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          Horror Stories, February 1935, with "Mistress of Horror"





          The first sight of that desolate island chilled the marrow of Beth Stockton's bones—yet her sense of duty sent her on, into that cavern of slime and screams where fiends of Satan plied the writhing snake of a blood-tipped whip to drive her mind to madness, her body to tortured death, and her soul to hell!



        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          I. — LEFT FOR DEAD




          THE high grey cliff sprang sheer from the sea, shot vertically upward for two hundred feet, and hung like some solitary, mountainous wave solidified to bleak, utterly bare rock. Out of its western face some prehistoric cataclysm had gouged a deep groove down again to the water's edge, so that here, and here only, there was a tiny, walled-off beach; a narrow ledge of sliding, sharp-edged stones. On this ledge Beth Stockton was crouched; her back pressed against the towering, unclimbable precipice; her eyes, wide and staring with apprehension, fixed on the grey, oily swell of the sea.




          A brooding, intense silence dripped from the vault of a leaden, ominous sky—a silence that was only intensified by the long swish of a roller as it came up on the broken stones at her feet, came an inch nearer her than the black wetness its preceding fellow had left, seethed momentarily and seeped away. Seeped away only to form again, to come in again. This one would reach a little nearer, she knew, and the next still closer, till the wan water would retreat no longer, but would creep slowly higher; swallowing her ankles, her thighs, her breasts, crawling over her head...




          Beth whimpered. Her fingers tightened on the handle of the black bag to which she instinctively clung; tightened till it seemed that the blood would burst from their aching tips. She was alone, utterly alone, and the tide was coming in, and soon she must drown. Death crept inexorably upon her...




          The girl's fear-stricken glance swept once more across the sea's melancholy waste till it found what looked like a two-legged black spider crawling along the horizon. "Elmer!" she screamed to the fisherman who had brought her here from Oldport in that now dwindling dory. "Elmer!" the cry once more ripped a throat already raw with futile screams. "Come back! For God's sake come back and get me!"




          Only the murmurous silence of the sea heard her, the eerie soundlessness that folded around Sorro Island like a pall. Even had her cries reached him, Beth thought, Elmer Perkins would not have returned. Twenty minutes ago he had leaped from his boat as its prow had touched these rocks. He had literally hauled her from her seat, had hurled her bag after her. Then, white-faced, he had plunged back into the small craft, and before Beth had realized that there was no path, no way of leaving this spot, he had gotten yards away, threshing his oars with long, desperate strokes as if life itself depended on the speed of his departure. Open-mouthed at his inexplicable haste, the girl had not called to him till he was well beyond hearing...




          Beth twisted again, frantically searching the desolate, blank loom of the cliff for the faintest hint of a foothold, of some means, however difficult, of escape from doom. There was none. There was none! There must be, she sobbed, there must be some way out. Her mind beat against the hopelessness of her predicament like the wings of a caged bird. Elmer Perkins, the gaunt fisherman who had dandled her on his knees as a pigtailed, barefoot youngster would not abandon her to the tide. Dr. Hamilton would not have sent her here to die.




          So short a while ago the old physician had peered at her over his spectacles. His fragile hand had gripped hers fervently as he hawked a dry throat; and his age-thinned voice had quavered: "I've got a case for you, my dear. Your first case. I was down at the depot to wire for a nurse when your mother told me you had graduated and were coming home for a week's rest, so I waited. But you must go at once. Elmer is waiting to run you over to Sorro Island."




          To Sorro Island! A cold shiver had run up Beth's spine at the very name, and fear had stirred obscurely within her. The same queer, marrow-chilling fear that her childhood had known when momentarily the omnipresent mists of this bleak coast cleared, revealing the grey mystery of the gaunt rock that stilled her laughter and that of her brown-legged playmates. They would knot together, then, quivering a little with childish awe, and one or the other would whisper with cold hushed lips some shuddersome legend that the fisher-folk told of the grim islet and its grimmer denizens. Or, once a week, they would gape from covert at the gigantic, coal-black Negro Pompey, who rowed over of a Saturday to purchase supplies for the strange family who so eerily had immured themselves on the sea-girt, barren rock.




          When Dr. Hamilton asked her to go out there refusal had formed in her throat. Even after years away from its brooding presence she was afraid, deathly afraid to dare Sorro Island's dark secrets. She had gestured across the little table in her mother's musty parlor and her hand had brushed the bag, the black bag of shiny leather that had been her hard-won graduation prize.




          That reminder of her oath of service had closed her lips on the negative she had almost uttered. "All right, Doctor," she had gulped. "I have everything I need in this bag. I'll go with you."




          "Not with me. I have other calls to make. You go over now, and I'll come this evening to give you your instructions. You'll know what to do till then."




          NOW she was on Sorro Island, and no one had met her, and there was no boat to take her off, and she was held prisoner by the tide that was now wetting her shoe soles with its relentless surge. It was playing with her, sure of its prey. What light there had been was rapidly fading. Not even a sea-bird wheeled in the hushed, ominous sadness of the ocean dusk. Silence was a shroud...




          A shroud that suddenly was ripped by the scrape of rock on rock. Beth twisted to it. They had come for her! At last they had come for her! Right at the angle of cliff and beach something moved, a tiny grey thing writhed against the grey and broken stone. A louder, shriller sound pierced the silence. A mew. A cat's mew. The howl of a cat protesting awful anguish.




          The girl's skin crawled with the anguish of the beast's thin wail, and her veins ran icy. An instant before there had been nothing there, she could have sworn it, nothing at all. How had it gotten there, this small furred thing that screamed with unutterable torment? A cat cannot swim. If it had fallen from the summit of the precipice she must have seen it, heard the thump of its landing. Had it sprung from the rock itself? Impossible. But impossible also for it to have gotten there in any other way.




          The cat howled again, the threadlike agony of its wail infinitely appealing, infinitely pathetic. The sound pulled Beth to it. Death for herself was a matter of a slow hour, but in the meanwhile she could give relief to this one small creature.




          As the new-made nurse splashed through the rising water her small mouth twisted bitterly. The months and years of labor and study she had passed through to fit herself for the relief of human suffering was to be repaid only by this—by ministering to a cat! She reached the sprawled animal, bent to it. It was a handful, a wee handful that suddenly assumed proportions of gigantic horror in her reeling brain. The convulsed small body was mangled, was netted with a criss-cross maze of bleeding gashes. Its tail was gone, ripped out by the roots, and where its eyes should have been there were two tiny, blood-filled pits of hell...




          What demon could have done this thing? What human fiend? All too certainly human! For burned deep into one blood-matted flank was a symbol that none but a human hand could have made. A letter, clean-cut, unmistakable—the letter S. Enclosed in an oval within which the hair had been shaved away to expose livid, blue-white skin quivering with agony.




          Beth Stockton was fresh from days and long nights through which unceasingly she had looked upon pain and death—so much that she had thought her soul itself was calloused and no agony could pierce the armor of professional calm with which she had learned to sheathe herself. But staring at this tiny, outraged bit of life, taking in one awful flash the unbelievable vileness that had been wreaked upon its small compass, her stomach retched bitterness into her mouth and a sick giddiness overwhelmed her. She swayed, started to topple, pulled herself erect with a gigantic effort, was reminded of her own dire peril by the cold wash of a wave over her feet, her ankles.




          Spray spattered her knees. Beth staggered backward, felt the thrust of sheer stone at her back saying, "Thus far, and no further." Fear surged again within her skull, a black cold wave of fear and despair matching the chill of the more material wave tugging at her limbs. She fought it, fought sick horror, fought her gaze down again with some vague thought that she must kill the tortured cat, must put it out of its agony. It was gone! Where it had been, gray-green brine swirled, refusing ominously to retreat further.




          The tide had swept away the maltreated creature. It was rising fast now, and faster. Soon it would be high enough to sweep her too out on its tossing, oily bosom. Only a little while now. Only a little while...




          Despair was a livid, vibrant presence stalking the waves. Dread squeezed her heart with its gelid clutch. Beth's heatless lips moved, and a whisper hissed from between them: "God. Dear God. Don't let me die, like this. Please don't let me die."




          The long waves rolled in, booming now as they rolled along the cliff, as they pounded her slim, scarcely mature body against the unyielding rock. Booming, then chuckling gruesomely as they receded, chuckling as their myriad fingers tugged at her, plucked at her with a curious fumbling gentleness as though there were no hurry, no hurry at all. She could cling there if she were obdurate, cling to life a little while longer. She could not escape them. By no imaginable means could she escape them.




          FAR out, where the sea was an undulant surface of shadowed grey, a long mound formed. It swelled, lengthened. Its crest grew slowly higher. As Beth's widened eyes followed it, it started toward the shore. Closer and closer it came, till it was a long thunder rolling close upon her. It reached her, pounded her chest, washed over her chin, her head. She was choking, was spluttering, was gasping for breath. It lifted her with its irresistible force, broke her precarious hold on a granite knob—and now it was receding and she was going with it. She was being carried out to sea! This was the end. This...




          Steely fingers dug cruelly into Beth's shoulder, hauled her from the clutch of the wave, hauled her back and back till—startlingly—till she was sweeping back into the very cliff! The world exploded into an insupportable roar of sound. Water surged about her, swirled furiously. But the fingers held their grip and she was torn, almost torn in half between them and the baffled, angry drag of the sea. A ponderous thud pounded against her ears, and suddenly the pull of the water was gone and the water itself...




          Beth was on her back, spluttering, gasping, enfolded in velvety, salt-odorous blackness. Her eyes were open and just above them floated twin orbs of light, of green glow like grisly, animal eyes glaring at her out of the blackness.




          Dazed, half-stunned as she was, not realizing yet how narrow her escape had been from the marauding wave, Beth stared back at those staring eyes. She whimpered, flailed an outstretched hand against the rock on which she lay, pushed at it to push herself up, to get to her feet. A bestial snarl echoed in some hollow emptiness and the eyes moved, swam closer. The girl's throat constricted to a scream.




          But that scream was never uttered—flesh, a harsh palm, slapped across her mouth, stifled it. The thing in the dark snarled again. But neither muting hand nor snarl was responsible for the icy ripple prickling Beth's spine. Neither of these, though they were frightening enough. That which aroused her to numbing, nightmare terror was an almost negligible thing. It was an odor; a faint, almost imperceptible thread of odor—the smell of singed fur that came from the thick fingers folded over her mouth. The smell of burned hair, of hair that had been burned to the letter S, clean-cut and unmistakable.




          That which was here with her in the darkness, that which snarled with animal ferocity and clamped a harsh hand over her mouth to stifle her scream of terror, was the fiend that had so cruelly mistreated the tiny, defenseless kitten whose agonies had been ended by the far more merciful sea!




          Death in that sea, that death from which she had been snatched, was after all clean and sweet and swift. For what greater horror had the solid, impregnable rock opened to preserve her? For what unimaginable foulness of its own had the cat-torturing demon performed its seeming miracle?




          Panic was a leaping flame in the prostrate girl's seared brain. Nightmare terror held her rigid as the muffling hand left her mouth, as suddenly a match rasped in the blackness, as its tiny luminance touched fire to a torch—as the torch flared...
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