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THE road was wide and well-surfaced, as it would
have to be for the trucks I had seen back there in Roton, the huge
green tank trucks that brought their loads of Neosite fifty miles
to the nearest railroad. But on either side the light of my
headlamps sprayed out into a blank nothingness, and when the way
curved their beam swept over flat swampland, vacant and desolate.
The humid air, too, was heavy with a rank miasma, an odor of
putrescence. I felt seeping away from me the elation with which I
had started toward the biggest job of my career, the
superintendency, no less, of the plant whose cheap and
super-efficient product was driving other motor fuels from the
market. I tried to shrug off my growing depression, but it weighed
on me more and more heavily as the car that had been waiting for me
at the shipping point bored on into the night.

The highway lifted in a gradual rise whose crest was sharply
defined against the pale glimmer of an overcast sky. A chemical
engineer should have no imagination, but I had to fight off an
eerie feeling that there, just ahead, was the end of the world;
that beyond was sheer emptiness. My skin prickled as I saw a
formless black excrescence on that ominous skyline, a black and
brooding blob of too solid shadow...Then I neared and the
anomalous bulk took on human contour. Almost involuntarily my foot
lifted from the gas pedal, shifted to the brake and slowed the car
to a stop. I leaned out.

The fellow my headlight revealed was seated on the ground at the
roadside, his long thin arms clasped around gangling, up-bent
knees. I judged him to be young, about eighteen, but there was
ageless vapidity in his leathery, hollow-cheeked face, dull
incuriousness that was not youthful in the lackluster eyes with
which he met my own. I could read not even the intelligence of an
animal in his countenance; somehow it was flat and featureless as
the very swamp from which he appeared to have sprung.

"How far to Newville, buddy?" I called to explain my halt.

He looked at me, unblinking. He didn't reply, but the narrow rim
of his forehead wrinkled under his stringy, unkempt black hair. I
repeated my question in a louder voice, as if mere noise could
penetrate his stupidity.

"Five er ten mile." His husky voice was quite inflectionless and
his lips scarcely moved.

"Thanks." I couldn't keep the sarcasm out of my tone. "That
tells me a lot." I might as well have spared the effort; he seemed
already to have forgotten my presence, was staring unseeingly
through my car. I trod on the starter button...

Then, from somewhere beyond, a moaning wail sounded—low,
muffled, but vibrant with an agony that was somehow
uncomprehending. Like the plaint of a hurt cat it welled in a
crescendo of suffering.

"Good Lord!" I gritted. "What's that?"

"Mom."

The youth showed not the slightest flicker of interest.

I tried to peer into the blank wall of darkness past my
headlights. "What's the matter with her?" I asked.

"Nothin'. It's 'Lije. He's dyin'."

"'Lije?"

"M' brother." There was a slight tinge of expression in his tone
this time, of exasperation at my continued questioning.

I switched the car lights off. The wail came
again—unutterably sorrowful. The blackness faded. I saw a
bulk of darker shadow, ahead and to the left of the road, and a
pale rectangle of flickering yellow luminance that might be a
window. "Maybe she needs help," I said sharply. "A doctor."

"Ain't no doctor kin stop the Peelin's. Ain't no doctor nigher'n
Roton anyways." He sat like a clod, motionless, uncaring.

I slid to the ground and made for what was now defined as a
crazily leaning hut. Maybe I wouldn't do any good, but I couldn't
go on without finding out. I'm not built that way.

My feet sank into soft, sucking mire, found a narrow path of
muddy but firmer ground. There was no lock on the drab door of
unpainted rough boards and I pulled it open. A stench of decayed
food, human filth, was febrilely warm around me. There was another
scent, pungent and foul, that I could not identify. I stepped into
a cluttered, grimy room where one feeble candle flickered on a
debris strewn table. The beastlike wailing twisted me to a
corner.

The woman was on her knees, crouched over what was at my first
glance a flat pile of dirt-colored rags. The garment she wore was
pulled tight over the abject curve of her back and I could trace
the humped line of her spine showing through. Her hair was
scraggly, streaked black and gray; and broken, black-rimmed
fingertips curved claw-like over the thin lines of her
shoulders.

Apparently she had not heard my entrance. I moved toward her, my
lips parting to speak. And froze as I glimpsed that over which she
moaned.

It wasn't a face on that pallet of rags, not such a face as even
the foulest of nightmares could present. Nor was it a skull. That
at least is bone, clean and dead. This was stripped clear of flesh,
except where some blackened shreds still clung, but the bared
muscles were there, and white threadings of nerves, and there was a
quivering of agonized life over the blurred surface. The eyelids
were gone. From the dark pits they should have covered, sightless
balls stared a chalky, translucent white. Seared lip edges were
eaten raggedly away from a yellow, rotted grin. And the head had
neither nose nor ears. The rest, mercifully, was hidden from sight
by a dirt-crusted, tattered blanket.

I must have made some sound, though I was not aware of it, for
the woman turned. Had it not been for the other, her countenance
might have inspired horror in me, so lined with suffering, so
emaciated it was. Strands of bedraggled, grimy hair fell across her
brow, and from behind them her eyes glittered, rat-like. Something
like a rat, too, there was in the furtive startlement of her
expression, in the snarling lift of her thin lips.

"What d'yer want?" she squeaked.

"Your son told me you were in trouble," I managed to
speak—steadily, I hoped. "Is there anything I can do?"

"Who're you?"

"Thorndal's new superintendent. I was—" The blaze of hate
in her face cut me off. She leaped to her feet and shrieked:

"Thorndal! Git out! Thet's whut yer kin do. Git out o' here.
He's done ernough ter me, he an' his devils!" She snatched up a
carving knife from the table. "Git out 'fore I fergit I'm a
God-fearin' woman an' use this on yer."

I dodged to the door. "But—but—"

"But nothin'. Ye'll git th' other too—Zeke'll be thar
tomorrer! But he ain't yers yit. Not ternight." She lunged at me,
the knife sweeping in a long arc, and I dived out, slamming the
ramshackle panel behind me. I missed the path, and as I floundered
through the patch of swamp between hovel and road the door flung
open behind me. "I hope yer mother has to look at yer," the virago
shrilled after me, "a month from terday." Cackling, obscene
laughter rattled in the dark.

I lurched into my car, kicked blindly at the starter. The
roadside watcher, Zeke, had not moved, had not even turned his head
to the clamor. But he spoke now, above the roar of my motor, and I
throttled down to listen to him.

"Thar wuz a nut loose on yer license plate," he said. "I fixed
it."

Gears rasped and I hurtled away from there as if ten thousand
devils from Hell pursued me.
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THE road along which I fled curved in a long line,
dipped, and rose again. The land to the left rose with it, and here
and there a tree showed, gaunt and somehow solitary against the
brooding quarter-light of the horizon. I realized that the ground
must be firmer here, firm enough to support the stills and gigantic
retorts shown on the blueprints Andrew Thorndal had displayed to
me.

He hadn't told me much about the process in the interview at
which I had been engaged, at a salary startling in these days of
slow recovery. There were non-patentable steps, he had explained,
in the manufacture of Neosite that his competitors would pay hugely
to purloin. "I'll go over the whole thing thoroughly when you get
out to Newville," he had rumbled. "Where I can make sure the
secrets won't be blabbered."

There had been a challenge, and a threat, in his steely eyes
when he had said that across our luncheon table at the Chemist's
Club in New York. I had met the challenge frankly. "My first
principle is loyalty to my employers, Mr. Thorndal," I had
responded. "Through self-interest if nothing else. A man in my
profession who does not adhere to that policy finds his career
ended very quickly."

The full lips had hardened grimly under his close-clipped gray
mustache. "Stick to that, Sutton," he said, "and we'll get along.
Otherwise—we're pretty well cut off from the world at
Newville and I have my own methods of dealing
with—traitors."

Cut off was right! I had asked him why there was no railroad
spur to the plant. Even then it seemed to me his reply was evasive.
Newville was surrounded by a thirty-five mile stretch of bottomless
swamp land; there were no other factories or towns in the region.
But the tremendous production of his own industry would have
rendered a one-track branch line profitable, and the well-built
highway along which I was now journeying could not have presented
any lesser engineering difficulties than the building of a
railroad. I wondered now whether his isolation was not
deliberate.

And my thoughts returned to the scene I had just left. The
flesh-stripped face of the dying man had not vanished from my
inward vision; it will, I am afraid, never entirely disappear. What
disease could have produced that condition? I am somewhat of an
amateur physician—one has to be in the outlands to which my
work takes me—but I could think of none. It wasn't
leprosy—that turns the sloughing tissue an unholy white. Cold
rippled along my backbone. Was it a disease at all?

A cluster of lights came into view ahead. This must be Newville,
the small town Thorndal had built for his truck-drivers and skilled
mechanics. My headlight picked up a barrier across the road,
striped black and white for visibility, a tall, green-uniformed
figure standing in front of it. I skidded to a stop, and the guard
came alongside my running-board. There was a revolver in the hand
he lifted to the sill of the open window to my left, and his
heavy-jowled visage glowered forbiddingly.
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