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			A New Introduction

			Francis Stevens was the pen name of Gertrude Barrows Bennett – a woman who, after the death of her husband, supported herself, her daughter and her mother with work as a secretary and pulp fiction writer. She published stories and serialized fiction in various magazines from 1917 until 1923 and, although her pulp fiction career only lasted six years, it proved an influential one. While Stevens had themes and modes that she liked to revisit throughout her body of work, her output, for its size, was varied. She wrote adventure and exploration fiction, of which The Citadel of Fear is one example, as well as dark science fiction, illustrated in her vision of a future dystopian alternate Philadelphia in The Heads of Cerberus (serialized in The Thrill Book, 1919). She was clearly influenced by the macabre tales of Edgar Allan Poe – in particular her story ‘Behind the Curtain’ (All-Story Weekly, 21 September 1918), with its obvious homage to ‘The Cask of Amontillado’ (1846) – and explored issues of identity related to possession and the occult in Serapion (serialized in The Argosy, 1920). Stevens also produced the intriguing feminist story ‘Friend Island’ (All-Story Weekly, 7 September 1918), which recounted the tale of an ‘ancient mariness’ in the year 2100, a time when men have assumed domestic roles and women are the explorers. Her story ‘Unseen – Unfeared’ (People’s Favorite Magazine, 10 February 1919) is probably the most anthologized of her work. In it the protagonist discovers the presence of creatures living closely among and affecting humans, all without being seen – a hallmark of the sub-genre of horror known as weird fiction. Strikingly, no matter what mode of fiction Stevens worked in, tendrils of the weird seemed to curl throughout it.

			The Citadel of Fear was originally serialized in The Argosy magazine in 1918. This was a momentous time of worldwide conflict and artistic development, especially in genres associated with horror. She may not have been an active correspondent in the circle of writers who surrounded H.P. Lovecraft during the development of the weird tale, but Stevens was concurrently publishing what we consider weird fiction today at the beginning of Lovecraft’s writing career. Moreover, scholars have traced connections of influence between her work and that of Lovecraft, as well as of his acolyte A. Merritt. In the introduction to the 1970 Paperback Library Edition of The Citadel of Fear, science-fiction writer and critic Sam Moskowitz cites a letter from Lovecraft to The Argosy praising Stevens’s writing and calling for a film adaptation of the novel. Moskowitz notes that A. Merritt, erroneously believed by some readers to be the writer behind the pen name of Francis Stevens, praised her work as well. In the early 1940s Merritt encouraged the decision of editor Mary Gnaedinger to reprint several of Stevens’s works in Famous Fantastic Mysteries. For his part, Moskowitz declared that Stevens ‘was the most gifted woman writer of science fiction and science-fantasy between Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley and C.L. Moore’. 

			The Citadel of Fear is a sprawling work of fantasy with supernatural and weird aspects in the vein of writers such as Poe, William Hope Hodgson and Lovecraft. However, it begins within the realm of adventure fiction similar to that of H. Rider Haggard. The initial focus is on the main character, Irishman Colin O’Hara, nicknamed ‘Boots’, and his fellow traveller Archer Kennedy. Both men are struggling to survive in an arid part of Mexico; their quest for gold has gone very wrong, and they are on foot, sunburned, exhausted and starving. Kennedy only survives because O’Hara ignores his sour disposition and carries him. When the pair come upon a house and farm in the middle of nowhere, at the edge of a fertile and mysterious valley, and subsequently meet Svend Biornson, the owner of the property, their suspicions are aroused. After Biornson locks the door on their guest room the men attempt an escape, but they are delayed by O’Hara’s curiosity to see the valley and Kennedy’s greed and wrath toward Biornson. When Kennedy threatens a young woman, the two are attacked, captured and imprisoned in a hidden city named Tlapallan.The inhabitants of this strange place are an ancient line of people who speak the Aztec language and worship various gods, including Quetzalcoatl. In true turn-of-the-century imperial adventure fiction fashion, these people have been mythologized as what Kennedy calls the ‘White Race of Tlapallan’. It emerges that Biornson joined this society years ago when he became separated from an archaeological expedition. Kennedy and O’Hara each inadvertently offend the inhabitants of Tlapallan. Kennedy encounters a dangerous god associated with hatred during a greedy search for valuables, and O’Hara naively sparks a squabble between clans while trying to leave. As punishment, O’Hara is forced to leave Kennedy behind in the city. However, the mysteries and horrors of Tlapallan follow O’Hara to Carpentier, a fictional suburb in which his sister and brother-in-law live. Many years after his failed search for gold in Mexico, O’Hara must confront weird creatures, uncanny dangers and ancient gods in a quiet suburban space of manicured lawns, bungalows and shops.

			With The Citadel of Fear, Stevens entered three areas not typically associated with women as either writers or readers: the pulp magazines, the early weird tale and the adventure story. While working in these modes, she adapted their formulas for her own purposes, but she did at times utilize tropes, characterizations and plot points in her body of work that feel dated to readers in the twenty-first century. These include characters pursuing imperialism across the globe and locating horror in people and cultures different from their own. Even so, she is an important part of the history of women writing in the pulp magazines and creating weird fiction that has been set aside in favour of a narrative that privileges originators such as Poe and Lovecraft. Stevens is an interesting link in this tradition, connecting themes of nineteenth-century horror to the development of the twentieth-century weird tale.

			The Pulps and Women Creators

			Gary Hoppenstand traces the history of the pulp magazines in the introduction to his collection Pulp Fiction of the 1920s and 1930s (2013) by starting with the growth of a mass-market readership in the mid-nineteenth century, a time when the production of books had become more cost-effective and widespread. In America this led to ‘story papers’ and in Britain to the ‘penny dreadfuls’, both cheap subscription papers with serialized fiction. The ‘penny dreadfuls’, in particular, tried to hold their readers’ attentions with suspense and grotesque horror stories. Before the pulps came on the scene in America (around the turn of the century), there was the phase of the dime novel, a type of cheap pamphlet or booklet. Then, according to Hoppenstand, in 1896 publisher Frank Munsey ‘changed The Argosy from a boy’s magazine to an all-fiction magazine with untrimmed, rough wood-pulp pages and measuring approximately 7 by 10 inches and half-an-inch thick’. Stevens’s The Citadel of Fear would be serialized in The Argosy 22 years later.

			In the first two decades of the twentieth century, the pulps developed into prime real estate for genre fiction such as romance, Westerns, science fiction and fantasy, mysteries and adventure stories. Along the way, certain magazines began to focus on particular genres. For instance, readers of Black Mask knew they were getting crime stories, whereas readers of Weird Tales were interested in horror and the macabre. This was popular fiction for readers seeking quick and portable entertainment, and it mirrored the concerns – and at times, unfortunately, the prejudices – of the contemporary majority culture. The pulps also influenced the comic books and paperbacks that developed in the 1930s, 1940s and 1950s. The convenience and popularity of the pulps, while influential in the developments of media and genre fiction, were not conducive to permanence: their very material was not designed to stand the test of time. While collectors and libraries may have runs of some pulp magazines today, many stories, together with their writers, were lost due to the ephemeral qualities of the media.

			One myth that scholars Lisa Yaszek and Eric Leif Davin have carefully dismantled is that the pulp magazines were a male domain, with very little participation from women writers and readers. Davin’s book Partners in Wonder: Women and the Birth of Science Fiction (2005) contains an appendix in which he lists 203 known women writers (including Stevens) who published in science fiction magazines from 1926 until 1949; he separately identifies another 127 women who published in Weird Tales between 1923 and 1954. Furthermore, women held editorial positions at several pulp magazines in the first half of the twentieth century. Dorothy McIlwraith, for instance, was editor of Weird Tales from 1940 to 1954. Davin notes that Mary Gnaedinger was the only editor of Fantastic Novels and Famous Fantastic Mysteries, in which she reprinted several of Stevens’s works in the late 1930s and early 1940s. Among several women editors identified by Davin are Miriam Bourne, associate and managing editor of Amazing Stories and Amazing Stories Quarterly, and Lila E. Shaffer, who was at Amazing Stories and Fantastic Adventures. Beyond editorial control, women had other roles in the production of the pulps. Margaret Brundage, for example, was one of the most influential pulp cover artists of the time. Davin has noted that she created 66 covers for Weird Tales in the 1930s alone, 39 of which were consecutive.

			The Weird and the First World War

			Weird fiction is notoriously difficult to define. One popular definition for the weird is from Lovecraft’s long essay Supernatural Horror in Literature (1927), in which he distinguishes the weird tale from the traditional ghost story: 

			A certain atmosphere of breathless and unexplainable dread of outer, unknown forces must be present; and there must be a hint … of that most terrible conception of the human brain – a malign and particular suspension or defeat of those fixed laws of Nature which are our only safeguard against the assaults of chaos and the daemons of unplumbed space.

			For Lovecraft, the weird, or cosmic horror, is a fear of the unknown. It is a fear of things not yet explained by science, such as the depths of the ocean, the vacuum of space or other dimensions. He emphasizes that the weird tale must have, in addition to fear and evil, ‘the inevitable fascination of wonder and curiosity’, observing that humans ‘tremble at the thought of the hidden and fathomless worlds of strange life which may pulsate in the gulfs beyond the stars, or press hideously upon our own globe in unholy dimensions’. The fear in a weird tale comes from the contemplation, or the sudden realization, of contact with otherworldly, strange and powerful forces.

			This definition perfectly applies to Stevens’s story ‘Unseen – Unfeared’, in which the protagonist views his ordinary surroundings through a scientist’s camera fitted with a special filter and sees horrifying creatures all over the room. His descriptions of them are otherworldly:

			But the room – the whole room was alive with other creatures. … Everywhere I looked they were – centipedish things, with yard-long bodies, detestable, furry spiders that lurked in shadows, and sausage-shaped translucent horrors that moved – and floated through the air.

			His new awareness of invisible, and yet horrifying, creatures, sharing space with people and even touching them, terrifies the protagonist. There are some figures so strange that he cannot describe them in words, strongly indicating that he is in a weird story. This experience is new to him, thus involving fear of the unknown. Moreover, it is a phenomenon that the scientist in the story does not fully comprehend. Of course, he is most likely a mad scientist now that he has discovered this other world coexisting within our own.

			The development of this atmospheric and otherworldly form of horror in the weird tale in the early twentieth century was not purely aesthetic. Historian W. Scott Poole traces the beginning of weird fiction to the First World War, a response to the massive dislocation and the real apocalyptic horrors, violence and traumas of that conflagration. 

			In Wasteland (2018) Poole describes Lovecraft’s famous old god Cthulu as a representation of this worldwide fear of ultimate disintegration: ‘a monster that has haunted the century, a new death’s head spreading wide his black wings of apocalypse’. In his introduction to Pulp Fiction of the 1920s and 1930s (2013), Hoppenstand describes weird fiction, which he refers to as ‘dark fantasy’, as

			a type of horror fiction that evolved out of the destruction and mayhem of World War I. Dark fantasy envisions a nihilistic worldview in which unknown alien powers lurk behind the façade of human reality, and the only way to survive is to ignore forbidden knowledge altogether … knowledge of the unknown or forbidden is usually equated with death and destruction for the protagonists.

			Readers can sense the shadow of the Great War in Stevens’s work. She overtly included the First World War in one of her weird adventure stories, ‘The Nightmare’, which appeared in All-Story Weekly on 14 April 1917. Her main character has been traumatized by the attack on the Lusitania, leaving him struggling with amnesia and intense feelings of dislocation. In the course of his adventure, he meets a young woman who has trained as a military nurse. 

			Although the First World War is not specifically named in The Citadel of Fear, Stevens makes O’Hara and his allies fight to avert a potential apocalypse when Archer Kennedy returns to America after the fall of Tlapallan. Using an alias and a disguise, he lures O’Hara into his suburban mansion/mad scientist’s laboratory to witness the experiments he has been making on various creatures. Kennedy has even experimented on himself; he shows O’Hara a paw that used to be one of his hands. Fully given over to the evil god Nacoc-Yaotl and the hatred that he promotes, Kennedy seeks destruction and ultimate power through his disturbing work in his suburban ‘citadel of fear’. The evil god he serves views him as a puppet and wants nothing less than global apocalypse. Kennedy’s nihilism, his horrific experimental creatures and his ultimate self-destruction are all expected in a weird tale. He made contact with an inhuman power and welcomed forbidden knowledge. As Hoppenstand notes, these actions always lead to ‘death and destruction’.

			The Weird in The Citadel of Fear

			The Citadel of Fear has more characteristics of the weird than the ever-present potential for apocalypse and the dangers of forbidden knowledge. Another example is that the novel includes a pantheon of old gods reminiscent of Lovecraft’s ancient beings. Stevens may be using the names of Aztec gods, but she does not clearly delineate the religious dictates or history of that culture. She appropriates these gods to fit her conception of good versus evil on a massive otherworldly scale. After O’Hara and Kennedy spark the war that brings down Tlapallan, Stevens relocates the cast of deities from Mexico to the United States for a showdown. Kennedy becomes the avatar for Nacoc-Yaotl’s rage and violence while O’Hara is supported by Quetzalcoatl and the other Aztec gods. Biornson describes these gods to Cliona, O’Hara’s sister, when they are preparing to try to rescue her brother: 

			You may think me mad if you like, but I swear to you that there was – there is – life in that dreadful, carved black stone called Nacoc-Yaotl! A life that is ambitious and vile and that chose these vile men I have told you of for the agents of its fiendish ambition! And it has an enmity against the human race – an enmity darker and vaster than human enmity could ever be? Can you believe, child, that there are gods of old who still live? Old gods, and powers that have survived the passing of their worshippers?

			This is language familiar to any fan of weird fiction, especially that of the Lovecraftian variety.

			During the climactic conflict at the ‘citadel of fear’, Stevens hints that the gods are all subject to change based on culture; some deities thus have multiple names, including Egyptian, Greek and Roman ones. Furthermore, Stevens’s description of how O’Hara perceives the gods toys with the line between the familiar and the unfamiliar: 

			Very strange folk they were, and at the same time extraordinarily familiar. Like old friends in masqueraders’ robes he knew each one, and recalled the names of them in different lands. 

			These powerful beings are beyond the mind of man and have been present throughout all time and all cultures. Interestingly, even though O’Hara and Cliona do not forsake their Irish Catholic faith, they wholeheartedly accept the help of Quetzalcoatl and company.

			So far, these aspects of apocalypse, forbidden knowledge and old gods have been located in a larger, almost global realm. Stevens also exhibits the weird on an uncanny and local level by undermining the familiar for her characters, especially when they are in America. In doing so she employs the tenets described in The Weird and the Eerie (2016) by Mark Fisher, according to whom ‘[T]he weird is that which does not belong. The weird brings to the familiar something which ordinarily lies beyond it, and which cannot be reconciled with the “homely” (even as its negation)’. One of the first indicators of something that does not belong but is strangely present is when Kennedy violates the temple of Nacoc-Yaotl in Tlapallan. He sees a marsh inside the building wherein the white hounds of the city prowl. Stevens writes: 

			The intolerable strangeness of his discovery swept Kennedy like a flood. What place in Nature had this domed-in, coldly steaming marsh, with its pale growth of rushes, its luminous fungoids, and wallowing wolflike inhabitants? 

			Kennedy is deeply disturbed by the presence of a marsh in an unnatural place. More specifically, readers of weird fiction by writers such as Poe, Hodgson and Lovecraft, and by twenty-first-century weird writers such as Jeff VanderMeer, Caitlín R. Kiernan and Silvia Moreno-Garcia, are familiar with the creeping dread and outright terror that fungus can produce, particularly when it is where it should not be or is phosphorescent.

			Later in the novel, Stevens transports this weird marsh to Carpentier, an American suburb. O’Hara sees it when he wakes up in Kennedy’s basement laboratory, but this time it is inhabited by the strange hybrid creatures that Kennedy has created. A few of them are reminiscent of Stevens’s monsters in ‘Unseen – Unfeared’. O’Hara has trouble seeing things clearly in the dim light of the fungoids, but he knows only too well that ‘Nature never made a marsh like that’. One creature he sees walks on tentacles; several seem to have skeletal parts. O’Hara calls them all ‘goblins’.

			Kennedy’s creatures do not simply stay in his mansion, however. At least one of them visits Cliona’s suburban bungalow, traumatizing her and her puppy during a night alone at the dwelling. Something uses claws to tear through a door and destroy the interior of the cottage. Even after Cliona shoots it several times through her bedroom door, and the creature loses buckets of blood, it survives to leave the scene of the crime – to the bafflement of the local police, ill-equipped to handle this situation. A marsh full of unearthly creatures does not belong inside of a temple and certainly not inside a home in Carpentier, described by Stevens as ‘a small suburb just within the wide-flung boundary line of a city in the eastern part of the United States’. Placing such a weird setting inside humdrum, small-town America is unsettling to characters and readers alike.

			The Lost World Adventure Story

			In addition to the weird, Stevens wrote several pieces in the tradition of the lost world adventure story. This could be an accidental discovery of a lost world while searching for gold, as in The Citadel of Fear, or the discovery of an island full of weird creatures, as in ‘The Nightmare’. This mode has strong roots in the Victorian period when it was closely tied to the expansion and maintenance of the British Empire. Frequently appearing tropes in adventure stories starring British or American explorers include a belief of cultural superiority toward the indigenous peoples, a fear of the Other and a desire for resources or some form of profit, whether annexed territory, archaeological finds or actual treasure. One writer most closely associated with the lost world adventure story is H. Rider Haggard; the form drives his novels such as King Solomon’s Mines (1885), She: A History of Adventure (1887) and Montezuma’s Daughter (1893). Patrick Brantlinger connects British imperial fiction with the Gothic because of the presence of the occult mixed with science in these stories that propound a type of survival of the fittest civilization and a fear of reverse colonization. Stevens, never afraid to mix and match modes in one piece of fiction, does similar work in The Citadel of Fear by intermingling exploration, the weird, a kind of pseudo-science when Kennedy becomes a Dr Frankenstein-like creator and the occult. 

			Many of the writers of lost world adventure stories were men. In his 2004 introduction to The Nightmare and Other Tales of Dark Fantasy, Hoppenstand suggests that Stevens was the only woman in the early twentieth century writing this mode of fiction. However, there was at least one other woman in this time period with a serialized lost world adventure: Pauline E. Hopkins. Thought to be the most prolific African-American woman writer of the early twentieth century, she offered an interesting perspective on the lost world adventure story in her novel Of One Blood; Or, the Hidden Self (serialized in the Colored American Magazine, 1902–1903). A critic of American imperialism in her writing, Hopkins’s archaeological expedition into Africa in Of One Blood encounters the fictional undiscovered African nation of Telassar. Through her portrayal of this uncolonized, independent nation, Hopkins anticipates the Afrofuturism movement of the latter half of the twentieth century – a creative and philosophical endeavour to represent the importance of African and African-diasporic peoples in world history and the future. In this artistic vein, Hopkins identifies Africa as the cradle of civilization in her novel. This places her work in stark and powerful opposition to the racial and cultural superiority complexes that motivate explorers in British, European and American exploration fiction.

			Stevens’s work reveals more of a debt to the works of turn-of-the-century British authors than to Hopkins, but she does slightly adjust and revise traditional themes and characters. The Citadel of Fear has a set-up familiar to readers of Haggard’s novels with its two companions, O’Hara and Kennedy, travelling in Mexico and searching for gold. They have been warned away from the area they wish to explore, but they go anyway, then almost perish in the desert. While on this adventure, in another plot move similar to a Haggard novel, they inadvertently ‘discover’ the lost city of Tlapallan, inhabited by a lost race of white people. O’Hara reacts with curiosity and makes friendships that will help him later in the story; Kennedy reacts with fear and hatred. Disturbingly, he insists that these people are ‘savages’ and ‘barbarous’, declaring, ‘Let their skin be as white as they pleased, they couldn’t fool him’. The narrator describes Kennedy’s thoughts ‘as after his own characteristic fashion’, going on to note that to Kennedy ‘an Indian was a sub-human creature’. Troublingly, Stevens does follow the myth of vanishing indigenous cultures by having this previously ‘lost’ remnant city collapse in civil war so quickly after engaging with outsiders. Yet she undercuts Kennedy’s fear of the inhabitants of Tlapallan by emphasizing his own vicious nature, evident from the beginning of the story in his behaviour towards O’Hara.

			To be sure, Kennedy is the villain of the piece. At one point during the men’s attempted escape from the city, O’Hara is disgusted by Kennedy’s blood lust; the narrator even describes Kennedy as ‘bestial’. Kennedy denigrates the inhabitants of Tlapallan, but he is clearly the reason why Nacoc-Yaotl becomes so powerful. When he sees the god’s idol, ‘whatever Kennedy had for a soul basked in fascinated contemplation of its unacknowledged ideal’, with the narrator describing his ‘rapture’ as ‘the perfect worship of a real devotee’. The ideals of Nacoc-Yaotl are fear and hate, according to Biornson’s daughter. Kennedy, the outsider and explorer, is the one who succumbs to this god rather than the people of Tlapallan whom he had dismissed as ‘savages’. It is at this moment that he begins his self-destructive journey to becoming the mad scientist with forbidden occult knowledge whom O’Hara will meet again in America.

			Not only were the lost world adventure stories of the turn of the century largely written by men, but they also featured predominantly male characters. Stevens undercuts this tendency in The Citadel of Fear. While the book does focus on Kennedy and O’Hara, important women also appear in the story, especially Cliona, O’Hara’s sister, and Biornson’s daughter, called the ‘Dusk Lady’ by O’Hara. Although he is drawn to her, O’Hara believes Kennedy’s tale that the ‘Dusk Lady’ is confused and unreliable. By contrast, the reader knows that she is the most knowledgeable and aware person in the novel. When O’Hara rescues her from Kennedy’s fortress, she is self-possessed and assertive, defying the stereotype of a damsel in distress. The ‘Dusk Lady’ later returns to the citadel in an attempt to rescue O’Hara after Kennedy has kidnapped him; here she is joined by a small party led by Cliona. The narrator notes the active presence of the women in the rescue attempt several times as they engage the monsters and direct the men. Cliona is described in the text as the leader for the final charge.

			A Link in a Long Tradition

			In his 1970 introduction to Stevens’s novel, Moskowitz quoted the editorial blurb from when The Citadel of Fear was reprinted in Famous Fantastic Mysteries (February 1942):

			The stories of Francis Stevens are unique in the records of great fantasy. There is in them a power to evoke the very essence of all that is strange and weird and at the same time make live both the real and supernatural characters. You will find in this marvelous, colorful adventure qualities possessed only by the most famous fantastic mysteries of all time.

			Now, 80 years after this reprinting, new light is coming to bear on Stevens’s place in the history of genre fiction with the return of The Citadel of Fear and the recent reprinting of The Heads of Cerberus (2019). Ann and Jeff VanderMeer, in their anthology The Weird (2012), call Stevens ‘the first major American female writer of fantasy and science fiction’, while Hoppenstand has crowned her ‘the woman who invented dark fantasy’. Classic weird fiction is typically described as beginning with Lovecraft and developing within a coterie of predominantly male writers that surrounded him, then continuing with followers who were influenced by him. Stevens was, in all probability, separate from this nucleus, but she started to write weird fiction at the same time as Lovecraft was beginning to publish.

			In the twenty-first century the weird has continued to evolve into an iteration known as the ‘New Weird’. Today diverse writers are revising and updating aspects of Old Weird fiction, even as they continue to challenge genre boundaries and explore the depths of human fear and the unknown. It is important to remember that Francis Stevens, with her penchant for mixing and experimenting with modes in order to explore the frightening, the strange and the weird, was one of the originators of this, as yet undead, literary tradition.

			Melanie R. Anderson
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			Part One 

		

	
		
			Chapter I

			Hidden in the Hills

			“Don’t leave me— All— in—” The words were barely distinguishable, but the tall figure in the lead, striding heavily through the soft, impeding sand, heard the mutter of them and paused without turning. He stood with drooped head and shoulders, as if the oppression of the cruel, naked sun were an actual weight that pressed him earthward. His companion, plowing forward with an ultimate effort, sagged from the hips and fell face downward in the sand.

			Apathetically the tall man looked at the twitching heap beside him. Then he raised his head and stared through a reddening film at the vast, encircling torture pen in which they both were trapped.

			The sun, he thought, had grown monstrous and swallowed all the sky. No blue was anywhere. Brass above, soft, white-hot iron beneath, and all tinged to redness by the film of blood over sand-tormented eyes. Beyond a radius of thirty yards his vision blurred and ceased, but into that radius something flapped down and came tilting awkwardly across the sand, long wings half-spread, yellow head lowered, bold with an avid and loathsome curiosity.

			“You!” whispered the man hoarsely, and shook one great, red fist at the thing. “You’ll not get your dinner off me nor him while my one foot can follow the other!”

			And with that he knelt down by the prostrate one, drew the limp arms about his own neck, bowed powerful shoulders to support the body, and heaved himself up again. Swaying, he stood for a moment with feet spread, then began a new and staggering progress. The king-vulture flapped lazily from his path and upward to renew its circling patience.

			After years in hell, where he was doomed forever to bear an intolerable burden across seas of smoking fire, the tall man regained a glimmering of reason. It came with the discovery that he was lying flat on his stomach, arms and breast immersed in liquid coolness, and that he was gulping water as fast and as greedily as swollen tongue and lips would permit.

			With a self-control that saved two lives, he forced himself to cease drinking, but laved in the water, played in it with his hands, could scarcely believe in it, and at the same time thanked God for its reality. So sanity came closely back, and with clearing vision he saw the stream that meant salvation to sundrained tissues.

			It was a deep, narrow, rapid flood, rushing darkly by and tugging at his arms with the force of its turbulent current. Flowing out from a rocky gorge, it lost itself again round a curving height of rocks.

			What of the white-hot torture-pit? He was in shadow now, blessed, cool, revivifying. But – alone.

			Dragging himself by sheer will-power from the water, the tall man wiped at his eyes and stared about. There close by lay a motionless heap of brown, coated with sand in dusty patches, white sand in the tumble of black hair at one end of it.

			Very cautiously the tall man got to his feet and took an uncertain step toward the huddled figure. Then he shook one dripping red fist toward a wide, shimmering expanse that lay beyond the shadow of the rocks.

			“You missed us,” he muttered with a chuckle almost childishly triumphant, “and you’ll never get us – not while – my one foot can follow the other!”

			Then he set himself to revive the companion he had carried through torment on his shoulders, bathing the face, administering salvation by cautious driblets on the blackened, leather-dry lips and tongue. He himself had drunk more and faster. His already painful stomach and chest told him that.

			But this other man, having a friend to minister, need take no such chance with his life. From his face the sand was washed in little white rivulets; his throat muscles began to move in convulsive twitches of swallowing.

			As he worked, the tall man cast an occasional glance at the gorge from which flowed the stream. Below was the desert; above, craggy heaps and barren stretches of stone towered skyward. Blind and senseless, led by some inner guidance, say instinct rather than sense, he had dragged himself and his fellow-prospector from the desert’s hot, dry clutch. Would the hills prove kinder? Water was here, but what of food?

			He glanced again up the gorge and saw that beside the swift water there was room for a man to walk. And downstream drifted a green, leafy branch, hurrying and twisting with the current.

			As liquid iron cools, withdrawn from the fire, so the desert cooled with the setting of the sun, its furnace. Intolerable whiteness became purple mystery, overhung by a vault of soft and tender blue, that deepened, darkened, became set with a million flashing jewels.

			And under the stars cool night-winds roved, like stealthy, invisible prowlers. Up among the rocks they came, stirring the hair of two escaped prisoners of the sun as if with curious fingers.

			As their chill, stealthy breath struck through to his heated body the smaller man shivered in his sleep. His companion rolled over and took the unblanketed form in his arms; to share with it his own warmth and unconquerable vitality.

			Dawn came, a hint of dun light. The stars faded and fled in a moment, and saffron glory smote the desert into transitory gold. One man had slept little and the other much, but it was the first who rose strongly from the bare rock and roused the second to action.

			“We’re our own men again,” he asserted with confident optimism. “’Tis time we were proving it, and though cold water’s a poor breakfast, that’s but encouragement to find a better. Come, now. Stand up on your own two feet, Mr. Kennedy, the way we may be seeking it.”

			Unwillingly the other raised himself. His face, save for the dark stubble of a three days’ divorce from the razor, was clean-shaven, and his black hair, dark, alert eyes, and the tan inflicted by a Mexican sun, gave him almost the look of an Indian.

			His companion, on the other hand, was of that blond, freckled type which burns, but hardly tans at all, and his young, homely face flamed red beneath a thatch of hair nearly as ruddy.

			Well over six fit in height, lean, tough, with great loose-moving shoulders and slim waist, Colin O’Hara looked what he was, a stalwart young Irishman whose full power was yet to come with years, but who even at twenty excelled most men in strength and stamina. Under his worn flannel shirt the muscles played, not in lumpy hillocks, but in those long, easy curves that promise endless endurance.

			“Come along,” he repeated. “They’ll be waiting breakfast for us up the arroyo.”

			“Who will? Oh – just some more of your nonsense, eh? Can’t we even starve to death without your joking over it?”

			“And for why should we starve; little man? Take the edge off your temper with this, then.”

			He tossed over something which Kennedy caught with eager hands, and bit through its gray-green skin almost before looking at it.

			“A lechera pear, eh?” He gulped and bit again. “Where did you get it?” The other pointed at the rushing stream. “It came floating down last night and I saved it, thinking you might need a bit of encouragement the morn.”

			“Only one?” demanded Kennedy with a quick, greedily suspicious glance.

			“Only one.”

			Finishing the milky pulp hurriedly, the dark man washed its sticky juice from face and hands and turned with a grin.

			“You’re a fool to have given it all away then – too big a fool for me to believe in. How many did you eat, really?”

			The Irishman’s red brows drew together. He turned away.

			“I gave you it all that I might be saved the carrying of you,” he flung back. “I’d enough o’ that yesterday.”

			He was striding upstream now, and Kennedy followed, scowling at his swinging back.

			“I say, Boots,” he called in a moment. “You know I meant nothing. You saved my life, I admit, and – thanks for the pear.”

			“Boots” (the nickname being probably derived from the enormous pair of cowhides in which the young Irishman had essayed desert travel) flung back a brief: “It’s all right,” and tramped steadily on. He was not the man to quarrel over so trifling a matter.

			As for their present goal, the best that even optimistic Boots hoped for was some uncultivated valley where they might precariously sustain life on wild fruit and such game as they could take without weapons.

			Barren, unpopulated, forsaken even of the Indians, this region had an evil reputation. “Collados del Demonio,” Hills of the Fiend, the Mexicans called it. So far as Cuachictin at the desert’s rim the prospectors had come without trouble. Those were the days when Porfirio Diaz still kept his iron grip on the throat of Mexico, and by consequence even a “puerco gringo” might travel through it in safety.

			But Cuachictin offered them no encouragement to further progress. Kennedy had tried in vain to persuade some native of that Indian settlement to accompany them as a guide. Gold? Ah, yes, there was gold in the hills. Gold in nuggets as big as your closed fist – so. But also devils.

			Was it not known that in ancient days all Anahuac was inhabited by giants? Even now, in turning new fields, a man was likely to uncover their enormous bones. Their terrible white ghosts overran the hills. They hunted the hills with the ghosts of white cougars for companions. They would twist off the head of a man and swallow it and his soul like melon seeds. No, no! Blanket was not woven nor knife forged that would pay a man for being eaten, soul and all, by devils!

			In the huge, half-rotted brown thing like a strange log which they finally dragged forth to support their story of giants, Kennedy recognized the thigh-bone of a mastodon! The prospectors yielded hope of conquering a superstition rooted in the prehistoric past, and set out alone.

			It was true that they had reached their goal, the hills, but with their own bare hands for sole remaining equipment, and for provision the hope of what the country itself might offer.

			Shadowed from above by beetling cliffs, the curving path of the torrent led them on. The gorge widened. They reached a sharp bend of the walls and rounded it.

			“Saints above!” came Boots’ sharp ejaculation. “Mr. Kennedy, did you ever see the like o’ that?”

			Mr. Kennedy made no reply. Had the gorge opened out upon a pit of flaming brimstone, neither man could have halted more abruptly nor stared with a greater amazement.

			Their emotion, however, was the opposite of dismay. To eyes sand-tortured and sun-weary, the vista before them seemed hardly less blessed than paradise.

			On either hand steep, thickly wooded bluffs ran parallel to the reach of a gorgeously flowering and fruitful ravine. Through its midst meandered the stream, broadly shallow between pleasant banks, till it reached the rocks and swirled to a somber turmoil of revolt.

			But better than flower, or fruit, or sparkling river, the scene held a certain homelier significance. The groves of fruit trees were set in orderly ranks. Pina noñas raised their sharp spikes in rows of military alinement. Along the stream a brown path trended toward that which confirmed the meaning of all the rest – a gleam of white walls near the upper end of the ravine.

			“A plantation!” cried Kennedy at last. “A plantation in the Collados del Demonio! And by report there isn’t a square foot of cultivated land within a hundred and fifty miles of this spot.”

			Boots grinned cheerfully.

			“Report’s a liar. Maybe it’s the house of the old hill devil himself we’ve blundered upon. So be, he owes us a breakfast for hunting him out!”

			With the direct purpose of hungry men, they headed straight for those patches of shining white which betokended, as they supposed, the dobe house of a rancher.

			In the orange groves, blossom and full golden sphere flourished side by side. Sapodillas, milk-pears, and ciruelas, hung with a million reddening globes, offered proof of generous soil and a kindly climate. Flocks of butterflies, crimson, blue, and metallic green, shared the air with humming birds whose plumage put the sailwings to shame for brightness. Musical-voiced blue sparrows, wild canaries and gaudy little parrakeets filled the trees with rainbow-hued vivacity.

			“It’s Eden without the—” began Boots, when whir-r-r-r! came a sharp warning from the long grass that bordered the path. Boots bowed in mock salutation toward the sound. “Asking your pardon, Mr. Rattler! Eden, serpent and all, is what I’d meant to be saying.”

			“Don’t crack any of your fool jokes when we reach the house,” growled Kennedy. “Some of these Mexicans are as touchy as the devil.”

			“Ah, now, you’d soon soothe ‘em down with a scowl or so,” laughed Boots. “But – well, don’t you admire the look o’ that, Mr. Kennedy? It’s no ranch-house they have, but a full-fledged hacienda no less!”

			It was true. Instead of the common dobe-plastered casa of a small rancher, the thinning trees revealed an establishment far more imposing. Wide-spread, flat-roofed, its walls even yet showing only in patches through rioting rose-vines, here was such a residence as might be owned by any wealthy gentleman of Mexico. To find it in these hills, however, was as surprising as to discover a Fifth Avenue mansion at the heart of a Bornean jungle.

			From one chimney, presumably over the kitchen, a thin curl of smoke was rising. This was the only visible sign of life within. And now it struck them that in the whole length of the ravine they had not seen so much as one peon at work among the plantations.

			The hacienda seemed very silent. Behind the walls of its courtyard no dog barked nor cock crowed. Save for the musical tumult of birds, they might, have wandered into a valley of magic stillness.

			“Smoke spells fire and fire spells food,” asserted Boots. “The cook’s awake, and ‘tis shame if the rest be sleeping with the sun up these two hours. Will we walk in or knock, Mr. Kennedy? You’ve the better knowledge of what’s considered fitting in these parts.”

			“Knocks,” came the curt advice of his companion. He was eying the hacienda suspiciously, but as suspicion was Kennedy’s normal attitude toward the world, Boots paid that no attention.

			He boldly advanced toward the wooden outer gates that stood open, yielding a pleasant glimpse through two archways to the inner patio, with its palms, gay oleanders, and tinkling fountain. His fist smote loudly on a leaf of the open gates.

			Almost immediately, the summons brought response. On pattering bare feet a child came flying out from among the palms, only to pull up abruptly when she perceived that the visitors were strangers. She was a pretty enough youngster, between three and four years old, with curling black hair, bright, solemn, dark eyes, and a skin surprisingly pink and white for a Mexican child. Her dress was a single slip of brown agave fiber, clean, however, and painstakingly embroidered.

			“Buenos dias, chiquita,”greeted Boots, whose Spanish, though atrociously accented, generally served the purpose. “Esta usted solo en la casa?” (Are you alone in the house?)

			The curly black head shook in solemn negation. Then the round face dimpled into laughter, and running straight to her giant questioner she put up chubby arms in an unmistakable plea. With an answering laugh the Irishman caught the baby up and set her on the towering height of his shoulder.

			Kennedy frowned weary irritation.

			“Are we to stand here all day?” he queried.

			Leaning forward, the child peered down at him around the ruddy head of her swiftly chosen friend.

			“Do ‘way,” she commanded calmly. “Red man nice – tum in. Black man do ‘way – ‘way, ‘way off!” She emphasized the order in her unexpected baby English by a generous wave of her hand toward infinite outside spaces.

			Boots’ shout of mirth at this summary choice and dismissal produced two results. Kennedy’s annoyance was increased, and a man came out from some door which the first archway concealed, and strode quickly toward them. Dressed in immaculate white, well-groomed and confident of bearing, here seemed the probable master of the hacienda.

			“What is this? Put that child down, sir! Who are you, and how did you come here?”

			The Irishman shrugged a trifle resentfully.

			“The little maid’s in no danger,” he protested. “We’re seeking the common kindness of food and shelter; for the which we’ll gladly pay and get on our journey again.”

			Without replying the man advanced, took the girl from her lofty perch and set her down. “Run in, the house, little daughter,” he commanded briefly.

			But with a wail of rebellion she flung both short arms around the Irishman’s dusty boot. Foreseeing trouble for the young lady, he stooped and gently disengaged her.

			“I’ve a little sister at home, colleen,” he said, “that’s the spit and image of yourself, save she’s the eyes like blue corn-flowers. Don’t you be crying, now. We’ll see each other again.”

			As she still clung, her father stooped, lifted her and faced her about in the desired direction. “Go – in!” he commanded, with a gentle sternness that this time won obedience.

			Boots looked at her regretfully, for he liked children. He was, indeed, to see her again, as he had promised; but not to know her – not though that recognition would have saved him terrible and bitter pain. But now she was to him only a small girl-child, who went at her father’s insistence, and going turned to wave a chubby and reluctant farewell.

			Upon her disappearance the fathers manner relaxed.

			“You took me by surprise,” he explained. “We are seldom favored with guests here, but I meant no inhospitality. You come from—”

			“The desert.” Boots’ brevity was indignant. Did the fellow think him a child-eating ogre that he snatched away his daughter so anxiously?

			But Kennedy was more voluble. He plunged into an instant and piteous account of their recent sufferings, or, to speak more correctly, of his own, and before the tale was half finished, their unwilling host’s last trace of hostility seemed to have completely vanished.

			“Come in – come in!” he ejaculated. “You shan’t tell me that sort of story standing out here. Come in and I’ll find you something or other worth eating, though I can’t promise what it will be. My people—” He paused and seemed to hesitate rather strangely. “My servants are off for the day,” he at last concluded. “I’ll do my best, and ask you to put up with any lacks due to their absence.”

			Both men offered willing though surprised assent.

			“Off for the day!” thought Boots. “And where off to, I wonder? Does he give picnics to his peons? He’s a different master, then, to any I’ve met in this slave-driver’s country.”

			Having seated them in a great, cool, high-ceilinged and galleried dining-room, their host disappeared to return presently bearing a piled trayful of plunder from his own deserted kitchen.

			The food, which included chicken, the inevitable tortilla, sweet potatoes crystallised in sugar, bananas and other fruits, was as typically Mexican as the hacienda. Yet all signs failed if their host were of Spanish blood..

			No Spanish-American speaks English as if it were quite native to his tongue, and moreover, though his eyes were dark, and his hair save where it was liberally shot with gray, almost black, there was something about his keen, clean-cut face which spoke of some more northern race. “You’re from the U.S.A.?” questioned Kennedy. The question was too blunt for courtesy, but the man nodded.

			“Yes, I am an American. A Californian, though my parents were born on the Christiania Fiord.”

			“Ah, a Norseman, is it?” Boots’ eyes lighted appreciatively. He had known a Norwegian or two, and thought them fine, upstanding, hard-hitting men of their hands. “I’m very glad to know you, Mr.—”

			“My name is Svend Biornson!” The tone was so challengingly abrupt that his guests involuntarily stared. If he had expected, however, to amuse another sort of surprise, he was disappointed. He saw it instantly and laughed as if to cover some odd embarrassment.

			“Pardon my not presenting myself earlier. One forgets civilized forms in this, out-of-the-way place. And now I fancy you’d welcome a chance to wash and change to fresh garments. Will you follow me, gentlemen?”

			The cool, airy chamber to which he escorted them opened off one of the two galleries surrounding the dining-room. Its three windows overlooked the patio, and through them one could step out upon another long, open gallery. There were two beds, draped with elaborate lace work, furniture of woven grass and wicker, and a bathroom with great, porous jars of cool water.

			In his first glance about, Kennedy’s eye was caught by a thing that stood on a bracket over one of the beds. Without apology he lifted the object down and examined it curiously.

			It was an image, some ten inches high, done in brilliantly polished but unglazed porcelain. The face, though flat, bore a peculiarly genial and benignant expression. On the head was a sort of miter, adorned with black spots. A tunic, on which embroidery was simulated in red, blue and gilt enamel; a golden collar, gaiters spotted like the headdress, and dead-black sandals completed the costume.

			On the left arm a round shield was carried. The right hand grasped a stag, terminating at the top in the curved neck and head of a snake, springing out of a collar or circlet of feathers.

			It was a very beautiful piece of potter’s art, but Kennedy had another reason for appreciation and interest.

			“Quetzalcoatl, eh?” he said. “From Cholula, or did you find it around these parts?”

			Biornson, who had not observed Kennedy’s act, whirled like a flash. To the amazement of both men, his face had gone dead white, as if at receiving some intolerable shock.

			“Quetzalcoatl!” he ejaculated in a quivering voice. “Sir, what do you know of Quetzalcoatl?”

			Kennedy stared back in blank astonishment.

			“Why – this.” He held up the image. “I didn’t suppose that one of these existed, outside the museum at Mexico City. Don’t you know its value?”

			Slowly the pallor vanished from Biornison’s countenance, and his nervous hands unclenched. With another of those queer, embarrassed laughs, he took the porcelain godling from Kennedy’s hands.

			“I had forgot the thing was in here,” he muttered. “It belongs to my wife. She would be greatly annoyed if it were broken. Lucky piece, you understand. Superstition, of course, but no worse than throwing salt over your shoulder, or not walking under a ladder – all that kind of nonsense. I’ll put it in her room if you don’t mind. Got everything you want? Then I’ll leave you. Better sleep out the day – nothing like siesta – dinner whenever you desire to have it—”

			Still muttering detached phrases of hospitality, and with the image clutched firmly to his bosom, Biornson fairly escaped from the presence of his guests.

			“What ails the poor man?” queried Boots. “Did they think we’d steal his china manikin, do you suppose?”

			Kennedy scowled and shrugged.

			“I suppose,” he retorted, “that this Biornson, if that’s his real name, is a rather queer sort, and that while w are in this house his eccentricities will bear watching.”

			Weary though both were, they did not find it easy to fall asleep. There was something oppressive about this vast, silent hacienda. The mystery of its emptiness, the mystery of its very existence, combined with the odd manners of their host to fill their brains with riddles. They lay silent, uneasy, while outside the drowsy heat increased and even, the vociferous bird-life ceased its clamor.

			Out of the silence, however, rest was born at last, and it was late in the afternoon when they woke.

			“By the way, Mr. Kennedy,” Boots said, “if you’ll forgive changing the subject to something more recent, what was the bit of bric-a-brac that Biornson snatched out of your hand? Quetz – Quetz – what was the name of it?”

			“Quetzalcoatl. A piece of old Aztec work. Down in Yucatan one can pick up all sorts of stone and terra-cotta images among the ruins, but not like that.”

			“And this Quetz – what’s-his-name – who was he? One o’ the poor heathens idols, maybe?”

			“The lord of the air. The fathered serpent.” Kennedy was generally willing to talk, when he could air some superior knowledge. “By tradition he was a man, a priest, who was afterward deified for his beneficent acts and character. It is said that he ruled Mexico in its Golden Age – Anahuac they called it then – and when he left his people he promised to return at the head of a race of men as white as himself.

			“He was a white god, you must understand. For that reason, when the Spaniards first landed the natives believed the lost god’s promise had been kept. Images of him are common enough, but not in porcelain of that quality. Biornson surprised me into giving away its real value, like a fool, but at that I could pay him a good price for the thing and still make a profit. It would bring almost any sum from a New York collector.”

			“Don’t deceive yourself that he didn’t know its value! You could see in his eye that he did.”

			“What do you think of Biornson, anyway?”

			“A fine, soft-spoken man – after the first minute.”

			“Did you notice how he boggled over his name? Svend Biornson! I dare swear he has another, and one he has reason to conceal.”

			But the other’s retort was cold and to the point.

			“We Irish do hate an informer. Are you ready yet to go down?”

			Save for a look of black resentment, Kennedy made no reply. However, as their briefest discussions generally ended in a clash, Boots ignored the glance and passed out to the dining-room gallery. There was yet no sound of life in the house, but on descending and finding their way out into the patio, they discovered Biornson there and he was not alone.

			Seated on a stone bench by the fountain was a woman. She was a tall, slender person, of unusual beauty, and Boots thought her dark eyes and hair and peculiarly roselike complexion reminiscent of the child who had first greeted them. She was dressed in a simple gown of some silky, leaf-green material, and as she talked with Biornson her hand fondled the long, soft ears of a white hound, whose head rested on her knee.

			None of the three seemed at first aware of the guests’ approach, but as they came nearer the woman’s face lifted with a quick, startled attention. She sprang to her feet, and the dog, as if in imitation, reared up beside her. On its hind legs the brute stood nearly as tall as she; and an ominous rumble issued from its throat.

			“Quiet!” cried Biornson sharply. He laid a hand on beast’s neck, pushing it downward. “Gentlemen, I had hardly expected you to awaken so early.”

			He had grasped the hound by its silky white fur, for it wore no collar, and under that insecure hold the animal surged disobediently forward. Its eyes flamed in a menace more savage than the bared fangs beneath; and as the dog seemed about to spring, Biornson flung his arms about its neck. In a flash it turned and tried to reach his face with snapping jaws.

			At that the woman, whose dark, startled eyes had been fixed on the strangers, seemed for the first time to become aware of her pet’s misbehavior. She spoke to it in a murmur of soft, indistinguishable syllables, and the hound, which had so resented Biornson’s interference, subsided instantly. A moment later it was flat on the ground at her feet.

			“That’s a fine dog,” approved Boots, “and you’ve a finer command over him, madam. May I ask what breed he is?”

			Before the woman could reply, Biornson intervened.

			“Just a hound of the hills,” he said quickly. “Astrid, these gentlemen are those of whom I told you.” He presented them more formally and, as Boots had expected, introduced the lady as his wife.

			The name “Astrid” had a Scandinavian sound, and her beauty might well be as Norse as her husband’s ancestry, but they had little time to study her. After murmuring a few shy words of welcome, she excused herself and left the guests to Biornson’s entertainment.

			As her green-clad form, with the white hound pressing close beside, receded into the inner shadows, the eyes of one man followed with a gleam of interest not aroused by her beauty.

			Her accent was the thing that troubled Archer Kennedy. That it was neither American, Norwegian, nor Spanish he was ready to take oath. Her appearance, too, had a vague hint of something different from any white woman he had ever seen. Yet surely no dark blood flowed in those pink-nailed hands, nor behind such rose-leaf cheeks.

			Dismissing the problem as immaterial, he returned to his host.

		

	
		
			Chapter II

			The Moth Girl

			“Mr. Kennedy, we should go early to bed, for I think we’ll be leaving the morn just so soon as we can barrow or buy means of travel.”

			Rising, Boots cast away his brown leaf-cigarette with an impatient gesture.

			It was now nine in the evening, and for half an hour, following another picked-up meal eaten by the three men alone together, they had sat in silence.

			During that afternoon and evening Biornson’s embarrassment had taken refuge in a distinct coldness and reserve. Their questions he put aside, or calmly left unanswered, but there was a worried line between his brows and he had developed a speculative, tight-tipped and narrow-eyed way of watching his guests which made it clear to him they were a Problem with a capital P.

			Boots, who possessed more worldly knowledge than his years or careless manner would indicate, began to look speculative himself. Men with secrets to keep sometimes dispose of their Problems in an unpleasantly summary manner, and certainly this ravine was secret.

			To believe that such a vivid jewel in the barren Collados del Demonio had been kept from knowledge of the world by accident was folly. In the common course of events, the plantation would have been famed if only for its isolation.
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