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Three chilling tales of horror and suspense ...

TERROR STALKS BY NIGHT

Old Lucille Rivers was found one evening lying in the library of her gaunt, decrepit mansion, Rivers End, mutilated beyond all recognition. The damage appeared to be the work of the razor-sharp claw of some monstrous animal. One week later the remaining members of the Rivers family gathered at Rivers End during a tremendous thunderstorm to listen to the reading of the will. And, that night, one by one they were systematically slaughtered...!

PHANTOM OF CHARNEL HOUSE

A grisly apparition prowls the newly built Charnel Estate, bringing hideous death to all it encounters. Was it—as some believed—the re-incarnation of Roger Charnel, who had been burnt alive in the 18th century for practicing the Black Arts? Or was there some other reason for its campaign of terror and murder? 

THE DEVIL IN HER

Arriving at the village of his birth, Doctor Alan Carter encounters cowed and frightened locals who tell him eyewitness tales of a mysterious young woman roaming the moors killing sheep, dogs, and poultry. A woman in filmy white. A woman either a witch, or bewitched!

Dismissing their warnings, he proceeds to Merton Lodge, his ancestral home, and into a maze of mystery and murder...
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Introduction by Philip Harbottle

English writer Norman Firth was born on 8th October 1920, in Crupsall, Manchester, to Mary and Henry Wesley Firth. His first employment consisted of factory work, but during the early years of the war, he had aspirations to become a writer. Following his marriage in 1944 he became a full-time writer by taking full advantage of the peculiar British climate of “mushroom” publishing caused by wartime austerity, including paper shortages, which continued for several years after the war finished.

Myriad small presses sprang up, hungry for all kinds of genre fiction, both adult and juvenile. Few, if any, of these publishers, strived for literary quality, nor did they pay royalties—only a flat fee. Firth was a talented and compulsive writer, and was soon averaging 6,000 words a day, selling many short stories to magazines such as Stag and the myriad Gerald G. Swan publications, both adult and juvenile. In 1946 he was briefly an associate editor for the British magazine Galaxy, before publishing his own magazine Gaze, and gained a thorough grasp of writing markets. He adopted the byline of ‘N. Wesley Firth’, adding the middle name of his father to his own.

Firth was commissioned by many small publishers such as Bear Hudson, Curzon, Gerald G. Swan, Hamilton & Co., Mitre Press, Paget, John Spencer, and Utopian Publications to turn out lurid crime, western and science fiction stories. The stories were written to specific lengths, as commissioned by publishers, from novella length (ca. 30-40,000 words) to short stories of 2,000 to 20,000 word novelettes, and often published in “magazine” formats that changed their titles with each issue, in order to qualify for the maximum paper quotas. Where a ‘magazine’ contained all stories by one writer, that writer was obliged to create (or have foisted upon him by the publisher) a different pseudonym for each story. 

Despite their speed of production, several of these novellas and novelettes were vividly exciting, where the author had evidently been seized by a really good idea.

Firth is only one of many writers obliged to work for the post-war UK “mushroom” publishers whose writing has received a bum rap from the critics and literati. His writing has been dismissed unread as dire hackwork and consigned to the literary dustbin, remaining out of print for over sixty years! But this dismissal was based entirely on a few science fiction short stories comprising the infamous magazines, Futuristic Stories and Strange Adventures in 1947 (both had only two issues). Published with atrocious lurid juvenile artwork, and printed on shoddy quality post-war austerity pulp paper that was hard to read, they had been commissioned at impossibly short notice by one of his UK mushroom publishers, Hamilton & Co. Immediately on publication these were greeted—unread—with howls of derision and outrage, and since Walter Gillings had earlier revealed Firth as being their sole author in his widely circulated Science-Fantasy Review, Firth’s reputation in the science fiction world was blighted. 

A number of Firth’s pseudonyms are known, since where his own name appeared in a ‘collection’, it was odds-on that the remaining stories were his. Known names Firth used include the earliest Earl Ellison stories (which later became a house name), Jackson Evans, Joel Johnson, and Leslie Halward, but so prolific was the author that many more remained undiscovered. 

Late in 1947 Firth accepted a lucrative commission from Utopian Publications owner Benson Herbert to write 30,000 words a month of “spicy” stories for his dubious line of ‘men’s’ magazines. As an added inducement Herbert offered accommodation for the author and his family—his wife Olga, and their young daughter, Sheila, who had been born in September 1945—in the basement of his home at Roland Gardens in London. For over a year things went well. The prolific Firth was not only able to supply endless copy to Herbert, but with a basic income guaranteed from his “pulp” work, he was finally able to begin writing serious novels intended for better markets. But the arrangement was to have a tragic outcome. Author Sydney J. Bounds, (whose memoir is included in Vultures of the Void: The Legacy by Philip Harbottle) recalled:

“He (Firth) wrote virtually the entire contents of the Utopian magazines, one after the other—until he suddenly went down with TB. This was a very serious disease in those days: there was no known cure. Within a matter of weeks, Firth had died. Benson had to act quickly to find a replacement. Since I’d done one or two stories for him, he hired me to supply 30,000 words a month.”

The ailing Firth and his family moved back to his mother’s house in Birkenhead, where he died on 13th December, 1949, with his family at his side. His mother was convinced that Firth had contracted the disease because of his frequenting of the “dusty damp old bookshops in little backstreets in London.” He was only 29, but had published several million words. He continued writing right up to the end of his life, and managed to complete and sell his first full-length crime noir novel, When Shall I Sleep Again?

This was an extraordinarily good novel, intended for mainstream hardcover publication. It was picked up by John Gifford Ltd, and published posthumously in 1950. Its quality ensured that it was quickly selected for republication by The Thriller Book Club.

Loosely based on James M. Cain’s “noir” classic The Postman Always Rings Twice, this engrossing adult novel displayed for the first time the true potential of its author. Had he lived, Firth would undoubtedly have gone on to establish himself as a major talent with better publishers. His very last crime novel, This Proud Castle, was also a superior effort. It is one of the earliest detective murder mysteries to include homosexual elements, written when homosexuality was still illegal in the U.K. Completed just before he died, it was never submitted anywhere, but was retained by his wife, who later remarried. When Olga died in 1997, it passed to Sheila’s stepsister, Kathy Gee.

Herself widowed at 32, Sheila had emigrated to Australia, and lived there for the rest of her life, after marrying Terry Ings in 1998. 

The existence of Firth’s unpublished novel might have remained unknown, until Morgan Wallace, researching Firth’s work, discovered the existence online of some “new” short stories attributed to ‘N. Wesley Firth’. He was finally able to establish that their author was actually Firth’s daughter in Australia, and managed to trace Sheila in 2012. Answering his letter, Sheila told him: “You were right about some of the short stories on the internet being written by me. I published three or four on a website called Authors Den. I also wrote a book, Norman’s War under this name. Why I did this was that I always had this book in me and it seemed appropriate to use dad’s name.

“His unpublished mss is with my half-sister in the U.K. and she has been planning to send it to me for the past year. I will chase her.”

Morgan Wallace brought When Shall I Sleep Again? to my attention as a literary agent in 2013. On reading the copy he had sent me, I discovered that Firth was actually a talented writer. When Morgan told me of his exchange with Sheila and the existence of an “unpublished mss” I immediately wrote to Sheila myself. She readily agreed to be represented by my Cosmos Literary Agency, and thereafter we worked together to uncover and assemble the best of his work for publication in the Linford Mystery Library.

At my request, Sheila finally obtained from her half-sister the battered and fading unpublished mss, and sent me a photo-copy. It turned out to be a hitherto unknown murder-mystery novel. After I had laboriously retyped and edited it, retitling it Murder at St. Marks, it was immediately accepted when submitted to UK publisher F.A. Thorpe. I did the same thing with the 1946 novel Terror Strikes (actually a first-class crime thriller with SF trimmings) and this book was also subsequently reprinted by Lume Books in 2019. Many of his Western novellas are set to be released as Ebooks by Lume Books, following their publication of Death at Catspaw Mountain and Guns of Calliope.

Sadly, Sheila Ings passed away in November 2018, at her final home in South Yunderup, Western Australia. But she had lived to see her father’s work rediscovered and returned to print, thanks to her dedication to his memory, and was survived by her husband Terry and two grown up children and her “five lovely grandchildren”.

Many of Firth’s myriad pseudonyms remained undiscovered until recently. As agent for Firth’s estate (working with my collecting colleague Morgan Wallace) I have recently discovered several more. Bold Venture will be publishing the best of them, beginning with this new collection Murders Macabre!

These three novelettes, Terror Stalks By Night, Phantom of Charnel House, and The Devil In Her have been selected from Firth’s “Gothic” stories. These are rationalised supernatural mysteries, in the vein of the weird-terror pulp magazines such as Thrilling Mystery Stories published in the U.S. They are fast-moving, lurid, and perhaps ‘over the top’ but they are smoothly written, without a wasted word, and show Firth’s mastery of his chosen medium. They encapsulate what the late, great Dick Lupoff astutely identified as something that all great pulp writers understood—“...that principle that whatever other purposes to which it could be put, fiction always was and still remains a medium of entertainment.”

Terror Stalks by Night

CHAPTER 1

Rivers End

Vivid flashes of lightning, preceded by rumbling bursts of thunder, illuminated the small, unprepossessing village of Riverton. Hissing sheets of rain tumbled from the smoky sky, splattering on to the glistening cobblestones of the main road, hammering like the rattle of distant machine gun fire on the roof of Bob Carter’s Austin Seven which was parked outside the small station.

Behind the wheel, Bob yawned and lit a second cigarette. He was bored to tears.

He had come to Riverton, three days ago, for a fortnight’s rest away from the hustle of London. Friends and relatives had told him how quiet it was in Riverton. “Nothing,” they had assured him, “ever happens in Riverton!”

“Peace,” they had said, “sunshine, green fields, smell of new mown hay, good country beer, roast beef and new potatoes—just the ideal holiday spot for a man who’s sick to the teeth of the usual round of night clubs, restaurants, girl-shows, horror plays, and all the rest of what London calls ‘entertainment’.”

They had painted Riverton in glowing phrases. Fishing, shooting (if seasonable), rowing on the river, inspecting the old Roman ruins, etc., etc.

They had told him about everything that Riverton had—all except the rain! The rain, it appeared, was an unusual event in Riverton at this time of year.

In spite of which, it showed no sign of ceasing. Consequently, fishing, shooting (if seasonable), rowing on the river, inspecting the old Roman ruins, and etc., etc., were ruled out. All that was left was the roast beef and new potatoes—and since Bob could hardly spend the entire day polishing off platefuls of roast beef and new potatoes, he was bored to tears.

There was nothing to relieve that boredom at his hotel. It was the usual rustic affair, half pub; and at the moment, besides himself, and the landlord and his wife, it housed one other guest: a stout, retired Colonel with white whiskers, rejoicing in the dubious title of Colonel Blumstead-Carrion. The colonel, whose Army career had grown and prospered in India’s sunny climes, was not much in the way of entertainment. His conversation ran to Fuzzy-Wuzzies, the caste system, the night young Willis had fallen downstairs at the officers’ ball, and curried mutton and brandy. There was a perpetual look in his eye which indicated he was homesick for India and the sound of the muezzin calling the faithful to prayer. Indeed, Bob had expected him, at any given moment, to produce a prayer mat and give a demonstration. Rather than sit in the parlour imbibing brandy with the colonel, Bob had got his car out and taken a run round in the rain. Finally, he had parked disconsolately, near the local station to smoke a cigarette and reflect on the folly of allowing friends to persuade you to take your holidays at God-forsaken-holes like Riverton.

It was at this moment that a girl emerged from under the station shelter and hurried towards the car.

“Taxi?” she enquired as she drew near. It was on the tip of Bob’s tongue to give a polite negative, when he caught a glimpse of her eyes, nose and mouth. The eyes were big and blue; the nose was small and tilted; the mouth was full and red; and the hair, which peeped out from either side of the hood she wore, was golden!

“Yes, Miss,” grinned Bob, pulling the collar of his dark coat further up. “Where’d you want to go?”

The girl had climbed in with a grateful sigh and had taken off her drenched hood revealing a pretty face framed by a mass of wavy golden hair.

“Do you know Rivers End?” she asked, sweetly.

“I suppose they do, some time,” agreed Bob.

“No—I wasn’t asking a riddle, driver. I mean the house Rivers End.”

“’Fraid not,” said Bob.

“Oh! Funny, you not knowing that—it’s the biggest place round here. You go along the main road, turn left at the old stables and keep straight up on the hill. It’s the big mansion on the hilltop—you can’t possibly miss it, driver!”

“Right, miss,” Bob nodded, pressing the starter. The Austin shot forward into the night.

Through the driving mirror Bob was able to see the girl using her powder compact to brighten herself up. With one eye on the road ahead, and one on the mirror, he drove on.

The girl bent down and began to pull her drenched stockings up. The car lurched violently and almost ran into the old stables.

“Damn!” muttered Bob wrenching at the wheel.

“When you’ve finished looking through the mirror, driver,” said his passenger calmly, “I’ll go on pulling my stockings up!”

“Sorry, Miss,” chuckled Bob. “S’a habit of mine. Looking in the mirror, I mean. Almost lost me license through it once or twice I have. Be surprised at the things I’ve seen, you would.”

“I dare say,” agreed the girl.

“Remember once, a fat businessman and a girl from the chorus of the Follies got in and...”

“Spare me the gruesome details,” begged the girl.

“’Course, that was when I was in London. Now down here there’s very little to see...except last week when the curate and a member of the ladies sewing circle...”

“Please! If you don’t watch your driving, you’ll crash!”

“Not me, Miss.”

The car was now ascending a steep hill. The narrow road on either side was fringed by deep, waterlogged ditches.

Unable to resist, the temptation, Bob stole another glance at the mirror. The girl was still pulling her stockings up, and Bob was treated to a glimpse of a pair of beautiful and shapely legs clad in sheer silk, and a hint of pink.

Then, with a shuddering thud the Austin’s nearside wheels flopped into the ditch and the car heeled over at a most uncomfortable angle.

Bob cut the engine.

“There,” exclaimed the girl. “I told you so!”

“Your fault,” Bob stated calmly. “If you will have such a perfect pair of legs and go showing them to poor, hard-working, much married cab-drivers, how can you expect to dodge accidents?”

“Well, of all the cheek...!”

Bob clambered from the car and surveyed the extent of the damage.

“That’s torn it,” he said ruefully. “Never get those wheels clear without a crane or a team of horses!”

“The house isn’t much farther,” said the girl, joining him in the road. “Perhaps you’d like to come along and phone from there. You can get a breakdown wagon to come along and pick the cab and yourself up.”

“Fine!” agreed Bob. He locked the car doors and turned to accompany her. She was regarding him rather strangely.

“Anything wrong?”

“You don’t look like my idea of a cab-driver!” she told him.

Bob grinned. “I’m not! I’m afraid I owe you an apology! I’m down here on a visit...holiday, I should say. When you chose to make a cabby out of me, I didn’t see why not!”

The girl didn’t know whether to be annoyed or amused.

“Do you usually go around doing girls favours?”

“Only girls like you,” Bob assured her.

She smiled and drew her hood on. “I thought no self-respecting cab driver would be so interested in my legs,” she smiled. “Oh, well. I suppose I’m indebted to you for getting me here. If you hadn’t helped me, I’d probably have been stuck in the station for ages and ages. My name is Jane Rivers—my aunt, Lucille Rivers, used to own the house up there.”

“Used to?”

“Yes.” A worried frown crossed the girl’s face. “She died last week.”

“Oh, I’m sorry.”

“You needn’t be. I hardly knew her at all. What worries me is that she died in rather a funny way.”

“She did? How do you mean—funny?”

“She was torn to pieces—as if by some animal with sharp claws!”

“She w-was?” stuttered Bob. “Then if I were you, I’d keep clear of the house.”

“I can’t very well. The family are assembling there tonight to hear the will read. It’s a clause in the will which says it must be read at Rivers End, and that any member of the family who fails to show up, automatically loses his or her share of the estate.”

As she finished speaking, a weird, blood-freezing howl echoed through the rain-drenched night. Jane Rivers shuddered and held tightly to Bob’s coat.

“W-what was th-that?”

“It came from the house,” said Bob. A vivid flash of lightning outlined the top of the hill and the gaunt old pile which was Rivers End.

“Well,” said Bob, shakily. “On second thoughts I fancy I’ll trot back to the village and get the breakdown wagon myself... I don’t want to butt in on your family...”

“Oh, please! You can’t let me walk up there all alone!” said Jane, faintly. 

“All right, I’ll go as far as the house with you ... but’s that’s all, mind!”

––––––––
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CHAPTER 2

Only Strangers Die!

Cautiously Jane and Bob approached the massive, bolt-studded door of Rivers End. The house loomed gaunt and forbidding above the weed-ridden, untended garden, and merely to look at its grey and dreary solidity sent shivers up and down the spines of the man and the girl.

Bob seized a rusty bellpull and tugged. There was a metallic screeching as the mechanism went into action, then a sonorous bell pealed a deep-toned, mournful dirge within the mansion.

“Now listen,” breathed Bob. “According to all the novels I ever read we should hear slithering, stealthy footsteps!”

They listened, and sure enough, the sound of slithering footsteps became audible.

“Now there ought to be a rattle of the door chain...”

The door chain rattled.

“Now the door opens a few inches and a face peers through!” whispered Bob, knowingly. 

The door opened a few inches and a face peered through.

And what a face! It resembled nothing on Earth! It was as the face of a gargoyle, hewn from grey rock, and somewhat clumsily hewn at that! Epstein could have done no worse. Bob gasped and Jane’s grip on his arm tightened.

Had there been a contest to determine the ugliest face in fact or mythology, the running, in Bob’s opinion would have been somewhere as follows:

1. The face before him now.

2. Frankenstein.

3. The Gorgons.

Also ran: Dracula and the head of Medusa (complete with snakes). The heads of the three Gorgons, in mythology, were reputed to turn any beholders to stone! This present head, literally turned Bob to stone.

The icy shiver which had been chasing along his backbone spread to the rest of his body. His gaze became transfixed. Jane was similarly affected, and for a minute, no one spoke.

Then: “You are Miss Jane Rivers?” enquired the slate-faced monstrosity in a deep voice.

“Er—y-yes!” stammered Jane.

“I have been expecting you—I am the butler, Ashville!”

He opened the door and stood aside for Jane to enter. Beyond him stretched a long, gloomy hall, dimly illuminated by the light from a candelabra at the far end.

“Well,” gulped Bob. “Now that you’re safely here I guess I’ll push off...”

“Oh, no, please! You can’t go—you wouldn’t leave me here like this...” pleaded Jane, almost wildly.

Some latent spark of chivalry flared up in Bob’s breast. Dearly as he wanted to get away from this business, he had no desire to leave Jane there to face Heaven knew what.

“But how on Earth can I stay?” he enquired.

“I’m sure Ashville will be able to put you up,” Jane half turned, pleadingly, towards the gaunt butler.

He looked uncertain.

“Oh, don’t bother, Ashville—after all, perhaps all the rooms are occupied, eh, Ashville?” queried Bob, hopefully.

“No, sir, we have plenty of spare rooms here—it wasn’t that I was thinking of. I was more concerned with your own, personal well-being, sir.”

“Eh?”

“There is a legend attached to this house. It is said that any person, other than a member of the Rivers family or their servants, who sleeps beneath this roof, will meet with a most horrible and violent death.”

“That settles it,” gulped Bob. “Good night, Miss Rivers.”

“Wait a minute,” pleaded Jane, tearfully. “There’s no truth in that silly tale, is there Ashville?”

“Of course not, miss. Why, only two years ago Major Ashby stayed with your aunt for a period...of course, he died shortly afterwards...”

“He did?” said Bob, keenly.

“Yes, sir. Most unfortunate, it was. He met a horrible fate while hunting big game in Africa! As a matter of fact he was torn limb from limb by a lioness, poor fellow. Then there was Mr. Tompkins, the mistress’s first lawyer. He stayed here for a night or two...”

“Did he survive?

“Unfortunately, no! Of course, it would be silly to attribute his death to the old curse, but nevertheless he was struck by a motor car while leaving the house... I did not see the body, but I understand it was considerably mutilated, sir.”

“Ah, I see, ah!” stuttered Bob.

Jane said: “Oh, don’t pay any attention to those silly stories—the fact that the others died is just a coincidence...”

“I know,” said Bob. “That’s what they’ll say about me, too, one of these days. And,” he went on, putting his finger on the point and pressing, “I have no desire to forge another link in an already over-long chain of coincidences!”

“You sure you aren’t just afraid?” demanded Jane, scornfully.

“You’re dead right,” agreed Bob. “I’m scared stiff! But I’m dashed if I’ll allow old rock puss here to frighten me away! I’m staying!”

“Very well, sir,” leered the butler. “I will instruct the housekeeper to find you accommodation—but don’t forget—I warned you!” and with a cold stare the butler shuffled away down the hall.

Bob essayed a sickly grin. “What do we do now?”

“I don’t know,” said Jane. “It looks as if we have to find our own way about from here on—I’m afraid Ashville doesn’t do his job properly.”

Curiously they began to walk down the long, dismal hall, past the stately, glimmering suits of armour, past a row of oil portraits.

“Who’re the whiskery johnnies?” asked Bob.

“I suppose they’ll be my ancestors,” Jane said, dubiously.

“What a bunch,” grinned Bob. “I bet they were lads in their day! Doubtless they thought nothing of tickling Henry the Eighth on his favourite wife! Seemed to run to whiskers a lot, didn’t they?” 

Jane nodded absently. She was gazing at a face in the gloom, a face which sprouted a goodish deal of fungus about the chin and jowls. Following her gaze, Bob laughed.

“That one looks almost real,” he said. “Real enough to have a nest of birds in his whiskers... Hell!”

The last was wrung from him as the face they had been studying suddenly moved forward.

On closer examination they observed that it was not, as they had assumed, another of the portraits, but was actually a thing of flesh and blood, framed in the entrance to a room.

“There are no birds’ nests in my beard, young man!” it observed, acidly. Then: “I take it you are Jane? I haven’t had the pleasure of meeting you previously. I am Sir Mortimer Rivers, your father’s brother.”

Jane stepped forward with a smile, extending her hand.

“This is a friend of mine, Mister ... oh!”

“Bob Carter’s the name,” said Bob, stepping into the breach, “Pleased to meet you, Sir Mortimer!”

“Hmm!” said that crusty individual. “I’m afraid I can’t say the same about you, young man! I find your remarks about my facial growth extremely impertinent!”

“Sorry about that,” Bob apologised. “I thought you were another of those old butters up there, sir. Had no idea you were alive.”

“Harrumph!” snorted Sir Mortimer. “Shall we adjourn into the library here, my dear? The rest of the family is already here, waiting for you.” 

“Where’s Mr. Stimson, the solicitor?” enquired Jane.

“Not here. We had a telephone call from him to say he would be rather late getting down to Riverton, and that if he was unable to get a taxi he wouldn’t be arriving until tomorrow. In view of the Rivers’ curse concerning strangers!” finished Sir Mortimer, eyeing Bob meaningfully.

“Well,” said Bob, grinning feebly. “Now you’re among your relatives, Jane, I rather fancy I’ll phone for a breakdown wagon and get back to the village.”

“I’m afraid that will be impossible,” grunted Sir Mortimer. “The phone is out of order, young man!”

“But you said you had a phone call from the lawyer?” retorted Jane.

“We did—about an hour ago. But when I tried to make a call to the station to see if you had arrived, I failed to get through. I think that perhaps the storm has blown down the wires somewhere.”

There was nothing else for it. In spite of his disbelief in family curses and sinister butlers and all the rest of the stage drama paraphernalia, it was with sinking heart that Bob Carter followed Jane and her uncle into the library.

Here they were introduced to two other members of the family. One was a hawk-faced woman, sharp of tongue and vinegary of aspect, attired in a rusty black gown, à pair of pince-nez and a stern expression. This was Esmeralda, the late Lucille River’s only sister. 

The other member was a vacuous, insipid-looking young man, whose conversation seemed rather limited in the area of intelligent contributions. This specimen turned out to be Jane’s other cousin. That was all that was left of the Rivers family.

CHAPTER 3

Sudden Death!

It was a gloomy party that sat down to a cold supper served by Ashville. Conversation languished, and little was said until the supper things had been cleared away and they were seated round a dying fire, drinking glasses of ancient vintage which Bob, with Jane’s aid, had dug up in the old cellars.

“Funny thing,” mused Bob, eventually. “We heard a dog howling when we were on the way here...came from the house. I think!”

“Dog!” exploded Sir Mortimer.

“By Gad!” said Archibald Rivers, the vacuous one.

“There is no dog for miles!” stated Esmeralda primly.

“That’s queer,” Jane contributed. “Could have sworn we heard one somewhere about here.”

“There are a lot of strange things about this house, my dear.” Sir Mortimer lit up a foul-smelling pipe, and peered at them through the haze of smoke which rose from
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