
MASTERPIECES OF WEIRD FICTION 
No. 3—The Damned Thing 

By AMBROSE BIERCE 

CBAFTER ONE 
One Does Not Always Eat Wlw^ Is On 

the Table By the light of a tallow eandle which 
had been plaeed on one end of a 
rough table a man was reading 

something written in a book. It was an 
old account book, greatly worn; and the 
writing waa not, apparently, very legible, 
for the man sometimes held the page 
close to the flame ot the candle to get a 
stronger light on it. The shadow of the 
book would then throw into obscurity a 
half ot the room, darkening a number 
of faces and figures; for besides the 
reader, eight other men were present. 
Seven ef them sat against the rough log 
walls, silent, motionless, and, the room 
being small, not very far from the table. 
By extending an arm any one of them 
could have touched the eighth man. who 
lay on the table, face upward, partly 
covered by a sheet, his arms at hie sides. 
He was dead. 

The man with the book was not read¬ 
ing aloud, and no one spoke; all seemed 
to be waiting for something to occur; the 
dead man only was without expectation. 
Prom the blank darkness outside came 
in, through the aperture that served fer 
a window, all the ever unfamiliar noises 
of night in the wilderness—the long 
iiamolese note of a distant coyote; the 
stilly pulsing thrill of tireless insects In 
trees; strange cries of night birds, so 
different front those of the birds of day; 
the drone of great blundering beetles, 
and all that m.V8tcrious chorus of small 
sounds that seem always to have been 
but half heard when they have suddenly 
ceased, as if conscious of an indiscretion. 
But nothing of all this was noted in that 
company; its members were not over¬ 
much addicted to idle interest in matters 
of no practical importance; that was ob¬ 
vious in every line of their rugged faces 
—obvious oven in the dim light of the 
single candle. They were evidently men 
of the vicinity—farmers and woodsmen. 

The person reading was a trifle differ¬ 
ent; one would have said of him that he 
was of the world, worldly, albeit there 
tvas that in his attire which attested a 
certain fellowship with the organisms of 

bis environment, His coat would hardly 
have passed muster in San Pranoisco; 
his foot-gear waa not of urban origin, 
and the hat that lay by him on the floor 
(he was the only one uncovered) was 
such that If one had considered it as an 
article of mere personal adornment he 
would have missed its meaning. In coun¬ 
tenance the man was rather prepossess¬ 
ing, with inat a hint of sternness; though 
that he may have assumed or cuitivat<3, 
as appropriate to one in authority. Por 

his office that he had possession of the 
book in which he was reading; it had 
been found among the dead man’s effects 
—in his cabin, where the inquest was 
now taking place. 

When the coroner had finished read¬ 
ing he put the book into his breast pock¬ 
et. At that moment the door waa pushed 
open and a young man entered. He, 
clearly, waa not of mountain birth and 
breeding; he was clad as those who dwell 
in cities. His clothing was dusty, how¬ 
ever, from travel. He had, in fact, been 
riding hard to attend the inquest. 

The coroner nodded; no one else greet- 

“We have waited for you,” said the 

sides of the cabin talked in whispers, but 
seldom withdrew their gaze from the face 
of the corpse. Presently the coroner 
lilted his eyes and said: “We will re¬ 
sume the inquest;" 

The men removed their hats. The wit- 

“What is your n ” the coroner 

coroner. “It is m 
tvith this business tonight.” 

The young man smiled. “I 
to have kept you,” he said, 
away, not to evade your summons, but 
to post to my newspaper 
what I suppose 11 

The coroner smiled. 
“The account that you posted to your 

netvspaper," he said, “differs, probably, 
from that which you will give here under 

“That,” replied the other, rather hot¬ 
ly and with a visible flush, “is as you 
please. I used manifold paper and have 
a copy of what I sent. It waa not writ¬ 
ten as news, for it is incredible, but as 
fiction. It may go as a part of my testi¬ 
mony under oath.” 

“But yon say it is incredible.” 
“That is nothing to you, sir, if I also 

swear that it is true.” 
The coroner was silent for a time, his 

“William Harker.” 
“Agei” 
“Twenty-seven.” 
“You knew the deceased, Hugh Mor¬ 

gan 1” 
“Yes." 
“You were with him when he diedf" 
"Near him.” 
“How did that happen—your pres¬ 

ence, I mean?” 
“I was visiting him at his place to 

shoot and fish. A part of my purpose, 
however, was to study him and his odd, 
solitary way of life. He seemed a good 
model for a character in fiction. I some- 

Some of the jurors laughed. Again 
a somber background humor shows hig 
lights. Soldiers in the intervals of bs 
lie laugh easil.v, and a Jest in the dea 
chamber omiquors by prise. 

“Relate the riroumstanoos of tl 
man’s death,” aaid the coroner. “Yg 

any notes or memoranda th 

Oats 
", , . The sun had hardly risen when 

we left tlie house. We were looking for 
quail, each with a shotgun, but we had 
only one dog. Morgan said that our 
best ground was beyond a certain ridge 
that he pointed out, and we crossed it 
by a trail through the chapan-al. On 
the other side was comparatively level 





THE DAMNED THING n 

“I sappose I am at liberty to got” 
“Yes.” 
Harker atarted to leave, bat paased, 

with his hand on the door lateb. The 
habit of his profession was strong in him 
-stronger than his sense of peiaonal 
dignity. He turned about and smd: 

‘‘The book that you have there—I rec¬ 
ognize it as Morgan’s diary. You seemed 
greatly interested in it; you read it 
while I was testifying. May I see it! 
The public would like—” 

‘‘The book will cut no figure in this 
matter,” replied the official, slipping it 
into his coat pocket; “all the entries in 
it were made before the writer’s death.” 

As Harker passed out of the house the 
jury reentered and stood about the table, 
on which the now covered corpse showed 
under the sheet with sharp definition. 
The foreman seated himself near the 
candle, produced from his breast pocket 
a pencil and scrap of paper and wrote 
rather laboriously the following verdict, 
which with various degrees of effort all 

“We the jury, do find that the remuns 
come to their death at the hands of a 
mountain lion, but some of us think, all 
the same, they had fits.” 

CBAPTERFOUB 
An EtplaruUion from the Tomb 

In the diaiy of the late Hugh Morgan 
are certain interesting entries having 
possibly, a scientific value as sugges¬ 
tions. At the inquest upon his body the 
book was not put in evidence; possibly 
the coroner thought it not worth while to 
confuse the jury. The date of the first 
of the entries mentioned cannot be as- 
certained; the upper part of the leaf is 
tom away; the part of the entry re¬ 
maining follows: 

“. . . would run in half-circle, keep¬ 
ing his head turned dways toward the 
center, and again he would stand still, 

barking furiously. At last he ran away 
into the brush as fast as he could go. I 
thought at first that he had gone mad, 
but on returning to the house found no 
other alteration in his manner than what 
was obviously duo to fear of punishment. 

‘‘Can a dog see with his nose! Do 
odors impress some cerebral center with 
images of the thing that emitted them! 

“Sept. 2.—Looking at the stars last 
night as they rose above the crest of the 
ridge east of the house, I observed them 
successively disappear—from left to 
right. Each was eclipsed but an instant, 
and only a few at the same time, but 
along the entire length of the ridge all 
that were within a degree or two of the 
crest were blotted out. It was as if 
something had passed along between me 
and them; but 1 could not see it, and 
the stars were not thick enough to define 
its outline. Ugh! I don’t like this." 

Several weeks’ entries are missing, 
three leaves being tom from the hoc*. 

“Sept 27.—^It has been about here 
again—I find evidence of its presence 
every day. I watched again all last 
night in the same cover, gun in hand, 
double-charged with buckshot. lu the 
morning the fresh footprints were there, 
as before. Yet I would have sworn that 
I did not sleep—indeed, I hardly sleep 
at all. It is terrible, insupportable! If 
these amazing ezperiences are real I 
shall go mad; if they are fanciful I am 
mad already. 

“Oct. 3.—^I shall not go—it shall not 
drive me away. No, this is my house, my 
land. God hates a coward. . . 

“Oct. 5.—I can stand it no longer; 
I have invited Barker to pass a few 
weeks with me—he has a level head. I 
can judge from his mmmer if he thinks 

“Oct 7.—I have the solution of the 
mystery: it came to me last night—sud¬ 

denly, as by revelation. How rimple— 
how terribly ample! 

“There are sounds that we cannot 
hear. At either end of the scale are 
notes that stir no chord of that imper¬ 
fect instrument, the human ear. ITiey 
are too high or too grave. I have ob¬ 
served a flock of blackbirds occupying 
an entire tree-top—the tops of several 
trees—and all in full song. Suddenly 
—^in a moment—at absolutely the same 
instant—all spring into the air and fly 
away. How! They eoud not all see 
one another—^whole tree-tops intervened. 
At no point could a leader have been 
visible to all. There must have been a 
signal of warning or command, high and 
shrill above the din, but by me unheard. 
I have observed, too, the same simnltan- 
eous flight when all were silent, among 
not only blackbirds, but other birds— 
quml, for example, widely separated by 
bushes—even on opposite sides of a hfll. 

“It is known to seamen that a school 
of whales basking or sporting on the 
surface of the ocean, miles apart, with 
the convexity of the earth between, will 
sometimes dive at the same instant_all 
gone out of sight in a moment The 
signal has been sounded—too grave tor 
the ear of the sailor at the masthead 
and his comrades on the deck—who nev¬ 
ertheless feel its vibrations in the ship 
as the stones of a cathedral are stirred 
by the bass of the organ. 

“As with sounds, so with colors. At 
Moh end of the solar spectrum the chem¬ 
ist can detect the presence of what are 
known as ‘actinic’ raya They reprs- 
sent colora—integral colors in the com¬ 
position of light—which we are unabie 
to discern. The human eye is an imper. 
feet instrument; its range is but a few 
octaves of the real ‘chromatic scale.’ I 
am not mad; there are etflors that we 

“And, God help mel the Damned 
‘Thing is of such a color I” 

Rare Animals Discovered on Dipsomania Isle 
jrxOOTOB WILFBEO H, OBOOOD, big game hunter and 

chief curator of zoology of the Field Husenm of Nat¬ 
ural ffistoiy, Ohicago, has just returned from on eztsnsivs 
expedition throng South America, bringing with him 3,000 
species of wild animal and bird life, some so rare that their 
names are still to be discovered. 

Among the oddities of the collection are the pndu. South 
American for small deer; the huillin, a strange species of 
otter; the ccypn, which is a huge water rat; the haemal, 
another ^rpe of South American deer; the gusnuoo, or wild 

camel; mmdu, which means ostrich, and the viecacha, or 
another species of rat that resmnbles a rabbit. 

The bulk of the coUeetlan, according to Dr. Osgood, was 
found on the isolated Island of Ohiloe, which is about the 
size of Vanoouver and Ilea off the southern ooast of Chile. 
It is populated by a tribe of Indians, numbering about 
100,000, whose chief occupation. Dr. Osgood said, is getting 
drunk. Tb^ are badly in need of the Volstead act and it 
is said that their capacity for aloohol is nnsmpassed any- 
wliere in the world. 


