A Bizarre Story Is

The Ninth Skeleton

By CLARK ASHTON SMITH

hiue of & morning in April that

I et ont to keep my &ppoing-
mént with Guenevere, We had agres
to meet on Boulder Ridge, at a spot
well known to both of us, & small and
cirealar field eurrounded with pines
and full of large stones, midway be-
twoen ber parents' home of New-
pastle and my cahin on the north-
castérn extremity of the Ridge, near
Aaibiirn,

Gumnevere i3 my fiancde, It must be
explifined that ot the time of which I
wrile, thers was g eertain pmount of
opposition on the part of her parents
to the engagement—an  opposition
singe  happily withdrown, In  faet,
thiey had gone so far as to forbid me
to call, and Guenevere and I conld
goe cach other only by stealth, and
infrequently,

The Rideo iz a long and rambling
moraing, heavily strevin in places with
boulders, ns its nomeimplies, and with
many outecroppings of blaek voleanie
stone.  Fruit-ranches eling 1o some of
its slopes, but sesreely any of the top
is under eultivation, and mueh of the
agil, indetd, is too thin and stony to
b mrable. With its twisted pines,
offen  ms fonfastie In- form as the
evpresses of the California econst, and
its poarled snd stumted oaks, the
Imndseape has a wild and gquaint
beanty, with more than o hint of the
Japangsque in places,

It is porhnps two miles from my
cabin to the plaee where 1 was to moest
Cuenevere. Sinee I was borm in the
yery shadow of Boulder Ridge, and
have lived upon or near it for most of

IT WAS benasth the mmmaenlats

my thirty-edd vears T am familise

. with every rod of ifs lovely and rmg-

ged extant, and, provions to that April
morning, would searesly have ve
frained from langhing if anyone had
told me I could possibly lose mwy
way. . . . Sinee then—well, | assure
you, I =hould not feel melined to
laugh. . . .

Truly, it was & morning mode for
the trvsts of lovers, Wild hess were
hummmg busily in the patehes of
clover and in the cepnothos buashes
with their preat mass=es of white flow-
ers, whose strange nnd heavy perfuma
intoxiented the asir. Most of the
spring blogsoms were abroad: eyvela-
men, yollow violet, poppy, wild hya-
cinth, and  woodland stor; apd ‘the
grecn of the fislds was opaleseont with
their eolurs, Between the emernld of
ihe buekeyes;, the grav-green of the
pineg, the golden and dark and binish
greems of the oaks, T eanght elimposs
of the snow-white Sierras to the east;
and the faint bloe of the Cozst Range
to the west, beyond the pale and lilae
levals of the Saergmento valley, Fal-
lowing n vaguae treil, I went onward
through the brushy woodland snd
seroes open Helds where Ihnd o
thread my woy among <nstering
bowlders,

My thonghis wore all of G
and T looked only with a vm
desultory eye at the pieturesguensss
and vernal beauty that environéd my
pandh, - Towens half-woy between my
eabin imd the mecting-place, when I
beewme suddenly aware that the sum-
light had darkened, and glanesd up,
thinking, of course, that an ﬁpﬂ!
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elond, appearing  mmobserved  from
bovond thmrimn, had passed acrosa
the sun. Imagine, then, my surprize
when I saw that the azure of the en-
tire sy had turned to a dun and
sinjater browvn, in the midst of which
the sun was elearly vizible, hurning
like en enormouns roand red ember,
Then, something strange and onfa-
miliir in the natmre of my sorround-

which 1 was momentarily at &
Ingg to define, foreed itself npon my
attemtion, and my surprize beepme f
growing consternation, T stopped and
looked about me, and realized, inered-
ible Bs it seemed, that I had lost my
wiy; for the pines on either hand
wers not those that 1 had expected to
gip, | They war more gigantic, more
gnarled, than the ones 1 remembered ;
nnd their root2 writhed in wilder and
more serpentine dontortions  from 8
eoil that was strangely flowerless; and
where even fhe grass grew anly inm
seanty  tufts. There were houlders
lgrge oz druidie mongliths, and the
forms of some of thom were such as
one mazht e in & nightmare. Think-
ing, of course, that it moust sl be 5
dream, but with a sense of utter be
wilderment whieh seldom if ever at-
tands the ahsnmdities snd monstroog-
ities of nightmare, 1 sought in vain to
orlent mysell and to find some
familiar indmork in the bizerre seene
that lay before me,

A path, hroader than the one T had
heen followine, but running in what
1 judgoed 1o be the same diveetion,
wonnd on amonge the trees. It wis
covered with a gray dust, which, as |
went forward, became deeper and dis-
playved footprints of o smEnlar form
—footprints  that were surely too
attenuate, too fantastically elender, to
be homon, despite their five toe-marks.
sSomething about them, I know not
what, something in the nature of
their wvery thinmess and elongation,
mads me shiver. Afterward, 1T won-
dered why 1 had not recognized them
for what they were; but at the time,
no suspicion entered my mind—aonly
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A vague sense of disquietude, an ing
definagble trepidation,

As I proceeded, the pines amid
which T passed became momentarily
more fantastic gnd more sinister in
the sontortions of their boughs and
lroles and roots,  SBome wers like lear-
ing hags; others were obseonely
cronching gargoyles; some appeared
to writhe in an eternity of hellish
torture; others wore convilzed as with
& sptanie merriment, Al the wihile
the sky continned to darken slowly;
the dun and dismal brown that 1 had
firgt perecived torning throush almost
impereeptible changes of tone to o
dead fumereal purple, wherein the sun
smoldered Iike a moon thet had risen
from & bath of blood. The trees and
the whole landscape were saturated
with this macabre parple, were im-
mersed  nad ateeped in ita unmatural
ploom. Only the rocks, as 1 went om,
griw strangely paler: and their forms
wore somohow gugoeative  of  hoad-
stones, of tombd and monuments, Be-
gide the trail, there was no longer the
green of vernal prass—only an earth
mottled by drving alge and tiny
lichens the eolor of verdigriz. Also
thers were patches of evil-lpoking
fungi with stems of a leprous pallor
and blackish heads that drooped and
nodded lonthsomely,

The shy had now grown so dark
that the whole seeme took on a semi-
nocturngl aspeet, and made me think
of a doomed world in the twilight of
a dying sum. All was airless and
silent : there wers no birds, no insects,
no sighing of the pines, no lisping of
teaves: a baleful and preternatural
gilemee, like the silenes of the !LLLﬂJ.'lItﬂ
vaidl,

The trees beeame denser, then
dwindled, and I eame to a eirenlar
ficld, Here, there was no mistaking
the nature of the monolithal boulders
—they wore headstones and funersl
manuments, but 80 enormousiy an-
vient that the lettermgs or figmres
upon them were wellnigh effaced;
and the fow charseters that T could
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distinguish were not of any known
language. Abont them there was the
hoariness and mystery and terror of
meomputable Eid. It was hard to
bolieve that Life and Death could be
a5 old as they, The trees around them
wora  ineoniceivably  pnarled  and
bowed na with an almost equiel b
den of years. The sense of awiul
antigquity thut these stones nnd pines
all served to convey inercased the op-
pression of my  bewilderment, eon.
firmed my disguietude. Nor was |
rvéassared when I noticed on the soft
earth about the headstones n number
of thoso attenuate footprints of whick
I have already spoken, They wers
l‘]iﬂllmi‘:d in n fashion that was troly
singular, &L{-nmu: to depart from and
réturn to thé vicinity of each stone.

Now, for the first time, I heard a
soutid other than the sound of my own
footfalls in the silenes of this mocabre
stene,  Behind me, among the trees,
thers was a sibilant rustling followed
by a faint and ovil rattling. 1 turned
nnd Hstened; there was something in
those sounds that served to complete
the demoralization of my unstring
nerves: dnd monstrous fears, nbominn-
ble fancies, trooped like the horda of
o witches' sabbat through my brain

The reality thot I was now to con-
front was no less monstrous! 'Thera
was & whitish glimmering in  the
shadow of the trees, and s human
gkelston, hearing in ita arms the
sheloton of an infant, emergod and
eame toward me! Intemt as on some
ultevior erypiie purpose, some char-
nel errand not to be surmised by the
living, it went by with a tranquil
pace, an effortless and gliding tread,
in. which, despite my terror and
3!_|.1|1!.'|Im:tlun, I perecived n vertain
horrible and feminine grace. 1 fol.
lowed the apparition with my eyes as
it paszod imong the montuments with-
out pansing and  vanished in the
durlness of the pines on the opposite
gide of the field. No sooner had it
Bone, than & second, also bearing in

its armg an infant skeloton, appenrad
ond passed before moe im tho sams
direction and with the same abomina-
ble and loatlisome grace of movemant.

A horror that was more than hor
ror, o fear that was beyond Tear, pet
rified w1l my Tacultios, and T Telt ps
if T were weighted down by some
ineluetable and insupportable burden
of nightmare. Before me, sheleton
after skeloton, ench prosissiy like: the
lust, with the sgme macsbre lightnes
and ease of motion, each earrving its
pitiful infant, emerged from the
shodow of the aneient pines and fol-
lowed where the first had disap-
peared, intent 0% on the =ame eryptio
errand.  One by one they come, Tl
I had eounted eight | Now T knew the
origin ‘of the bizarre footprints whosg
attenuation had  disturbed and
troubled me.

When the eighth skeleton had
pessad  from sight, my eyes wepd
drawn pa by some irresistible impul-
gion to one of the nearer headstones,
beside which I was nmazed lo per-
ecive what T had not noticed beforo:
a Treghly opened grave, gaping darlly
in the soft soil.. Then, at my elbow, I
heprd a low rattling;, and the fngers
of a fleghless hond ploeked |i£_{l‘|tlﬁf at
my-sleove, A sleleton wes boside me,
differing only from the others through
the Faet that it bore no infant in its
nrme. With a ]i.]lEEB-E and ingratinting
leer, it plucked again at my sleove, ps
if o draw me toward the open geave,
and ita teoth elicked as if it were try-
ing to speak:; My, sénges  amd my
brain, aswirl in gull’u of hideous ter-
ror, could endure no more: 1 seemed
to fall and fall through deeps of infi-
nite  eddying Dblackness  with tha'
clutehing terror of those fingers u
my  arm, fill consciousness was
behind in my descent,

When I came to, Guenevers was
holding me by the arm, coneern and

piezlement npon her sweet oval face,

and 1 was standing among the boul-
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ders of the field appointed for our
rendervons.

“What on earth ig the matter with
you, Herbert 177 she queried anxiously.
““Arve you ill? You were standing
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hera in & daze when T came, and
didn’t seem to hear or see me when I
spoke to you. And 1 really thought

you were going fo famt when I
touched wour arm."



