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CHAPTER I
Are the Dead Really Dead?

HE service was  proceeding
smoothly, reverently, quietly.

Our small Gothic chapel was dim
and decorously beautiful. The light filtering
through the rose window beyond the chancel
threw a warm glow over the high altar, over
the minister intoning the stately service, and
over the gray stone catafalque with its
banked flowers beneath which lay Porter
Bruton in his coffin.

Personally, I liked this solemn warmth of
rite and ritual. As half-owner of the Sun Hill
Crematorium, | was proud of the skill with
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which we helped to veil the raw harshness of
death. But today, curiously, it did not seem
enough. As | watched the pallid faces of that
congregation of college students, teachers,
and commonplace suburbanites, | was
beginning to sense something of what my
partner, Tom Carlin, had meant when he had
said: “Watch them, Willis. With things as
they are in Oakvale now, you can’t trust
people around funerals any more.”

It had sounded absurd, far-fetched. For
Oakvale had been an ordinary enough
college suburb when the need for a serious
operation had taken me away three months
ago. Of course, | knew that during my
absence the community had been somewhat
upset by the suicide of Professor Grenfel,
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which followed the man’s mad attempt to
snatch at the dark secrets of life and death.

It was rather weird that only yesterday,
on the very day of my return, Grenfel’s
young successor to the chair of bio-
chemistry had followed his former chief in
self-inflicted death. But was that enough to
account for Tom’s ominous hysterical and
rather cryptic warning?

Bits of jumbled talk he had let fall came
back to me now. Hints at body-snatching and
some weird mania smoldering among the
undergraduates at Oakvale. Dark references
to Major Dennis Macklin and the two black
men he had brought back with him from
Africa. And this had seemed to connect in
some way with a change that had come over
Faustine Grenfel, the dead professor’s
daughter, who had been openly in love with
the young assistant who now lay there under
the banked flowers.

I looked at Faustine Grenfel now. She
had always been eccentric, something of a
poser, | thought. But she did possess an eerie
and rather disturbing sort of beauty, a supple
fluidity of slender limbs and serpentine
white arms which, enhanced by her pallid
and over-rouged face under the tight-
clustered gold curls, gave her an unearthly,
even a deathlike air.

HAT shocked and repelled me now

was the fact that instead of the black
she should have worn on this occasion she
was dressed in a scarlet gown of daring
cut—as if she had come, not to a funeral, but
to a rendezvous! Moreover, the avid fixity
with which she regarded the coffin, leaning
forward with delicate nostrils dilated and
scarlet lips moving faintly as if in some
unholy communion with the corpse of the
man on whom she had lavished an
unwelcome love, had rather more than a
little of the horrible enveloping it.

OR it was known that Porter Bruton had

spurned her, had loved, hopelessly in his
turn, Lilly Langburn, the daughter of the
president of Oakvale College—the girl who
had promised to become my wife.

It was with relief that I turned toward
Lilly now, rejoicing that her lovely face,
with its large brown eyes and tender lips,
though sad, was as radiantly serene as the
flower whose name she bore. Thank God,
nothing of this stupid hysteria had touched
her, not even though Major Macklin was her
father’s cousin, Faustine was her friend, and
the dead man himself had been a suitor for
her love. But then, nothing like that could
touch Lilly!

Perhaps it was all exaggerated, anyhow.
The service was nearly ended and nothing
had happened yet. Even Faustine, sitting
there with that awful look of expecting the
dead man to rise at any moment, might
manage to refrain from causing a scene.

“Earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to
dust—"

There, it was almost over. Tom Carlin
was solemnly sprinkling the dust and ashes
over the coffin. With a deep breath of relief,
| pressed the button and watched the casket
sink slowly below the floor to leave only the
flowers visible. Then, while the audience
slowly rose, | turned and hurried down into
the receiving room.

My partner followed me. We found old
Dr. Bruton, the dead young teacher’s father,
waiting there with our superintendent, Sam
Fleagle. Tom put a gentle hand on the old
man’s shoulder.

“You still insist on—staying?” he asked.

The aged doctor lifted his stricken but
tearless face.

“Certainly,” he said. “I watched him die,
and | prepared his body for the last rites. |
shall see him through to the last. It isn’t in
the trappings of funerals that we show our
love for our dead, but in the ministering of
hands.”
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It was a relief to see one Spartan at least
in a crazed community. Tom sprang to help
the old man as he raised his gaunt frame and
moved toward the coffin from which Sam
Fleagle was removing the lid. I turned to
close the door, but stopped. Standing there, a
scarlet apparition against the dimness, was
Faustine Grenfel.

It was a tense instant. | could still hear
feet moving upstairs and | dreaded the
thought of the scene she might cause. For
though her face was as immobile as a death
mask, garish with paint, her greenish eyes
glowed with a febrile threat that I could not
misinterpret.

“Faustine,” 1 began soothingly, “you
mustn’t—"

I broke off as she moved forward and |
suddenly rushed her. But like a streaking
flame she slithered past me and darted
toward the coffin.

“Stop!” she shrilled. “You shall not burn
him! You shall not destroy that splendid
body!”

HE others whirled and stood speechless

as the girl flung herself upon the coffin,
pressing her breast against it as she clawed
and tugged to drag it to the floor.

“They shan’t burn you, Porter!” she
sobbed madly. “I’ll tear the coffin apart! I’ll
press my body to you, and life will come
into you again!”

It was ghastly, revolting. In another
instant she would have dragged coffin and
corpse crashing to the floor, but Tom came
to his senses and grabbed her. | sprang to his
aid and we pulled her away by main force.
We shoved her, fighting and screaming,
toward the door.

People were crowding down the steps,
but | yelled at them to go back. We began
pushing her up the stairs, while she
continued to scream.

“You want to burn him, Willis Payne!
You want to burn him to keep him from

getting Lilly. But the dead aren’t as dead as
you think! He’ll come back—"

I flung a hand over her mouth and the
next moment we had her in the chapel. Dr.
Pelham, who had run to his car for a hypo,
had jabbed the needle into her arm, and that
part of the nightmare was over.

We went back down and found old Dr.
Bruton on the verge of a collapse. This had
been too much even for him, and when Tom
offered to take him home, he consented
weakly.

Left alone with Sam Fleagle, I locked the
door and set about helping him get the coffin
into the crematorium oven. Then | left him to
seal the chamber and close the gilded doors,
and went back and sat down to get my
breath.

Thank God it was over now, anyhow!
How could a girl allow her nerves to make
such a fool of her, I asked myself. And then |
gave a start. It was only the first whine of the
motor, the preliminary roar of the flames in
the bowels of the masonry, but it sent a
queer tremor through me. What was wrong?
Was | letting that mad girl’s words upset
me?

The dead aren’t as dead as you think!

Rot! I sat up and stared at the furnace. A
sudden booming had begun as the oil burner
in the combustion chamber warmed up. It
rose to a roar as the flames spurted into the
oven to embrace the casket. Suppose Porter
Bruton was not really dead? Suppose—

Damn it, was | getting morbid like the
others? Angrily | got up, walked over and
stood at the peephole back of the oven where
Sam Fleagle was watching the color of the
flames.

“A corpse is just so much matter,” | told
myself steadily, “not a person at all.”

Inside there the fire roared like hell. |
saw a dark line creep down the center of the
flame-enshrouded casket. It widened. The
casket split like an eggshell and black smoke
blasted angrily against the peephole.
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“Porter Bruton’s entity is not in there,” |
said, “just the lifeless husk of him.”

Why were my palms so sweaty?

A tremor rumbled like an earthquake
through the masonry and Fleagle snatched at
the air valves to reduce the flame. Then soot
on the peephole thinned and | saw the thing
inside, melting as it were, in the white
oxidation of the fire, shrinking, twisting. . . .

| started to turn away. It had never
affected me like this before. But | seemed
unable to withdraw my eyes from the shape
that moved uneasily between the obscuring
flashes of fire. It made me dizzy for an
instant and it was then that | experienced the
queer hallucination. For suddenly, rising
above the flame’s roar, wild and windy and
remote as an echo thrown up from the abyss,
there came a shriek:

“Lilly, Lilly, 'm not dead! They’re
burning me alive! Save me, Lilly!”

Despite the great heat, a sheath of ice
froze round my limbs, and as my brain spun
like something whirled on the end of a
string, it came again—a distillation of
intolerable agony, black despair and
immortal hate that would have chilled a
devil’s blood:

“God curse you, Willis Payne! I’ll come
back!”

Then there was only the flames’ roar,
and with limbs atremble | turned to Sam
Fleagle who was just straightening up.

“Did you hear something, Sam?”

He grinned. “Hear? Sure. Them flames
makes all sorts of noises. Sometimes they
seem to scream, sometimes to laugh.”

“l guess so,” | managed. “Well, I think
I’ll go now.”

CHAPTER II
Unholy Visitant

STAGGERED up the steps, through the
chapel and out into the late afternoon

sunlight, my brain still in a daze. Over and
over | told myself it was all imagination. But
| knew Detter; | had heard! And he had
called, not Faustine’s name, but Lilly’s!

Now | wasn’t quite a fool, even in my
terror. | couldn’t believe that a voice from
the blazing coffin had come through the
thick masonry of the oven. But | did know
that telepathy is a proven phenomenon, that
in the intensity of death’s agony, the dying
have been known to project not only
thoughts, but actual apparitions that stand
before the eyes of the living—and speak!

| got into the roadster, fumbled with the
ignition key, finally got the engine started,
and drove to the apartment which Tom
Carlin and I called home. Tom was seated in
the living room, morose and haggard, with a
drink in his hand.

“Well, Willis,” he said, without looking
up, “a little more of this and we’re finished.
People won’t bring their dead out from the
city to a place with the atmosphere of a
chamber of horrors. And it’s my fault for
dragging you into the business, too. |
sometimes feel that |1 ought to offer to buy
you out—" He looked up, grinning wryly,
and saw my face. “What’s wrong? You look
like you’d seen—"

“A ghost?” | asked. | looked him straight
in the eyes. “Tell me the truth, Tom, do you
know that Porter Bruton was dead. Do you
know that the poison he took actually killed
him?”

“What do you mean?” he exclaimed. But
something evasive in his face told me he
knew well enough. “Of course, he was dead.
Dr. Bruton saw him die, signed the death
certificate, dressed the body. You’re not
suggesting that the old man could have
connived at his own son’s murder?”

| poured myself a drink, sat down to gulp
it, and then told Tom exactly what had
happened. Once he tried to interrupt me with
some weak protest about the state of my
nerves, but I silenced him and went on.



WAKE NOT THE DEAD 5

“You’ve been holding back on me, Tom,
probably because you think 1’m still too sick
to stand the shock. But you may as well open
up. I want to know what in hell is wrong
here in Oakvale,” | concluded.

He chewed that over a moment. Then:

“I wish | knew,” he said. “Some sort of
weird traffic with the dead must be going on,
for bodies have been stolen. As to who’s
behind it, 1 have only a guess. I may be
wrong. Let’s start at the first and see what
you think.”

“Start with Grenfel’s death, you mean?”

“With the things that led up to it,” Tom
said. “First, the argument with Major Dennis
Macklin. You’ve probably heard of their
argument, of how Grenfel boasted that
science would soon know how to bring the
dead back to life, and of how Macklin, in his
role of cynical, wealthy explorer, sneered,
said the secret would never come from a test
tube and that if he wanted to know it he
would go to the savages who had guarded
the forbidden secret for ages.

“Well, the argument got hot and resulted
in a wager that sent Macklin chasing off to
Africa, to the regions west of the Ruwenzori,
where a tribe called ‘The People-Who-
Dance-With-the-Dead’ are said to live. And
Grenfel set up a secret laboratory and set
feverishly to work.”

E paused and drew a breath.

“It created a lot of excitement and
talk. All day and night in the upper halls of
the science building you could hear the
hissing of those glass retorts of Grenfel’s, in
which hearts and other organs throbbed with
an eerie, unnatural life. And Grenfel got
leaner and wilder, until a day came when a
crowd gathered under his third-story window
to hear some promised, startling
announcement.

“But what they saw was a white-haired,
emaciated madman appear suddenly against
the darkness of the room, wave his arms

wildly and then plunge down with a scream
to smash his brains out on the pavement
below. And when they rushed to his
laboratory they found his terrified assistant
reading a brief document which Grenfel had
left and which read: “ ‘I have found it. A
mere detail added to the usual artificial
respiration and arterial injections of
defibrinated blood, physiological salts and
epinephrine, will do the trick. The horrible
truth is that not half of our dead are really
dead, until we kill them in graves, in ovens,
or under the embalmers’ knives. But to bring
back the thing that comes back from death is
a crime against God. No man who knows
what | know can let death take him
unawares.” ”

| shuddered. “And that started the panic?
Yet Porter Bruton insisted on going on with
the experiments?”

Tom nodded. “He was like a madman
himself, wild to get at what Grenfel had
discovered. And he made no secret of his
reason.” He paused to look at me
uncertainly. “He wanted Lilly, believed that
the fame and fortune that discovery would
bring would enable him to take her away
from you.”

| swallowed uncomfortably and wished
that Tom hadn’t brought that up.

“But the madness got him, just as it did
Grenfel?” | asked.

“l wonder,” Tom mused. “I think what
got him was Dennis Macklin.”

“Macklin?”

“Yes. He came rushing back from Africa
by plane, bringing those black witch-men
with him. That was when the ugly rumors
started about Faustine Grenfel and those
crazy college kids who call themselves
“Thrill-hunters’. It was said that Macklin and
his black men were teaching them some
devilish things that can be done with dead
bodies. And bodies were stolen, Grenfel’s
among them.”

“Grenfel’s! And his own daughter—”
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“I couldn’t swear to anything except that
I found his coffin in the mausoleum empty,”
Tom said. “Also another body is missing
from a pauper’s grave. | got suspicious of it
and had it dug into before dawn this
morning. The body had been taken out and
the coffin re-buried. But what’s worrying me
now, since you told me what you thought
you heard there by the oven, is a scene | saw
in the graveyard last night. I’m almost afraid
to tell you.”

“Goon,” | urged.

Tom poured himself another drink and
swallowed it neat; there was a bead of fine
sweat on his forehead.

“I’d been prowling about to see if I could
catch any body-snatchers,” he said, “when I
heard voices and stole up behind a cypress to
watch a strange scene. What | saw was
Porter Bruton seated on a low tombstone
with Macklin standing in front of him and
two Negro witch-men behind. And Bruton
was pleading.

“ *For God’s sake, Dennis,” | heard him
say, ‘don’t do that to me. Have mercy.’

“ “You have your choice,” Macklin
replied coldly.

“Then Bruton got up and went stumbling
off, and presently Macklin and his witch-
men marched off, too.”

“Good God!” | gulped. It sounded
exactly like descriptions I had read of death-
curses in the jungle. “And right after that
Porter Bruton went home and killed himself
with poison—or did he?”

OM grimaced.
“His father says he did,” he said.

“But if Macklin put a witch-spell on
him—" | choked it off.

“In that case,” Tom said hollowly, “we’d
better get drunk, because we’ve just burned a
man alive.”

I got up and took another drink, but it
didn’t seem to do me any good. Half of me
was cold and the other half was hot and my

palms were oozing a clammy sweat.

“I'm glad | didn’t hear him scream,”
Tom said, “especially that about coming
back.”

“Oh, shut wup!” | growled. But
instinctively | glanced at the window. The
sun was down and the blue dusk had
flattened itself against the pane like some
blind amorphous monster pressing for entry.
“l can’t stand any more of this. I’m going to
find Macklin and have it out with him!”

“Better go easy,” Tom cautioned.

“He might put a spell on you. I’d hate to
have to burn you, too. Anyhow, | believe I’d
be thinking of Lilly. If Bruton did come back
he’d come back for her.”

“Go to hell' 1 said. But | turned and
stalked to the phone.

I called Lilly’s house to see if she was
there and also to ask about Macklin, who
was a guest of her father’s. It was Macklin
himself who answered the phone, and he
said that Lilly had gone out.

“Where is she?” | blurted.

“She left about an hour ago,” his suave
voice answered, “with Willy Richmond and
Faustine Grenfel. | think they were headed
for the Clover Club.”

“Willy Richmond and Faustine Grenfel!”
I exclaimed, and hung up.

Tom stared at me. “She went out with
those two? Good God, Willis, they’re the
ring leaders of those corpse-snatchers!”

| started toward him, fists doubled.
“Don’t you intimate anything about Lilly,” |
growled, “or I’'ll—"

The change that had come over his face
caused me to pause. | couldn’t believe | had
scared him that badly, but his jaw had
dropped down and his eyes were suddenly
bulging from his head. Then | realized that
he was not looking at me but at the window
behind me. | whirled.

But the window was a murky square of
blackness.

| turned back. “What the hell did you
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see?”

He had tottered upright and his blood-
drained face still wore its look of imbecile
terror as he passed a shaking hand across his
eyes.

“So help me God, Willis, it was him—
Porter Bruton. It was his burned corpse
standing there and—and—" his agonized
eyes sought my face, “he had something
flung over one shoulder—something that
looked like a body!”

I spun about and raced for the door.
Outside it was almost dark except for a
sickly yellowish glow still lingering in the
sky. I rounded the corner and sprinted for the
window. | almost stumbled on the thing
before I saw it.

Shakily I went down on hands and knees
and struck a match. It lay sprawled, face up,
the body of a thin, sallow-faced youth. The
bugged-out eyeballs, suffused with blood,
the purple, swollen tongue protruding
between the teeth, the livid marks on the
throat all pointed to strangulation.

| bent nearer, staring at those marks. My
nostrils caught an odor, and | turned sick. It
was a smell of fire and death, of burned
flesh, and over those discolorations left by
clawed, strangling fingers there was a smear
of slime, pustular and clouded with a char of
black ashes.

The corpse was that of Willy Richmond,
the youth with whom Lilly and Faustine had
gone out only an hour or two ago!

CHAPTER I
The Corpse That Hell Rejected

EAKLY | staggered upright, staring
idiotically about into the silent dark
which was vibrant with the muted voices of
insects, pulsing, it seemed, in dirges for their
own small dead. Tom’s voice called from the
front.
“Willis, what is it?”

That jarred me back to my senses. |
turned and started running for my car.

Passing Tom, | panted, “Go and see for
yourself,” and ran on.

He could call the police or do what he
pleased; the only thought in my mind was to
find Lilly. I sprang into my car and stomped
the engine into life.

The Clover Club was a small night spot
not far from the campus. There had never
been anything sinister about the place. At
least 1 had never noticed it until tonight
when | staggered in, waved a waiter aside
and stood blinking while my eyes probed the
dimness for a loved and familiar face. But
now it was plain some sort of soul-rot had
crept in here where once innocent gaiety had
prevailed.

It was in the air, in the hectic faces that
shone corpselike under the blue lights;
something that glowed lewd and secretive in
fevered eyes, that breathed obscenely in hot
whispers from drunken lips. It was in the
music, in the weird, mysterious, jerky notes
that crept in above the muted crooning of the
brasses. It was in the movements of the
dancers who hugged close and slithered like
zombies, smoothly, subtly, but with a slight
roll, like the unsteady gait of things that
slouch blindly through darkness.

But | could not see either Lilly or
Faustine.

I swung toward a table where a thin,
horse-faced youth was leaning drunkenly
toward his painted girl companion. When |
asked if they had seen either of the girls the
youth laughed, raised his glass and drank
sloppily.

“They were here,” he said, “but they left
about an hour ago.” He rolled his drunken
eyes. “lI wouldn’t follow them, though. A
simple undertaker might get shocked.”

| resisted an impulse to smash his teeth
back into his throat, whirled and went back
out, a cackle of drunken laughter following
me. | got back into my car and drove to the
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cottage where Faustine had lived alone since
the death of her father.

The place was dark, but I didn’t let that
stop me. When | found the door locked I
slammed my shoulder against it and crashed
it in. Then, snapping on lights as | went, I
made a tour of the whole house.

But no one was there; the place was neat
and in order. | paused in the Kkitchen,
wondering if 1 was making a fool of myself.
Certainly there was a killer at large, but that
didn’t prove that Faustine and her silly
followers had any connection with him.
Faustine was a nervous wreck, and probably
Lilly had taken her home to look after her.
Willy Richmond might have left them long
ago.

| started to turn back, but noticed the
steps leading down into the basement and
thought I might as well search there before |
left. 1 stumbled down into a furnace room
and struck a match. The place was empty,
but my eye was attracted to a small door on
which there was a formidable-looking
padlock. Why such a padlock as that? | had
already smashed one door, so another
wouldn’t matter. | dropped the match, picked
up a lawnmower | had spotted and slammed
it like a battering ram into the door.

HE thin panels crashed under the blows,

and | pushed myself through the
splintered aperture. Then | straightened up in
the darkness and my blood began a slow
process of curdling. It was nothing | saw or
felt, it was a smell—the smell of
formaldehyde!

I struck another match, and as it blazed
against the smothering darkness | saw the
coffin, a new one, against one wall. A
horrible premonition laid strangling fingers
on my throat then, but | forced myself
forward and flung the casket open. The full
impact of the horror smote me then and my
last doubts and reservations crumbled away
in my instinctive revulsion.

Stretched out in that casket lay the body
of Professor Grenfel. That wasn’t all. The
clothing had been cut away, the torso and
abdomen laid bare, and a gaping gash
yawned from his sternum down, its horrible
discolored lips curling over an empty cavity
from which his vital organs had been
removed!

| had to turn away then because | was
physically sick. But as | staggered back
through the door, the sickness in my brain
made the mere physical reaction
inconsequential. | had read enough of savage
practices to know what sort of grisly traffic
the evisceration of a dead body might mean.
And this mad girl had butchered the body of
her own father! And she had my fiancé with
her—if Lilly had not already been delivered
into the hands of a lust-mad killer.

| staggered back to my car and stood
leaning on the door. Anger had mounted to
bloodlust in me and I swore a terrible vow.

“If 1 find her, I’ll strangle her. She’s not
human, she’s got no right to live!”

But a second thought sobered me.
Faustine must be insane. It was the fiend
behind her madness, behind all the rest of
this horror that I should think of. And who
was that fiend but Macklin? He was the
cancer, the seat of all the vile corruption that
had poisoned the community and led finally
to ghastly murder. He was the one | must
deal with!

Now that | had a definite purpose, it
steadied me a little. | reached the tall, ivy-
covered Langburn house with a somewhat
better grip on my nerves. The only light |
saw was downstairs in the library. | was
ushered in by one of Macklin’s ugly black
servants. | found the explorer seated under a
reading lamp with a book on his knees.

He was a small, compact, wiry man with
a tanned, lean face, close-clipped black
mustache and dark eyes that seemed to
sparkle always with some sly, inner
mockery. He rose and greeted me politely,
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then sat down again.

“Anything | can do for you, Payne?”

“You can tell me where Lilly is,” 1
growled.

“But I told you that she left with Faustine
Grenfel.”

“But where are they now?”

He shrugged. “How should I know?”

Something was boiling up dangerously in
my throat; | held it back as best I could, but
my voice quavered when | answered.

“Because you’re the devil at the bottom
of all this madness, this vile, unnatural
death-obsession, this—"

His laughter interrupted me. “My dear
young man, a preoccupation with the dead is
the most natural thing in human nature. In
Africa, for instance, the natives bring their
dead back to life and mingle with them
familiarly—even dance with them.”

“And that’s the sort of rot you’ve been
poisoning these students’ minds with?” |
grated. “Well, you went too far when you
carried things to the point of murder!”

“Murder?” His eyebrows lifted. “Whose
murder?”

“Porter Bruton’s, for one,” | said. “You
didn’t know it, but you were seen there in
the graveyard last night when you put some
sort of hypnotic spell on him. And he went
into the oven today—alive!”

HAT jarred him for a moment. He
paled slightly, but quickly recovered his
composure and laughed.

“What an idea! However, if he did go
into the flames alive, he’s unquestionably
dead now.”

“He screamed,” | said, “when the flames
hit him, screamed that he would come back.”

“Really? I’m sorry | didn’t hear it.”

His words stunned me. There was a
curtained alcove behind his chair, and the
light striking the plum-colored drapes,
glanced off on his bony cheeks, giving them
a cadaverous hue. Was this man human who

had no human feelings? It seemed that God
would strike a man dead for less than this,
and so deep was that conviction, that when
the curtains behind him stirred as to a faint
breeze, | gave a violent start.

“Why do you jump?” The mocking smile
was still on his lips.

“The curtain behind you moved,” |
whispered.

“The ghost of Porter Bruton probably,”
he jeered. “But no, though the dead return,
the bodies of those who burn don’t walk—"

His words broke off. He didn’t jump or
start, he simply went cautiously still. At the
same instant it reached my nostrils, too—an
odor in which burnt cloth was mingled with
scorched flesh and hair—and my eyes
riveted to the gap where the curtain failed to
meet.

| didn’t believe what | saw at first. It was
so strangely still, so like what a fevered brain
might build out of air and terror. For the
thing in the darkness there had Porter
Bruton’s face, though now it was livid and
blackened, with puffed greenish lips peeled
back from grinning teeth and an ooze of
some blood-streaked substance rolling down
from raw eye sockets over flame blasted
cheeks. It had a body, too, a shrunken frame
from which hung the charred remnants of a
black suit. The flesh that shone through was
like the face, and a clawed hand was like a
blackened root dragged from a fire.

Macklin’s face was drained of blood
now, and as he watched the horror mirrored
in mine, he seemed too paralyzed to move.
At the same instant it seemed to dawn on my
dazed senses that the thing was real, but
before 1 could move, or even scream, the
blackened hand shot out to the light cord,
and the smothering dark came down as the
horror, shining with a greenish glow in the
blackness, leaped. From Macklin burst a
scream.

What | might have done, if left to my
own inclinations, | don’t know. But at that
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moment the door behind me opened and the
black man, summoned by Macklin’s scream,
came pounding in. I was the first object with
which he collided, and taking me for the
attacker, he flung his massive arms around
me. | fought, pummeling his black face and
body as | tried to wriggle free. But in my
weakened condition | was like a child in a
boa’s coils, and suddenly, with Macklin’s
screams still blasting in my ears, | felt
myself lifted bodily and hurled.

STRUCK the glass of a window, and its

crash echoed about me as the ground
slammed up to smash consciousness from
my brain.

I came to my senses, feeling like
something that has crawled out from under a
steam roller, and sat up. | was a mass of cuts
and aching bruises, but my mind was
beginning to clear. My first thought was to
wonder if this was another stage trick of
Macklin’s, a ruse to divert suspicion from
himself.

I got up, and with joints creaking,
stumbled toward the shattered window
through which faint light was again shining.
| stared in and my senses reeled. In the
circular pool of yellow light cast by the
lamp, Major Dennis Macklin lay asprawl.
Dead? He was worse than dead. His face, his
hands, the whole upper part of his torso,
from which it seemed invisible flames had
eaten the clothing away, was a raw,
blistered, viscous mass of cooked skin and
tissue, which, while 1 looked seemed still to
boil and crawl as with a living corruption.

“Burned alive,” | muttered hoarsely.
“Burned alive, like Porter Bruton, but not by
any earthly fire.”

There was no one else in the room, but
the air reeked with an acrid smell like
brimstone.

CHAPTER IV

Mistress of the Dying

URNING, | ran toward my car.

Whatever that revenant shape had been,
I knew now that the Negro’s entrance was all
that had saved me from Macklin’s fate, knew
what grisly doom awaited me when next |
faced that apparition out of hell. Yet my
mind did not dwell on that. The need to find
Lilly swallowed up all other considerations.

But where to go, where to look for her?
Instinctively | piloted my car back toward
Faustine Grenfel’s house, and this time, a
block away, | saw a light. Pulling into the
curb, I parked and sneaked up the rest of the
way on foot. There was a light in the front
and one in the back, and I stole up behind a
trellis and peered into the living room.

A swift wave of relief swept over me, for
Lilly was there, unharmed, seated on a divan
under a bridge lamp. But the next instant a
chill of apprehension crept into my blood. It
was the queer look on her face, as leaning
forward, with the light falling softly on her
brown hair and creamy skin, she was staring
at something in her lap, staring with a weird
absorption at what | now saw was a
photograph of Porter Bruton!

| turned and made for the front door,
rushing straight in without knocking. Lilly
sprang to her feet with a gasp, and | saw her
drop the photograph with a furtive
movement at the end of the divan. Then with
a quick and patently false smile, she came
toward me.

“Why, Willis, you startled me—"

I reached out, gripped her shoulders, and
I didn’t smile back.

“What are you doing here?” | demanded.

“Why,” she stammered, “just waiting for
Faustine to come in.”

Why this fear of me, this evasiveness?
Suddenly | noticed that one of her small
hands was crushing tightly something which
she seemed to be trying to conceal.
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“What’s that?” | rasped, and grabbing
her hand, | loosened the tight-clenched
fingers and pulled out a ball of wadded
paper.

“Willis, please!” She tried to snatch it
back.

But | swung toward the light, smoothed
it out and felt the scalp crawl on my neck as
| read:

Faustine:
If | appear to die, know that I will not be dead.
But do not let them cremate me. If they attempt that,
you must come to the service, and if by the time it is
over | have not revived, prevent their burning me at
all cost. Keep my secret and do not fail me.
Porter.

I whirled back on Lilly who had sunk
down weakly on the divan.

“Where did you get this?”

Terror was in her eyes and her voice
came faint and hoarse from her throat.

“He mailed it to Faustine—last night
before he took the poison. And oh, Willis, he
did come back! I saw him. I’ve been looking
at his picture and | know it was he—his face,
there at the window at the Clover Club. And
Willy Richmond went out to see, and he
didn’t come back—" her voice broke on a
sob and her brown eyes were pleading. “But,
Willis, you didn’t have anything to do with
it, did you? Faustine said—"

“That lying hell-cat!” 1 burst out.
“What’s she told you? Where is she now?”

PAUSED. A sound had reached my ears.

It came from the dark hall, a low
monotonous murmur, a woman’s voice
muttering weirdly in coaxing, reiterated
commands, and a man’s voice replying in a
throaty half-whimper - an eerie mumbling
like something forced by necromancy from
dead lips.

Instantly I turned, but Lilly clung to me.

“Willis, Willis, you mustn’t—"

“Mustn’t 1?” | grated, rudely shoving her
back. “You stay here and keep quiet or I’ll

tear the roof off this damned place!”

Then | strode softly into the hall and
crept toward the door of Faustine’s bedroom,
from which the queer sounds were coming.
Stooping, | applied my eye to the keyhole,
and though my range of vision was limited,
what | saw was enough to curdle my blood
and conjure visions of the witches who
dragged the dying from battlefields to use
them as horrible mediums of communication
with the dead.

For on Faustine’s bed, stretched out as if
for burial, lay the bulky form of Sam
Fleagle, utterly still. His flabby face, the
color of a spoiled oyster, was beaded with
death sweat, his glassy eyes staring
unseeingly at the she-monster poised above
him.

Crouched there in loose negligee,
Faustine was like a feeding cat. Her
vampire-face was thrust forward and down,
small teeth gleaming as she articulated
words in a husky, commanding whisper.

“Speak, speak, | tell you! What did he
say? What did Porter Bruton say? Speak up,
or I’ll beat you black and blue while you lie
there helpless.”

And feebly, the thick blubbery lips of
Sam Fleagle began to move. “Don’t . . .
leave me in peace ... I don’t know . ..”

“You do know!” Sudden savagery blazed
in her. Her clawed white hands shot forward,
long pointed fingers burying themselves in
the gray folds of his throat, while a look of
fiendish hate transfixed her painted face.
“Tell me, or I’'ll—"

She got no further because | had stood all
| could stand. Kicking the door open, I
lunged in.

She whirled, agile as a startled cat, and
sprang to meet my rush. White arms shot
round me and all the lean, warm, supple
strength of her body was exerted against me.
The smile that wreathed her face was
horrible in its wild, fawning appeal, as her
hot breath laved my face in frantic whispers.
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“Willis, Willis, go out! You can’t
interrupt—you mustn’t, not now. Ill
explain—Ilater—but leave now. Go back to
Lilly. Don’t leave her alone.” Lilly’s name
coming from her lips broke my spell of
madness. | pushed her off, grabbed her thin
shoulders instead of her throat, and shook
her.

“You won’t trick me, you hell-cat!” I
snarled. “What have you done to Sam?
Poisoned him like you and Macklin poisoned
Porter Bruton?”

“But | didn’t, I didn’t! Oh, Willis, give
me time to explain. Go back to Lilly now,
and—"

“I’ll go when I’ve choked the truth out of
you, when I’ve—"

UDDENLY | stiffened. From the front

of the house had come a shrill scream—
Lilly’s voice in a pulsing jet of terror.
Releasing Faustine, 1 whirled, saw instantly
that the front of the house was dark now,
heard other sounds mingled with Lilly’s
cries. Staggering toward the door, my
nostrils caught a whiff of that brimstone
odor, and as | lurched into the hall, a
glowing blotch that seemed wreathed in
greenish flame catapulted from the living
room into the hall, bearing a wild, screaming
bundle that | knew to be my fiancée.

“Lilly, I'm coming!” 1 yelled and
charged toward the monstrous thing now
vanishing through the front door of the
house.

I reached it before the screen had time to
slam back on his exit, but my rashness cost
me dearly. As | shot through, | saw too late
the black shapes lurking at the porch edges
rise and surge toward me.

The next moment | met the impact of
their giant, muscular bodies, slammed my
fists madly at a swimming nightmare of
black gargoyle faces, and then collapsed
weakly as a huge fist, like a club covered
with brine-soaked leather, smashed against

my temple in a blow that hammered me into
oblivion.

I woke up in darkness to find myself the
core of what seemed to be a bristling, tight-
wrapped cocoon, and which proved to be a
stout rope wound in galling coils about my
body. I rolled over and saw a penciled line of
light under a closed door. I made out a
whitish bundle near me.

“Lilly?” I whispered hoarsely.

“l don’t know where she is,” it was
Faustine Grenfel’s voice that answered.

“Where are we?” | asked, recovering
from my surprise.

“In your crematorium, in a closet off
from the furnace room,” she answered. “The
black men brought us here.”

My brain was a whirling confusion; |
couldn’t make sense out of anything, least of
all why Faustine was here, tied and
imprisoned too.

“That’s odd,” | said, “because | thought
the black men were your pals—yours and
Macklin’s. How do they happen to be
working with this devil masquerading as
Porter Bruton?”

“Masquerading?” she asked. “l wish |
thought so. The Negroes don’t. That’s why
they obey him in terror. They knew he was
dead and burned, yet they saw him come
back and kill their master. They don’t
understand a magic that terrible. I no longer
have any influence over them at all.”

“Then you admit you were Macklin’s
accomplice in whatever it was he did to
Porter Bruton?”

“Of course. And I’ll tell you why. Porter
Bruton murdered my father!”

“Murdered your father?”

“Yes. Poisoned him with nitrobenzine,
and when that didn’t kill quickly enough,
shoved him from the window,”

“But | thought you were in love with
Porter.”

“So did he,” she said. “And | was, until |
began to suspect what he had done. You see,
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he wanted to steal Father’s secret because he
was in love with Lilly and hoped to win her
from you.”

“Yes,” | said, “but what’s that got to do
with this madness you’ve been spreading
among those crazed students?”

AUSTINE sighed.

“Oh, they aren’t crazed,” she said.
“They’re just a lot of silly sheep; they’ll
come out of it. What | did was done to
discover the witness to my father’s murder.
You see, | was the first one to rush up to the
laboratory after he had fallen from the
window and, as | reached the upper hall,
someone—I couldn’t identify him—went
scuttling away from the keyhole. Later,
when | suspected Porter of murdering Father
and faking that note, | remembered the
incident.

“So when Dennis Macklin came back
and | told him, he suggested the scheme to
find out who the witness to the murder had
been. With his help, | treated those kids to a
lot of faked witch-craft, and | got the boys |
suspected off one at a time, doped them with
sodium amytal—you know it’s used
sometimes as a truth serum—and while they
were half-conscious, questioned them until |
found the one who had seen it.

“It turned out to be Willy Richmond.
He’d seen the crime, but had been too scared
of Porter to tell. We had already slipped
Father’s body out of the mausoleum and had
had his vital organs chemically analyzed and
found the nitrobenzine. But, of course, that
wasn’t proof enough.”

“But once you had Richmond’s
confession, why didn’t you go to the
police?”

“The testimony of a spy at a keyhole,”
she said, “might not have sounded
convincing to a jury. We were taking no
chances with Porter’s paying for that hellish
crime. Once we had the proof, Dennis got
him into the cemetery and delivered an

ultimatum. Porter, of course, didn’t know
that 1 had helped get the proof. Dennis told
him that he would give him the chance to kill
himself—otherwise, he would stand trial for
the crime. By killing himself he could save
not only his own name, but his father would
be spared the scandal Porter agreed to take
that way out.”

“But what did he do?”

“l don’t know,” she said. “When | saw
his face at that window tonight, | suspected
some sort of trickery. That’s why | lured
Sam Fleagle off, drugged him and
questioned him. | thought maybe he, and
even you and Tom Carlin might have aided
in some hoax. But I got nothing out of him.
But Porter must have intended some trick, or
he wouldn’t have written me that note.
Thinking 1 was still in love with him, he
counted on me to interrupt that cremation—"

“Wait a minute!” | said: “It could have
been done—granted that his father and Sam
Fleagle were working with him. While Tom
and | were taking you out, he could have
crawled but of the coffin and substituted that
body that was stolen from a pauper’s grave
last night. | suppose he figured that if you
failed him, his father could still cause some
scene to get us away. Then later, of course,
Sam Fleagle faked his voice to scare me—"

“But old Dr. Bruton,” she interrupted,
“can you believe that he would have—"

Her voice broke off as a sound from the
outer room reached our ears. It was the
opening and closing of a door, and then
muffled voices, one which | recognized as
Sam Fleagle’s.

“You tricked me into it, lied to me. Now
there’s been murder, and by God, you’ll
answer—" Fleagle was growling.

Worming myself forward, | butted my
head against the door. It must not have been
closed tightly, for it swung open a few
inches, and | stared out to see Sam Fleagle,
wild-haired and with a dazed look from the
drug Faustine had administered still in his
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eyes, holding old Dr. Bruton by the collar as
a terrier might hold a rat.

“But | didn’t know, Sam,” Dr. Bruton
was gasping. “I didn’t know—"

“Sam!” | called. “Come here and get
these ropes off me!”

The crematorium superintendent whirled,
goggled a moment, then released old Bruton
and started toward me. But he hadn’t taken
three steps when the door behind him swung
open. Framed in its dark rectangle stood the
grisly specter of Porter Bruton. Behind him
loomed the shadowy forms and white-eyed
faces of Macklin’s witch-men.

CHAPTER V
Burning Doom

AM had heard it, and he heeled round

again, as the fiend followed by his fear-
enslaved henchmen, stepped into the room. |
saw him clearly then, and knew that there
could no longer be any doubt that he was
really Porter Bruton. | could see now that the
burning and blackening was not real, being a
skillful camouflage of colored putty,
greasepaint, collodion, and phosphorescent
paint to cause the glow. But there was no
comfort in that. The fiend alive was more
terrible and dangerous than his ghost might
have been.

With a curse, Sam Fleagle sprang at him.
But quick as a flash, the murderer whirled,
snatched from the hands of one of the witch-
men a fire extinguisher, and leveled it at
Sam’s rushing figure. At a pressure of the
plunger a white jet leaped out, caught Sam
Fleagle in mid-rush, and as the murderous
spray spurted against his face and chest, he
fell back with the scream of a tortured
animal, flailing his thick arms, stumbling,
crumpling to the floor, a writhing, burning
mass of agony.

Deliberately then the killer stepped
nearer, aimed another blast at his shrieking

victim, and at the same time | identified that
acrid, brimstone smell and knew what had
happened to Macklin, too. That fire
extinguisher was loaded with sulphuric acid!

The stark brutality of the act had
apparently stunned old Bruton, but now he
came out of his daze, made a stumbling step
toward his son.

“Porter, Porter,” he quavered, “are you
mad? When | was forced into helping you, it
was only to save your life. And even though
| suspected that your story that Grenfel’s
death was the accidental result of a struggle
was a lie, my father’s love could not deny
you.
“l helped you fake death with that drug,
and signed your death certificate. | guarded
your body from observation, bribed this poor
man you have just killed to help me
substitute the stolen body for yours and later
fake your cry from the flames. But you
swore that once your life was saved, you’d
leave and never come back.” Is this my
reward—this orgy of murder?”

Porter stared at him coldly, his travesty
of a face twisted in a sneer.

“This orgy of murder, as you call it,” he
said, “was as necessary as the other. These
people knew too much, and I couldn’t leave
tattling tongues behind me. But I’'m nearly
through now. I’ve got money and a car ready
to carry me to the border, and most
important of all, I’ve got locked in my head
the secret that Grenfel died for. In another
land, under another name, that secret will
make me the greatest scientist in the world.
I’m perfectly safe, because I’'m officially
dead. And the only ones who knew my
secret are dead, too—or soon will be. All but
Lilly who shall go with me.”

“My God! You won’t take her?”

Porter Bruton leered. “She’s drugged and
safely hidden in a coffin in a certain locked
mausoleum, waiting like the sleeping
princess for me to come and carry her away.
And don’t think she won’t go; she won’t be
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able to help it. She’ll stay with me, too, if it
means drugging her for the rest of her life.”

For a moment the old man stood aghast.
Then a wild look came over his quivering
face.

“You beast!” he shrilled. “I’ll strangle
you with my own hands!” And he sprang.

Agile as a bullfighter, Porter Bruton
leaped aside, and as his father lurched past
him, brutally slugged him with the fire
extinguisher, coldly watched him crumple,
twitching, to the floor.

CURSED under my breath. Through it

all 1 had been fighting with the coils of
rope that bound me. But even the burst of
savage strength which the revelation of
Lilly’s doom inspired, was not enough to
free me. And now the monster turned to lock
the door and bark a command at his black
slaves, one of whom started toward the
closet where Faustine and | lay helpless.

Rolling over on my back, | flung myself
upright and with a desperate heave got my
knees under me and straightened to my feet.
But swaying there, | realized that | was still
as helpless as ever. Then | thought of the
switchboard on the left wall. Maybe if I
could switch the lights off there would be
some bare chance to escape in the confusion.

Blindly I lunged toward the switchboard,
felt my head butt a handle, felt the blue
flames crackle in my hair. But it wasn’t the
right switch; the lights stayed on. And now
the big Negro sprang in and dragged me
back.

I struggled, writhed, butted at him with
my head, but it was no use. Flinging me over
his shoulder, he carried me out and dumped
me to the floor. There I lay, panting, staring
up into Porter Bruton’s leering face. Death
was only moments away, | knew, and a fight
was not even possible. Wildly | began
pleading with him for Lilly.

It was futile. The deadly coldness of his
eyes told me that, and when a sudden

scraping sound on the cement floor caused
me to fling my head around, | realized the
doom that awaited me. One of the black men
was dragging a coffin from the storeroom!

Blind panic gripped me then. As the
second Negro darted toward me | began to
squirm and heave and pitch like a caterpillar
in an ant bed. Now the other Negro joined
his mate, and the two of them laid hands on
me. But my last buckling leap had thrown
me across the corpse of Sam Fleagle, and my
hands, behind my back, seized his coat and
clung.

The acid with which his clothes and
corroding tissues were saturated burned into
my wrists and arms. But | didn’t mind; it
was the thought of that coffin, of where it
was going that drove my brain toward
madness.

But Bruton grew impatient.

“Get him in there! We’ve got the girl to
deal with, too!” he growled, and striding
over, he slammed the empty extinguisher
against my head.

It didn’t knock me out. | don’t believe
anything could have knocked me out then.
But it stunned me for the moment necessary
for them to lift me and fling me into the
coffin. When they slammed the lid tight and
| felt myself lifted, felt the carriage moving
beneath me and suddenly heard the motors
begin to sing their weird tune and heard the
flames blast into the oven chamber, | tasted
hell.

Then | felt it—the first blast of that
terrific heat. Bruton had started the fire
before shoving me in, wanting to hear me
scream, | suppose. And scream | did. Yet
even then, the thought of Lilly, lying
drugged at the mercy of this fiend, was more
agonizing than my own fate.

The carriage slammed against the front
of the oven; the awful heat, blasting through
the coffin walls, set the blood in my head
boiling. I shrieked, beat my head against the
coffin lid; and as | heaved up, the coils of the
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rope, eaten through by the acid, parted. My
arms came free—came free too late to help
me, adding instead a final fillip of ironic
horror to what seemed my certain doom.

UT something had happened. That last

heave must have jolted the coffin
sideward, for hands lifted it to steady it, and
in the brief instant in which | felt them tense
for the forward shove, I flung my whole
weight sideward and slammed head and
shoulders against the coffin’s side.

It. tottered—and fell! Crashing edgewise
to the floor, the catches of the lid came
loose, and | was scrambling out, flinging
myself upright to meet Porter Bruton’s
charge.

He swung at me with the fire
extinguisher, but | ducked the blow. My
weight thudded against him and my clawed
hands caught his throat. He fell backward
and | went down on top of him. Before the
Negroes could spring to his aid, | bellowed
into his purpling face.

“Keep them off or I’ll strangle you
before they can drag me away!” | shouted.

I let up a little on the throat pressure, and
he gasped a command that caused the blacks
to freeze in their tracks. Then he snarled at
me.

“All right, kill me! But they’ll kill you
then, and Faustine, too. And what will
happen to Lilly? Think of her, waking up
buried alive in that coffin in the locked
mausoleum!”

My hands, my whole rage-quivering
body went rigid at that. It was the most
horrible moment of all. To have
miraculously escaped the flames, only to be
faced with this ghastly choice! But then, was
there a choice? Even if Lilly died in the
shrieking delirium of the buried-alive, it was
better than a lifetime of drugged slavery to
this fiend.

With an animal snarl, | fell on him again,
and this time my hate-steeled fingers sank to

the bone in his throat. He screamed, and the
black men sprang. | ducked, pressed harder,
knowing it was the end, knowing I must kill
before I was killed.

But before they reached me, four rapid
blasts of gunfire punctuated the din,
followed by high-pitched howls of pain. |
straightened, saw with incredulous eyes the
witch-men groveling on the floor while Tom
Carlin, smoking gun in hand, was lunging
toward me.

“Tom, how did you happen—" | began.

“The lights,” he said. “Didn’t you mean
to signal?”

“Lights?” I blinked. “I tried to cut them
off, but—"

“But you got the wrong switch,” Tom
said with a flash of sudden understanding.
“You idiot, I’m talking about the lights that
flood the grounds and building. I saw them
on and came to see what was wrong.”

Things got a little shaky and confused
after that, but one thought was still dominant
in my mind. Tom told me later how I
stumbled up with a mumbled, “Get Faustine
to explain—" and staggered out.

I’m glad no one saw me then, for | must
have looked the part of a mad ghoul, roving
through the dark graveyard with an axe | had
picked up somewhere. But | found what I
sought—in the Grenfel vault—and when |
smashed the coffin-lock and lifted her limp
body out and held it against me to feel that
faint heartbeat, sanity seemed to return to me
for the first time in hours.

HE came out of it all right, though we

never learned exactly what he had used
to drug her—perhaps the same drug he used
on himself. Dr. Bruton hinted of some
African drug which Porter had mixed with
other chemicals. But Porter never told
because he took cyanide before he could be
brought to trial—and this time he really died.

Old Dr. Bruton was excused for his part
in the plot. He had not dreamed, when he
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aided in the deception, that his son had
planned more than an escape to save his life.
And his attack on the fiend at the last had
redeemed him.

Dead Sam Fleagle had been likewise a
blind tool of the killer, having fallen for a
tale that Porter was trying to escape murder
at the hands of Macklin, and had allowed
himself to be bribed into stealing the
pauper’s corpse and helping with the
substitution.

Oakvale is a quiet suburb again, though
to say it has completely recovered from the
horror might not be strictly true. Business
isn’t so good at the crematorium, though
Lilly and I, staid married people now, assure
ourselves that things will soon pick up.

That, however, isn’t what bothers me.
What bothers me is myself. I let morbid
thoughts prey on my mind too much. You
see we never did know just what it was that
Professor Grenfel had discovered. The
chances are he was simply crazed from
overwork when he made that statement
about the dead not really being dead at all
until they’re killed in graves and ovens and
with embalmers’ knives.

And Porter Bruton may have deluded
himself into believing it, and that he knew
the secret, too. But that’s not the point. The
point is that if you can’t quit thinking about
it, you’d better get out of the business I’'m in.
So it’s pretty likely that I’ll sell out my
interest to Tom Carlin, and try my hand at
something else.



