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INTRODUCTION







From the very first sentence . . . we are into the realm of nightmare. Miracles gather and explode. A dead man returns—or does not return. A flying ghost, apparently, swoops down and attacks. No angels, but goblins and wizards seem to dance on a pin. Rim of the Pit is a beauty.


—John Dickson Carr





THIS MAY be the first you’ve heard of Rim of the Pit and its author Hake Talbot. But as indicated by the above quote from his review of Talbot’s 1944 gem, it was held in high esteem by John Dickson Carr, acknowledged master of the locked room mystery. In the early nineteen-eighties, a panel of experts selected by Edward D. Hoch—no stranger himself to impossible murders in hunting lodges and snowbound cabins—voted it second only to Carr’s own masterpiece The Hollow Man (known to American readers as The Three Coffins) as landmarks of that sub-genre.


But to call Rim of the Pit a locked room mystery barely begins to describe this outré and unrelenting “long night’s journey into Hades.” For while it contains many components of a Golden Age classic—relatives and relative strangers are sequestered at a remote lodge in the wilderness during a fiendish blizzard and one of them is brutally murdered—there is nothing even remotely cozy about this avalanche of impossible events. Enough plasma is spilled to satiate the most hematophagous reader, topped off by the discovery of a body fully drained of blood. Both demonic possession and the flesh-eating “Windigo” (mythological winter monster of indigenous tribes of North America) are given serious consideration as the agents of murder. Rarely has the supernatural been accommodated so credibly and articulately in a mystery, to such an extent that you may find yourself agreeing with the characters that a deceased person might qualify as an ongoing suspect.


At times teetering on the brink of horror, Talbot further lends his mystery the pernicious aura of a textbook of Forbidden Arts with the epigraphs that commence each chapter, several times quoting Eliphas Levi, a nineteenth-century occultist who wove his Doctrine and Ritual of High Magic around the tarot deck and alchemy. The book begins to feel dangerous in one’s hands as the unholy implausible transmutes into the wholly feasible, especially if you’re reading Rim of the Pit in “those hours of darkness when the powers of evil are exalted”—quoting Conan Doyle and The Hound of the Baskervilles . . . and, of course, a supernaturally-attuned black hound named Thor figures in the story just for good measure.


If a whodunit is a mystery, then a howdunit is a magic act, and Rim of the Pit is a howdunit written by a magician. “Hake Talbot” was the pen name of Henning Nelms, a bona fide Renaissance man: attorney, advertising expert, college drama professor, and author of tomes on the stagecraft of magic, set design, and old-fashioned melodrama. His Magic and Showmanship: A Handbook for Conjurors was not a book of magic tricks but a serious guide for professional magicians seeking to infuse their performances (or staged séances) with the same approaches and techniques used in legitimate theatre.


Thus, it’s hardly surprising if, while reading Rim of the Pit, one might envision a bravura stage thriller, its cast of ten trapped by the elements in an impressively handsome two-level cabin set. The plot hits the ground running for dear life with the memorable first sentence: “I came up here to make a dead man change his mind.” And when we immediately learn that these Ten Little Individuals have assembled to hold a séance—not a harmless parlor game for an evening’s diversion but a concerted attempt to make contact with someone from beyond the grave—we expect the evening may quickly go south . . . assuming the pit of Hell is a compass point.


There are indications that Hake Talbot, who was forty-four when Rim was published, knew his John Dickson Carr, who specialized in impossible crimes that often bore the stage dressing of the preternatural until well into his detective’s final summation. In The Hollow Man, published ten years before Rim, a Professor Charles Grimaud is murdered in inexplicable fashion; in Talbot’s tale, a character central to the mystery bears the name Grimaud Désanat—please also note the last name is an anagram of “de Satan.” Talbot’s Grimaud may or may not be dead but, in his macabre tale, it matters little: dead or alive, he’s still a suspect!


And just as in The Hollow Man there is a legendary chapter devoted to a discussion of the genre by detective Gideon Fell himself, Rim contains several fascinating sidebars about the mechanics of magic, with particular emphasis on phony séances; these play out not as digression but informed discourse among the characters relevant to the nightmarish events unfolding. Yet even this discussion of the fakery behind some phony mediums’ ghostly effects only makes us more seriously ponder if genuine supernatural elements are at play here . . . much like the magician’s device of “exposing” to the audience how a miraculous feat was accomplished, only to repeat the trick minus the revealed flummery and miraculously achieving the same results.


Finally, both Hollow and Rim feature corpses discovered upon a field of unblemished snow, the apparent victims of gunshot wounds; how could they have been wounded when there are no footprints anywhere near the body? Rest assured the explanations offered are as wildly divergent in both books as are the two author’s voices throughout.


It will not betray any secrets to reveal that the role of detective in this extraordinary mystery is taken by one Rogan Kincaid, although for the first few chapters you might have considered him a suspect until a footnote reveals that he was central to the author’s previous mystery, The Haunted Hangman—this being the only other novel penned by “Hake Talbot.”


Kincaid is introduced as a professional gambler, adventurer, and apparent rake (the novel boasts not one but two surprisingly amenable young women who may have raised readers’ eyebrows or pulses in the years just prior to Mickey Spillane). As the mystery deepens, Kincaid at times blends into the background, more like another “man who explained miracles,” G.K. Chesterton’s Father Brown, who could go unnoticed amid impossible crimes until quietly weighing in with an observation that sends the scenery crashing down upon the stage. But once the snowstorm and deaths subside, Kincaid takes charge to offer a way out of the abyss for those who have survived the night, as well as an explanation of the night itself for an audience of one (plus you, of course).


In his textbook Magic and Showmanship, Henning Nelms asserts that “the art of conjuring consists in creating illusions of the impossible.” Under the nom de plume of Hake Talbot, he conjured up the grand illusion that is Rim of the Pit. And before you begin reading his tour de force, let me hijack one of Sherlock Holmes’ most famous observations by way of advice: when you have eliminated all which is impossible, you may have eliminated too much.


Hey, it’s really snowing up a blizzard, isn’t it? Better toss another log on the fire . . . and if you must step outside, make sure to bundle up. You could catch your death out there.


—RUPERT HOLMES
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I


Dead of Winter







There are dead people whom we mistake for living beings.


—ELIPHAS LÉVI, Dogme de la Haute Magie





“I CAME up here to make a dead man change his mind.”


There was earnestness behind the quiet statement.


It was growing dark. The blaze in the huge fireplace flickered on the face of the speaker and made its expression difficult to read. The fingers of his left hand moved restlessly over the smooth coat of the great dog that lay on the sofa beside him. Round-faced, round-bodied, in worn hunting clothes that gave no hint of his wealth, Luke Latham stared belligerently up at his tall house guest.


“Well, go on. Why don’t you laugh?”


“Not until I’m sure it’s funny.”


Latham hunched his shoulders. “It isn’t. It’s plain Hell.”


The black Dane pricked his ears, then sprang to the floor and stood with head erect, growling softly. His master looked at him in surprise. A moment later his own ears caught the crunch of feet on snow. Latham moved around the corner of the fireplace into the hall wing of the low L-shaped room, and opened the door.


The girl outside wore ski togs that took advantage of slim hips and brought out the long lines of her figure. The wind had tinted her cheeks, but her face looked pale against her blue-black hair, and her gray eyes were troubled.


Before Latham could speak, the man with him said, “Hello, Sherry Ogden,” and fresh color leaped in the girl’s face.


“Rogan Kincaid!” She held out both hands. “Jeff told me he drove you up this morning, but I couldn’t imagine anything dragging you this far from civilization.”


“I wasn’t dragged. I was attracted.”


Sherry tilted her head to one side and looked at him. “By a chance to take Luke’s hide at poker?”


“Lots of men have had cracks at my hide,” Latham chuckled, “but I’m still wearing it. Truth is, Rogan was in Quebec, headed south. Jeff met him and offered him a ride this far. But where did you see that nephew of mine, Sherry? He was in such a rush to go hunting, he grabbed his gun and left while the pie we had for lunch was still sticking out the corners of his mouth.”


“Jeff didn’t need a gun,” Sherry confided. “The game he’s after has baby-blue eyes and answers to the name of ‘Barbara.’ As a matter of fact, there’s some doubt about who’s doing the hunting. Either way, the betting is you’re going to acquire a niece. They’re over at my place now, swapping coos.”


Latham took the girl’s parka and they strolled to the fire, where the Dane greeted her by thrusting a cold muzzle into her gloved hand. She curled on one end of the sofa and sat looking up at Rogan. Tall, lean, enigmatic, with strong unsymmetrical features, he was in such striking contrast to his host’s dumpy rotundity that for a moment a smile touched the corners of her lips. Then she caught the older man’s shrewd eyes and her glance dropped. The color had gone from her cheeks, and the hand that pushed back her black curls trembled.


“This isn’t just a social visit, Sherry.” Latham’s voice was kindly. “What’s bothering you?”


Her fingers locked together in her lap. She twisted them apart, and drew a long breath before she spoke.


“Luke, are you certain my father is dead?”


Rogan read surprise in his friend’s face, but there was none in the voice that answered.


“I saw his body.”


“Are you absolutely sure it was Father?” the girl insisted. “I mean, they said he was . . . Besides, it was all so impossible.”


A puzzled expression puckered the corners of Latham’s eyes. “Lots of men get lost in the snow, my dear.”


“I know, but not Father. He’d spent half his life outdoors. And that other man . . . Everyone told me he was a regular old woman about marking a trail. They said he never took any chances. A person like that couldn’t wander away.”


“I’m sorry, Sherry.” Rogan spoke softly. “I didn’t realize. . . . Jeff said nothing about Mr. Ogden’s—”


“Frank Ogden isn’t my father,” she interrupted. “He isn’t even my stepfather.”


“When Sherry was born her mother died,” explained Latham. “Her father married again.”


“I was about twelve when Father . . . was lost.” She began pulling off her gloves with little nervous gestures. “Then my stepmother married Frank. They adopted me, and I’ve called myself ‘Ogden’ ever since. Father was French—from Provence. My real name is Seré Désanat.”


Mr. Kincaid was puzzled. “But if your father died ten years ago . . . ?”


The girl flashed him a smile. “It was fourteen, but thanks. I know I’m being a fool . . . only . . . only . . .” Her lips began to tremble and she huddled back on the sofa. “I’m scared.”


“Don’t see what’s troubling you,” said Latham. “Never was any doubt about his death. Made the funeral arrangements myself. That’s how I happened to see the body. Some fool may have told you he was pretty badly . . . changed by exposure. He was. Recognized him, though . . . No question at all.”


“I know,” Sherry admitted doubtfully, “and you couldn’t have made a mistake about his left hand. But”—she gave a little gesture of helplessness—“he couldn’t have gotten lost, either—not Father. He could find his way anywhere, like an animal . . . places he’d never been before. The lumberjacks used to make bets on him.”


“That part of the Hudson Bay country is Hell’s icebox, they tell me. Your father and that other man—Querns, wasn’t that his name?—had never hunted it before. Top of that a storm came up—bad one. Fellow wrote me that even the guide got lost hunting your father. Said the poor devil wouldn’t have come out alive himself if he hadn’t run into some explorers.” Latham moved closer to the fire. “Country like that does things to a man sometimes. Gets inside his mind—changes it around. Saw a trapper once who’d been lost for three days. He walked right across a railroad track without seeing it. Started to run away from us when we shouted at him.”


“I know I’m being a fool . . . but . . .” Sherry broke off as the black dog moved over and put his head in her lap. She stared down at him. “Thanks, Thor. You don’t think I’m crazy, do you?”


“We don’t either,” Latham grunted. “Can’t help, though, unless you tell us what’s wrong.”


“It’s . . . oh, so many things.” Again the little helpless gesture. “Luke, why did Frank bring Mr. Vok here? Is it because of the séance?”


“What séance?” asked Kincaid. “And who is Mr. Vok?”


“Svetozar Vok,” Latham informed him. “Frank Ogden picked him up in Quebec. Refugee from Czechoslovakia.”


“He’s more like a refugee from a horror movie.” Sherry shuddered. “Wait till you see him, Rogan. He’s a mile high and looks like the oldest inhabitant of a graveyard.”


Her host chuckled. “Vok’s not that bad, Sherry. Queer bird, but I like him. Struck me as rather witty.”


“He gives me the creeps. He’s like a mummy that’s still smiling over one of the embalmer’s jokes.” She glanced up at Latham. “Besides, why is he at Cabrioun? It’s not like Frank to pick up a refugee. Particularly a penniless one. Frank isn’t the kind to help lame dogs over stiles.”


“That’s not fair, Sherry. I don’t get along with Frank too well myself, but he can be generous when he likes. Practically pensioned Madore Troudeau by making him caretaker at Cabrioun. Frank didn’t get any good out of that. None of the family’s been up here for years.”


The girl was not satisfied. “There are other things too, Luke. We haven’t been here since Father died. Why did we come now? And why didn’t we bring any of the servants? Why has Frank been so jumpy lately? And what has the séance got to do with it? And . . . and . . . lots of things.”


Latham hesitated. “I know you’re not a believer, Sherry. Though how you can help it after what you’ve seen your stepmother do time and time again . . .”


“I think it’s mostly Irene who’s kept me from believing. I admit queer things occur at her séances . . . things nobody’s ever been able to explain. But she’s such a fraud, I can’t put faith in a thing she does. Everything about her is phony. That’s why this . . .”


The words trailed off. Latham sat on the sofa and took Sherry’s hand.


“Something’s happened to you. You came here to tell us about it. Maybe we can help.”


The girl stared into the fire. Then without looking at either of the men she said:


“Today I heard my father’s voice.”


There was a long silence after that. Thor stirred uneasily. Sherry put her hand on his head and crumpled his ears.


“I didn’t have much to do this morning,” she went on. “Frank was out hunting with Madore and that Professor Ambler who’s staying with you. Irene locked herself in her room, like she’s been doing since we came. Barbara was fixing her hair in case Jeff got here. At last I decided that even Mr. Vok’s company was better than being left alone, so I screwed up my courage and took him skiing. He turned out to be pretty good at it. We went across the lake to slide down The Snake’s Back. It was when we were coming home I heard Father. We were in the middle of the lake. There wasn’t a soul within a quarter of a mile. There couldn’t have been.”


She stood and began walking back and forth before the fire.


“It was the song I heard first, an old Provençal thing. There’s a high note in it Father could never reach. He used to make a funny little trill instead. The words were perfectly beastly. ‘Pierre! Death comes for you; the toad digs your grave; the crows sound your knell . . .’ I hated it,” Sherry grimaced at the recollection. “It’s been a long time since then. I’d even forgotten the tune until I heard it today.”


“Sound travels pretty far over ice,” Latham reminded her. “Wind plays tricks with it, too.”


“Do you think I haven’t told myself all that?” The girl turned and threw out her hands. “It wasn’t only the song. Afterward a man’s voice spoke. It was Father.”


“Make out what he said?”


“There was a little echo, and I missed all but a few words. The only thing I could be positive of was . . . my own name.”


“Sure you remembered your father’s voice after all these years?”


Sherry bit her lip. “You don’t forget things like that. Besides, who else could it have been? There’s no one within miles of the lake this time of year. Jeff and Rogan hadn’t come. Mr. Vok was with me. You wouldn’t do a thing like that, and the other three men were all together hunting.”


She broke off and resumed her pacing. Rogan watched her for a long minute.


“There’s more yet,” he declared. “You’d better let us have it all.”


Sherry spun on her heel and flung back her head.


“All right, and it’s this that’s driving me frantic. The voice was loud enough even if it did sound far away, and I know Mr. Vok has good ears. But he didn’t hear it!”











II


She Shall Have Music . . .







Pierre!


La mort te ven querre;


Le grapaut


Te fa le traue;


Les courbasses


Te sounoun lous classes;


L’escourpioun


Te reboun.


—Chant populaire





“FRANK OGDEN shouldn’t have let you come up here.” Latham’s kindly face was troubled. “I wouldn’t have had you worried for anything.”


Sherry stared at him. “Luke! You mean you expected this?”


“Not exactly. Not surprised, either.”


“That’s it, then.” Her eyes widened in comprehension. “That’s why you came. That’s why Irene’s holding this séance. You’re trying to bring Father back!”


“We aren’t doing it for fun,” Latham protested glumly. “This was the place for it—his country. He was a sort of king in these woods. That’s why we brought him here to be buried”—he gestured with both hands—“right in the middle of his timber.”


“It’s the anniversary of his death, too.”


“Reason we picked this time to come.”


“But why are you doing this, Luke? Why is Irene doing it? She’s been married to Frank over twelve years now. I don’t think he cares much about her, but she’s all wrapped up in him. Besides, why in the name of all that’s reasonable is Frank so keen on it?”


“You ought to have been told before,” Latham admitted. “You know the business arrangements between the Ogdens and my firm, don’t you?”


“Vaguely.” Sherry moved back to the sofa. “Frank’s always looked after such things and I’ve never paid much attention. You buy most of the logs that come from our timber holdings. Your mill is really a special wood-processing plant. Frank owns a patent on the process, and you pay him a royalty. Isn’t that right?”


“Close enough—or was until recently. Now we’re in a queer kind of a jam. Part of it’s complicated as a government questionnaire. It’s all mixed up with the location of our mill, water rights, power plants—that sort of thing.” Latham hunched back on the sofa. “What it amounts to is this. All our logs come from your forests. We’re the only people who can handle your pulpwood at a profit. The combination of your kind of timber and our mill setup is what makes Frank Ogden’s patent valuable.”


“You mean each of us depends on the others. So that if one of us wouldn’t play ball, the rest would be in the soup.”


“Except that you and your stepmother own a lot of hardwood on the other side of the state. The pulp business doesn’t mean as much to you as it does to Frank and me. We’d always figured on there being enough pulp-timber to last another twenty-five or thirty years. Two, three months ago we found we were almost finished logging Swamp River. That meant we’d have to go into Onawa. Your father left Onawa to your stepmother, so we weren’t expecting trouble. We got it, though—plenty. Irene told us Grimaud willed her that property for a special reason. Said he didn’t want it logged for twenty years. Made her promise not to let it be cut sooner.”


“Sort of left you out on a limb, didn’t it? But wasn’t that a strange thing for Father to ask?”


“No. Sound sense then. All second-growth. Needed time to develop. Ogden’s patent changed that. Small logs are worth as much per board foot as big ones. Your father’s reasoning doesn’t hold any more.”


“I don’t blame Irene for not daring to break a promise she made Father,” said Sherry. “I wouldn’t have risked it myself, even if he is dead. What are you trying to do now—get in touch with Father in the other world and ask him to let you log the timber?”


“It’s a funny way of doing business,” Latham confessed. “But we were in a funny fix. Had to find some way out. Frank thought of using Irene’s powers as a medium. We tried in town. No luck. Then I suggested coming up here. Your hearing your father’s voice makes me think I had a good idea.”


“Maybe. Anyhow, it convinces me that Irene had a right to be scared to death.”


In the past, Rogan had found the aberrations of his spiritualist friends mildly amusing. This was different. Calling back the dead to clear up a commonplace business arrangement was like trading in a second-hand magic carpet on the price of a new Ford. Nevertheless, if the spiritualistic premise were granted, the idea was as logical as a demonstration in geometry. The thought was unwelcome. In Mr. Kincaid’s experience, logic applied to fantasy meant danger for someone.


“I don’t know that what you’ve told me is any more comforting than the idea I came with,” Sherry said. “But at least it isn’t bottled up inside me.” She took a compact from her pocket and started to powder her nose. “Good heavens, my hair’s like the inside of a mattress. Why didn’t one of you tell me?”


Rogan grinned. “I like ’em tousled.”


“Quiet, you.” Sherry stuck out her tongue at him. “Can I borrow a comb, Luke?”


Latham patted his bald head. “What would I do with a comb?”


“I have one,” Rogan offered. “Shall I get it, or would you rather use it before a mirror?”


“The mirror, please. I can only see one eye in this thing.”


“Second door on the right. The comb’s on the bureau.”


When she had disappeared at the head of the stairs, he turned to Latham.


“That was quite a testimonial to the father.”


The older man nodded somberly. “Grimaud Désanat was a queer fish. French. Son of a shoemaker. Emigrated to Canada when he was eighteen. Picked up an education from his parish priest. Drifted across the border. Like Sherry said, he was a natural woodsman. Couldn’t have learned that in France. It wasn’t only finding his way. I’ve seen him take a million feet out of country no other logger would touch. Sherry’s mother was Irish—Ellen O’Hara. When Grimaud married her, she looked just like Sherry does today.”


Latham stared into the fire and his round eyes grew reminiscent.


“Ellen was the sort of woman you only meet once in a lifetime, and Grimaud knew it. Built Cabrioun for her—place we’re having the séance tonight. Sherry was born there, first winter they were married. Ellen only had an Irish woman and a couple of habitant servants to look after her. It had started to snow. Grimaud left in plenty of time to fetch the doctor from Lynxhead. That’s six miles. People around here still talk of that storm. Took Grimaud and old Doc Nesbit four days to get back. When they did, Ellen was dead.”


He put a fresh log on the fire.


“Can’t blame a man if a thing like that turns his brain. Peyton Ambler says people who live in the farm districts in France, and never see a decent-sized town more than once a year, develop a queer streak. It came out in Grimaud, queer—and cruel. Some ways he was sharper than ever. Started to make money by the bankful. But he hated Sherry because she’d killed her mother. Six months after she was born, he married again. Couldn’t believe it at first, but when I saw Irene I knew why. She’s starting to fall to pieces now, but in those days she was the image of Ellen. Only difference was she had brown eyes. Ellen’s were gray. Character was different, too. I don’t think Grimaud even noticed that. Irene wasn’t Ellen. That was enough for him. Almost from the start he held it against her. He began drinking, too—raw brandy. I never told Sherry, but I think that’s why he couldn’t find his way back to camp the time he got killed.”


Rogan grimaced. “You haven’t picked a very pretty ghost to raise.”


“I said it was Hell. No other way out. Million and a half tied up in my business. Won’t be worth a counterfeit dime. Irene doesn’t dare disobey Grimaud. Can’t say I blame her.”


“What are you going to do if your séance scheme doesn’t work?”


“Go bust. Jeff and Frank Ogden were in Quebec trying to get logs from the other side of the border at a price we can afford.”


“Doesn’t Ogden have faith in the séance plan?”


“More than I have. He doesn’t know Grimaud. Matter of fact, Frank felt the Quebec trip was a waste of time. That’s why he quit and came back yesterday. Jeff kept plugging till last night. No go.”


Rogan eyed his host shrewdly. “I don’t suppose you’ve thought of fixing things yourself so you’ll get the right answers?”


“Fake Grimaud’s ghost, you mean?” Latham’s voice rose in surprise. “Hell’s clinkers, man! I’d be afraid to. He wasn’t the sort to fool with while he was alive. Only an idiot would risk it now he’s dead!”


Sherry came down the stairs. Whatever she might be feeling, her outward poise had returned. She stood before the fire and stretched, fully aware of how the gesture displayed firm, round breasts under the yellow sweater. Then the gray eyes clouded again. She turned to Kincaid.


“Do you mind going home with me? It’s only a three-minute walk, but I don’t think I’m quite up to facing the woods alone now that it’s growing dark.”


Latham rummaged in the closet and returned with a pair of ski boots, which he tossed to Rogan.


“These are Jeff’s. Better wear ’em. Shoes’ll get full of snow. Take Thor along. He needs a run. Maybe he can help you drag Jeff away from this prospective niece of mine. It’ll take some doing. I’ve seen her. Tell Jeff he’s got to come back here to the lodge and help cook dinner.” Latham turned to Sherry. “Thought we could pick up a guide in Lynxhead, or a cook. No luck. All gone with hunting parties.”


He bade them good-by and they set out, with Thor stalking majestically ahead. The long New England twilight had set in, and Gothic elms cast lean shadows over the snow. Sherry slipped her hand through Rogan’s arm and drew her body close to him.


A man of cities, Kincaid found this winter-struck wilderness disquieting. The gray light, the naked trees—black against the snow-shrouded earth—the wind whispering in the dry branches, were all alien. Even the small wild things seemed unfriendly.


His uneasiness had begun that morning when Jeff turned off the main highway some twenty miles the other side of Lynxhead, and had increased with every slap of the chains against the mudguards. The woods suggested menace—menace that was no less disturbing because he knew it to be unreal. That he could find no basis for his misgivings only made matters worse.


Danger was the breath of life to Kincaid, but he liked odds that could be calculated. Here he was out of his element. Experience had taught him a healthy respect for his instincts, but he knew they were only mental short cuts, treacherous unless they could be tested by reason. In his normal surroundings he made such a test automatically. Always he found what he sought—the shadow, the trick of voice, the flicker of movement that had set his nerves on guard. Here in this gray-lit landscape he found nothing. He knew only that his whole being was braced against an attack that might come at any moment and from any side.


Suddenly the black dog stiffened. Sherry’s grasp on Rogan’s arm tightened. Then she relaxed with a little laugh.


“I should know better than to jump. Thor probably smells rabbits.”


“More likely it’s bears. A hound that size couldn’t even work up an appetite over a rabbit.” The incident annoyed Kincaid. I’m like the dog, he thought—sniffing something I can’t see.


No hint of his mood was allowed to reach the girl. She saw nothing in the snow but its beauty. As they walked, the wind brought the color back to her cheeks. The pressure of her body against Rogan’s no longer indicated a need for support, but became a token of intimacy.


She had, she told herself, no illusions about this man. A friend had pointed him out in a Palm Beach hotel the previous winter.


“He’s not exactly a beauty, my dear, but so interesting-looking, don’t you think? I met him five years ago in Egypt. Out there they tell the most frightful tales about him. Apparently he just travels around the world and makes his money by gambling. A Captain Everitt I knew in Cairo said he’d seen Mr. Kincaid kill a man in a brawl in Shanghai, or some such place. Apparently this Kincaid just bent the other man backward over the bar until his spine snapped. The captain said the dead man was a Japanese army officer and a famous jujitsu expert. But of course I don’t believe that.”


Sherry believed it. The next night she had witnessed a demonstration of a very different facet of Rogan’s prowess, when she had visited a swank gambling house outside the city. She had noticed Kincaid as he entered and stood for a few seconds in the doorway. Then he had strolled to a poker table and pulled out a chair. One of the men already seated had jumped to his feet, proclaiming loudly that he had no intention of playing with a crooked cardsharp. Remembering Captain Everitt’s story, Sherry had expected mayhem at the least. Instead Rogan had merely nodded and said:


“If you’re quitting, you’d better leave the cards you’ve been holding out. I like to play with a full deck.”


With that he had extended his hand and twitched two aces from under the other’s vest.


Sherry never knew whether the man had really held out the cards, or whether she had witnessed some bit of legerdemain on Rogan’s part, but she felt he would always be like that—invulnerable, ready with the one perfect counterstroke for any attack that might come.


She knew there could be no constant companionship with such a man. Yet his physical nearness was an exhilarating experience. The week in Florida . . . the promise of the next few days up here. . . . Sherry had once seen a giant engine in a steel mill and had held her hand so that the great connecting rod, at the extreme end of its outward lunge, had tapped her fingers as lightly as a kitten. The nearness of that tremendous and perfectly controlled power which, had she moved an inch nearer, would have flung her across the room without noticing it, had held something of the same thrill—the same feeling of excitement.


It was working in her now. The fear that had filled her since morning was draining away. When they branched from the wagon track onto a footpath, a sudden glimpse of the lake brought a surge of remembered terror. But the moment passed, and by the time they rounded a huge pine and came within sight of her house she was almost gay.


“That’s Cabrioun.”


Like the lodge, it was a two-storied structure built of logs chinked with graying mortar. However, where Latham’s house was low and rambling, Cabrioun was compact and vertical. Its eaves hung within ten feet of the ground, and its steep roof climbed past shallow dormers to loftly ridgepoles set in the form of a “T”. The hint of medieval France given by its lines was obscured by a boxlike structure—obviously the kitchen wing—that had been built on the end from which Rogan and Sherry approached.


The house stood in a clearing swept bare even of the smallest bushes, as if the guide, Madore, had felt it his duty to protect it from the encroachment of the forest. The wind, racing over this empty space, drove the dry snow before it in thin sheets like gauzy skeins of blown cobweb. This drifting had filled any earlier footprints, so that the place had a deserted look broken only by a feather of smoke from the main chimney.


“It looks pretty grim from here,” the girl confessed, “but inside it’s quite comfortable—furnace and everything. Coming this way we sort of sneak up on it from behind because it faces the river.”


She led the way through a storeroom, which served as a vestibule, and into the kitchen. There they found Jeff and Barbara stirring a custard with an unnecessary amount of collaboration.


Sherry winked at Rogan.


“It must be love.”


Jeff looked up and grinned. “Hello, you two. Come in and watch me being housebroken.”


He was a large young man with ‘ex-tackle’ written all over him. His face had once presented a collar-ad type of male beauty, but a kindly Princeton halfback had stepped on it. Jeff had wisely refused to have his nose set, so it now resembled an island of William Bendix entirely surrounded by Robert Taylor. He waved a hand in introduction.


“Miss Daventry, this is Rogan Kincaid. Take a good look so you can avoid him in the future. He’s a professional heartbreaker.”


Barbara licked the custard spoon meditatively, blue eyes on Rogan.


“He might be fun, though.”


“Try it,” Sherry dared her, “and come spring they’ll be dragging the lake for a yellow-headed corpse.”


The Dane put his front paws on Barbara’s shoulders and regarded her solemnly. She frowned at him.


“Thor, you have a mean and hungry look, like Julius Caesar or somebody.”


She vanished into the storeroom and returned bearing a huge bone, which she tossed on the floor. Thor growled politely and set to work with relish.


“There goes tonight’s soup,” Barbara remarked wistfully. “And now that the subject of tonight has been brought up unobtrusively, Sherry, do you mind if I inject a touch of humor into the séance? Nothing coarse. Just a few quiet shrieks, and perhaps a pool of blood in the center of the table so the fun won’t be over when the lights come up.”


Jeff groaned. “Barbara Daventry, the poltergeist of the north country.”


She jerked a thumb at him. “Jeff’s an old fuddy-duddy and won’t play. Personally I think games in the dark with more than two people go best with youthful jollity.”


Jeff groaned again. “Sherry, you’ll have to talk this wild woman out of her ideas. I’ve tried to remind her she’s your stepmother’s guest, but the girl has no social conscience.”


“Pooh,” said Barbara, “just because Jeff’s mother was scared by a prohibitionist or something isn’t any reason the rest of us should pass up a chance for innocent merriment. Can you gibber, Mr. Kincaid? Or take off your head? Surely you have some talent that will put everyone at ease and help the evening pass smoothly. Sherry lamb, I have your part all worked out. You’re to make bloodcurdling squeaks on the accordion.”


“Is that a crack?”


“Of course not, darling. You play divinely, but you could make squeaks if you wanted to, couldn’t you?”


“But I don’t want to,” Sherry assured her. “Irene’s bad enough when she’s her sweet, silly self. With hysterics she’d be more than I could bear.” She stood. “Whew! These ski clothes are hot in here.”


“Then why don’t you take them off, my pet?” Barbara advised. “It’s a shame to hide such lovely legs.”


Sherry said, “I think so myself,” and vanished.


Barbara twinkled at Rogan. “You can’t blame her at that.” She turned back to Jeff. “You ought to be glad to help me get a little fun out of this séance. You’ve read up on these things. Maybe we could even kid your uncle out of believing in spooks. You know you don’t like the idea of his getting business advice from the spirit world.”


“I’ve told you a dozen times,” said Jeff patiently, “there’s no way to cure a believer. Uncle Luke’s a great guy, but once a man gets to be a sucker for spooks you can’t laugh him out of it and you can’t talk him out of it. Even if his favorite hant turns out to be five yards of phosphorescent gauze, he swears it’s an ‘apport’ brought by unfriendly spirits to discredit the medium. Look at Conan Doyle. He used to explain Houdini’s tricks by saying Houdini was a medium and didn’t know it. Houdini spent the last ten years of his life telling the world that the things he did were tricks and nothing but tricks, but he couldn’t pound any sense into Doyle.”


“Oooh,” exclaimed Barbara, “you’ve given me another lovely idea. We can make Thor a set of terrible teeth out of grapefruit rind and he can be the Hound of the Baskervilles.”


Rogan stood. “The Hound of the Baskervilles seems to have finished his bone. So I’d better break the news that Latham sent us to tell Jeff to come home and get dinner.”


“I can see there’s no use appealing to your chivalry,” Barbara observed wisely, “but sometimes a bribe works wonders in such cases.” She pointed. “Go through there into the dining room. Sherry’s door is on the left. Knock before you enter, ’cause according to my computations she’s just about reached the pink-silk-pantie stage.”


“And,” Jeff added, “if you see something queer wandering around, don’t let it scare you. It’s a friend of Mr. Ogden’s.”


“That man can haunt a house without any help.”


Barbara gave a mock shiver. “If a ghostly hand touches me at the séance tonight I won’t know whether it’s Mr. Vok or Jack the Ripper. What’s more, I won’t care.”


Kincaid drifted into the dining room. From behind the door on the left came Sherry’s voice, raised in a song that made up in piquancy for what it lacked in decorum.




Mais oui,


But yes!


Of course,


Monsieur.





He decided that the knock Miss Daventry had recommended would be a mere formality. Nevertheless, it is well to be punctilious in these matters. He knocked.


The song stopped. A moment later Sherry opened the door just enough to display one eye and half the opulence of the yellow sweater.


“You disappoint me,” Rogan informed her. “The little girl next door said you’d have reached the pink-silk-pantie stage.”


Sherry, realizing he was alone, pulled the door wider and stepped into the opening.


“I have.”


He nodded approval. “Evidently you began at the bottom and worked up. I confess the sweater lends an unexpectedly provocative note.”


She flirted her hips at him. “I’m glad you like the effect. Only you’d better go now because somebody might walk through the dining room, and that would be just too bad.”


Rogan sighed. “And I had hoped for a private viewing.”


Sherry winked. “That might be arranged.” She kissed him. “But later. Off with you.”


Mr. Kincaid was smiling as he walked through the broad archway into a living room that ran the full width and height of the house. Whatever it might be like in the full light of day, the place was gloomy now. Dusk seeping through small windows illuminated only the lower half, so that the hand-hewn roof timbers slanted up into darkness.


The gambler made a practice of examining any place in which he found himself, with the eye of a general surveying a possible field of battle. It was one of the reasons he was still alive. A stair climbed the wall that separated the living room from Sherry’s bedroom. In the wall opposite there were two doors. He opened them. One led to the vestibule, the other to a closet—its floor littered with boots. Deep window seats flanked the doors. A great fireplace of smooth stones rose against the wall to the right. The ancient musket and powder horn which decorated it were hung so high they were nearly lost among the soot-stained shadows.


The log walls, dusty with neglect, were covered with a motley array of Indian relics, faded snapshots, and the paraphernalia of northern sports.


Behind him he heard Sherry singing,




Mais oui,


But yes!


Of course,


Monsieur.





He strolled over and looked at the photographs. Obviously they represented Sherry’s father and his friends, but the dim light made it impossible to see more.


The girl’s husky contralto had given way to accordion music. It was strange that he had not noticed the instrument in her bedroom. True, his eyes had been occupied, but they had not missed much of the room’s furnishings. An accordion is not an easy thing to overlook.


Besides, this accordion was behaving very oddly. It played a snatch of Sherry’s tune and then interpolated a few notes of another melody—a melody as eerie as the little song had been insouciant. There was no connection between the two. The effect was like opening first one booth and then another in a record shop.


Before he had time to guess at the reason for this, Sherry’s door banged open and she came running in.


“Rogan!” She stopped at sight of him and her hands twisted in the folds of her skirt. “Weren’t you playing?”


“I thought you were. Shhh!” He held up his hand. “It’s stopped.”


There was a cupboard under the stair landing. Sherry turned to this and pulled open the door. A swift step brought Kincaid to her side and they peered in. She pointed to an awkwardly-shaped black case and whispered:


“Open it.”


He dragged it from the cupboard and pressed the catches. The lid fell open to reveal the chromium and plastic of the accordion.


“Nobody could have played it while it was locked in the case.” In the dim room her upturned face was white as a moon flower, and her whole body trembled. “That was Father’s tune.”


Shuffling footsteps sounded on the landing above. The girl drew out of Rogan’s arms with a little cry. He needed no word from her to tell him that the man who peered down out of the gloom was Svetozar Vok.


Seen from below he almost bore out Sherry’s extravagant description. His height, his gaunt figure, and his black, ill-fitting clothes gave him a startling resemblance to a great bird of prey.


“Miss Ogden.” The voice was low and vibrant, marred only by the harsh Czech consonants. As Vok came swiftly down the steps they moved to meet him. He stopped in front of the girl with a ceremonious and oddly theatrical bow.


“I hope I am not intruding. I have heard music and . . .” His eyes found the accordion in its half-opened case.


“Miss Ogden was showing me the instrument,” Rogan explained smoothly.


“I was struck by the curious tune you were playing,” Vok told her. “I came out of my room and found this. I think it must have been stuck in the door-crack of the room of your stepmother, but it seems to have slipped out and fallen to the floor where I found it. It is”—he groped for a word—“alarming.”


The Czech held out a white card with words written on it in jet-black ink. Rogan read over Sherry’s shoulder.


I am in agony. You must go on without me.
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