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

“Well, thank God, that’s over,” said Mrs. Alice Pollard
Lambert, swathing her sentence in a sigh intended to convey
an impression of hard-pressed fortitude.

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having been withdrawn from her life.

“I hope to high heaven this last one satisfies him for this
spring at least,” was the petulant comment of Alfred, the
male annex of Alice.

“I’ve been waiting and waiting and waiting,” came a thin
disembodied voice from a dark corner. “Night and day I’ve
been waiting and expecting——”

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

“Alice,” complained Grandpa Lambert from the security
of his shadows, “that baggage has no respect for her elders.”

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

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

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

“Yes, Miss Daffy,” said Stella brightly.

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

“But, Miss Daffy, what shall we do about it?” asked Stella,
vainly looking for some light to guide amid the encircling
gloom.

“About what, Stella?” asked Daffy.

“This explosion, miss,” and Stella extended her hands as if
she were offering a young explosion for the inspection of
Daphne.

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

This last realistic observation was enough to effect the
untidy departure of Stella.

“Oh, Miss Daffy,” was all that maiden said.

“I do wish she would refrain from calling you by that
vulgar sobriquet,” said Mrs. Lambert.

“Why, Mother?” the daughter asked. “I am. Very. That’s
why I like myself, and that’s why I like him. He’s daffy,
too.”

She pointed in the general direction of the explosion.

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

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

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

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

“But, Mother,” protested the girl, “he has never invited
any of us to participate in one of his explosions. He’s been
very decent about it and kept them entirely to himself.”

“Most of these scientific johnnies are content with a
couple of explosions,” said Alfred, “but your uncle is never
satisfied. He seems to think that life is just one long Fourth
of July.”

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

This dire prediction struck Daphne as funny. She allowed
herself several contemplative giggles.

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

“Daphne!” Mrs. Lambert exclaimed. “You’re positively
obscene.”

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

“I have it,” she said at last. “Listen:




“Said a certain king to his queen:

‘In spots you grow far from lean.’

  ‘I don’t give a damn,

  You’ve always loved ham,’

She replied, and he said, ‘How obscene!’ ”







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

“Why, Father!” exclaimed Alfred Lambert. “You’re laughing,
actually laughing.”

“And at such a thing,” added Mrs. Lambert with deep disapproval.

“Can’t help it,” wheezed the old gentleman. “Always had
a weakness for limericks. Got a few of my own if I could
only remember them.”

He promptly fell to brooding not uncheerfully over those
lost limericks of other years.

“You old darling,” said Daffy, going over to the thin,
crouched figure. “You’ve been holding out on me.”

“Disgraceful,” sniffed Alice Pollard Lambert. “Demoralizing.”

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

“There’s one about the Persians,” the old man was saying to
his granddaughter. “Oh, a delightful thing, my dear child,
an exquisite bit of vulgarity. Of course, I couldn’t repeat it
to you. Maybe after you’re married. I’ll tell your husband,
and he’ll tell you—if he’s the right sort of a husband.”

“I’m sure Alfred never sullies my ears with such indecencies,”
said Mrs. Lambert with a rising inflection in her
overcultured voice.

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

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

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

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

“Perhaps,” agreed Alfred. “He usually comes out after he’s
had one.”

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

“But he hates to be disturbed,” went on Mrs. Lambert.
“You know how he is.”

“I know how he was,” replied Daffy. “How he is now,
God only knows.”

“Perhaps it got him this time,” suggested Grandpa Lambert,
not without a touch of complacency.

“Think we should go, Alfred?” asked his wife.

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

At this stage in the deliberations Alfred, Junior, age seventeen,
lolled into the room. He tossed his hat at a chair with
which it failed to connect. He thrust his hands deep into
his pockets and looked ugly. He confronted his mother and
began to speak in one of those voices which had it been a
face one could have instinctively slapped.

“How long am I going to be made a laughing stock out
of?” he demanded. “How long, I ask you?”

“If you asked me,” put in his sister, “I’d say as long as
a suffering world allows you to live.”

“What is it now, darling?” Mrs. Lambert asked with cloying
solicitude.

The youth laughed unpleasantly.

“You ask me that?” he exclaimed. “Does another explosion
mean nothing to you? Am I to have my friends saying,
‘That loony uncle of yours has blown up his house again’?
Am I to be made the butt of all the humor and wisecracks of
the community? Do you know what all my friends are saying?
Would you like to know?”

“No,” said Daffy. “Emphatically not.”

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

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

“Children, children,” Mrs. Lambert protested.

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

“Yes, darling,” his mother agreed. “I know how you
must feel.”

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

“Think you’re funny, don’t you?” retorted the hope of the
Lamberts.

“I do,” replied Daffy. “I am.”

“What I want to know is why does he have all these explosions?”
Alfred Lambert inquired in an injured voice. “Are
they essential to his happiness? What is he trying to prove,
anyway?”

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

“And noisy,” came from the corner.

“I’ll tell you what let’s do,” suggested Mr. Lambert with
the verve of one who has just conceived a bright and original
idea. “Let’s all go see him.”

“Why not?” replied Daffy with a slight shrug.

“All but me,” amended Grandpa Lambert. “I’ll sit here
and think up limericks. It’s safer.”

“And naughtier,” said Daffy as she led the way from the
room. “Horrid old man.”

“Wanton,” he retorted.
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From the method of progress employed by the
Lambert family, one would have gained the impression that
the correct way to approach an explosion was on tiptoe.
There was something reverential yet subduedly daring about
the small procession as it silently moved down the long
hallway leading to the laboratory. It was as if its members
were preparing themselves to gaze upon the face of an
important but erratic corpse.

Daphne alone of the expedition’s personnel was sincerely
concerned about the safety of her uncle. She had no desire to
find him scattered all over the place. Daphne was fond of
her uncle. He constituted the larger part of her world—the
more inhabitable part. Without him she would be thrust
back into the narrow confines of her immediate family.
Under such circumstances, she felt, life would hardly be
worth the effort. Hunter Hawk was for her an escape and a
revelation. He appealed to her imagination and added a small
dash of color to her rather empty days. She entertained for
him the healthily selfish devotion of her twenty-one years,
the majority of which, she decided, had been shamefully
wasted—the years before she had been brought to live in
Hunter Hawk’s home. Yet she was well aware of the fact
that he was not much of an uncle. He was neither whimsical,
dashing, nor debauched, one of which, at least, she had
gained from her voracious reading, an uncle had to be, or
else he was hardly any sort of an uncle at all. It was only
on rare occasions that this uncle of hers realized she was
alive. For the most part he went silently about his wondering
way and did strange and mysterious things with impossible-looking
instruments in the privacy of his laboratory.
Occasionally he indulged in an explosion. Daphne had come
to believe that what a periodical binge meant to some men
these explosions meant to her uncle. They served to relieve
his feelings, and she was surprised at his moderation in
confining them to only one section of the house. Quite
frequently Daphne Lambert felt like blowing up the entire
neighborhood, especially that part of it which at the time
chanced to be inhabited by her mother, father, and brother.

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

Between her grandfather and her uncle there seemed to
exist a sort of acrimonious bond of sympathy. True enough,
the old man would have gladly seen him dead and welcomed
the occasion as a pleasant interlude in the monotonous march
of time. However, this meant nothing. The old man would
have welcomed virtually anyone’s death with the exception of
his own. His son, his daughter-in-law, and the horrid results
of their combined efforts to create an heir in the semblance
of man he heartily detested. He had been forced to listen
to their conversation for too many years. For Daphne he
entertained the envious regard of the unregenerate and senile
male.

This young lady now paused with her hand on the knob
of the laboratory door.

“Perhaps we should have brought a basket,” she suggested
as she grimly surveyed the expectant faces.

“How can you!” exclaimed her mother in a tremulous
voice.

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

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

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

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

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

She hesitated and looked appraisingly about the long room.
An acquisitive light was growing in her eyes.

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

“Make a bang-up billiard room,” commented Alfred Lambert
with a trace of wistfulness in his voice. “I could entertain
my friends here.”

“Say, Mom,” demanded Junior, his tongue growing thick
with anticipation, “does it all come to us—the house and
the money and everything?”

“Everything,” replied Mrs. Lambert with crisp finality.
“All. I am his next of kin.”

“You’re his only of kin, aren’t you?” her husband demanded
in sudden alarm.

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

“Then that settles that,” said Mr. Lambert with obvious
relief. “No legal complications. Lucky for us he never
married, eh, my boy?”

Mr. Lambert slapped his son jovially on the back.

“Lucky for some poor girl,” was Junior’s bright reply.

A sound like a strangled sob, only more frustrated and
inarticulate, drifted weirdly through the room.

“Did anyone hear that?” Alice Lambert demanded with a
startled light in her eyes.

Apparently no one had.

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

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

“Of course,” she remarked, sensing the drift of the conversation
as she approached the self-congratulatory little
group, “it will be necessary for you to produce the body before
you can claim the estate. Anyone who knows his
R. Austin Freeman even sketchily must realize that corpus
delicti is one of the first essentials.”

“My God!” Alfred exclaimed. “Daphne’s right. We’ve
forgotten all about the body.”

“And perhaps there still flickers within it a small glimmer
of life,” said Daffy. “What then?”

At this uncongenial suggestion Alfred’s cheerful face
darkened perceptibly.

“He couldn’t possibly have lived through this,” he replied,
as if striving to reassure himself. “It wouldn’t be
normal.”

“He never was normal,” Mrs. Lambert observed gloomily.

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

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

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

“Oh, Hunter,” his sister began with a desperate rush.
“You’ve made us all so anxious. We were just——”

“Yellow drapes,” he gritted.

“Yes, my boy,” Alfred cut in throatily. “Thank God
you’re alive and safe. I was beginning to fear——”

“Billiards! Billiards!” Hawk spluttered. “Ha!”

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

“Go on!” he said in a dead voice. “Go on, you little nit.
Make your speech. It’s your turn. Tell me some more about
that lucky girl I didn’t marry.”

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

“Don’t know what you’re driving at,” he mumbled.

“I’ll drive at you if I ever get down from this rafter,”
said his uncle.

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

“Now don’t start in on Junior,” she began defensively.
“You’ve upset us enough as it is for one day—you and your
silly explosions. The whole neighborhood is talking about it.
Isn’t it about time you gave up this sort of thing?”

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

“Oh-o-o-o-o,” mouthed Mr. Hawk, unable to form words,
“Oh-o-o-o—down—down—I wanna—at him.”

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

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

“Well, I must say this is hardly the treatment one would
expect after all our trouble and anxiety,” Mrs. Lambert
announced huffily.

“Yellow drapes,” shouted her brother. “Modern furniture.
Bah! Nothing goes to you. Not a plugged nickel.”

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

“Hello, aloft,” called Daffy as soon as the door was closed,
“do you want me to get you a ladder? I know where one
lives. A long one. Betts could help.”

“A ladder,” repeated Mr. Hawk, blinking down at her.
“I don’t like ladders. I don’t trust ladders. And if Betts
gets a look at this room he’ll make remarks. I can stand no
more remarks. No. No ladder. Don’t need one.”

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

“I’m coming down directly.”

“How, down?”

“Listen,” said the scientist ingratiatingly. “It’s all very
simple. There’s no occasion for any excitement or rushing
about. I hate excitement and rushing about.”

“I suppose being blown about is an entirely different
matter?”

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

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

“I’m afraid I won’t be able to get along very much longer
with them. But, listen. I’ve figured it all out. It’s simplicity
itself. All you have to do is to come over here and stand
directly beneath this rafter. Then I’ll drop my feet down to
your shoulders ...”

“And then?” inquired Daffy.

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

“What do you mean by ‘we’? You’re the one on a rafter,
not I.”

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

Daffy, with the resignation of one accustomed to temporize
with inebriates, children, and maniacs, placed herself beneath
the rafter occupied by her uncle.

“I hope to God your divine confidence isn’t misplaced,”
she remarked.

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

“What goes on? What goes on?” she managed to get
out as she strove to keep her knees from buckling beneath
her.

“Stop prancing about like that,” the man of science complained.
“This is no time for larking.”

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

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

“Well,” gasped Daffy bitterly. “What are you going to
do, live there?”

“Damn it all, what can I do? You’ve got a strangle hold
on both my ankles.” Hawk’s voice was equally bitter. “Can’t
you crouch down gradually?”

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

“Didn’t hurt me at all,” he announced triumphantly as
he uncoiled great lengths of himself from the small of
Daffy’s back. “How did you make out?”

“Not at all well,” replied Daffy. “Rather poorly, if you
must know. But I’m glad it didn’t hurt you. Would you
like to try it again?”

“It saved all the bother of getting the ladder, anyway.”

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

With another unladylike grunt she rolled over and
struggled to a sitting position beside her uncle.

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

“Do I look all mussed?” asked Mr. Hawk.

“You’re not quite at your best,” she replied.

“I’d like to see you after an explosion,” said Hawk.

“You see enough of me as it is,” answered Daffy. “After
a thing like that you’d see too much.”

Hunter Hawk gazed about the laboratory with professional
interest.

“This is about the best yet,” he remarked philosophically.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“No bones broken,” he announced.

“All bones broken,” said Daffy, “and flesh bruised.”

She followed his example.

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

“Look!” exclaimed Daffy, pointing at the dog. “Something
has happened to Blotto.”

Something had happened to Blotto. To be exact, something
had happened to Blotto’s tail, but just what it was the
astounded dog was unable to figure out. Concentrating what
little power he had on this recalcitrant member, he strove
desperately to make it perform its proper functions. Not a
wag. Not even a quiver. An expression of sharp anxiety
sprang into Blotto’s eyes. He cocked his head over his
shoulder and thoughtfully scrutinized his tail. Yes. He could
tell at a glance that there was something radically wrong
with it. It neither looked the same nor felt the same. Instead
of the white, fluffy brush in which he was wont to take so
much pride, the tail was now a formidable, implacable looking
club. Not one hair that contributed its quota of glory to the
tout ensemble even so much as stirred. It might as well
have been a thing of stone, bereft of life and purpose. And
the affair was heavy, decidedly heavier than could be conveniently
managed. Obviously it was no sort of tail to go
carrying about with one. Apart from the ill conceived merriment
it would evoke, there was the question of fatigue.
Would he be forced to remain in one place because of an
abnormal tail? Were his amorous excursions at an end? Competition,
God knows, was close enough, but with such a tail—impossible!

Unwilling to entertain this tragic thought, the overwrought
Blotto made a final effort. This time he completely
reversed the familiar order of the operation. Instead of wagging
his tail he violently wagged himself. Behind him the
tail swung ponderously, so ponderously in fact, that Blotto
was thrown off his balance and was forced to do some pretty
clever footwork to keep from falling over. This was just
a little too much for the dog. He sat down heavily and
washed his hands of the tail. But Blotto was to discover that
no dog can completely wash its hands of its tail. His, for
example, clattered noisily on the floor behind him. The dog
looked seriously disturbed. He stealthily curved his head back
over his shoulder and approached his shrinking nose to the
tail. Then with a great effort he touched it with the extreme
tip of his tongue. To his horror he discovered that it was as
cold and unresponsive as a stone. He suspected it was a stone.

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

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

“What have you done now?”

“Turned that dog’s tail into a statue, or at least, a part
of a statue.”

“I never knew that turning the tails of dogs into statues
was one of your aims in life.”

“You don’t quite understand. I have succeeded in achieving
complete cellular petrification through atomic disintegration.”

“You mean Blotto has.”

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

“I think Blotto would appreciate a slight dash of green,”
said Daffy. “I know I would, under the circumstances.”

“I’ll fix him up in a minute,” said Hawk enthusiastically.

He turned and dipped the dog’s tail into the green ray.
Instantly, and to Blotto’s intense relief, the tail returned to
its former unlovely state. Hawk then set the dog on its legs.
For a moment Blotto regarded his restored member reproachfully.
What had the damn thing been doing with itself anyway—trying
to make its owner look foolish? Then Blotto
did a very silly thing. He viciously bit his tail. The sudden
yelp of pain and indignation arising from this shortsighted
attempt at retaliation eloquently testified to the complete
success of the restoration. Then, with a sudden revulsion of
spirit for which he was noted, Blotto bounded to his feet
and performed hitherto unachieved altitudes in the line of
wagging. It would be just as well, he decided, to register his
satisfaction with his tail as it was, or else the same misfortune
might overtake it again.

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

“I hate to seem to fly so unceremoniously into your ointment,”
remarked Daffy, “but now that you’ve got it what are
you going to do with it?”

For a moment Hunter Hawk’s face went perfectly blank.

“What am I going to do with it?” he repeated slowly.
“Why, I hadn’t thought about that.”

“Well, you’d better begin to think about it.”

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

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

Mr. Hawk looked at her broodingly.

“You know what happened to Blotto’s tail?” he asked her.

“I’ll never quite forget,” replied Daffy. “Neither will
Blotto.”

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

“Sweet scientist,” said Daffy. “Lofty mind.”
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“Finished?” asked Daffy.

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

“I was so interested,” the girl explained.

“And well you should be, my girl,” said her uncle. “You
have been privileged to witness the most unusual scientific
discovery of all times, compared to which the Egyptians
with their jolly old mummies were slapdash morticians. I
do not claim that it is a useful discovery, but even you will
have to admit it’s a most diverting one.”

“Yes,” agreed Daffy. “It offers no end of pleasing
possibilities.”

“Practically inexhaustible,” said Hawk. “I am contemplating
one right now.”

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

“I have merely to direct the rays emanating from this
ring,” he continued, “at any living object and that object,
whether man or beast, will immediately be turned to stone.
A slight pressure of the finger on the back of the ring is all
that is required to release the ray. With this ring I can achieve
either partial or complete petrification. For example, I could
turn your left leg to stone if I felt so inclined.”

“Think of something else,” said Daffy.

“Now with this one,” resumed her uncle, “I can restore
the subject or subjects to their former state of cellular
elasticity, which in this world is none too happy. I dare
say there are many persons who would consider it a favor
just to be allowed to remain things of stone forever.”

He paused and considered the rings with a dreamy expression
in his eyes, then shifted his gaze to the girl.

“You,” he said, “would make a lovely statue. I could keep
you in the garden. Might even make a fountain out of you.”

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

“Certainly. Why not? Are you particularly pleased with
your present state?”

“No,” admitted Daffy. “My present dull mode of existence
is not an enviable one, but your alternative is even less
attractive.”

“For the present, then,” said Hunter Hawk, “we shall
keep the idea under consideration. There are other things
to do.”

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

“Good,” said her uncle. “On second thought you might
make a better sundial or rustic bench.”

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

“Out of part of you,” corrected Mr. Hawk. “Such
utilitarian articles can be easily devised with a little chiseling
and hacking here and there. Take Blotto’s tail, for instance.
I could easily have cracked it off and made a paper weight
out of it, a most attractive paper weight. The same could be
done——”

“I do wish you’d lay off this constant association of that
hound’s tail with my own personal anatomy,” Daphne protested.

“As I remember it,” replied her uncle, “you were the
first to suggest the comparison.”

“Well, I’m sick of the subject now,” said Daffy. “Let’s
leave out tails altogether.”

“It might be just as well,” observed Mr. Hawk. “Would
you like me to explain to you the fundamental principle on
which this monumental discovery is based? There is a complicated
part and a simple part, but they are so inextricably
mixed that the whole thing becomes amazingly confusing.
Some of it I’ve forgotten myself. To be quite frank I’m not
altogether clear in my mind yet as to just what has happened.
The explosion has left me a trifle dazed.”

“I think we might profitably omit any attempt to understand
the fundamental principles of this, as you say, diverting
discovery of yours,” said Daffy, “and put them to a practical
demonstration instead.”

“As you like,” replied Mr. Hawk. “Go now and tell your
mother, father, brother, and grandfather that I would like
to have a word with them in the library. I have stood quite
enough.”

As the girl departed on her mission the scientist slipped
one of the rings on the index finger of his right hand and
the other one on his left. Had he realized at the moment
the ultimate outcome of what he was doing it is barely possible
that he might have hesitated, or at least thought twice
about it, but in the end it would have made no difference.
Destiny had made arrangements for a radical change in the
even tenor of Hunter Hawk’s days at this time. If it had
not come to him in one way, it would have come to him in
another. Nothing that he could do now could retain for him
the cloistered, unworldly order of things. Mr. Hawk, had he
but known it, was already well launched on his last and
greatest discovery—woman and all of the complications she
trails in her wake.

At thirty-seven Hunter Hawk was still rather a decent,
unspoiled character. Although there was not one handsome
feature in the composition of his face—save perhaps his
eyes—the general effect was not displeasing. He was tall,
lean, untidily crumpled, and permanently stained about the
fingers. His disposition was evenly somber, and he had an
infinite capacity for quietly but thoroughly disliking a
great many persons and things. His laboratory was his life.
It also served as a means of shutting out life. In it he
moped, puttered, dreamed, and experimented most of his days
away. He belonged to several scientific societies, and
occasionally contributed to scientific quarterlies and reviews.
By his fellow scientists he was considered a brilliant but
erratic worker. This was perhaps due to the fact that he
approached his researches with a certain element of humor.

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

Until the arrival of his sister, Mrs. Alice Pollard Lambert,
and her family, he had lived contentedly alone under the
proprietorial management of Mr. and Mrs. Betts, two nice
old creatures who knew a great deal more about Mr. Hawk’s
infantile explosions than the scientist did himself. Daphne
had compensated him in part for the punishment involved
in being forced to associate with his sister, his brother-in-law
and nephew. Old man Lambert he could understand and
appreciate.

Hunter Hawk’s chief relaxation was tramping about the
countryside and not acknowledging the salutations of his
neighbors. He felt much more at home with strangers, and
made many chance acquaintances by the roadside. Although
he had little to do with women, he had an alert and observant
eye and was able to distinguish with unerring accuracy between
a possible and a probable. He would have made an
eminently successful rake. Occasionally he would mix himself
strange potions in the privacy of his laboratory and become
slightly inebriated. At these times he could be heard to
sing, yet no one, not even Betts, had ever been able to tell
the name of the song. He was a strange, wrong-headed,
acidulous man with a sardonic sense of humor which he kept
for the most part to himself. He was fond of Blotto and
Daffy in almost the same way. Both amused him. Because
of his wealth and scientific prestige he was much sought after
in the community in which he lived, but seldom gotten. His
money alone lent warmth to his anti-social nature. He was
not essentially a selfish man, but so far he had lived an entirely
self-centered existence.

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

“There is no need to apologize,” his sister began when he
had slouched into the room. “That explosion must have
upset you.”

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

“Of course, if you feel that way,” she began.

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

“You told Daphne you had something to say to us,”
Alfred Lambert suggested.

“I have. Better still, I have something to do to you—the
successful results of more than seven years of research
and experimentation. Inasmuch as you all have suffered somewhat
from these experiments, I have decided that you are at
least entitled to be the first to witness the conclusive demonstration
of my discovery. I may even allow you to take an
important part in it.”

“Very nice of you, I’m sure,” Mrs. Lambert murmured.

“Mother, may I borrow Uncle Hunter’s roadster?” demanded
Junior in his high whine of a voice.

“No,” replied Uncle Hunter, “you may not. I want you
here—you especially.”

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

“Now, listen,” continued Hawk. “I have at last achieved
complete cellular petrification through atomic combustion or
disintegration. How I have achieved this incredible thing
would overtax my capacity to explain and yours to understand.
The important part is that I have done it. From now
on there will be no more explosions. As a matter of fact,
this house is going to be a quieter and happier place.”

He paused to consider his small audience with a disconcertingly
enigmatic smile.

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

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

“He’s going to be the quietest one of all,” Hunter interrupted
grimly.

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

“It’s one of your uncle’s jokes, darling,” she said. “You
know how he is.”

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

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

“Thanks,” replied Mr. Hawk dryly. “Wait and see.”

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

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

“You have nothing to fear,” replied the scientist. “You’re
practically petrified now as it is.”

“Too much so,” complained the old man. “I don’t want
to be any more than I am.”

Hunter Hawk advanced into the center of the room.

“I am now going to turn myself into a human statue,”
he announced. “This is the first time it has ever been done.
To all intents and purposes I shall be a thing of stone although
retaining my mental faculties. Only my left hand will escape
petrification. I shall need that to restore myself to the bosom
of my devoted family.”

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

“Chip me up into small pieces and fling my remains at the
neighbors,” Hawk replied. “Be sure you hit them.”

“Not a bad idea, that,” said the girl.

“Horrible,” breathed Mrs. Lambert.

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

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

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