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The Moth Message 
 by Laurence Manning 

 
At the first touch of the warm weather this 
spring, I had the most overpowering attack of 
laziness that I have ever experienced. It comes 
every summer, regularly, but the cold winter 
brought it on rather earlier, I suppose. At such 
times I usually grit my teeth and work along 
no matter how I feel, but somehow I couldn’t 
stick it out at the office. I tried reading, but 
found it too soothing and monotonous; I don’t 
go in much for girls and the alternative 
seemed to be a mild course in drinking. So it 
happened that I found myself in the taproom 
of the Stranger Club at eleven o’clock on a 
Thursday morning ordering the tall and icy.  
 The place was deserted when I arrived, 
but I had not finished my first drink when 
LaBrot came in—a member I barely knew. He 
was from French Africa—tall, dark, and 
supple of body—he spoke English with a bare 
trace of accent. I downed the contents of my 
glass at once and proposed that we have a 
drink together. “You name it,” said I, “and 
we’ll both drink it.” This seemed witty to me 
at the time—why, I have no idea now. We 
drank that and discussed another when 
Seeman slipped through the doors, silent and 
poker-faced. LaBrot had the brilliant idea of 
making each new arrival name his drink and 
the first comers drink it. Seeman, of course, 
was all for whiskey straight—to one who did 
not know the man, the suggestion would have 
seemed as shocking as though put forward by 
a newly frocked curate—and when Stendahl 
came in, he proposed Karlsburg beer. By the 
time the red face and snowy mustache of 
Colonel Marsh showed in the doorway of the 
taproom, we were in condition to greet him 
with shouts and laughter. “What’s it to be, 

Colonel? The drinks are on you and you must 
name them!” Our idea had, you see, grown a 
bit.  
 The Colonel ordered mint juleps and 
marched us up to them in squads and insisted 
that our grasping, raising, and tilting of the 
glasses lacked true military precision, which 
he proceeded to drill into us—using up three 
drinks apiece upon his recruits in so doing. It 
was now time for lunch, and sobered by much 
eating, we spread ourselves about the great 
lounge, in silence, to do our digestions full 
justice—for they serve good food at the 
Stranger Club. Some of the party left, but four 
of us remained—LaBrot, Seeman, Marsh, and 
myself. After half an hour had elapsed in 
quiet, our bodies were relaxed, our minds 
opened, and our tongues somewhat loosened 
so that what befell did so naturally and 
without exciting wonder at the time.  
 LaBrot began it all, lying back in an 
overstuffed armchair and blowing luxurious 
clouds of cigar smoke vaguely at the ceiling. 
“Butterflies,” he remarked, apropos of nothing 
at all, “are my particular hobby.”  
 Colonel Marsh grunted, Seeman’s 
yellowed face remained immobile, and I 
shifted vexedly in my seat. What I wanted was 
a good rattling yarn, not butterflies.  
 “Butterflies,” continued LaBrot, “are 
veree interesting and little understood. The 
patterns on their wings are like nothing else in 
nature—for there is no regularity about it at 
all. The two wings are identical in reverse, of 
course, but that is all.”  
 He lapsed into silence and I hoped that 
he had fallen asleep, but presently he 
continued.  
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 “In North America you have a number 
of wing-patterns not found elsewhere. The 
Jasmine Sphinx Moth, what you call 
chlaenogramina, has an elaborate form of 
shading and outlines; the Centra borcalis, one 
of the puss moths, has peculiar dark markings 
on its wings. It is not remarkable for an insect 
to be strangely marked—tigers are and so are 
guinea-pigs. But did you know that every 
Cerura borcalis in the country—millions 
probably—have exactly the same markings?”  
“Eh,” I ejaculated, vaguely interested. “Is that 
true?”  
 “Perfectly true, my friend,” said 
LaBrot. “It is peculiar, is it not?”  
 “Yes, rather. You’d think there would 
be minor changes.”  
 “Oh, there are. About as much 
difference between one specimen and another 
as there would be between two copies of a 
word in two different handwritings. You could 
see the difference, but the word would still be 
recognizable.”  
 “Queer way to put it, LaBrot,” said 
Seeman quietly, his keen glance fixed on his 
face. “Meanin* just what?”  
 “Ah-h! You are veree quick to see 
things, but no? Meaning, perhaps they could 
be! For another strange thing, century after 
century, generation after generation of moths, 
the children of one species are like copies of 
their parents and the markings are like the 
same word in a still different handwriting!”  
 Seeman sat bolt upright in his chair 
and carefully lit a cigarette, which he puffed 
slowly and all the while his eyes never left 
LaBrot’s face. LaBrot continued to address 
the ceiling, as though he did not see any of us.  
 “Now if that word were written on 
paper, it would be gone in a few hundred 
years, is it not so? If it were engraved on 
stone—even in the dry air of Egypt—if would 
last only a few thousand years before the 
weather wore the markings down.  

 “Suppose the word were written in the 
marks of a butterfly’s wing—how long would 
it last? Every year a fresh copy is fathered by 
the old—the weather destroys the old copy 
and the young one remains intact. Moreover, 
the word spreads and is multiplied until 
millions of that particular kind of moth carry 
the word over many miles of land. Time may 
permit the word to cover whole continents—
but time cannot erase the word so written! 
You are now interested, my Seeman, but yes!”  
 “Can’t see what you’re drivin’ at yet—
go on!”  
 “Heredity is strange—nothing seems 
so permanent as a useless heritage,” continued 
LaBrot. “We still possess a vermiform 
appendix. Now I must ask you how many 
years have elapsed since this was useful to us? 
Originally a second stomach, it is said. We 
have been men maybe a million years, is it not 
so, and since we have been men we have not 
used this heritage! How long, then, might 
marks remain in a butterfly wing?”  
 “Why not tell us the whole story—if it 
is one?” I put in abruptly and LaBrot was 
silent at once. Then Colonel Marsh signaled 
an attendant with his forefinger and presently 
we were sipping liqueurs (Crème de Cacao, to 
be precise) and the strong sweet stuff set 
LaBrot’s tongue free.  
 “I am attached to the French consulate 
here, as you may know. Last summer I spent 
my vacation in southwestern Colorado 
collecting butterflies and enjoying the wild 
life. I caught several specimens of a new 
species—no, not even that—a variation of an 
American species. It has peculiar markings 
that look like writing and—well, here it is . . . 
.” He fished into a pocket and produced a flat 
leather case which he handed around to us. It 
contained a mounted moth—light yellow with 
orange rims and on the light portions were 
strange wriggling marks in jet black. 
 “It’s a Sphinx moth — 
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Chlaenogramma LaBratti, I call it, though it is 
still unknown to science. You see, the 
extraordinary part of the whole thing is that a 
month ago I had these marks here translated!” 
 “Good God!” said Colonel Marsh and 
stared pop-eyed at the thing as though it 
would bite him.  
 “Go on!” said Seeman.  
 “The writing of the ancient 
Phoenicians is extraordinarily like that moth 
wing. I didn’t know it, of course. What I did—
being struck with their peculiarity—was to 
copy freehand on a piece of paper the marks 
in the order they appear. I took my paper to an 
archaeologist I happen to know slightly. A 
week later he sent it back with this note: ‘It is 
a crude representation of some Phoenician 
inscription, apparently, though one of the 
words is meaningless and several of the 
characters are so distorted that their meaning 
almost had to be guessed at. Where did you 
get it?’  
 “That’s what he wrote me—that and 
the translation. Of course, it may all be 
gibberish or pure coincidence but—well, read 
it!” 
 
Typewritten on the sheet of paper that he 
handed me were the following words : “ . . . . 
(The children of) the Sun (are) .... place (of) 
hills (at or near) the source of the Water (or 
river) . . . ” There followed a translation into 
Phoenician characters and the three of us 
compared these carefully with the marks on 
the insect, The similarity was extraordinary—
indeed, it was plain that they were so nearly 
identical as to make coincidence the only 
explanation. And as for coincidence—what is 
it someone said? If a thousand monkeys 
played with typewriter keys for a thousand 
years, what chance would they have of 
happening to strike out all the words in the 
Encyclopaedia Britannica? Eager-eyed, we 
turned to LaBrot for more details.  

 “Nothing more to say. Only I shall 
take my vacation next week—we get a month 
at the consulate— and I shall be going back to 
Colorado. I thought, if you don’t think this all 
silly nonsense, perhaps one or more of you 
might care to—”  
 “H-r-rmph!” The Colonel exploded. 
“Silly nonsense! Your vacation starts 
tomorrow, sir, and all three of us are going 
with you—make no mistake! This can’t wait!”  
 LaBrot smiled. “There’s one thing 
more, maybe of interest. The country where I 
caught this moth is rough and barren. One 
section of it is raised up on cliffs a thousand to 
two thousand feet high above the surrounding 
land. Up above must be twenty square miles 
where human feet have never touched!”  
 “Nobody bothered to climb up?”  
 “No, no! You don’t understand! Many 
have tried, but it is not climbable. I walked all 
around at the foot of these cliffs, walked and 
rode, and I traveled twenty miles and came 
back where I started and at no place was there 
the slightest crack or slope—all was vertical 
and impassable.”  
 “Haven’t they any aeroplanes in 
Colorado?”  
 “Ah, yes! They have flown over it. I 
found a pilot at Denver, an amateur, who had 
flown above and looked down upon it. He told 
me that steep hills and rock pinnacles are 
everywhere and there is no flat place to land—
not even one hundred yards. Many trees grow 
in the little valleys and gullies — trees are 
everywhere except where the rough rocks 
show.” 
 Colonel Marsh was poring over the 
translation. “You think that this plateau might 
be what is called ‘place of hills’? How about 
this business of the source of a river?”  
 I laughed shortly. “What rivers would 
you like? The Colorado, the Rio Grande, and 
the Missouri, herself, all start in Colorado!”  
 “That is right,” agreed LaBrot. Then, 
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turning to Seeman, “You say nothing. Why 
were you so interested when I began telling?”  
 “Sort of legend in Africa—one of the 
tribes, at least. All about butterflies being 
messengers, y’know. Supposed to carry 
messages between the spirits or something 
like that—I never really got the hang of it.”  
 “Ah, yes! I had never heard that.”  
 “But LaBrot,” I put in. “What would 
ancient Phoenicians have been doing in 
western America? The continent hadn’t been 
discovered by three or four thousand years!”  
 “Ah!” he replied, raising his eyebrows 
and pursing his lips. “That excites, but yes? 
What indeed?”  
 “Then I take it,” demanded the worthy 
Colonel, “that you propose to get up on this 
plateau and see what’s there! How shall we 
get up?”  
 “Once during the war I saw a blimp 
make a landing on a mountain side to let off a 
man. Certainly nothing else could do it—not 
an aeroplane, at least. Maybe we could rent a 
blimp?”  
 “Hr-rmph! Rent one! We’ll buy one. 
.... get me the phone book .... no, boy! Boy, 
there! Go to the telephone and get me the 
Badyear Rubber Company!” 
 LaBrot raised his eyebrows at me. I 
smiled. “Colonel Marsh is worth a great deal 
of money—don’t worry about it. If he wants 
to buy a blimp, he’ll buy it. I’m tickled to 
death to have an excuse for a vacation—how 
about you, Seeman?”  
 “What artillery d’you suppose we’d 
better take along?” he asked in reply. 
 
It was ten days later, as a matter of fact, before 
we arrived at Newark Airport and saw our 
newly delivered blimp moored by a rope to a 
ten-ton truck. It was Colonel Marsh’s idea that 
we should fly all the way out, for the airship 
had a capacity of 1,500 pounds and could take 
the four of us and her pilot with ease. Her 

cruising range was about 500 miles normally, 
but we packed light kit and could take on a 
few extra gallons. There was a light breeze 
blowing and the ship rode a hundred feet up in 
the air as steadily as a bird soaring. At our 
signal, she came down to within ten feet of the 
ground and a rope ladder was thrown over 
which we seized and pulled upon so that the 
enclosed gondola was only a high step from 
the level field. We piled in, helping each 
other, and two of the Badyear Company’s 
mechanics helped us load the duffel. Then we 
found our seats in the cramped cabin—two 
long bunks—and I glanced out the port to see 
the ground far below. Silently and effortlessly 
we were rising. 
 When we had reached a few hundred 
feet of altitude, the pilot—a long, lean, 
taciturn fellow—started the engine and I could 
feel the ship swing to the pull of the propeller 
and head around due west. Then the motor 
settled down to a steady deafening roar and 
we were on our way. The trip was uneventful; 
we ate and slept on board. We stopped three 
times for gas and I was amazed at the ease 
with which each landing was effected. A light-
hooked anchor on a rope was lowered until a 
flying field attendant caught it and hooked it 
over something solid—once it was a concrete 
pylon, and once a dozen men held it—then we 
drew in on the rope until we were almost on 
the ground. At Denver we stayed several 
hours and loaded up with grub and filled the 
ship’s tank with fresh drinking water. We 
were ready.  
 LaBrot sat up beside the pilot now and 
pointed out our course carefully on the map. 
His name was Stevens—a likeable enough 
chap—and he thought that we were scientists 
and slightly mad. He was to land us and return 
to Denver—stay at Denver a week and call for 
us again. “It’s okay with me, boss,” said he. 
“I’ve got a brother who lives in Denver and I 
ain’t seen him in two years.”  
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 Our eyes were now all glued to the 
portholes and we were fascinated by the 
wonderful landscape stretched out below us—
I never knew that mere rock could be so 
ornamental—every color of the rainbow, 
pretty near. And hills and precipices and 
forests of spruce trees were all thrown in to 
keep it from getting monotonous. But 
presently the character of the countryside 
began to change. More rocks and less 
greenery and wilder confusion of cliff and 
gorge appeared. No signs of human habitation 
were to be seen. For another hour we flew 
low, skirting mountainsides and roaring down 
gorges to the screaming disgust of an 
occasional eagle. Then, when we did sight our 
goal, we were close upon it—a vertically 
stratified range of unbroken cliffs that looked 
like the sawed-off stump of a vast hollowed 
tree. The hollow was seven miles across and 
filled with a forest of ancient spruce that rose 
at us like cyclopean spears, and amongst the 
green showed brown and gray and reddish 
rocks and pinnacles.  
 “This is the place.” I heard LaBrot say 
to Stevens. “Could you land us on the edge of 
the cliff somewhere, d’you suppose?”  
 Stevens looked doubtful and juggled 
the controls so that we lost altitude and the 
motors were idling. The great upthrust area of 
timbered wilderness seemed to come closer by 
the second until we floated only a hundred 
feet above it. “Stand by to lower the anchor,” 
called Stevens and then, “Let her go .... about 
two hundred feet of line .... with a little luck, 
now. . . .” 
 And then, miraculously, the ship 
lurched gently and we were swinging closer 
and closer to a flat area of perhaps twenty feet 
width and a hundred feet length at the very top 
of the cliff. LaBrot was in the open door of the 
gondola and presently he jumped six feet 
down to the solid rock. I threw out our 
equipment, piece by piece, and tricky work it 

was, for the blimp swung and rose in the light 
breeze. Then I jumped, myself, at a favorable 
moment and Colonel Marsh fell on top of me 
before I could recover, but fortunately neither 
of us was hurt. It was five minutes before 
Stevens could get the blimp down again after 
it had been released from our double weight 
and then it was just for an instant within eight 
or ten feet of the rock when Seeman leaped. 
We caught him or he would have fallen flat. 
When we looked up again, the blimp was two 
hundred yards above us, Stevens having 
abandoned his anchor and line.  
 He called out, “See you next week !” 
and waved an arm. We waved back. Then the 
motor started and he headed up and north and 
was soon out of sight among the hills. We 
were on our own. Here on this rocky and 
broken plateau were almost fifty square miles 
upon which the foot of modern man had never 
been set.  
 “LaBrot! Look there!” called Seeman 
suddenly and pointed to a small yellowish 
butterfly that fluttered near. LaBrot peered 
intently until the thing had gone. Then he 
turned to us. “I think that was one of our 
chaps,” he said, and turned away to stare 
down over the country we had come to 
explore—his cheeks flushed slightly and his 
eyes sparkling. We had gained some notion as 
to the lay of this high land from the airship. 
Although such a jumble of stone and wooded 
cliff could be termed nothing but capricious, 
such plan as there was might be described as 
follows: first, the encircling cliff-top, varying 
from one to two thousand feet in height; 
second, from where we landed, a gorge 
leading away southwest and forking into two 
main gorges, which might be termed East and 
West Gorge; third, a series of smaller 
branching valleys and gorges on both sides of 
the main depressions; fourth, a central raised 
portion, which might have been originally a 
conical mountain now deeply scarred and cleft 
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by weather and geological action. Our first 
undertaking was to descend the sharp slope 
which led to the uneven floor of the main 
gorge two hundred feet below us. We left our 
reserve supplies up on the rocky table where 
we had landed and loaded ourselves with a 
day’s rations and ammunition. Each of us 
carried a knife and a revolver and a coil of one 
hundred feet of strong, light rope.  
 “We have water, but hadn’t we better 
look for more?” asked Seeman, the veteran 
camper among us. And we agreed to make this 
our first search and set off slithering and 
scrambling down the slope—aided by the 
half-dozen dwarfed spruces that grew upon it. 
At the bottom we trudged along between steep 
cliffs for perhaps a mile over a none-too-
smooth surface. At the end of a mile, Colonel 
Marsh stopped and drew in his breath sharply, 
eyeing the ground closely.  “Does it occur 
to you youngsters,” he said, “that this canyon 
bottom is getting to look more and more like a 
. . . . path!”  
 We hadn’t noticed, but it was true—
here and there were unmistakable evidences of 
smoothing, “Couldn’t be a water course?” 
suggested LaBrot.  
 “It doesn’t always run at the lowest 
level,” pointed out Seeman. I felt a chill run 
up my back all of a sudden and glanced up 
nervously at the steep slopes that hemmed us 
in. We proceeded down the canyon until we 
came to the great fork of the main gorges and 
here a careful study of the rocky soil revealed 
the fact that someone or something had used 
the path before us frequently. “It could be 
animals—goats or bears, perhaps,” I 
suggested. “Let’s make camp right here before 
it gets too dark. There’s some firewood even 
if we have to use water from our flasks.”  
 The others agreed and we rolled our 
blankets close to the canyon wall in a slight 
depression and built a roaring fire to keep 
away the beasts that had done the path-

beating. Coffee and beans were hot as the strip 
of sky far overhead became dark and filled 
with stars. After that we talked and speculated 
and I remember telling LaBrot:  
 “So far as I am concerned, this trip is 
just plain vacation—I’m inclined to think that 
your butterflies were too liberally treated in 
the matter of a translation. And even if not, I 
hardly expect that this particular bit of 
Colorado is the source of their emanation. 
Now, considered as a vacation, I think we are 
having a bully time!”  
 LaBrot was earnestly indignant—sure 
we would find something unusual.  
 “Always investigate the unusual!” 
Colonel Marsh grunted. “No man ever 
explored this plateau before, did he? There 
you are! That was enough for me to go on, 
back in New York, and it’s enough now.” 
Seeman refused to enter the discussion and we 
finally fell asleep under the stars. 
 
Have you ever had that sort of nightmare 
where you lie on your back and can’t move 
legs or arms while a beast or a villain (or 
whatever) slowly approaches? That’s the way 
I woke up—and I thought I was still dreaming 
until the ropes cut into my wrists at their 
striving and I saw in the half-dawn the curious 
misshapen figures bending over my 
companions and Colonel Marsh’s furious 
shouting broke the silence of the gorge with 
wild echoes! The sweat poured suddenly cold 
over my forehead—what creatures had 
captured us? Why? I had no time for such 
imaginings, for a blanket-draped figure 
approached me and brought me shrieking to 
my feet with an expert twist on my wrist 
lashings. Then with a sharp jab in the thigh, he 
set me walking, and when I turned my head to 
look back at my companions, I felt a spear 
point draw blood on my left cheek and kept 
my face straight ahead after that. About five 
minutes later I heard behind me the sounds of 
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others walking (we were passing through 
gravel) and called out: “Are you all right back 
there?” The painful wound in my buttocks that 
resulted was only partly compensated for by 
the threefold response from the rear that 
assured me my companions were at least in no 
worse case than I. After that we walked in 
silence for an hour. It was broad daylight by 
now and our path broadened to all of two feet 
width and we came upon a canyon deeply 
overhung by cliffs from above. Up this 
gloomy tunnel we marched, to round a corner 
suddenly upon a cul-de-sac by perhaps two 
hundred yards across in the form of a circle 
broken for twenty feet only by the entering 
canyon. Cliffs partly overhung this open area 
so that a double handful of sky showed five 
hundred feet above us. Our eyes, however, did 
not glance upward—there were more amazing 
sights to draw them. The entire face of the 
cliff was the facade of a vast circular building 
evidently extending into the living rock. It 
was regularly carved into great square pillars 
with a massive overhanging pediment and 
between the pillars, the rock was dressed and 
pierced with openings for windows and with 
flat-arched doorways. This sight, in the midst 
of a wilderness, might be considered 
bewildering enough. Yet, in addition, there 
was that which took our breath away; the 
facade fairly blazed with gold! It was 
plastered in sheets upon every pillar, and the 
main doorway, facing us, seemed to have been 
built entirely of the yellow metal!  
 There we were in a group, surrounded 
by our squat and ugly captors (they looked 
almost humpbacked) and gasping at it all. And 
then out from the cool gloom of the golden 
gateway stalked a tall, clean-limbed old man 
in purple robes that fell to his golden shoes. 
He looked at us in silence a moment and then 
clapped his hands. A dark-faced dwarf—like 
our guards—ran to him dog-like from the 
shadows, was given a quiet order, and 

vanished through the gateway. We waited in 
silence for five minutes until another figure 
came into the bright sunlight from out of the 
gold-framed darkness. Then we stared in real 
earnest!  
 I don’t quite know how to write down 
what she looked like—the first time we saw 
Val-Bel. Her hair was a cloud of red-gold and 
her skin a creamy olive. Her figure was 
magnificent and stirring to the pulses with its 
bow-string tautness, and set off with as 
beautiful a face as I ever expert to see this side 
of Paradise. She looked straight at us and her 
eyes became fixed upon (I turned slightly to 
make sure) no other than LaBrot. He 
supported the look, like a dazed man, for a full 
minute. I noticed that the girl’s face was 
tinged with the least touch of pinkness when 
she finally started and turned to the old man. 
Two words were said. They saved our lives, as 
I know now, but we did not at the time. They 
were followed by a sharp command and our 
guards herded us promptly at the word off to 
the left and into a minor doorway and along a 
dark hallway cut in the stone of the 
mountains. We tramped on echoing stone for a 
minute or two and then turned into a large 
room and—our guards cut our bonds and 
remained in the doorway!  
 There we were, you see—prisoners. 
Colonel Marsh grunted and pulled his 
mustache through his fingers, eyeing the 
guards speculatively. The other three of us 
explored our quarters and found that a dark 
archway gave entrance to still another room in 
which were four palette beds upon the floor—
straw mattresses, for I felt them. Off that again 
was a small room in which was sunk a pool of 
water about six feet square and four feet deep, 
and with a constant flow entering at one end 
and going out at the other, over a groove cut 
in the rocky floor of the room. Rude enough 
comfort, perhaps, but entirely adequate, 
except for light, which was furnished by 
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enormously long shafts a foot square and 
extending, evidently, up to the very top of the 
cliff in which the caves were excavated. We 
went back into our “living-room” and found 
Colonel Marsh alone, but the butt of a spear 
showing beyond the archway indicated that a 
guard was outside. 
 “And now what?” asked Seeman. We 
did not reply. After a while, a tray of food was 
brought in and placed on the floor, the swart 
squat servitor instantly retiring. There was 
cold meat and a sort of scone baked in ashes, 
with sheep’s milk (so the Colonel pronounced 
it) in a leather bottle. We ate in silence in the 
half gloom of the stone walls, and when we 
had finished the tray was removed.  
 “They are feeding us, anyway,” I said 
to the others.  
 “I suppose you chaps realize that they 
have left us our revolvers!”  
 “What! Why, that’s right! Took our 
knives and left the guns on us!”  
 “Then we can walk out of here 
whenever we want to!”  
 “Wait a minute,” cut in LaBrot. “What 
did we come here for? To find out what was 
here and why, yes? We’re being fed—let’s 
wait a few days and see what it’s all about.”  
 It was an absurd situation. Yet if we 
broke for freedom, killing the guards, we 
might never learn who these people were. We 
agreed to pretend to be prisoners—but “we 
mustn’t let ’em tie us up again, you know,” 
stipulated Seeman.  
 And just as we had that matter settled, 
in walked Val-Bel followed by two awkward 
fellows carrying wax tapers. Her hair seemed 
like a third light in the room and she walked 
proudly looking straight toward us. She 
beckoned to the guards to set down the 
candles and in doing so one guard touched her 
dress—she flared up in a great rage as though 
she were of different clay from that humble, 
cringing being—as though a mere touch from 

him was intolerable smirch. His fellow led 
him stumbling out of our presence, and her 
face lost that frightening haughty look as she 
turned to us once more.  
 With her hand, she pointed to her 
breast, said “Val-Bel” and then pointed to 
LaBrot. He only looked at her as though he 
had lost his wits. She repeated the action and 
then he came to himself with a start and gave 
his own name. In turn she learned all our 
names. We found that wax-tapers were called 
“ge-luce” and that shoes were “pod-la.” For 
an hour she gave us a thorough lesson in her 
language and signifying that she would return 
the next day, she left us. A little later we were 
brought our evening meal, and upon 
consuming this we retired, feeling unusually 
sleepy. I know that I was asleep before I had 
time to fully reflect upon the events of the 
day—when I awoke I still felt tired and gazed 
around in a half stupor before I realized that I 
was dressed in a flowing cotton robe instead 
of my own clothes! In surprise I rose upon an 
elbow and peered around in the half gloom at 
my sleeping companions. Our clothes had 
been taken away and with them—our 
revolvers!  
 I roused the others one by one and told 
them the news.  
 “We’ve been drugged!” grunted 
Colonel Marsh. “Now we’re in a fine pickle!”  
 “What do you suppose they are going 
to do to us?” asked Seeman.  
 I feared the worst, but LaBrot seemed 
unalarmed. “Val-Bel won’t let anything 
happen to us,” he said confidently. She came 
shortly afterwards, and two guards with her to 
give us our breakfast. She looked interestedly 
at our new clothes and seemed much pleased 
with the effect, particularly with LaBrot’s 
appearance. Our language lesson commenced 
at once and lasted for the entire day. 
 
For the next two weeks we remained in that 
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semidungeon, unable to determine upon a 
definite attempt to escape and speculating 
upon whether our pilot would continue to call 
week after week for us at the edge of the 
plateau. We could converse with some 
freedom in the new language by now, yet had 
learned absolutely nothing of the inhabitants 
of the plateau, nor the purpose of our 
captivity. Val-Bel simply refused to answer 
any questions and confined her attentions 
entirely to teaching us words. Every morning 
she arrived shortly after our breakfast and 
remained with us for six or seven hours of 
intensive study. And for the rest of the day 
and the long evenings we had “ennui,” as 
LaBrot called it—sheer boredom.  
 One day Val-Bel did let in a little light 
upon our mystery—she spoke hesitantly, as 
though afraid to reveal more than a very little. 
I had framed a sentence in her language: 
“How is it, Val-Bel, that your people ever got 
up on this plateau if they cannot now get 
down again?”  
 “But when they first came here it was 
not a plateau,” she replied, her eyes wide at 
the thought. “That was in very ancient days 
and all around stretched level land, save for 
these small ravines and bluffs—or so the 
books say. The ships sailed right up to the old 
wharf that was not half a mile distant—up the 
great river they sailed, and brought new 
colonists and took away the gold.”  
 “The gold! How did the gold get 
here?”  
 She looked more surprised than ever. 
“From the mines, of course! This colony was 
the most productive gold mine in all the 
empire—why else would a colony be set here 
so many thousands of miles from . . . .”  
 She started, and her eyes half closed 
and gazed vacantly over our heads while she 
appeared to listen. But I could hear no 
sound—I wondered then and have wondered 
since whether these people could converse at a 

distance without words. Certainly she seemed 
to have received a warning of some sort. “I 
must not say any more—let us continue with 
our lesson!”  
 “But one thing—just one! Surely it 
cannot be forbidden,” pleaded LaBrot. She 
looked at him and her face softened. “What is 
it?”  
 “How does it happen that the plateau is 
now half a mile above the plain outside and 
where has the great river you mention now 
gone?”  
 Her brow furrowed and she glanced 
around uneasily. “Well .... I will answer that, 
for what harm? The books speak of a great 
earthquake, of the rocks shaking and 
tumbling. Many of our colonists were killed. 
Out over the plain as far as they could see, the 
ground rose and fell rhythmically and sections 
rose hour after hour until they became distant 
mountains. The water in the river all ran down 
into great cracks that opened to receive it in 
the earth’s crust. The sun set on that terrible 
day and after a night of terror the sun rose on 
a new countryside—even as we see it now .... 
There! Now we must stop talking and study!” 
 
Thus the days passed. Each morning we 
looked forward to Val-Bel’s coming. Finally 
one morning we heard the expected sounds 
and looked up to see not Val-Bel, but the tall 
white-bearded figure we had seen on the first 
day. He gazed at us in silence a moment. 
Then: “You will follow me!” he commanded 
and turned on his gold-sandaled heel. Six 
guards came in and we followed him without 
waiting to be prodded into it! The sunlight 
was startlingly bright, even in that deep 
canyon, after our long stay in the prison, and 
the air was crisp and clean in our nostrils. We 
found ourselves led, however, directly toward 
the enormous golden portal of the main cavern 
and quickly plunged into its gloomy interior. 
When our eyes could make out any details at 
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all, we gasped—all four of us. Never in my 
life have I imagined so much gold! The room 
was square and measured fully a hundred feet 
across, while overhead the stone walls curved 
over to make a pointed arch enormously high 
and breathlessly beautiful. At the very center, 
a shaft of light was reflected from the sky 
above by polished triangles of gold that 
covered the opening.  
 We crossed the stone floor and 
commenced climbing a great staircase cut in 
the rock. Minute after minute passed and our 
legs were growing fatigued when we came 
upon a broad passage from which many 
arched doors opened. Into the first of these we 
were led and the old man seated himself 
beside a large open window through which the 
sunlight streamed. He beckoned us to seat 
ourselves on stone benches resting against the 
wall of the room and the guards retired 
outside. Then in the language we had spent 
weeks learning, the old man spoke, and his 
voice was grave and chilling.  
 “You will wonder why I have brought 
you here. That you will learn soon. First I ask 
you why you came to my plateau. Answer!”  
 We hesitated as to who should be our 
spokesman, but LaBrot took it upon himself to 
answer. “We read the message on the wing of 
the moth,” said he.  
 The old man inclined his head. “We 
found that moth upon your clothing.”  
 “We came to learn if you still needed 
help.”  “That is possible—yet must I be sure 
that you are qualified to help. Were you sent 
to us from Atlantis?”  
 “From Atlantis!” (The name was 
pronounced as in English.)  
 We looked around at one another. I 
blurted out: “But Atlantis does not exist! It 
has not existed for thousands of years—not 
since human history began, if ever!”  
 The old man’s eyes were hard as they 
strove to pierce my brain. “What you say is 

absurd,” he answered coldly. “What purpose 
can you have in seeking to deceive me?”  
 “We do not know Atlantis,” put in 
LaBrat. “It has sunk under the ocean.”  
 Our host was visibly growing angry. 
“It is some attempt to persuade me to yield my 
guardianship over the gold!” he cried. Then he 
smiled and said, “We will forget this 
nonsense. I will tell you why you have been 
brought here. Listen well.  
 “You must know that this plateau was 
left cut off from the surrounding plain many 
thousands of years ago. Upon it were a dozen 
men and women of the ruling class of Atlantis, 
my ancestors, and a few hundred of the 
working classes. They waited for an 
expedition to come with my slaves to bear 
away the gold and so far we still wait in vain. 
Something must have happened—not the 
absurd thing you suggest, but more likely,” he 
looked hard at us, “much more likely, an 
enemy has cut Atlantis off from her mines and 
colonies. No matter, for here we will wait 
until the gold we guard is sent for.  
 “Many years passed. They could not 
get down to the plains below the cliffs, though 
many slaves were forced to make the attempt. 
Always they fell and my ancestors saw them 
die below. So they bred over long, slow 
centuries of selection a moth that bore their 
message in its wings and these moths were 
released by thousands; Yet more centuries 
passed.  “Whether from some natural 
weakness in the human strains on this plateau 
or whether from the mere number of inbred 
generations, I know not, but our workers 
degenerated with the centuries and our rulers 
brought forth fewer and fewer children. This 
is now so serious that of the line of rulers 
there remain only myself and my daughter. 
The workers—they are the deformed dwarfs 
you have seen! I have permitted none of them 
to breed—for many years the newly born have 
been monsters or imbeciles, which I 
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destroyed. The race must die out. That is a 
small matter, for they are only workers. But 
my daughter is of the race of the sun. When 
four young men arrive upon our plateau, you 
can easily imagine to what purpose I shall 
devote you!  
 “From you four she must select a mate; 
this she shall do today.”  
 “But—the other three?”  
 He raised white bushy eyebrows. 
“They are of no use to me.” he said coldly.  
 “And what will you do with us, then?”  
 “You will be destroyed, for you are not 
of the working class to be of use, and no man 
who has seen the gold can be permitted to 
leave these mines—even if he could.”  
 “Hr-r-rumph!” exploded the Colonel, 
red of face, “we came here, did we not?” 
 “I know how you came—for the great 
flying boat that brought you was here again a 
few days since looking for you. We had no 
such things in my day—we scorned material 
comfort and progress in Atlantis, considering 
that only the mind was worthy of 
development. I am not curious as to how your 
flying boat is constructed, nor am I impressed 
with its creation. Such mechanical tricks do 
not bespeak a great race—rather a lazy one.” 
His face was scornful and Seeman looked 
quizzically at me.  
 “Your own race would have left here 
thousands of years ago if you had had an 
airship, sir!” Colonel Marsh sputtered. “It’s all 
very well to call names, but how about your 
own case!”  
 “This is absurd! What use would it be 
to take gold to Atlantis if the gold were not 
needed? If it had been needed, they would 
have come here! Enough of this nonsense. 
Val-Bel shall choose here and now which of 
you she will mate with—then we can dispose 
of the rest of you!”  
 He struck a gong at his side and a 
guard entered. “Your mistress!” commanded 

the old man and we waited in silence for her 
to come. It was an awkward situation—which 
of the four of us would she choose? Only one 
could live! We looked at each other in veiled 
side glances—our eyes betraying our private 
thoughts. Suddenly Seeman laughed, his 
yellowed face wrinkled and his eyes bitter. In 
English he spoke to us. “You know, we’re 
actin’ like a lot of players on a stage! Let’s 
seize the old man and make him order the 
guards to stand aside while we walk out of 
here. We can’t get more than killed!” 
 LaBrot’s brow furrowed in thought 
and his eyes became apologetic. “Please! Not 
yet! You see—well—I love Val-Bel! I think 
she loves me, but .... how can I find out unless 
we wait? Besides, I have an idea that will give 
us all more time. It’s this: after she chooses . . 
. .”  
 But then it was too late, for through 
the door came Val-Bel and LaBrot became 
dumb like a man stricken so. She looked at her 
father questioningly and then without words 
nodded and turned to LaBrot, placing her hand 
gently upon his shoulder. 
 “I have chosen,” she said simply.  
 And at her words the old man struck 
the gong again and before we three had time 
to think what it meant, the room was full of 
guards and it was too late. I saw LaBrot 
struggling with two of them—Val-Bel 
anxiously urging them to be gentle with him; I 
saw Seeman, his face impassive, marching 
down the hall without resistance, and Colonel 
Marsh wordily submitting to overpowering 
force. Then I permitted myself to be shoved 
along in the wake of Seeman. Down the stairs 
we went in the darkness and along a sweating 
tunnel of stone and through a doorway into a 
prison similar to our old rooms. Seeman was 
awaiting me, and after a minute the Colonel 
was thrust in, panting and blowing, and with 
three small wounds bleeding in his thigh 
where the urging spear points had thrust.  
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 “Looks like we’re done for this time,” 
he announced gloomily, staring at the guards 
beyond the doorway.  
 “Oh, I dunno,” answered Seeman. 
“LaBrot said he had an idea, y’know! We’re 
not dead yet!” 
 
It was almost pitch dark; just a faint glow of 
light came from the tunnel, but after an hour 
or two, our eyes could make out three straw 
pallets against the wall—our only furniture—
and we lay down on these and slept. After a 
while, some food and drink was brought in 
under guard and set upon the floor of our 
chamber. Here in the darkness we ate and 
slept and ate again, for we knew not how 
many days or hours—fearfully waiting for 
what each next minute might bring forth.  
 “In God’s name, why didn’t we break 
free the first day when we still had our 
revolvers?” I heard Colonel Marsh groan, and 
my own thoughts echoed the sentiment.  
 There followed two days of waiting 
never knowing from minute to minute how 
much longer we had to live. We became quite 
philosophical toward the last, resigned to our 
fate and all that sort of thing, and spent much 
time discussing what we had heard from the 
old man as to the origin and purpose of this 
strange unworldly colony of a long-vanished 
race. Also we wondered how LaBrot was 
making out in his enforced marriage and for 
how many weeks our aviator would return for 
us in the blimp before he gave up hope and 
(perhaps) organized a searching party—and 
whether they would find us still alive!  
 During that dark vigil we pieced 
together the story of this strange gold-mine 
colony. Seeman started it by remarking that 
we had learned very little for the probable cost 
to ourselves. 
 “Nonsense!” said Colonel Marsh. “We 
have the whole story. First exploring parties 
from the continent of Atlantis set out in ships 

to find the Gulf of Mexico—find the 
Mississippi River, probably. They sail up it to 
its source which in those days, evidently, ran 
close by this plateau. They land here and 
discover gold and leave a colony to mine it 
and determine its richness. Years later the ship 
returns with more colonists and picks up a 
cargo of gold to go back to civilization. Again 
and again the ships come for gold until the 
Day of Wrath when Atlantis sinks beneath the 
sea. Even here in Colorado—thousands of 
miles away—that cataclysm was felt. 
Mountains were thrust up and the river 
vanished. The gold mine and the colony 
around it were elevated a few thousand feet 
and cut off from the surrounding country. 
They attempt to descend the cliff and fail. 
They spend their time breeding messages on 
moth wings and—no doubt—other equally 
fanciful attempts at communication with the 
outer world during the long centuries. But 
discipline goes on—gold is still mined and 
piled up waiting the next ship that is to sail 
from a sunken civilization up a dry river! It 
must take a lot to convince these Atlanteans of 
a fact!” 
 “It does make a story the way you sum 
it up, Colonel,” agreed Seeman.  
 “And now that we have solved the 
mystery, how much better off are we?” I put 
in a trifle bitterly. “Apparently we are to be 
killed and our knowledge is to die with us, 
anyway!”  
 We were all three silent for a time. 
Then Seeman broke it. “Curious that we three 
should actually see an Atlantean. Do you 
remember the story that night at the Stranger 
Club? Why do you suppose we have been 
picked out for these revelations? And why, 
having seen and heard, are we selected to 
die?”  
 “But LaBrot is free—surely he will 
think of something to help us!”  
 “Doubt it!” snapped the Colonel. “You 
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can’t depend on a man when he falls in love.”  
 “I don’t agree,” drawled Seeman. “I 
think he’ll find a way. But if he doesn’t, I 
shan’t worry. The only way to act is to be 
calm and prepared. If we have to die—well—
that’s that! What good would it do to worry?”  
 When it came, therefore, we were not 
three determined men but three fatalists and 
before we could make up our minds to die 
resisting, the room was full of guards as 
before and we were led out through the 
passages into the sunlight where we blinked 
strongly and stared stupidly around us. Then 
we saw the pile of brush and the three stakes 
and—but there were three guards to each of us 
and that panic-stricken moment of struggle 
was quickly over. With our hands lashed 
behind us, we were marched each to his stake 
and securely tied there.  “No sign of 
LaBrot!” said Colonel Marsh significantly.  
 “Wait awhile—we’re not dead yet,” 
replied Seeman.  
 The brush was being piled around our 
knees now and my eyes frantically searched 
the doorways and windows in the shadowed 
cliff face. Surely LaBrot would at least 
attempt a rescue! But, except for the nine 
guards, there was no human being in sight. 
And then from the golden arch of the temple 
came the old man and in his hands was a 
lighted torch that smoked and sputtered. On he 
came, his pace slow and sedate and his face 
grave and serene. Now he was but ten steps 
away and in sick dread I closed my eyes and 
wondered desperately how painful this death 
might prove.  
 
So I only heard the shots—I did not see 
LaBrot leaning out of the window fifty feet up 
the cliff until four of the squat guards were 
writhing in their death agonies upon the 
ground in front of me. He must have had 
another revolver ready, for six more shots 
rang out and only one guard was left and he 

quickly vanished into the darkness of a near-
by archway. Then the old man seemed to get a 
new grip on himself and strode unfalteringly 
toward us, torch in hand. I strained my head to 
catch a glimpse of LaBrot’s window—it was 
empty! Now the old man was lighting the 
faggots at my feet and they caught slowly and 
crackled and the smoke swirled up and choked 
me so that I coughed. It never occurred to me 
to speak. Somehow I knew that no prayers or 
pleadings could move my executioner to a 
moment’s pity. I heard Colonel Marsh groan 
inarticulately.  Then suddenly LaBrot was 
there kicking away the blazing sticks and 
holding off his father-in-law with one hand as 
he did so. In a moment he had cut the bonds 
that held my wrists, doing it so hastily that he 
almost severed the thumb from my left hand at 
the same time. Spouting blood, I fumbled with 
my leg fastenings and raced around to free my 
companions. Free at last, we stood there, the 
four of us, facing the old white-bearded 
Atlantean. He gazed at us imperturbably, only 
his eyes betraying his excitement and anger.  
 “Kill me!” he demanded quietly. “You 
have won! The gold is unguarded and I have 
failed. I cannot continue to live!”  
 None of us answered him, but just 
stood staring. Then Val-Bel’s voice came 
from the rear.  “Husband—what have you 
done?”  
 LaBrot turned and went to her and I 
watched them talking in whispers, she 
seeming to be convinced of something against 
her will. After a while her head drooped in 
acquiescence and hand in hand the two 
walked up to the old man, who was trembling 
now with fatigue.  
 “He says, father, that you are wrong. 
Atlantis no longer exists. Let the gold stay 
here—for it needs no guards since none can 
climb the surrounding cliffs—and do you 
come with us in the flying boat out over the 
world and see for yourself. He says that if you 



The Moth Message 
 

15

decide to return here, you shall be free to do 
so and the gold shall be guarded for you—but 
if you find that he is right, then you shall say 
what is best to be done and whatever you say 
he will agree to. To this he pledges his life and 
his honor.”  
 The old man was silent for a while.  
 “And what of my dead guards?”  
 “What loss? A degenerate race 
doomed to die in this generation!”  
 “It is absurd! He lies when he says that 
the great empire of Atlantis is lost and 
forgotten among men!”  
 “Then his life is forfeit to you—he 
swears so!”  “I swear it!” said LaBrot in a 
low voice.  “Well—well—what else can I 
do? I am his prisoner; why does he not kill 
me?”  
 And I could see then that the argument 
was won, but the sun seemed to be fading and 
there was something the matter with my eyes, 
for the cliff was tilting over us at a fearful 
angle and my head buzzed. Everything went 
black and I remembered no more.  
 When I was again conscious, it was to 
the drone of the airship. I was lying on a bunk 
and Seeman kneeled beside me. “There,” he 
said. “Do you feel better?”  
 “What has happened ?” 
 “You lost too much blood—that cut on 
your hand, you know. Fainted, that’s all. And 
I’m afraid your thumb is gone. Funny you 
didn’t think to bandage it sooner!” 
 
Of that amazing voyage with Val-Bel and her 
old father I cannot write—it would make a 
story all by itself. The ship was heavy, for 
besides the extra passengers we carried two 
hundred pounds of gold—$70,000 at the new 
price. Every new town we passed over was the 
signal for exclamations of delight from Val-
Bel and for puzzled and suspicious frowns 
from the old man. At New York Seeman and I 
left the ship and returned to our occupations, 

but the other four were planning a series of 
flights to convince the old Atlantean that the 
world had changed.  
 It was almost a month when I heard 
again from LaBrot. The letter was postmarked 
from the Canary Islands. Here it is. for it 
makes as good a conclusion to this yarn as 
anything I can think of: 
 * * *  
 “We have made three cruises over the 
Atlantic Ocean from here and Val-Bel’s father 
is resigned to the truth at last. The question is, 
in that case, what to do with the gold back on 
the plateau? I put it up to him and he seems 
not to care in the least He wants none of it, for 
Val-Bel and I have assured him that he must 
spend the rest of his days with us. I suggested 
that some of it be given to you and Seeman, 
for Colonel Marsh insists that he has more 
than enough money for his needs, and to this 
he agreed listlessly. Now so much is all very 
well—wait for the rest of it.  
 “I asked him then how much gold 
there was and he pulled from his robes a tile 
tablet and consulted it a moment. Thirty-three 
‘Cog-drach’ was what he made it. And a Cog-
drach? As nearly as I could understand him, 
about the weight of one thousand men! Do 
you understand, old man? Billions of dollars’ 
worth of gold! Enough to end this depression 
as suddenly and completely as when half a 
century ago the gold strikes in California and 
Australia startled the world and caused such a 
long period of rising prosperity as the nations 
had never before imagined! 
 “So you see that this adventure of ours 
is not over. I shall need help from all three of 
you. There’s all that gold to be got together 
and transported to the assay office and when 
the money is in hand, we must get it 
distributed, Where? I don’t know. I might use 
a million myself, but that would be my limit. 
Well, think it over. We’ll be back in New 
York in about a month.  



Wonder Stories 
 

16

 “Val-Bel sends her love and hopes that 
your hand is better.  
     “Your 

friend,  
      
   “La Brot.” 

 


