‘Yes, Hunter," spoke up Alice. 'You can trust Alfred. | can seehis point
now. Why, this discovery is a gold mine, but of course you could never
do anything with it yourself. Executive ability is required to make it
mean anything, and the man who hasthat and who can put your discov-
ery over is entitled to share equally in the glory and financial reward. It's
lucky Alfred is not doing anything at present.’

*You have no idea how lucky it is,' replied Hunter, rising.

‘Are you going to do it, Uncle?' asked Junior, unable to restrain his
eagerness.

'I'm going to do something," Mr Hawk replied. I'm going to put an end
to long years of insufferable boredom. You go first.’

He raised his right hand and crooked its index finger at the youth. Al-
fred Lambert sprang to his feet as he saw his son turned to stone.

'l say, he began, but his voice failed as he followed his Junior's ex-
ample. His mouth remained open as if still framing a protest. Mrs
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Lambert was next to go, and after her the old man solidified comfortably
in his chair. Mr Hawk turned and considered his niece.

'‘Don't pick on me,' she told him. ‘I'm going to make a heavy date for
myself to-night if you keep them frozen long enough.’

'‘With whom?' asked her uncle.

'‘Cy Sparks,' she replied.

Mr Hawk considered.

‘All right,’ he said at last. 'Cy's not altogether impossible. Try to get
back in the general direction of midnight.'! He turned to Stella. 'You may
go now, Stella,’ he told her.

'If | can,’ replied the maid. '‘My knees are all wrong. They wobble.’

Cautiously she crept from the room. At the door she halted and cast
one swift, awed glance at the petrified family.

'Saints preserve us,' she muttered and diligently crossed herself.

Hunter Hawk stood regarding the statues he had created. There was a
gleam of triumph in his eyes.

‘That," he said at last to his niece, 'greatly simplifies matters. Your fath-
er is a particularly arresting study. I'm rather proud of him. Grandpa
isn't half bad either. His venerable appearance gives him the dignity he
ordinarily so lamentably lacks.'

'‘Can they hear us?' asked Daffy.

'l hope so,’ Hawk replied. 'l gave them just a dash. My dear sister
would love to make a few choice remarks, I'm sure of that. When | turn
my laboratory into a breakfast room and lounge, as she suggested, I'm
going to put her in an alcove just as sheis. She can have the room all to
herself.'

A blotchy pink colour crept for a moment into the cold pale cheeks of
Mrs Lambert, then faded away. A dry croak came from the corner in
which her father-in-law was sitting. Alfred Lambert looked on in stony
silence.

Of all the statues Junior pleased Blotto the most. Blotto particularly
disliked Junior. Junior had kicked him once, and Blotto still remembered
that kick. Junior was a detestable young man. Something should be done
about him. The dog hoped that the transformation was permanent. He
could do without alot of Junior. As he busily sniffed the feet and legs of
the statue Blotto forgot his manners for the first time in years. Daffy
uttered a scream of delight.

'‘Why, Blotto!" she exclaimed. 'What a thing to do!

Blotto with head and tail erect marched proudly from the room. The
kick had been avenged.
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'‘Dogs do enjoy certain advantages over human beings,' observed his
master as he followed Blotto. 'On occasions their lack of formality is
greatly to be envied.'

'If not emulated,' added Daffy.
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Chapter

THE LITTLE MAN AND THE SCARECROW

Dinner that evening was one of the most enjoyable meals Mr Hawk had
taken into his attenuated body for many along day. It was attended only
by himself and his niece. That was the reason. Blotto lurked in the
background.

The scientist was in excellent fettle, and his mood seemed to have
communicated itself to the equally excellent Betts, who moved about the
table with unaccustomed briskness. A quarter of a century had dropped
from the old servant's shoulders.

'It's like old times, Betts,' remarked Mr Hawk, 'with the exception of
Miss Daffy here.’

'It is, Mr Hunter,' replied Betts beamingly. 'And a very pleasant excep-
tion it is, to be sure, if you'll pardon my saying it.'

'Go on and say it, Betts,' said Daffy. 'Say it loud and often. I'll pardon
you asmuch asyou like just aslong asyou keep on making such encour-
aging little speeches.’

‘Thank you, Miss Daffy," said Betts.

'‘And, Betts,' commanded Mr Hawk, 'descend into the bowels of this
structure and return with a couple of bottles of something sort of espe-
cially that way. You know what | mean, Betts.'

'‘La vie mondaing gloated the girl. 'Lavie joyeuseOh, my! Wine is good,
and my uncle the salt of the earth.’

Betts's beam was almost audible as he hurried to carry out the most
congenial instructions he had received in a long time. Stella, who as-
sisted at dinner, entered with a bowl of soup. It was plain to seethat she
looked upon Hawk asa none too minor demon. Her reluctance to linger
in his vicinity caused her to spill a plate of soup as she nervously
snatched it from under the tureen. Hawk fixed her with a stern eye.

'What do you think of what happened in the library?' he asked her.

'I'm trying not to think of it,'’ she replied, dabbing at the carpet with a
serving cloth. 'It's all right for Mr Betts. He didn't see what | saw.’
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She rose from her crouching position and almost sprang across the
room.

'‘Would you like to make a fifth?' Hawk demanded.

‘Mary, Peter, and Joseph!'gasped Stella, putting in a three-alarm call
for heavenly succour. 'l would not, Mr Hawk.'

‘Then stop flinging soup about the place, or I'll damn well turn you to
stone,' he assured her.

'‘She'd make a lovely Venus,' suggested Daffy. 'I've seen her that way.'

‘Miss Daffy!" admonished Stella, her outraged modesty momentarily
overcoming her fear. "You shouldn't say such things.'

'Rubbish, Stella,' replied Daffy. '"You're as proud of your shape as a
peacock. Wouldn't she make a bang-up Venus, Uncle Hunter?'

'‘Not having enjoyed the same opportunities as you,” Mr Hawk
answered judicially, 'l am not in a position to say without considerable
research and investigation. However, purely superficial observations
would lead me to believe that perhaps you are right. She'd bang as a
Venus.'

Under the penetrating scrutiny of Mr Hawk's glittering eyes Stella
sought refuge in the kitchen.

‘They're a couple of black-hearted devils, the pair of them," she in-
formed Mrs Betts.

'‘What are they up to now?' inquired that good woman.

‘Miss Daffy said I'd make alovely Venus,' Stellareplied with arush. ‘A
bang-up one.’

Apparently this meant little to Mrs Betts.

‘And who might that party be?' she asked.

‘Some naked heathen she-goddess,'explained Stella.'l saw a statue of
her once.'

'Oh, that one,' said Mrs Betts, peering into the oven. '| remember her
now. Well, a worse thing might have beensaid. Sheused to have a clock
in her stomach.’

'‘But the way he looked at me,' continued Stella. 'You don't know.
There was ruin in his eyes.’

Mrs Betts rested her hands on her hips and looked steadfastly at the
large-eyed girl.

‘Listen, my fine young wench,' she said. 'If Mr Hunter wants to ruin
you, which | doubt, supposing such a thing was possible, which | also
doubt, you can consider yourself ruined and a very lucky girl at that. It's
not every woman he ruins. He's not ruined a maid since I've kept house
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for him, and that's been all of his life. He's been a great disappointment
to me in that direction.'

'‘What do you know about it?' Stella demanded a little defiantly.

‘All," said Mrs Betts with admirable compactness. 'Everything.’

'I'd rather sleep with the devil,' declared Stella.

There'd be little sleep with that busybody,' replied Mrs Betts, 'if we're
to believe the half of what we hear about him."'

Deriving scant comfort from the unedifying observations of the elder
woman, Stellareturned to the dining-room, where she made herself gen-
erally unhelpful and kept getting in the way of the exasperatedMr Betts.
Occasionally she would dart speculative glances at the prospective
source of her approaching ruin. If only he were not in league with the
powers of darkness the future would not have been altogether
unendurable.

Unconscious of the delicate office allotted to him Mr Hawk proceeded
cheerfully through his dinner. This finished, he rose and, wishing his
niece good hunting, sought the seclusion of the back veranda. As a result
of the wine and the complete successof his discovery the scientist found
himself in a slightly elevated mental condition. There was atingling sen-
sation in his veins. He felt as if something unusual were going to hap-
pen, that some remarkable adventure was already on its way to him.
Ordinarily Mr Hawk, when thus assailed by this inexplicable exaltation
of spirit, would have retired to his bed and endeavoured there to return
to reasonthrough the medium of some abstruse scientific treatise, but to-
night he was in no mood to share his bed with a book.

Across the dark tops of the trees a brute of a moon was casting bolts of
golden gauze. An August night filled with haze and the scentof moistly
breathing vegetation lay around him. Clouds scuttled acrossthe sky and
cavorted weirdly in a far-away wind only the lingering breath of which
moved among the trees.

In front of him stretched the country and the night. His eyesfollowed
the familiar path that twisted up a grassy slope and dipped into a grove
of treesonly to appear again on the margin of a cornfield. That path had
a fascination for Mr Hawk. He never grew tired of treading itNof think-
ing about it. To him it was like some huge serpent that never got any-
where but which in the fullness of time would move along to some dan-
gerously enchanted place. Mr Hawk was one of those persons who re-
tain a keen awarenessof the impressions and sensations of early youth.
He still remembered a patch of sun-baked mud that had exerted over
him a spell of attraction far stronger than the gardens and orchards
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surrounding his home. He could still recall the cracks in its tawny sur-
face and the smooth, hot feel of it against the soles of his bare feet. The
acrid, febrile smell of the weeds that flourished round its margin fre-
guently drifted back to him from the past. This path had something of
the sameinfluence on his imagination. A whisper seemedto be running
down it now, summoning him out to the woods and fields where un-
known but pleasant things were waiting.

In obedience to some inner prompting he went back into the house.
Unhesitatingly he descended to the cellar and returned presently with
two bottles of Burgundy. For more than half a century thesetubes of ma-
gic had lain under old dusty dimness dreaming of vineyards gratefully
ripening beneath the far, fair skies of France.

On the way out he looked in at the library to seehow his petrified en-
cumbranceswere getting along. Silently he displayed the bottles to them,
raised one bottle to his lips in a dumb show of drinking, then appreciat-
ively patted his stomach. Mr Hawk was enjoying every moment of his
revenge. As he left the room something like a groan followed him from
the cold lips of old Grandpa Lambert.

Crossing the back lawn he passed through the fragrance of an old-
fashioned garden and, opening a small white gate setin a hedge of box
bushes, set out along the path. He had no definite destination in mind.
He had hardly anything at all in mind save a floating, hazy sensation of
well-being, an intimate relationship with the night and the world around
him. All he knew was that he was going to some place and drink alot of
wine and, perhaps, sing a little to himself and the trees, if he felt so
inclined.

On the summit of the hill he paused and looked back at his long ram-
bling house sprawled peacefully out in sleep beneaththe yellow flood of
the moon. For a moment he stood silhouetted against the sky, atall, lean
figure of a man with two large bottles dangling at the ends of his
armsNa rather enigmatic outline in the night. Then he dipped down into
a grove of trees and becamelost in the darkness piled up against their
trunks. As he passedthrough the grove an expectant hush lay about him,
a sort of breathless hesitation trembling on the verge of some strange
revelation. But Mr Hawk did not linger in the grove. For some blind
reason he continued along the path. It was asif a muted voice at the end
of it were endeavouring to get his ear. Presently the trees were left be-
hind and, coming out into the full flood of the moon, he followed the
course of the path asit circled a vast cornfield, and then, asif suddenly
changing its mind, took a short cut through it.
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Dark, keen-leafed stalks rose and rustled on either side of Mr Hawk.
He caught the pungent scent of corn silk and absently decided that he
was inordinately fond of cornNpreferably on the cob. He came upon a
scarecrow, and on a mound beside the scarecrow a little tattered man
was sitting. And the little tattered man was crying bitterly, his tear-
stained face raised to the distinguished figure flapping against the stars.

Under ordinary circumstances the scientist would have been slightly
mystified by this encounter. In his present all-embracing frame of mind
it struck him asbeing the most natural thing in the world. Why shouldn't
a little tattered man be sitting in a cornfield in the moonlight crying bit-
terly at a scarecrow?And why shouldn't he, Hunter Hawk, stop and ask
this little tattered man what the devil he was crying about? Hunter
Hawk did.

'‘Why all the lachrymose moisture?' he demanded. 'Speak, little tattered
man.'

The little man gasped and looked startled. He promptly ceasedcrying
and seemedon the point of flight. Somewayward strain in Mr Hawk's
nature must have reached out to the other, however, for he remained
alertly poised on the mound.

'‘Why all the what?' he faltered.

‘The tears," Mr Hawk explained.

'Oh, those,' said the little man. 'l shouldn't have taken on so, but some-
times | get so furious | can't help it.’

'‘What were you furious about just now, if it isn't too long a story?’

'I'm furious about that scarecrow. | want his clothes. | especially want
his hat."'

Mr Hawk glanced up at the scarecrow. It was wearing a beaver hat in
rather a fair state of preservation. As a matter of fact, the scarecrow was
about the best-dressedspecimen of his deceitful tribe Mr Hawk had ever
seen. It was decked out in a morning coat, grey-striped trousers, and
patent-leather shoes. There were spats. A withered gardenia decorated
its lapel, and a grey Ascot tie adorned its neck. It was stoutly stuffed
with straw.

‘That's about the most up-stage scarecrow | ever met,’ Mr Hawk
observed.

'Isn't it!" exclaimed the tattered individual eagerly. 'And look at meNa
living creature. Rags and patches. More of a scarecrow than it is.’

‘Then why don't you assaultthis scarecrow?'asked Mr Hawk. 'Lay the
beggar low and strip him to his straw? | know the person who owns
him. Man named Brightly. It would give me no little satisfaction to see
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his scarecrow outraged. He's a rich, profiteering, shot-and-shell sort of a
chap, and he belongs to the League for the Promotion of Class Distinc-
tion. Also, he has warts and an exceedingly dizzy wife. In short, he
makes me sick. Why don't you despoil this scarecrow?It looks too damn
smug.’

The little tattered man shook his head sadly.

'‘Can't do it,' he answered. 'I'm afraid. You see,I'm one of the last of the
Little People,and it's against our magic to rob scarecrows.It would bring
us some great misfortune. And God knows we've had enough already.
Only a few of us are left now. We're the last family in the neighbour-
hood, although we're older than the oldest settler. We're even older than
your family. | knew your father well by sight. He was much like you,
only by this time of night he usually staggered more.’

‘Thanks,' said Mr Hawk rather drily. 'l can tell you must have known
him. Exactly what did you say you wereNone of the Little People?I've
heard of them or read of them or something.’

‘Yes,' replied the little man. 'We emigrated from Ireland long before
the great-great-grandfather of Christopher Columbus ever climbed
through a bedroom window."

'l never knew he did,' said Hunter Hawk.

‘Neither do I," replied the little man, 'but | imagine he must have done.
'‘Most every man does at one time or another, if it isn't too far to the
ground. Haven't you?'

‘You're getting a bit personal,’ Hawk replied with a grin, 'but now
you've asked me, I'll say that | never left that way.'

‘Then you've missed one of life's most illegitimate thrills," said the little
man, sighing reminiscently. 'Also spills, perhaps. I'm disappointed in
you, my dear sir. Once at leastto every man, you know. But perhaps she
wasn't married?"

'l make a practice of never asking," Mr Hawk hastened to assure him.
‘You get lied to lessthat way. But were you saying you came over from
Ireland?’

'l was saying exactly that,' replied the little man, with a note of sadness
in his voice. 'The country virtually belonged to us then. We didn't have
to listen to "Mother Machree," or "Come Back to Erin," or "The Rose of
Sharon," or to any bum jokes about It SeemsThere Were Two Irishmen,
Pat and Mike. Taking the good with the bad, we were quite happy and
contented. In later years the uninterrupted wailing of those songs over
on the other side was one of the reasonsfor our migrating. Of course,we
had the Indians here to deal with, but they were an essentially simple-
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minded lot, and we were soon able to get around them. Everything went
along well until the police force came over from Ireland. After that we
began to wane. Our magic gradually weakened, until we have only a
little left with which to eke out a bare existence.Most of our people have
moved away to China or to South America for the revolutions. Many of
them just crawled into cavesand crevassesin rocks and went to sleep for
ever. Is there wine in those bottles?'

‘There is,' replied Mr Hawk, thinking the little man deserved at least a
drink of wine after his long speech. ‘Do you want some?'

'Yes,' answered the little man. 'l want some, and then some more.'

'So you're that kind of a little man,' observed Mr Hawk, eyeing him
with approval. 'A regular winebibber.’

'In my time | have bibbed a little," he modestly admitted.

The quiet of the cornfield was broken by the pop of a cork. A small
patch of moonlight was splashed by the spray of the wine.

'It's a heartening sound,’ said the little man.

'‘One of the sweetest sounds | know," said Mr Hawk.

'How does the sound taste?' asked the little man.

‘After you,' replied Mr Hawk with admirable self-control.

The little man accepted the bottle and, tilting back his head, drank
long and deeply. Mr Hawk watched the proceedings with a mixture of
admiration and concern. At last the bibber returned the bottle and drew
a deep breath. Then he faced about and aggressively eyed the scarecrow.

'l feel like knocking your block off," he muttered. 'You big toff.'

'Let's give him the bum's rush,' suggested Mr Hawk, wiping the tears
from his eyesas he setthe bottle down in the path. 'l can't bear the sight
of that scarecrow.'

The little man shook his head.

‘You're big enough to do it alone,' he said. 'Why don't you reach me
down that hat?'

' will," replied Mr Hawk, taking another swig at the bottle. 'I'll strip
the devil mother-naked, and you can have all his clothes. How do you go
in spats?'

'Oh, thank you so much,' breathed the little man, his hand reaching
out for the bottle. 'l don't know. | never went in spats.How do you think
I'd go?'

'‘Dandy," exclaimed Mr Hawk ecstatically, and coiling his long body he
released some hidden spring suddenly and dived through the air at the
scarecrow. For a moment the figure flapped frantically in the moonlight,
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then toppled among the cornstalks beneath the weight of its assailant's
body.

‘Got him!" cried Mr Hawk, thrashing about among the corn. 'Now we'll
undress his nibs. Wonder if he wears drawers?'

'‘Don't wear them myself,’ said the little man. 'I'm much more inter-
ested in that hat. Hope you didn't smash it.’

'Here it is," announced the man of science,rising triumphantly from
the corn with the scarecrow's coat and trousers. The hat was tilted rak-
ishly over his left eye.

He flung the garments at the little man, passedhim the hat, then dived
back in the direction of the scarecrow.

'‘No. No drawers,' he called out. 'I'm afraid you'll have to do without
drawers, but here's his shoes and spats and necktie.’

"You will insist on my wearing drawers,' the little man replied, 'when
all the time | keep telling you that the Little People wear no drawers.'

'‘Not even the little ladies?' asked the cornfield.

‘They least of all. Couldn't get a pair on 'em.’

‘Then they're not such little ladies.’

'‘And they don't pretend to be. That's why they're superior to your
brand of women.'

'l should say so,' Mr Hawk replied, emerging from the cornfield with
the last shreds of the scarecrow's wearing apparel. 'He's as clean as a
whistle now.'

'Half a minute,' replied the little man. 'Thanks alot. I'll be ready before
you know it.'

Rapidly he divested himself of his tattered clothing, and Mr Hawk dis-
covered to his amusement that his companion of the cornfield had
spoken no lessthan the truth. The little man wore no drawers. In almost
less than half a minute he was fully attired in what had once been per-
haps the most fashionable scarecrow that had ever given a crow a rauc-
ous, ribald laugh.

'How do | look?' asked the little man. 'Are the spats on right?’

'‘Splendid!" cried Mr Hawk. 'Perfectly right, only they're on backwards.’

'‘Necktie, too?'

‘A neat knot.'

'I'm so pleased,' murmured the little man. 'My daughter will be quite
surprised.'

'‘Have you a daughter?' asked Mr Hawk.

‘A howling hell of a daughter,’ replied the other. 'Shewas born in this
country, so of course she's much larger than the native-born Little
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People. And she'staken up American ways. Dressesand talks like the
modern young girl, but in spite of all that she can still turn a pretty trick
of magic when she has a mind to.’

'How old is this daughter of yours, this howling hell of a daughter?'
Mr Hawk inquired in a casual voice.

'‘Not more than nine hundred years, | should say. The exact date |
don't rightly remember, but she's still just a girl.’

'Oh,' said Mr Hawk a little blankly. 'l see. A mere flapper. Shall we
open the other bottle?'

'You practically took the words out of my mouth," said the little man
admiringly.

'l hope | won't have to do the same with the bottle,’” Mr Hawk said
without any attempt to disguise his meaning. 'You almost inhaled the
bottom out of the last one.’

'l was afraid you might think | didn't like it.'

'You may dismiss all such qualms now," said the scientist, most un-
scientifically fumbling with the cork of the second bottle. 'I'm convinced
that the stuff doesn't revolt you.'

'Far from it," said the little man. 'l am very fond of your wine. | shall
probably steal your wine now that | know you have it. You must under-
stand, sir, we live by stealing. It's our only recourse. Although | wouldn't
touch that scarecrow, I'd steal the eyeteeth out of your head.'

‘Thanks for your frankness,' said Hunter Hawk. 'Would you like my
eyeteeth now?’

'l do not need eyeteeth,’ replied the little man.

'Well, any time you'd like to have a couple of eyeteethNor are there
four of them?NI'l have them packed up and sent around to you. "An

eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth." I'll do even better than that. I'll
give you all my teethNthe whole damn setNand not ask for even an
eye.'

'‘Any gold in them?' the other asked.

'Filled with gold,' replied Mr Hawk, and collapsed in such a surge of
laughter that the night became alive with the cacophony of his mirth.

‘That wasn't so funny,' said the little man when Mr Hawk had pulled
himself together.

'‘No? Wasn't it?' he replied weakly. 'Well, I'll get much funnier later on.
Wait and see.’

'‘And not laugh,' said the little man.

'‘Oh, all right," replied Mr Hawk. 'Have it your way. Entirely your own
way.'

39



Once more the pop of a vigorous cork ricocheted against the aston-
ished cornstalks and once more the venerable bubbles renewed their
youth, asfor a brief moment they lent grace to the moonlight before fall-
ing in foam to the soil.

‘The call to arms,' said Mr Hawk. 'By the way, just what is your name?"'
'Name?' replied the little man. 'l used to have lots of namesNLim,
Shawn, Angus, and Mehal. There's safety in having a change of names.

Since the World War I've rather fancied Ludwig Turner.'

'‘Sounds extremely un-Irish to me.’

"It is. It does. Where were we? Oh, yes, the wine. Let's drink it. My
name savesa lot of nationalistic, or should | say racial, singing. No one
knows where | come from, what | am, or who | am. | once knew an Eng-
lish barmaidN'

'‘Not interested in low memoirs of a personal nature," proclaimed Mr
Hawk, 'Don't want to hear about your English barmaids. Have you ever
gone through an explosion?’

'On and off for two dozen centuries as time is inaccurately reckoned
by mortals, I've beena married man,' said Ludwig Turner. 'Most of them
were explosive. All were explosive. One after the other exploded herself
into premature ugliness. | have no wife now. Only one spawn. Sheis on
the explosive side also, but it seemsto do her good. It damn well agrees
with her. More beautiful every day.'

'‘Well, I've just been through a most thorough explosion,’ said Mr
Hawk, not without pride. 'A real one. The seventh. I'm still a little bit
dazed. Not sure of anything. Not sure of you or the night or this corn-
field full of corn stalksN'

'‘What would a cornfield be full of?'

'‘Wouldn't surprise me if it was full of azaleas,'said Hunter Hawk. 'It
might not be real at all. Nothing seems real. Nothing quite is."'

'If you don't passme that bottle there'll be another explosion,' the other
one remarked. 'That will be real enough."'

Mr Hawk absently passedthe bottle to his small companion. The sci-
entist had spoken truly. Nothing seemedreal to him. And perhaps on
that strange night nothing was quite real. Otherwise there seemsto be no
rational explanation for all the things that took place. Certainly this little
man could not be real. Obviously. Wrapped opulently in the drapery of
much wine Hunter Hawk no longer cared to question the reality of
things. He had a strong impression that he was sitting in a cornfield
drinking wine with a little man in a top hat who declared that he was
twenty-four centuries old. It was a great age to Mr Hawk, but not an
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iImpossible one. He choseto believe the little old man. Had not he him-
self just achieved the impossible? Had not he accomplished a miracle of
science?Perhaps the impossible came to those who did the impossible.
Perhaps not. Or maybe it was the other way round. Anyway, the little
man's spats were on backwards. That fact, assuming the reality of the
wearer, was as plain as the nose on his face. Mr Hawk would establish
reality on the backwardness of his friend's spats. That was something if
not much. He reached out and seized the bottle from the avid Mr Turner.
The wine tasted real enough, though perhaps that also was just a little
too marvellous to be real. Anyhow, what did it matter? What did matter
was that he wanted to sing. In fact, he would sing. But what song?Try as
he would, Mr Hawk, what with the wine and the moonlight and the nat-
ural perversenessof a man's mind, could think of no song save '‘Mother
Machree'. It would have to be that song. He beganto sing it not well but
willingly.

'Oh, for God's sake, don't sing that!" exclaimed the little man, rising.

Mr Hawk stopped and looked impatiently at his friend.

‘Then what shall | sing?' he demanded.

'‘Almost anything but that.'

'I've tried to, but | can't think of anything but that at the moment," Mr
Hawk explained. 'Won't you sit down?"

The little man sat and thought, and the scientist sat and thought, and
presently the little man looked up brightly.

'l have it,’ he announced. 'The very song. Heard it the other night
when | was stealing vegetablesfrom your garden. | remember it because
it's the most non-partisan song | ever heard. The most impartial. It means
nothing and it goes: Boop-Boop-a-Doop. | love it.’

'‘Sounds like a motor boat lulling its young to sleep,' said Mr Hawk,
‘but I'll try it if only becauseyou heard it on my radio while stealing my
vegetables from my garden.’

'‘We'll both sing it," said the other, and they did just that.

A late stroller suffering from insomnia heard the strange noise issuing
from the heart of the cornfield. It had a salutary effect on him. He no
longer was a late stroller, but becamea man of actions, a man of single
purpose. Sobriskly did he return to his home and jump into bed that the
exhaustion caused by his exertion speedily brought the sleep that had
eluded him.

Unaware of the favour they had done the man, Messrs Hawk and
Turner back in the cornfield blissfully continued Boop-Boop-a-Dooping
until the bottle of Burgundy was no longer able to lubricate their hard-
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working throats. It was drained to the last drop. The scientist lifted the
empty bottle and held it between his eyes and the moonlight.
‘All gone,' said the little man.
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Chapter

A FURIOUS RECEPTION

‘Doesn't sound so good without wine, does it?' observed Mr Hawk at
length, stopping to replenish his exhausted lungs.

'‘No," admitted the little man gloomily, 'nor feel so good, either. Let's go
to your house and get some more.’

'‘Don't you live anywhere?' Hawk demanded. '‘No home?'

'Oh, yes,' replied the little man. 'l have a home of sorts.'

‘Then why don't you go there and take me with you?'

'‘We might do that,’ was the sceptical reply. 'Only applejack there, and
not so much of that.'

'‘Let Providence take a turn,’ said Mr Hawk. 'After what you've got is
all gone we'll think of something else.’

'‘And | know just what we'll think of,' returned the other. 'We'll think
of me struggling through the dark in search of more drink.'

Your daughter, perhaps?'

'She mightNif she'sin a good humour, which she seldom is. Still, she
might. Anyway, we'll try that. Sure you won't go to your house?'

'‘Not now. Later, perhaps.'

‘Then | guess we'll have to go to mine. Rightly speaking, it isn't a
house at all, but you'll see for yourself. | hope you'll not be sorry.’

'Sorry? Why should | be sorry?'

'Oh, | don't know," said the little man evasively. 'There might be many
reasons.’

There were, but no one will ever know if Hunter Hawk at any time
seriously regretted his visit to the abode of his casual little friend of the
cornfield. Certain it is that many a more intrepid soul, foreseeing the re-
markable results of that visit, would have bade the little man good night
on the spot and returned to the safe, sane,and familiar surroundings of
his own home. And, of course, it will never be ascertained now whether
or not Mr Hawk would have turned back or even hesitated, had he been
able to read the meaning of the little man's prophetic words. Perhaps
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that appointment had already been made for him by some unseen, un-
known secretary who, without consulting our preferences,makes all our
important appointments, including the final one. Perhaps Hunter Hawk,
even had he tried, would have beenunable to avoid this one. The answer
to theseminor questions will never be known. Their answers do not mat-
ter. What is known and what does matter is the simple fact that on a cer-
tain night in August Hunter Hawk, three sheetsin the wind, accompan-
led an exceedingly small and queerly garbed creature to his home, and
that there he met one Meg or Megaera, and that for ever after he was
never quite a free man. At times he even kissed the chains that shackled
him. And rumour has it, he went a great deal farther than that.

The way was mostly moonlight and lurches. There were trees and a
world of bushes, dense, aggressive bushes. There were patches of moon
glow and tunnels of utter darkness. There was the sound of much sincere
cursing and always the thrashing of leaves being crunched underfoot.
Both sounds were made by Mr Hawk. The little man did his lurching
with surprising silence and deftness. And he knew every twist in the
mystifying way. Hawk was never able to return to the spot alone. Finally
and most amazingly he found himself in a murmurous grottoNa secret
pocket in the earth, remote from the world of men.

From the roof of this grotto a tiny stream splashed to the floor, and
running through the centre of the chamber, disappeared with a whisper
through a small, bush-concealedopening. Straddling this strand of water
was arough table, and only those who were adepts could sit at the table
without getting their feet wet. But few ever sat at that table now, al-
though many had in the past. On either side of the table were two long
benches,and somewhere in the remote shadows there was the sugges-
tion of bunks made from the boughs of trees. And in the chamber there
were the smell of moist earth and drenched bushes and the everlasting
splash and murmur of falling water. And in this chamber there was a
small girlNor womanNone of the smallest and most furious-looking
creatures Hunter Hawk remembered ever having seen.

Great eyeswere hers, great black, fuming eyes,astir with sullen lights,
eyesready to blaze and flame, but seldom to caress.A dark skin. Short,
straight, blue-black hair. A beautiful mouth and the appealing features of
a delicate child. It was a face of confusing contradictions. And when this
girl arose from the table at their entrance, Mr Hawk needed only one
glance at her slim but delightfully developed figure to appreciate the fact
that here was a woman to deal with, not a child, not even aslip of a girl.
This small thing with the hostile eyes, the child's face, and the
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provocative breasts of a well-formed woman, could, he more than half
suspected, be a highly diverting companion on certain auspicious occa-
sions. It was only too immediately apparent that this was not going to be
one of those occasions,for at the mere sight of the two strangely matched
gentlemen she sprang from the table and words entirely unpleasant
sizzled off her tongue.

'So,'she said, and again, 'so. We're back are we?' A pauseto permit the
gentlemen to receive the full benefit of her furious eyes.'And what do
you think | amNdirt? Dirt to sit here in this filthy hole and wait?' Al-
though neither gentleman attempted to answer these questions, Mr
Hawk felt strongly inclined to make the observation that that was usu-
ally what dirt seemed to enjoy mostNsitting in holes and waiting.
‘Where the hell have you been?'she continued. 'You look like the devil.
Worse. And what's wrong with that person? Tell him to go away. Get
out of here, both of you,' the deadly voice continued. 'Disappear!’

‘A true explosive," Mr Hawk remarked to his companion, at whom he
was looking with increased respect and admiration. 'Tell me, have you
had that with you for nine hundred years?'

‘That and more,' said Mr Turner. ‘Much. That's nothing. She's only
playing now.'

'‘Am |?'

Bang! A heavy mug whizzed past the left ear of the small man and
shattered itself against a rock in the wall of the grotto.

This act of swift and efficient violence sobered Hunter Hawk consider-
ably. He realized that at any moment his turn might come. It was a mat-
ter of dodge or die. Nevertheless, he regarded the enraged, but in every
other respect most desirable young lady with critical admiration. In-
stinctively he felt that he figured her out just a little, no more than that.

'You deliberately missed him," he informed her, his eyesno less dark
and glittering than hers.

Startled and annoyed, she looked back at him. In that swift moment
contact was established. It was never to be quite broken thereafter. She
looked into his eyes and liked them. Not for a hundred years had she
liked the eyesof a mortal. Those eyes,those black, quiet, sardonic eyesof
Hunter Hawk both troubled and fascinated her. All of which made her
more angry.

‘A lot you know about it,' she said sullenly and satdown. Hawk made
no attempt to answer. He stood there quietly looking at her. Sheknew it.
Shehated it. 'l could have hit him," she said defiantly. 'l have hit him, and
if you get fresh with me, I'll damn well hit youNyou long-legged booby.'
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Hawk had a peculiar temper of his own. Certain wordsNnot necessar-
ily desperately insulting ones at thatNhad the power to throw him off
poise, to stir up the usually placid springs of his nature. Booby was one
of those words. The word always evoked for him the mental image of a
fat, bubble-lipped boy.

'‘Booby, am I?' he retorted. 'Well, what are you but an ill-natured little
snip, a mere thing, a pea?'

'‘What!" cried the girl incredulously. '‘Me, a snip? A thing? A pea?’

Bang!

The crash of the second mug completely sobered Mr Hawk. This con-
duct was unreasonable. It would have to stop. One of those mugs might
find its mark. With the unfailing good fortune of a man who attracts wo-
men and never knows quite why, he played his trump card in spite of
the muttered urgings of Mr Turner to have nothing to say to her ‘just
yet.'

‘Listen,’ he said. 'I'm nervous as a cat. Got an awful hangover. Been
drinking for a week. Have you got a little pick-me-up anywhere round?'

A light of morbid interest cameinto the mad, black eyes. The girl con-
sidered him darkly but not venomously.

'‘Nervous, eh?' she said. 'Headache? How are your eyes?'

'‘Bad. Awful." Mr. Hawk blinked rapidly several times.

'‘What you need is a good physic.'

'l know, I'll take one, but I'll crack unless | get a pick-up right now."'

'‘Got anybody at home to look after you when you get there?'

'Yes. Lots of 'emNtoo many.'

'‘Well, | hope to God you don't go blabbing to them that you met some
woman in the woods who got you drunk. Not that | give a damn,' she
added inconsistently.

Sherose from the table and moved swiftly to the end of the chamber.
There was the sound of secretive rummagingNthings being swiftly
moved. Soon she returned with a quart bottle two-thirds filled with
applejack.

'Here,' she said, handing him a glass. 'Pour your own. | don't know
how much you take, but watch yourself.'

'I'd prefer to watch you.'

Ludwig Turner stood dumbly by, his eyes fixed wistfully on the bottle.

'How aboutN?' Hawk nodded significantly in the direction of his host.

'WhatNthat one?'replied the girl scornfully. 'What he needsis a good
thrashing. Wouldn't you think that after twenty-four centuries he'd have
sense enough, self-respect enough, to give up this knocking about the
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country, staying out late at night and bringing home with him the first
tramp he picks up? Present company not excepted.'

'l refuse to answer that," said Mr Hawk.

For a full minute packed with suspensefor Mr Turner she looked ap-
praisingly at him while she drummed irritatingly on the table with the
tips of her fingers. To relieve the strain of this protracted scrutiny, her
father made an attempt at an ingratiating smile.

'‘Don't smile at me, you old dog," she said. 'Come over here and get
your drink. No pride, no shame,just a plain sot. I'm through with you.
Here, swallow it down, bottle and all.’

This invitation, in spite of the rough verbiage in which it was couched,
led to one of the most pleasant nights Hunter Hawk had so far spent in
the course of his rather confined if casual existence.One drink led to an-
other, and by the time the story of the assaulted scarecrow had been
thrice repeated at the special request of Miss Turner, who was able to ex-
tract from it at eachtelling fresh sourcesof enjoyment, the applejack had
long dissociated itself from the bottle.

‘Miss Turner,' asked Hawk with elaborate politeness, ‘could you man-
age to rummage up another one?'

'If you'll call me Meg | might. Otherwise, no,' she replied.

'l am fond of the name of Meg,' said Hawk. 'It sounds so old and hard.
You are well named, Meg, my wench.’

'l don't like that. Wench isn't nice,' replied Meg. 'And I'll have you to
know that my name is a damn sight older than yours.'

It is,’ put in Mr Turner mollifyingly. ‘It is, Meg. Yours is the oldest
name of all. It datesway back to the days of pagan Greece,when life was
worth living. You are a direct descendant of Megaera, one of the Three
Furies.'

'l was always under the impression,' observed Mr Hawk, 'that those
ladies were so ill-favoured and disagreeable that propagation and that
sort of thing was way out of their line.’

'In that you are correct,’ replied the little man academically. 'And that
iIs what made them so furious. But Megaera seemsto have been a little
more fortunate than her sisters.'

'‘Might have happened at a masked ball’ Mr Hawk observed
speculatively.

'‘Possibly,’ replied Mr Turner. 'It's an interesting point. There are sever-
al possibilities.'

'‘Never have | listened to such drivel in all my life,’ Meg broke in
wrathfully, having established what was for her a record in temper
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holding. 'Without saying a word I've sat here and listened to you insult
my first and most famous ancestress.I've stood for that, | say. But when
it comesto having to sit here and listen to such stupid, drunken drip,
then I'm through. Get your own damn applejack. I'm going to bed.’

'‘Be reasonable,Meg,' pleaded her father, holding out a detaining hand
asthe girl rose to leave the table. 'You're altogether different. You're not
like the original Megaera, the one we were talking about. Nothing in
common. You've different tastes and different inclinations. And much
better luck.'

'‘What do you mean, much better luck?" demanded Megaera
menacingly.

Mr Hawk, unfortunately, was unable to restrain his mirth at this rather
delicate point. She turned on him furiously, and for some reason the
flames in her eyes had spread to her cheeks and neck.

'‘Shut up!" she said in a low voice. "You low-minded sot!'

Mr Hawk's laugh died to an appreciative chuckle as the girl turned
back to her father.

'l said you'd be sorry you came,’ was the lament of that unhappy
individual.

'I'm not, and you didn't." replied Mr Hawk. 'You said, you hoped |
wouldn't be.'

'‘What do you mean by much better luck?' Meg's voice cut in like a
chilled knife.

'‘What | meant to say, my dear,' propitiated Mr Turner, ‘'was that you
had better luck many centuries ago."'

'It never was a matter of luck," said Meg. 'lIt was looks and ability.'

'Hear! Hear!" cried Mr Hawk. 'l agree entirely. How about that apple-
jack, Meg? Good old Meg. A dear girl.'

'‘Be quiet, you blotter," she replied, but there was the suggestion of a
smile lurking round the corner of her mouth as she tossed a black cloak
over her shoulders and slipped through the small opening. For several
minutes thereafter Hunter Hawk had the uncomfortable impression that
two large black and strangely compelling eyes were intently fixed on
him from the night that curtained the entrance.

A sigh of weary relief escaped Mr Turner's lips. He spread out his
hands in a gesture of resignation.

'You see how it is," he said. 'Such is my life.’

'‘Not every man has a daughter who will go out at this hour of the
night and steal applejack for him," was Mr Hawk's answer.
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'‘No," admitted Mr Turner. 'Nor is it every father who will allow his
daughter to go out and steal applejack for him at this or any other hour
of the night.’

'‘When you put it like that,' said Mr Hawk, 'there's something in what
you say. You pride yourself on your liberal attitude, | take it?'

'Live and let live, say I.'

‘That's all very well for you who have had twenty-four centuries of it,
but with us, our span is so short it's almost die and let die. What you
meant to say is, drink and let drink, isn't it?'

'‘Well, it comesto the samething. There're altogether too many crimes
attributed to drink which rightly belong to natures that would be a lot
more vicious without it. Drink doesn't create crime. It modifies it.'

'‘Makes it more democratic,' suggested Hunter Hawk. 'Spreadsit over
a wider area and reduces its velocity.'

‘Absolutely,’ agreed Ludwig with enthusiasm. 'If the world kept itself
staggering drunk for a couple of centuries there wouldn't be any wars.
Armies would fall down and go to sleep before they could reach each
other.'

'‘And when they woke up,” Mr Hawk amplified, 'the soldiers' hands
would be so unsteady they wouldn't be able to do much damage.'

‘You've got it,' said the little man. 'You've gotten my point exactly. In-
stead of going over the top the soldiers would barely be able to crawl
along on their bottoms.'

'‘An inspiring picture.’

'‘War has no inspiring pictures that cannot find their counterparts in
peace.'Mr Turner looked exceedingly solemn when he brought forth this
one.

‘Then, as | understand it,’ summed up Hawk, 'you hate war and love
drink.'

'Exactly, sir. Exactly.'

'‘Well, I'm agreeable,'the other continued. 'Let's form a League for the
Promotion of Peace through the Medium of Strong Drink.'

‘Light wines and beer, also,' added Ludwig Turner.

Justasthey were about to shake hands on this, a disturbing noise held
their outstretched arms suspended. The deep-throated baying of a dog
strained itself devilishly through the branches of wildly thrashing
bushes. Both men sprang to their feet. The little man's face was pale.

'l think that's your friend Brightly's pet watchdog,' he said, his lips
grim and drawn. 'God, if he gets at Meg.'
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This was too much for Hawk. He knew Brightly's watchdog. A big
brute, a blood-letting brute, a creature of jaws and teeth and euvil
appetites.

'‘What a dog to be chasedby,' thought Hunter Hawk as he out-lurched
Ludwig to the opening.

'Here | am,' Meg cried out in the darkness. 'And here he is too. He's
following me.’

Hawk, his long legs flashing with energy, waded through the bushes
in the direction of Meg's voice. He ended by falling both over and upon
her. A dog was baying in one ear, and Meg was screaming in the other.

'‘Look out!" she cried. 'You'll break the bottle.'

‘Bottle hell,' he replied. 'This animal's trying to swallow my head.’

'Wouldn't be much loss,' came the muffled reply. 'Why don't you file
your knees?'

Brightly's dog was in a state of demoralization. He was not accus-
tomed to so much thrashing and casual conversation. He wondered if
these people realized this was an actual attack, that he was going to bite
them, mangle them, perhaps.

‘This is the secondtime to-day I've fallen on awoman," Mr Hawk com-
plained as he deftly placed a foot in the dog's ribs.

Then suddenly he remembered.

'‘My God, what a fool I've been,' he said, and raising his right arm he
put an end to the dog's offensive by speedily petrifying the beast.

'He can get at you but not at me,' Megaera gloated from beneath Mr
Hawk.

'He can't get at either of us now," said Hunter Hawk complacently.

'‘What have you done, killed him? You almost have me.'

'‘No, | haven't killed him. I've turned the beast to stone.'

‘What?"'

‘Turned the dog to stone, | said.’

‘How did you manage that?'

‘Easily. Want to see?'

'NoNto breathe.’

Now that the danger was past, Mr Hawk removed himself from the
crumpled object and permitted it to uncrumple. Meg was gamely cling-
ing to the bottle.

‘Very good,' she said when she had carefully felt the stony body of the
dog in the darkness. 'Some of your own magic?'

'‘My latest,' replied Hawk proudly. 'l can turn people and animals to
statues and back again.'
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‘Very good,' repeated the girl with professional appreciation. 'Unusual
for a mortal.'

'I'm a very unusual mortal.’

'Sol've decided,' said Megaera.'l've got atrick that goesyours one bet-
ter. | can turn statues to people and back again. Come inside, and I'll
show you. And," she added impressively, 'becauseyou saved me from
that dog I'll show you how to do it. Then you'll have two tricks, both
knockouts.'

On their way back to the grotto a small voice arrested their progress.

'‘Would you mind tugging me out of this unfortunately placed hole?'
asked Mr Turner. 'What with wine and applejack and dogs and darkness
and daughters I'm completely undone. The night has beentoo much for
me.’

Mr Hawk collected the little man, and together they proceeded to the
grotto, leaving the forest richer by the addition of one rather absurd
stone dog caught in an attitude of pained surprise.

The events of the night had not dealt kindly with Mr Wetmore
Brightly. He had sustained a double loss. His scarecrow had been out-
raged and his watchdog turned to stone. On the other hand, the squirrels
in the forest had a new mystery to solve and Mr Ludwig Turner a new
suit of clothes to wearNafter radical alteration. Meg made them with
both plain and fancy stitching.

All of which goesto support the almost universal impression that a
wind has to be ill indeed not to turn over a new leaf.
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Chapter 6

THE INVASION OF HAWK'S BED

By the time Megaera had initiated Mr Hawk so well into her magic for
turning statuesinto people and back again that he would remember the
simple ritual even when not quite sober, no one was quite sober, not
even Megaera herself. As she had previously told him, it was really a
bang-up trick and not so difficult to master if taken without applejack.
With his own discovery and Meg's magic literally at the tips of his fin-
gers, Hunter Hawk, with an emotion of exaltation not entirely unbehold-
en to applejack, felt himself well equipped to face a new and eventful
life.

'‘An eminently satisfactory night,' said Mr Hawk, an hour or two later,
extending his hand to his friend Ludwig, who with Meg had falteringly
escorted him home. 'l would ask you in, but the hour forbids and the
flesh fails, the spirit flags and the body swoons. Good night, my dear
Ludwig, good night. And you, my charming Meg. Bring your father to
seeme soon. If he insists on hiding his facein that top hat, cut eyeholes
in it for him.'

'You talk too much,’ replied Megaera softly. 'Look at me, Mr Magician.'

She came close to him and placed a small, firm hand on either
shoulder. Her dark, smoky eyes, half concealedby drooping lids, caught
and held his.

'l won't," exclaimed Mr Hawk. 'Not if you look at me that way. It isn't a
good look. Bad things lurk behind it.’

'‘Look at me," she repeated. 'Good things lurk behind it, O mortal pig.'

Mr Turner had wavered down the path and had now lost himself in
shadows. Megaera came still closer. Her small, delightful body clung to
the lanky scientist.

'‘Look at me,' she commanded.

'Listen,’ replied Hawk. He was extremely uneasy. 'Do you have to
come so close?l| can hear you without effort at the customary conversa-
tional distance. First thing | know you'll be perching on my shoulder.'
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He heard her low laugh and felt her arms slip round his neck. He
backed away and dragged her with him. The toes of her small sandals
scraped across the gravel. The sound caused him to stop.

‘This is no way to act on a warm night,' he objected.

"You are a pig,' she murmured.

With a light, unexpected jump she bounded up into his arms. He was
forced to hold her in spite of himself. Both of his arms were thus en-
gaged. Thus, having him at her mercy, she calmly proceeded to give him
anything but a calm kiss.

'‘Now say you didn't like it," she said when at length he had placed her
on her feet.

'If you don't get off my property,’ he told her, 'I'll begin shouting and
throwing rocks."'

'It's a brutal pig, at that," she jeered. 'Listen," she continued, her voice
sounding suddenly serious, 'lI've placed my seal on you, Hunter Hawk,
you're my man, such asyou are, and | don't pride myself any on my se-
lection. But for some reason | can't explain even to myself we belong to
eachother. You'll fight against it and go through no end of unnecessary
moralizing, but in the end you'll give in and know | was right. Good
night, now dim mind. I'll seeyou soonNsooner perhaps than you expect.
You can't lose me.'

'‘Good God!" groaned Mr Hawk.

Then, with amazing swiftness, she was gone into the shadows where
the estimable Ludwig Turner still lurked beneath a top hat which right-
fully belonged to the demolished scarecrow of Mr Brightly. Hawk was a
little bit stunned and no end perturbed. Still he was thrilled. The blood in
his veins raced waywardly. This almost goeswithout saying. After nine
hundred years of varied experience a pretty woman should know a little
something about kissing and the allied arts.

'Cripes,' he muttered, mopping his brow with his coat sleeve,to which
some leaveswere still clinging. '‘Dear me. Wonder if she meant that stuff.
That would be just too bad.'

Perhaps, after all, he had better go to sea for ever.

For a moment he stood looking after her in the darkness; then he
turned and entered his house.

'‘No more of this sort of thing," he assured himself as he switched on
the light. 'Old enough to be my grandmother ten times over. Wonder if
she is? Wonder if anything is? To-night, for instance. Did it really hap-
pen? Seems like a drunkard's dream. One of the pleasanter sort. Opium.'
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The light from the hall partially illuminated the library, and as Mr
Hawk passed the door he was brought to a sudden standstill by a
glimpse of his congealed brother-in-law standing in an attitude of frozen
indignation.

'‘My God!" breathed the long man of science. 'lI'd forgotten about them.’

His distaste for the heavy reproaches of those four still figures when
restored to their natural state tempted him to leave them permanently
petrified. He stood and considered this possibility. No, it wouldn't be
quite right. There was old man Lambert. He wasn't such a bad sort. And
from the strange sounds that were issuing from his lips he must be the
toughest of the lot. The old fellow was still battling against the effects of
the powerful ray.

'‘No,"' Mr Hawk decided. 'I'll give them a suspended sentence first.’

He approached Grandpa Lambert. Pressing the ring on his left hand,
Hawk allowed the restorative or contra-active ray to play for a moment
over the figure seatedin the chair. In an instant the old gentleman was
back again, his mouth filled to spluttering with insults and invectives.

‘Now, listen," said Hawk quietly. 'If you don't want to go back where
you came from you'll cut all that out. Understand me, Grandpa?'

Apparently the old man did. A startled look came into his eyes, and
the spluttering died away.

'‘Damn you," he muttered. "You and your devil's tricks.'

Hawk then turned to Alice, his superior sort of a sister. Although it
pained him to do it he would give her another chance.As he was about
to raise the left hand he was arrested by the voice of the old man.

'‘Wait!" he cried. 'Wait! Why don't you leave her as she is, she and the
other two? Think of the life we could lead without them, HunterNthe
peace and quiet and freedomNjust you, Daffy and me.'

Hunter looked at the unregenerate old fellow sympathetically.

'I'd like to," he told him, 'but they're in the way here.’

‘Then take them down to the cellar and turn them back to stone,' the
venerable gentleman pleaded, 'or lure them down to the lake, then petri-
fy them and tip the lot of them in. We'd be rid of them for good.'

Il think it over,’ said Mr Hawk and, raising his hand, released his
sister.

Mrs Alice Pollard Lambert returned to herself in full cry. Her jaws
were wagging before the rest of her body was completely restored.

'Of all the outrageous conduct,' she began. I'll sue you for this.'

Without a word Mr Hawk raised his right hand and Alice Lambert's
voice died away as she once more turned to stone.
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Alfred Lambert restored was a more tractable subject altogether. He
stretched himself wearily and looked respectfully upon his brother-in-
law. He even grinned a little weakly.

‘The joke's on us, all right,’ he said, 'but, for God's sake, don't do it
again.'

‘Then watch your step,’ replied Hawk as he passed on to Junior.

'If you have any heart at all, you won't change that pest back," ex-
claimed the boy's grandfather. ‘Carry him up to bed and drop him on the
way. Let him shatter to bits.'

Hunter Hawk hesitated. He realized that life would be a great deal
pleasanter without Junior, and that the world would never miss him.
After all, it wouldn't be such a crime to drop Junior on some hard sur-
face. It would be an act of divine justice and a public benefaction. Yet
Hunter Hawk, in spite of all that he had suffered at the hands of these
people, could not bring himself to do away with any of themNwith all of
them later, perhaps, but not at present. He shook his head at the old man
and gave Junior back to the world. The boy, whimpering like a kicked
dog, ran to his unresponsive mother. This was too much for Hawk. He
promptly restored Alice Lambert to her son. This time she had nothing
to say as she clung to her offspring and looked fearfully about her.

‘You may all get to bed now," Hawk told them. 'I'm sorry | forgot you,
but no harm's done. Remember this, however, from now on | hold the
whip hand. If you don't want to take up a permanent existence as
statues, walk lightly and pay strict attention to your own affairs. Now
clear the decks, or | might change my mind.’

The company moved hastily towards the door. Alice paused and
looked back.

'‘May | have a word with you in the morning?' she asked. 'Something
happened last evening. Callers. Most humiliating it was.'

'‘Drop in to seeme in the morning," said Hawk. 'This morning, in fact.
Lots happened last evening.'

Alone in his own room, Hunter Hawk undressed triumphantly and
prepared himself for a much-needed rest. Never had his bed looked so
inviting. In one corner of the room Blotto, undisturbed by the arrival of
his master, was snoring volubly, a thing he did quite well.

'Wish he'd try to break himself of that habit,’ Hawk idly mused, 'but he
doesn't even try. Perhaps he doesn't know. Stupid dog. A great bother.'

Still pondering over the bad habits and abysmal stupidity of Blotto,
Hunter Hawk threw open all the windows and, turning his back to the
night, sought the safety and sanctity of his bed.
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'He sleepsat night just like a gross human being,' his thoughts ran on
as he manoeuvred his ungainly body alongside the bed preparatory to
that most grotesque of all actionsNthe lifting of the leg that swings one
on to the mattress. '‘Doesn't care whether | live or die. Look at him." At
last he was completely ensconced.'What the hell"" he said aloud, his face
going blank. 'How in the name of all that'sN'

He was unable to finish his sentence. Megaera, her great eyes astir
with the night from which she had emerged, was sitting on the ledge of
one of the windows.

‘At its best getting into bed isn't pretty," she observed, 'but you make it
unnecessarily unpicturesque. People should have sunken beds like
sunken tubs.’

'I'm not here to discuss the aesthetic side of bed-going with you,’
replied Mr Hawk in a low voice.

'‘Oh, no?' she replied. '"You're not, eh?"

Shestripped off her dress and stood before him in a ragged shift. Mr
Hawk promptly closed his eyes and switched off the light.

‘Leave this room by the way you entered," his voice commanded
through the darkness.'l don't know what sort of magic you used, but if
you flew up, you'd better damn well fly down again.'

In answer to this he received a violent jab in the ribs.

'‘Ugh!" grunted Mr Hawk. 'What the devil are you trying to do, stab
me?'

'‘Don't get me mad,' a small voice gritted in his ear. 'Move over now
and be quick about it. I'm getting into this bed.’

‘Then I'm getting right out. This bed would be too small for the both of
us if it were as wide as the Sahara Desert.'

'‘No bed could be too small for us,' she whispered. 'You and | could
sleep on a straw.’

‘There'll be no sleep for me to-night, my dear young lady.'

‘You've said it!'

'‘What do you mean?' Hawk's voice was weak with alarm. 'Out | go.’

'l mean just that. Budge from this bed, and I'll scream so loud every
damn neighbour within a radius of five miles will come pelting in here
to see what we're doing."'

'‘We?' replied Mr Hawk. 'I'm not going to be doing a thing.'

'‘We'll see about that," Megaera said grimly.

‘Just like your ancestress,' Mr Hawk groaned.

Meg giggled, and one small hand stole playfully along his ribs. For
such a large man Mr Hawk gave vent to a surprisingly small shriek.
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'‘Don't do that,’ he told her. 'No familiarities. If you insist on staying in
this bed, stay just where you are.’

'l can't. You're so attractive. Don't turn your back on me. I'll kick it.'

She did.

'Oh, for the love of Pete,'exclaimed Hunter Hawk indignantly. "You'll
be having me black and blue. As if | hadn't been through enough bangs
and explosions already.'

‘Then turn over.’

'l will notNnot on your life. Why, you're just a depraved woman
crashing your way into my bed like this without even so much as an
invitation.'

'You deliberately set out to make me. You know you did.'

‘Horrid little liar. Just like a woman.’

'‘Exactly like a woman,' agreed Megaera gloatingly. '‘Only a whole lot
nicer than most. You should thank your lucky stars.'

'‘For what?'

'For me, of course.’

'l don't want you.'

‘You do, but you don't know it.'

'‘Perhaps | do.’

'‘Oh, you dear.’

'Easy there with that hand. A kind word doesn't constitute an invita-
tion to an orgy.'

‘Nothing like a good old orgy occasionally.'

'‘Don't be common. And here's something else. You've been doing this
sort of thing on and off for nine hundred years. For me, it's almost an en-
tirely new experience.'

'It hasn't been even that yet,' replied the girl. 'And you said, almost.
Who was she?'

'‘None of your damn business. Anyway, I've forgotten.'

'‘Well, this will be one you won't forget.’

‘That's the truest words you've ever spoken. I'm going to lock my win-
dows hereafter. Wish that dog would stop snoring. It keeps me awake.'

'‘Good for the dog,' said Megaera.

Mr Hawk had an inspiration. He flashed on the light just long enough
to enable him to petrify Blotto's nose. The snoresdiminished to the mere
whispers of their former selves. The dog opened one eye and squinted
down his nose. Yes, it had happened again. From one extreme to anoth-
er. Blotto closed his eye, allowing the lid to drop heavily and did the best
he could.
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'‘Now, let's try to get a little sleep,’ said Hunter Hawk. 'I'm all in.’

Megaera was concentrating all of her magic on Blotto's nose. She
wanted that dog to snore, and she meant to seeto it that he did. Her ma-
gic proved successfulin counteracting the potency of the petrifying ray.
Before Mr Hawk had settled himself comfortably, Blotto was snhoring
with increased volume, so much so, in fact, that he woke up even
himself.

'‘What? Is it working again?' he asked himself. ‘Well, 1 wish it would
stay one way or the other.’

Hunter Hawk was thoroughly aroused. He flashed on the light and re-
directed the ray at the dog's nose.

1l petrify that damned dog's nose so hard he'll wish to God he'd nev-
er even sniffed," declared the scientist.

Megaera was sitting hunched up in bed, looking for all the world like
a wicked child. She said nothing. Shewas calling on centuries of magic
to bring back those snores. She was proudly pitting her pagan powers
against those of modern science.For some minutes the contest contin-
ued, Blotto alternately sparking and stopping like a willing but broken-
down motor. Finally the bedevilled animal, abandoning all attempts at
sleep, raised his head and looked with moist, reproachful eyes at his
master. The poor dog's nose was in a state of the utmost confusion. One
minute it was a thing of life and vigour, the next a cold, unresponsive
stone. Blotto felt that his nerves would prove hardly equal to the strain.
The walil of protest he attempted to register was cut off in its prime only
to burst out unexpectedly and frighten him out of his wits. As proud as
he was of his scientific achievement, Mr Hawk was unable to resist the
mute entreaty of his dog. After all, why should their differences be taken
out on Blotto's nose?

'l give up,” he said at last as he switched out the light. 'Snore your
damn head off. Go on. Shake the walls and rattle the windows. | give
up.'

'Do you?' cried Megaera. 'Then so will I.'

Between Blotto and his uninvited bedfellow there was scarcely any
sleep at all for Hunter Hawk that night.
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Chapter 7

PLAYFUL PETRIFICATION

When after several fluttering attempts Megaera succeededin lifting the
long lashesfrom her heavy eyessome hours later she found herself gaz-
ing up at no less a personage than the outraged Alice Pollard Lambert.
This excellent lady, remembering her brother's invitation, and hoping to
propitiate him before attempting to carry out her fell purpose, had
quietly arrived at his bedside armed with a cup of coffee. This she now
set down on a small table and devoted all her attention to the amazing
joint occupant of Hunter Hawk's bed. It had been her dark design either
to wheedle the formula for his disagreeable discovery from him or else
to destroy it. Shewas not going to permit anyone to hold the whip hand
over herself and her family. Even though a dependant, she intended to
be the dominating factor in the household. Now, however, here was an-
other situation to face.

'What are you doing in bed with that man?' she demanded in a voice
of chilled reproof.

'What do you usually do under the circumstances?' Megaera asked
lazily.

'l don't go to bed with men," said Mrs Lambert, her chin elevated
virtuously.

'For goodness'sake,'said Meg with innocent interest. 'What do you go
to bed with?"'

'Don't be low and ridiculous,' replied Mrs Lambert.

'‘Well, if you think it's ridiculous,” remarked the girl, 'you've got
something on me. | think it's the most natural thing in the world.’

'‘Perhaps you do,' said Mrs Lambert. 'l repeat my question. What are
you doing here?'

' wouldn't like to say,' replied Megaera with one of her wickedest
smiles.

'How did you manage to get yourself in?" Mrs Lambert continued
inflexibly.
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'If you must know," said Megaera, indulging in a small but frank
yawn, 'your son deliberately dragged me in here last night and
threatened to strangle me if | screamed.'

Mr Hawk's disorderly head popped up from the pillow asif suddenly
jerked by a wire.

'‘Oh, what a lie!" he exclaimed.

'Furthermore, he's not my son,' said Mrs Lambert, whose indignation
at this reflexion caston her age had for the moment made her forget the
moral issue involved.

'Sorry," said Megaera, '‘but how was | to know? Perhaps he's your lov-
er. If he is, I'm sorry for him.'

'He's neither my son nor my lover,” Mrs Lambert announced with
great dignity.

‘Then who is your lover?' asked Meg. 'All this puzzles me.’

'l want you to know | have no lover," Alice Lambert hurled at the girl
in bed.

'I'm very sorry about that," replied Megaera.'But why do you want me
to know it? | can't help you out.'

‘That besmirched creature on the bed beside you is my brother," said
Mrs Lambert.

'‘Well, madam, all | can say is, you've got some brother.’

'‘Oh!" breathed Mrs Lambert as Meg reached out a bare arm and took
several appreciative sips from the cup of coffee her companion's sister
had so considerately placed within her reach.

'‘Sothoughtful of you,' sheremarked with a sweet smile. 'How did you
know | liked it?'

'‘Are you going to wallow there and allow this creature to insult your
own sister?' Alice Lambert demanded of her supine yet interested
brother.

'Yes,' he replied, 'l am. And when she'sfinished I'm going to try my
hand.’

‘Do you realize that the Ashleys called on us last night?' continued his
sister. 'Stella forgot the terrible condition you left us in and brought them
right into the library. There they sat for fully fifteen minutes, asking
about this and that and trying to be pleasant. And do you realize we
were unable to say a word back, not one word?'

‘That must have been hell for you, dear sister.’

It was,' agreed Mrs Lambert. 'lt was. Suddenly Mrs AshleyNyou
know how nervous she isNuttered a piercing scream and cried out,
“They're all dead! Stone dead!" With that she rushed from the room, the
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rest of the Ashleys right behind her. | could have fallen through the floor
from mortification. By this time the news must be all over the coun-
tryside. Alfred and Junior and myself are ashamedto go to church, to be
seenon the streets. And you are responsible for that, you and your silly
discoveries. Now we have a fresh scandal on our hands, this creature
you are openly flaunting in our faces.'

'‘Cheer up, Sis," Mr Hawk grinned as he thought of the Ashleys' call.
"'l go to church with you. Forgot it was Sunday.'

'‘We'll all go to church with you,' put in Meg. 'That is, if | can get some
decent clothes to cover my nakedness.'

'‘Good!" cried Hunter Hawk. 'You, Daffy, and | will form ourselves into
a hollow square and protect the respectable members of the family from
the gaze of the curious public. And now, my dear sister, if you will be
good enough to withdraw, | might try to get a little something done."

'‘Open and shamelessiniquity," his sister replied, looking directly at
Megaera, who met her gaze with a pleasant smile. 'l don't know what to
make of it. I'm sure you must have taken leave of your senses.What will
Alfred and Junior say?'

'l haven't the slightest idea,' replied Mr Hawk. 'Something dull and hy-
pocritical, no doubt, but you can tell them both for me that they'd better
be damn careful what they say or I'll petrify 'em beyond recall. And that
goesfor you. Now clear out.' He turned abruptly to the girl beside him.
'Say there, you wench,' he continued, 'quit hogging that Java. Give
Daddy Long-legs a sip.'

'Oh," breathed Mrs Lambert once more as she hurried from the room.
‘OhNDaddy Long-legsNthis is too much.'

The moment the door was closed Megaera attempted to become viol-
ently demonstrative. Mr Hawk foiled her, however, through the simple
expedient of kicking her out of bed.

'See that window," he said, pointing dramatically.

'‘What about it, you big bully?' asked Meg from the floor.

'‘Well, out you go, my girl,’ he replied. 'Fling yourself through it, and
make it snappy.'

'‘Ah, Hunter darling, you said you were going to take me to
churchNyou, Daffy, and myself.'

The qirl's eyes were large, round, and reproachfully pleading. Mr
Hawk considered her with something more than a parental interest. She
was a bad one, no doubt, nine centuries sunk in depravity, but what are-
freshing creature, what a relief from the undercover impulses of every-
day life. Hastily he ran over the experiences of the past twenty-four
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hours. Events marched. First there had been the explosion and Blotto's
bewitched tail. Then he had petrified the family and gone walking with
two bottles of Burgundy. There had been a little man crying in a corn-
field for the clothing of an overdressed scarecrow. The assault had fol-
lowed, the visit to the grotto, Brightly's dog, nhew magic, more applejack,
and the trip home. The latter was still a trifle vague to Mr Hawk. Then
there had beenthe releaseof the family and the entrance of Meg through
his window. Then the battle over Blotto's nose andNno sleep. Yes, he re-
membered it all, but somehow it still did not seemquite real. The whole
thing was too incredible. Events were certainly marching. He grinned in-
wardly as he quickly made up his mind. Church it would be. Surely
there could be no harm in taking a nine-hundred-year-old girl to church,
even a small, pagan, and utterly unmoral one.

'We go," he said at last. 'Slip on one of my dressing-gowns. In
thereNthat's a closet.'

'‘And that?' she pointed to another door.

‘Bathroom. Tub, shower, and everything.'

'‘Oh, good! What a grand life!"

Meg rose from the floor and becamevery active in exploring the room,
its contents and possibilities. Presently she disappeared, and the voice of
the shower was heard in the land. Hunter Hawk pushed a bell.

'‘Betts,' he said when that old gentleman appeared, 'bring me three
things: lots of breakfast, two of Burgundy, and all of Miss Daffy. Bring
also innumerable plates and cups and eating tackle. There will be three
of us breakfasting here.’

Betts received this command with a decided elevation of spirit. He felt
even more elated when, just as he was leaving, Meg, lost in a trailing
dressing-gown with dangling arms, emerged flappingly from the
bathroom.

'‘Good morning,' said Meg with a smile. 'l like you. You look nice, like
me. I'm Meg.'

‘Thank you, Miss Meg,' said Betts and hastily withdrew.

‘A beauty,' he told the interested Mrs Betts when he reached the kit-
chen. 'Small, but a rare beauty. Makes one feel that life is still worth
living.'

'‘Doesn't it just," mused Mrs Betts. 'A girl and Burgundy before break-
fast. | knew he was a chip off the old block, even if he did take a long
time chipping. Stella, my child, you've lost your chance. The master's
gone and done it.'

'‘Done what?' demanded Stella, who had just come into the kitchen.
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‘Started in ruining,' replied Mrs Betts complacently.

For a moment Stella's face fell, then she rallied.

'l should think you two old people would feel ashamed," she said,
‘talking like that to an honest, high-minded girl like me. What does the
ruin look like?'

‘She'ssmall,’ offered Bettswith areminiscent eye.'Small sheis, but, oh,
how succulent.’

‘Small,' repeated Stella with manifest satisfaction. 'Venus, I'm told, was
a large, full-bodied woman.'

She threw out her breasts and walked majestically from the room.

'She's got those, too," Mr Betts flung after her.

‘Apples,’ was Stella's cryptic retort. ‘Grapes.'

Daphne, in a scarlet kimono, sped down the hall like a living flame.
Betts'sreport had thrilled her. It seemedtoo good to be true. All her life
she had beenfed up with so many smug hypocrisies and so many arbit-
rary taboos that a little open shame appealed to her senseof proportion.
She rejoiced in this heaven-sent opportunity to share in her uncle's
depravity.

'‘Come in,' called Mr Hawk when she had tapped lightly on his door.

'‘Good morning, everybody," said Daffy in the most offhand manner in
the world as she entered the room. 'l hear that a little moral leprosy has
broken out in here. Is this the lepress? She's sweet.’

'Hardly that,' her uncle replied. 'She'snine centuries deep in iniquity.
She's a scheming, unscrupulous, and sometimes violent woman. At
present she'shungry and without any decent clothes. The three of us are
going to eat here in this room, then we're going to church with the fam-
ily. Without any further explanations, however, let me introduce you to
Meg or Megaera. Her last name doesn't seemto matter. Sometimesit's
Turner. Related remotely to the Furies. Bar sinister, | suspect.’

Meg, who had been studying Daffy hopefully, now spoke.

‘The man's a liar, to begin with," she said quite calmly. 'In the second
place, he suffers from delusions, and, finally, he's not fit person for de-
cent girls like you and myself to associatewith. Nevertheless, we'll asso-
ciate. He has ordered Burgundy. That's why.'

'‘Can you fix her up?' asked Mr Hawk.

Daphne considered Meg with an appraising gaze in which she made
no attempt to conceal her admiration.

‘You're about one of the cutest little tricks I've ever seenturned out,'
she said at last. 'No wonder you're not quite respectable.’
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'Listen to her,” Meg complained. 'You've got her calling me names
now.'

'‘Complimenting you, my dear," said Daffy briefly. 'Let's see.I'm just
about twice of you. That makes it easy becauseit means doing things by
halves. I've always done that. You'll need everything.'

'‘Except drawers,' put in the scientist dispassionately. 'Her father says
she wears no drawersNnone of them does.'

'If they're pretty | might,' said Meg. 'I'll go that far.’

'A great concession,' Hawk replied.

By the time the girls had returned Hunter Hawk was dressed and
shaved. The breakfast was growing cold, but the Burgundy was just
right. Betts had beenallowed to hover in anxious attendance. His master
felt that he owed him that much, at least. As the girls entered, the old do-
mestic was replenishing Mr Hawk's glass.Hawk was sitting by the open
window breathing deep of the morning air. Sunday was resting grace-
fully on the countryside spread out before him. Down in the orchard a
number of birds were making agreeable noises. The air was faintly
tinged with the scent of blossoms. Life was not at all bad. Sunlight and
sparkling Burgundy made a cool little hell in the depth of his glass. He
was committed to a life of sin. And he was content. Few men, he felt,
were better equipped.

'He could not wait,' remarked Daffy.

'l told you he was a pig,' said Meg.

'I'm a pig who couldn't wait,' Mr Hawk replied with a pleasant smile.
‘Catch up. You've done a good job, Daffy. The girl looks fine.'

'‘Mrs Betts helped,' Daffy replied. 'She can sew and fix slick.’

‘The loveliest pull-offs,’ Megaera began.

'Step-ins,' Daffy corrected.

Betts was heard to make strange noises.

'Oh, yes.How silly of me,"the girl continued. 'Step-ins, of course. Must
have been thinking of something else. Want to see them?"

'‘Come, come,' frowned Mr Hawk. 'We're going to church now. Snaffle
down somefood and try a glassof this wine. You know, the more | think
of church, the more the idea appeals to me.'

‘Yes,' responded Daffy. 'We should do well at church. Never drank
wine before in the morning. It's a good idea.’

‘An old, old custom,’ observed Megaera. ‘Much older than church.’

The small creature looked really presentablein ablack and white geor-
gette thing. A small hat, also of the black and white colour motif, had
beenslashedto fit her head. There was something a little amiss about her
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feet. They were loosely confined in a pair of pumps Daffy had retrieved
from the attic. Small as they were, they were still too large for their
present incumbent. The general effect, however, was not displeasing. In
fact, quite the contrary.

Betts's report of the breakfast is all that is necessary.

‘They sat there drinking wine and crunching toast and enjoying them-
selvesfor dear life," he recounted to his wife and Stella. 'Never saw the
master in such fine feather. He's a changed man since he met that little
girl, Meg. Claims she'snine centuries old. Well, the way shewent for her
breakfast you'd think she'd never had a bite to eatin all that time. She'sa
queer one, she is, but you can't help liking her.'

‘Then what did they do?' Stella interrupted.

'‘Nothing,' replied Bettsanticlimatically. 'Miss Alice spoiled everything.
Shetapped on the door, and off they all trotted to church. Mrs and Mr
and the boy walked on ahead. The other three followed jeering quietly
and whispering and giggling. Mr Hunter tried to look dignified, but he
couldn't keep it up. Looks like trouble to me.'

And trouble there was, but it did not start until it was time for the col-
lection. Even then it began gently. It so happened that Mr Hawk and
party satin the two front pews near the centre aisle of the church and
that Mr Brightly and his beautiful wife sat directly back of Mr Hawk,
Megaera, and Daffy. Nothing could have been more unfortunateNfor
Mr Brightly, who was deep in the bad books of Hunter Hawk. It was one
of those fashionable churches one occasionally finds in a semi-suburban
community largely inhabited by snobs. It was smart to be seenthere oc-
casionally. Members were for ever returning to it from Palm Beach,
Deauville, St Moritz, or Park Avenue. It was their way of officially regis-
tering the fact that after having spent oodles of money in fashionable
travel they were once more honouring the neighbourhood with their
presence from the upholstered seclusion of their country estates.

'‘Look well while you have the chance,'the set of their backs seemedto
say. 'We will soon be expensively on our way again.'

Mr Hawk did not like this church, and he did not like its preacher, and
he felt strongly inclined to do something about it. The impulse was espe-
cially strong becausehe realized his sister and brother-in-law and even
their son looked upon being seenin church as one of the high lights of
the week. Yet no one looking at his dark, thin, and serious face would
have suspected him of contemplating retaliation for all the weary hours
he had passed in that pew.
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The first note of discord was struck when the plate was being passed.
Meg, dutifully remembering the training of her father in matters of
money, made a rather clever snatch. Mr Hawk, very much upset by this
display of cupidity, promptly seized the small offending hand and
squeezedit. A shower of coins fell back into the plate. At that moment
Meg would have bitten Hunter Hawk's hand had not Daffy restrained
her. However, the ancient young lady's attempt was not without some
reward. Shesuccessfully retained in the palm of her hand a neatly folded
five-dollar bill.

‘Try and get that,' she muttered, giving Mr Hawk a glimpse of the hill,
‘and I'll knock you into the aisle.’

'If you need money, why don't you ask for it?' Hawk demanded in a
furious whisper. 'I'll give you as much as you want.’

‘All right, give me some,' she retorted.

'‘After,' said Mr Hawk.

'Ha!' she laughed nastily and noisily. 'l knew it would be that way.'

By this time the usher was presenting the plate to Mr Wetmore
Brightly. Hunter Hawk turned and petrified them both from the neck
down. They formed an interesting group, Brightly and the usher. The
supplicant stood with extended plate while the rich man slouched in his
seat, one hand stubbornly thrust in his pocket as if to produce its con-
tents. Both regarded each other with expressions of suspicion and grow-
ing animosity. Necks began to crane and eyes began to peer. What was
the meaning of all this? Why was the rich Mr Brightly refusing to con-
tribute to the collection? Something like a murmur beganto stir through
the church. Brightly grew red in the face. What the devil had happened
to him? Hunter Hawk turned and looked severely at the man.

'‘Go on, be a sport,' said Mr Hawk in a voice intended to carry. 'Give
the usher some money and let him go.’

'l can't get my hand out of my pocket,' gasped Mr Brightly.

'What's wrong with itNtoo full of money?"

Mr Brightly looked pleadingly at the usher.

'Please take that plate away somewhere,' he said. 'I'll see you later.’

'l can't,’ replied the usher.

'‘Why can't you?' demanded Brightly. 'Trying to make afool out of me?
I'd like to break your damn neck.’

At this moment Mr Hawk released the usher so swiftly that the poor
man lost his balance and toppled over into Brightly's lap. This was the
right moment for the release of Brightly. Hawk restored his power to
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him. There was the sound of falling coins. Brightly and the usher became
entangled in an effort to retrieve the money.

'‘By Jove,'said an old gentleman aloud. 'Looks asif the beggarsare ac-
tually fighting over the money.'

'‘Disgraceful!" exclaimed a lady.

'‘Oh, good,"” muttered Megaera, rapidly concealing coins about her
person.

'Stop! Stop!" whispered Mr Hawk. 'l told you I'd give you some
money.'

'‘One dollar in my stocking is worth two in your purse,' breathed Meg.
'l hope | don't jingle when | walk.'

Order was at last restored, and the usher, with a sadly diminished col-
lection in his plate, proceeded on his way. Mr Hawk sat watching the
minister closely. The moment he started to rise the scientist promptly
froze him in a half-sitting position which of all positions is perhaps the
most grotesque. It was in this unprepossessing pose that the man of God
was so ill-advised as to announce.

'We will all rise now and singN'

Exactly what it was expectedto sing the congregation never found out.
Mute with astonishment, the Reverend Dr Archer turned and took a
quick, frightened look at his ecclesiasticalrear, which for the first time in
its life refused to do his bidding. Then he turned a white faceto his con-
gregation, a strained, white, bewildered face. Although not quite as
strained and white as his, the collective face of the Reverend Archer's
congregation was equally bewildered.

'‘Looks asif he was going to spring at us,' observed the old gentleman
to his wife. 'What's going on in this church, anyway?'

The minister licked his dry lips and cleared his throat several times.
Finally he gained command of his voice.

‘Something extremely odd has happened to me," he said. 'Don't know
what it can be. Perhapsit is some divine manifestation. Whatever it is, |
certainly won't be able to preach to you in this position. It would be too
trying for all of us.’

At this point the nervous Mrs Ashley, remembering her previous ex-
perience with the Lamberts, uttered a little scream and fainted. Shewas
carried from the church.

'In view of this mystifying occurrence,' continued the Reverend Arch-
er, 'l think it would be bestfor you all to leave me now. In the meantime,
| trust you will pray for my speedy recovery.'
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When the church was empty, six members of the choir carried the Rev-
erend Doctor to the vestry and deposited him tenderly on a sofa.

'l implore you not to drop me,' said the Reverend Archer as he was be-
ing lowered. 'l am sure it would smash to bits.’
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Chapter 8

MEG REMOVES HER PULL-OFFS

That Sunday established Hunter Hawk's undisputed sway over his home
and household. A council of war had come to nothing. That is, it had
ended in unconditional capitulation. Mr Hawk was given to understand
that he was at liberty to have as many mistressesand explosions as his
heart desired and physique could stand. It was the secret hope of the
three opposing Lamberts that the general wear and tear involved in the
over-indulgence of these two luxuries would soon make a wreck of the
man. Solong as he refrained from practising his black arts on them the
Lamberts would tolerate if not welcome the establishment of a harem.

Hunter Hawk, after listening to the magnanimous sentiments of his
sister, expressed his gratification and gave her to understand that in
view of the circumstances her concessionswere rather pointless. The
Lamberts could hardly do otherwise. He himself offered nothing in re-
turn. To quote him verbatim he said, 'You'll do as | damn well please,
and so will 1.’

Alice Lambert did not like this attitude at all. Shefelt that her brother
should have shown more gratitude for being allowed to do ashe pleased
in his own home. However, she very wisely refrained from giving ex-
pression to her feelings. She withdrew with a gracious smile while he
watched her departure with a cynical one.

Megaera became more or less a member of the household, although
her vagrant ways made it impossible to count on her presence.Twice she
had taken Mr Hawk to the grotto in the woods, and on the latter occa-
sion Daffy had been brought along to admire the stone dog. Mr Turner
profited by the cementing of the unconventional relation between the
two houses.He was provided with wine, food, and raiment and a supply
of ready money with which he made various little purchasesthrough the
agency of a mysterious friend who later turned out to be the proprietor
of a still. He throve and prospered and quarrelled a little lessfrequently
with his daughter. So,considering everything impartially, it would seem
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that when Megaera swung a slim leg over Mr Hawk's window-ledge she
was acting in the best interests of everyone concerned. The conventional
demands of the community were more or less satisfied by the shallow
deception of foisting Megaera upon it as a visiting school friend of
Daphne's. Often with murder in her heart, Mrs Lambert found herself
conversing with neighbours about her daughter's sweet young friend
and how delighted she was they could be together for the remainder of
the season, if not longer, a possibility she very much feared.

Events marched.

This evening Megaera and Mr Hawk were returning from the village
after the consumption by that young lady of several ice-cream sodas.
Where the pavements yield to grassthey encountered the charming and
voluble Mrs Wetmore Brightly, looking more possible and cosmetic than
ever. After she had finished congratulating herself on her good fortune,
she announced the fact that she had beensimply dying to meet Megaera
ever since she had seen her in church.

'‘You're such a beautiful creature, my dear,' she said. 'I'm sure you
must be such company for Mr Hawk's delightful nieceNor shall | call
you Hunter?'

The eyes came in very effectively here. Meg hated the woman from
that moment, and knowing herself as she did, she naturally suspected
the purity of the other's motives. Her intuition was amply justified in
this, for Mrs Brightly's motives were notoriously low. On her part, Mrs
Brightly regarded the official report concerning the visit of Meg to Daffy
as being nothing more than an entirely justifiable lie concocted on the
spur of the moment to conceal a much more interesting situation.

‘And now," announced the lovely woman, 'I'm going to ask you a spe-
cial favour, one that | ask only extra special people." Here her voice
dropped to a note of confidence. ‘We are opening up Greenwood next
week," she continued. 'l do wish you would come. You and my husband
were once awfully thick.'

"Your husband is still awfully thick,” Mr Hawk replied, 'or is that why
you're opening up Greenwood? | didn't know he was even sick.'

'Hunter, you're such a cynical person,' Mrs Brightly pouted, '‘and such
a wicked one. Of course my husband isn't sick. Our camp was named
long before the cemetery. It's been in the family for years.'

'‘Well, you've got nothing on the other Greenwood,' said Hawk. 'Many
a family's been in it for years.'
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'‘What a ghastly senseof humour you have,' exclaimed Mrs Brightly.
'But I'll forgive even that if you'll only say you'll comeNyou and Miss
Turner and your niece and an extra pair of pants.'

‘Trousers,' corrected Mr Hawk. 'Women wear pants.’

'‘Panties,' replied Mrs Brightly. 'What do you know about it, anyway,
you old bachelor? And you didn't say | could call you Hunter. | have
beenN'

'l know you have,' said Mr Hawk. 'Now that it's become a habit, why
not keep it up?'

*You're so gracious,' observed Mrs Brightly. "You may call me Tom.'

'‘Why that?' asked Mr Hawk.

‘A hangover from the days of my youth. | was once a great tomboy.
The name stuck. | think it's rather cute.'

'So do |," agreed Meg, with a much too sweet smile.

'l don't know a thing about it,’ said Mr Hawk, 'but | do know this: if
anyone called me Flo or Gracie or Glad I'd knock his damn block off.
Don't see why the same reasoning doesn't apply both ways.'

'You've an exceptionally agreeable companion,’ Mrs Tom Brightly
said, addressing her remark to Meg.

'Isn't it?' replied the girl.

'‘Will you come?' asked the elder woman. 'Say yes.'

'‘No,"' said Mr Hawk promptly. ‘I'm afraid it can't be done. | don't go to
riots. A good old-fashioned stag party is bad enough for me. The per-
formers there get paid for their folly.'

Something sharp and painful was making its way into Hunter Hawk's
ribs.

'‘Accept,’ gritted alow voice in his ear, or rather alow, gritty voice drif-
ted up to his ear. 'Accept, damn you, or I'll drive this knife clear through
your bladder.’

Mrs Brightly, who had unexpectedly moved a pace to one side, sud-
denly turned pale.

'For God's sake!' she cried out. 'What are you doing, child? Don't
murder the man.’

Mr Hawk smiled falsely. 'She's merely scratching my back," he ex-
plained. 'Can't reach it myself. And, by the way, | acceptyour jolly old
invitation. My second thoughts are always best.’

'I'm glad," said Mrs Tom Brightly. 'Does she always scratch your back
with that desperate-looking blade?’

'‘She carries it for that express purpose,' said Mr Hawk.
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'‘My family have always carried knives,' said Meg, slipping the knife in
a sheath attached to a startlingly well-turned leg. '‘Good in casesof as-
saults and such. Lots of times a girl doesn't feel like being assaulted.’

'l didn't know," murmured Mrs Brightly. 'The women of your family
must have led such interesting lives.'

'I'm afraid they were a pretty hard lot,’ Meg answered with a small
smile. 'I'm quite different. I'm really a very nice girl. You'd be surprised.’

'I'm sure | would,"” Mrs Tom replied with a world of meaning in her
voice. 'Then it's all settled?'

'‘We'll be there,' replied Mr Hawk, 'even though it kills me. So long,
Tom.'

Mrs Tom flashed them both a smile and turned down the street, her
shapely body swaying to advantage. Mr Hawk's gaze followed her.

‘Take your eyes off that," amended Meg.

'Off what?' asked Mr Hawk.

‘You know very well what | mean. Take your eyesoff it and keep your
eyes off it, or there'll be a whole lot of trouble. Just remember that.’

'l do my best,' Hawk replied, his thoughts centred on the knife. 'The
only thing wrong with that leg of yours is that murderous weapon you
carry on it. | never knew you toted a dagger.'

You'll find out lots of things about me before I'm through with you,’
Meg commented darkly.

Mr Hawk found scant comfort in this remark.

Greenwood was situated on a wooded hill. There was atracery of pine
boughs around the house, and a constant whispering could be heard
from a breezethat moved among them. From a long wide veranda one
looked down on a silver lake lying like a coin tossed among the trees.
And from the veranda one could trace the graceful course of a smooth
gravel road twisting leisurely down to the pavilion and boat-house
rising like a fairy palace from the waters of the lake. The wind seemed
cooler on this hill than elsewhere, and the sun warmer and more
friendlyNthe air sweeter and more stimulating to the lungs. The house
was an ancient and immense structure. It dominated the landscape,
thrust itself up through the trees, and scrutinized the countryside with a
baronial eye. It was a mansion of many chambersNlarge, fragrant
rooms, intimately associated with boughs and birds. Their windows
framed the sky and were for ever capturing for a while little wind-blown
clouds. Wild woods and terraced gardens lay below these windows.
Huge wide-treaded stairs walked up through this house, their turnings
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watched by empty niches that had once held statues of unrivalled ugli-
ness.The first step of this ample staircase,or the last, asthe casemay be,
rested on the smooth, solid surface of an immense assembly-room used
for dancing, mass drinking, and associatedrevelry. It was a vast room
with intimate corners, a place of windows, convenient tables, and divans
that defied fatigue. In this huge hall one could enjoy life. The floor made
a splendid place for crap games. Almost always, from midnight until
dawn, dancing couples were forced to circle round groups of vociferat-
ing gamblers.

To-day Mrs Tom Brightly, surrounded by a number of guests,was lev-
elling a cocktail glassand gazing through its amber-coloured contents at
the Emperor as it made its way majestically up the drive. The Emperor
was Mr Hawk's carry-all. He could never discover why he had bought
this barge on wheels savefor the fact that barring a van it was the largest
motor-propelled vehicle he had ever seen.It was utterly out of propor-
tion to his needs. There is something satisfying in being able to afford a
thing for which one has no earthly use. It lends that meretricious touch
to a purchase without which few pleasures can be fully savoured.

The Emperor was now transporting its owner, slumped behind the
wheel, Meg curled up quite alittle too closebeside him, and Daffy trying
to recline in the backin the arms of a young gentleman who looked upon
her advances with disapproval and mistrust.

'He's always protecting me from myself,' the young lady had com-
plained of Cyril Sparks throughout the course of the trip. 'Has a quaint
idea that my neck was made only to swallow with.’

'You deserveto be hung by yours," Mr Sparks had growled. 'Can't you
leave a fellow alone?"

'‘No,' had been the emphatic rejoinder, 'l can't. What is a fellow for if
you've got to leave him alone? Might just as well have a mummy for a
boy friend.'

Cyril Sparkswas alarge lad, horselike and rangy. A seemingly endless
supply of arms and legs was attached to his body. He had along, honest
face, prominent cheek bones, and startlingly blue eyes, always a little
troubled. Situations got the better of him. He seemed to jerk along
through life on the minimum amount of words. Few persons suspected
that behind those blue, perplexed eyeslay aworld of acute and devastat-
ing observations. Little if anything escapedthose eyes or failed to re-
gister a definite impression on the brain that directed them. He was in-
terested in two thingsNDaffy and bugs. He knew no tricks and could
play no games. Many miles a week he tramped and wandered. When
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Mack Sennett stopped producing his slapstick comedies a source of
genuine enjoyment was removed from his life. He was one of Blotto's
warmest admirers, contending that a dog, to be so completely dumb,
must necessarily possesssome human attributes. His hair was red, and
his father was rich. He himself seldom had more than a couple of dollars
In his pocket at one time, but he had the happy faculty of being able to
dig up money from the various women who dwelt in his house. His
three brothers, all of whom were competent but essentially decent sorts,
gave him large chequeswhich he usually kept in his pockets until they
becameso soiled and dog-eared the teller at the bank handled them with
shrinking fingers. When he had money he spent it on presents, candy,
nuts, books, and an especially vile brand of rum of which he was inor-
dinately fond. He was always so distrait and inarticulate his family could
tell he had been drinking and was pleased about it only when he was
heard to croon wistfully to himself about some laddie who kept going
away somewhere and never coming ba