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          I. — SPECTRE AT THE WHEEL!




          IT was after the stop at River Eddy that Nona Blake realized she was the only woman in the bus. Exhaustion had conquered her, and she had been asleep, curled up under her coat, in the rearmost seat. The bustle at the last settlement before the road started its long, steep climb up Buzzard Mountain had only dazedly roused her, and then the burring rumble of the huge conveyance, getting under way again, had merged with troubled dreams—with oblivion...




          A sudden fierce terror blasted her awake, jerked her upright with a force that was not volition, tore her throat with a scream that she just barely choked off before it found utterance.




          Her hand flew to her bosom, panic rocking her lest something had happened to the precious ampule that was the reason for her frenzied rush to the city. Thank God! It was still there between her breasts, where she had thrust it for safety. It was there, a thin-walled vial of fragile glass that meant life for Dan—Would she be in time? Was he still raving, bloated and mindless in the grip of a strange and terrible fever, in their honeymoon camp on Glimmer Lake? Or...?




          Her fingers curling on the leather of the seat-top in front of her, Nona stared into the long, vague reach of the bus' interior, somehow eerie under the dim luminance of the single flickering bulb in its ceiling. What was wrong? What uncanny change had occurred that set her heart thumping against its caging ribs?




          For a moment there was only the swish of the leaves against the window at her side, the rattle of twigs as the darksome forest crowded close to the narrow trail—only the pound of rushing wheels beneath and an overpowering dread, a feeling of impending doom. Then Nona was aware that all she could see of the other passengers in the line ahead was a row of rounded, black hat-crowns, one to each double seat. Uncannily, they were all alike—all exactly alike and all swaying identically with the motion of the bus. Right, left—right, left, they rocked in perfect unison, as though an invisible stiff rod ran through to fix them in an immutable rhythm. Even the driver, raised slightly above the general level, was in the grip of that queer penduluming...




          The driver! As Nona's wide-eyed, burning gaze came to him her scalp tightened, was a taut cap squeezing her skull. For his jaunty uniform cap was replaced by a round-crowned hat like those others—a black hat whose broad, turned-down brim wholly hid his head. Good Lord! His shoulders were enveloped by a funereal, voluminous cloak whose wide sleeves, flapping from his crooked arms, were like great, Stygian wings. He was crouched over the wheel, immovable except for that outer sway, grotesquely perched there like a huge bat—and his hands on the wheel rim were clawed, grey talons..!




          THE bus lurched, flung Nona against the window. For an instant she peered out into impenetrable darkness, into a tar-barrel murk that lay solid against the glass and rapped for admittance with the trees' tiny fingers. Then she twisted, pulling herself back...




          The seats across the aisle were tenanted by a row of black-hatted, black-cloaked figures as exactly alike as images seen in the infinite vista of facing mirrors. Each was a hunched, inky blot in his cubicle, each rocked—right, left; right, left—in precise accord with the others, and each was without sign of life save for that swaying. But the girl could see the jet-shrouded form of the one directly opposite, and the one next in front of him. She could see their faces...




          These too, reproduced one another in every minutest detail—duplicated one another, and duplicated horror. They were still, terribly still, without the slightest flicker of expression, and without color. A uniform grey invested the thin straight lips, the sunken cheeks, the pinched nostrils, the pointed chins lying livid against the inky folds of the swathing, shapeless cloaks. Bloodless, hueless, utterly immobile, the dull, light-swallowing gloss coating those weird countenances was the complexion of death, the patina of corruption that films the skin of corpses...




          But these grim companions of her midnight journey were not corpses. Rigid as they were, so that their incredible bodies rocked as a whole—right, left; right, left—they were yet somehow palpitant with an unmistakable aura of evil sentience, of gruesome beingness that was life of a kind, though not life as we know it. Their very lack of movement was a somber menace flowing from them, filling the hurtling, dim bus, and billowing about Nona as an almost tangible miasma of throbbing, icy fear.




          She pulled in a gasping, hot breath. That menace pierced her soul, quivered in every cell of her slight body, numbed every nerve and muscle, with a queasy, nightmare paralysis. She could not move, she could not cry out. She could only gaze with a tortured, affrighted stare at the sable specters.




          Slowly she became aware that, from the Stygian shadow under their wide hat-brims, they in turn were watching her—from eyes deep-sunk in hollow sockets, from eyes that should be blind and yet appallingly were not...




          Through the pound and rumble of the rushing vehicle another sound penetrated to Nona's ears, the roar of a mountain torrent leaping over the brink of a precipice, tumbling into space. Underneath, loose boards of bridge clattered, and the noise impacted on the girl with a new terror. For there was no bridge on the road to Glimmer Lake! It went over no stream!




          The bus had missed its route and she was being carried around the other side of the mountain. By now it might be miles from where the path began that twisted through the forest to where Doctor Abaddon battled death for the soul of the man she loved. Battled death with hopeless, futile remedies and waited for the weapon she was bringing, the serum that alone, he had said, could save Dan.




          Miles, minutes, even seconds, might decide that issue between death and life! The thought seared across her brain, pulled her to her feet, rasped her dry throat with a shrill cry. "Stop! You're going the wrong way," she cried, or started to...




          A glare exploded in her face, blinding her, jamming her scream to silence. It flicked out; was replaced by the dimmed yellow lights of an approaching car. The bus' headlamp painted with white luminance a road that was a narrow, up-pitched shelf clinging to an almost vertical cliff looming to immeasurable, thicketed heights on the left and plunging to an awful abyss on the right. It brought out in vivid relief the descending auto, the open-mouthed, startled face of a woman; the contorted countenance of a man wrestling with his wheel. For an instant the broad frame of the windshield framed that vision. There was no room to pass! Instinct braced Nona for the shock of clamping brakes. The floor leaped forward under her, slammed her down into her seat. There was a crash ahead, followed by a thin scream. Glass smashed. The bus rocked, steadied to the road, rocketed on. Momentarily, from the chasm to the right, a shout echoed hollowly, and Nona thought she could distinguish the whistle of air parted by an awful mass plummeting down into black depths. Then there was no longer any sound but the roar of the catapulting wheels beneath and the creaking of the bus body that kept tune to the swaying of its macabre cargo and a moaning whimper somewhere near.




          With the strange inconsequence of a racked mind clutching at tiny straws to keep itself from drowning in unutterable horror, Nona's attention seized that small whimper. She heard it again...




          The collision, the hurling of the lighter car down into an inferno of lightless death, had been no accident. There had been time, ample time, for the operator of the bus to stop. The double murder had been deliberate.




          THE black-cloaked figures had not stirred. The bat-like driver had not moved. But the speed of the bus had increased. It was roaring up, up into the blackness of the forest-covered mountain, and the thunder of its passage reverberated within the ill-lit interior, like the booming crash of wild drums hammering madness into her reeling brain.




          To what doom was she being carried? What monstrous rendezvous was it to which the spectral chauffeur hurled his wheeled thunderbolt and its eerie load? What lay up there, on the tree-cloaked summit of Buzzard Mountain, what Walpurgis gathering waited above the clouds?




          Nona plucked at the frayed leather where she was heaped and whimpered once more. This weird plight was only the climax of a curious fatality that had turned anticipated bliss into a long torture. Dan and she had sought solitude, the whispering benediction of the primeval forest for their honeymoon. At River Eddy their roadster had skidded, a wheel had crashed against a boulder, been smashed beyond repair. Undaunted, they had piled their baggage aboard the daily bus that followed Sparrow Hawk Road, had carried it on straining backs up a steep trail, and pitched their tent beside the lonely ripple of Glimmer Lake.




          Gathering wood for their first fire, she had twisted her ankle. Dan had carried her into the tent, had made her comfortable on the army cot. Hot compresses applied through the night had reduced the swelling, but in the morning she still could not walk. She had insisted on Dan's leaving her. He had vanished into the forest, climbing toward the summit of the mountain.




          Noon came and went, and he had not returned. After an eternity of half-mad anxiety she had struggled out of bed. Her weight had sent fiery agony darting through her injured leg. She had staggered, fallen, had struck her head against the tent pole, and the blow had stunned her.




          When consciousness had returned the lake was bloody with the rays of sunset. A voice came to her, a hoarse, loud voice shouting unintelligibly from somewhere outside. Nona crawled to the entrance, saw Dan silhouetted against the sunset sky, waving wild arms above his head and mouthing obscenities. She called to him. At first he had paid no attention, then he came, stumbling, wavering, reeling.




          He pitched headlong to the ground beside her, rolled, twisting in the throes of some fierce anguish. He stared at her with pain-crazed eyes from a face plastered with mud. His clothing was in tatters, ripped from his stalwart frame by thorns and brambles. Coiling around one bronzed arm there had been a rubescent, angry weal, the flesh puckering about it.




          Somehow Nona quieted the raving man, somehow got him onto the cot. How her small strength had accomplished that she never knew. She stripped him, bathed the mud from him, while his tossing subsided and a deathly lethargy took its place. His skin was torrid to her touch, burning with fever.




          By that time full night had come. Nona was at the end of her small resources, but she dared not leave Dan to summon aid. To hobble down the path to the road, down the road to the hamlet, would have taken her hours, perhaps all night. In the meantime he would die, he would be sure to die—alone in the wilds. She dropped to her knees and brow on the cot edge, she prayed...




          A RUSTLE in the underbrush, a form in the parting of the tent, had come like an answer to her desperate, despairing plea. The man was tall, gaunt, the hair capping his age-seamed, sharp countenance white except for a single ebony lock sweeping straight back across the center of his scalp. Nona surged to her feet, a rush of anguished words tumbling from her lips.




          But the newcomer raised a hand. "There is someone ill here," he intoned, "and I am a physician. I am Doctor Abaddon." He came in, his long stride soundless, and went straight to Dan. In her extremity Nona did not think to question him, nor to wonder how he had arrived in such mysterious timely response to her prayer for help. How did he know? How was it that, in these uninhabited wilds, he was carrying the long black satchel he opened to reveal gleaming instruments, a pocketed row of small bottles? At his direction, she brought icy water from the lake, wrung cloths in it, helped him administer a round white pellet—watched him through the long night as Dan's fever waned...




          But in the morning the patient had babbled again, and his lips, his cheeks, were dough-white, swollen, his body bloated. Dr. Abaddon turned to her. "I cannot do any more with what I have here. It is only a question of time—unless..."




          "Unless what?" Mona choked. "Is there anything I can get, anything at all that will save him?"




          Abaddon shrugged. "If you can make the bus, get into the city, get right back—it will take all day—perhaps I * can keep him alive till then. There is an injection..."




          "I'll go. Of course I'll go. What are you waiting for? Write down what you want, tell me where to get it..."




          Pell-mell down the path she had run, flagging the bus by a breathless, fortunate second.




          The long drive into the city had been a nightmare of frustrated haste. She had bribed a taxi driver to disregard lights and traffic laws, in a mad dash to the drug house, where she had flung prescription and money at a clerk.




          The man had looked at her queerly. "Chalmoogra Oil," he had muttered. "There hasn't been any call for that in years. There's no more... I didn't know there were any more—"




          "Hurry," she had panted, interrupting. "Please hurry."




          Nona had snatched the vial he had brought out, had plunged out to her waiting cab. As she reached the coach terminal the motor of the one returning bus was roaring for its departure.




          "I was waiting for you," the driver had growled, slamming the door shut behind her. "I'm five minutes late already. Another second and I would have had to leave you behind."




          Then there had been the pounding, infinitely long ride back, the baffled urgency, weary nature asserting itself at last...




          Then had come the awakening to this macabre horror...




          NONA pounded small fists against the seat, slid out into the aisle, threw herself to her feet. Whatever these dread beings were, whatever their goal, they were carrying her away from Dan, and she would not allow it. She had to get back to him or he would die. She lurched forward, toward the haunched, oblivious driver.




          The black-cloaked beings did not move. Yet as she passed them their glances seemed to follow her, to mount at her back in a cumulative, baleful gathering of malignity.




          Nona got past the foremost one. "Stop! Let me off," she screamed, reaching for the chauffeur's shoulder. "Do you hear me, let me off!" Under the silky fabric of the black cloth, her hand felt fleshless revolting bone. She kept her grip, frantically shook the grisly thing she clutched. "Let me off."




          He rocked as a whole to her fierce shaking, but kept his grip on the wheel and the bus rushed on, climbing, climbing into the darkness, circling farther and farther from Glimmer Lake, from Dan...




          Nona whirled, reached for the ignition key in the instrument panel. Gray talons flicked from the wheel rim, clamped on her wrist. Their touch was dry, rasping, was not the touch of anything human. And it was an inhuman strength that swept her back that threw her headlong down the aisle, so that she sprawled on the heaving floor.




          She lay there, a crumpled, pitiful heap, while horror and despair ran riot through her blood, and insanity gibbered at her. In that moment, as he flung her back, her elbow had knocked off the gargoylesque driver's hat. Though his face was the same grey dead-mask as those of the others, his hair was a snow-white, sleek cap across whose center a single ebony lock swept!
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