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Foreword
Of the telling of tales concerning King Arthur there are many,
but the finest one in the (Middle) English language was Sir
Gawain and the Green Knight. Written by a contemporary of
Chaucer’s probably living in the West Midlands (as indicated by
his geographical references), it is a Medieval Romance of the
highest order. An arresting narrative, it revolves around a
dramatic challenge and a test of character. The story is conveyed
in luscious verse, rich with earthy and vibrant description. The
anonymous 14th century author was a man who loved life in all
its vagaries, which one detects from the relish with which he
describes the joys of the feast, the change of the seasons and the
drama at Camelot.
    For great consternation does Arthur’s court face during their
Christmas carousing. Celebrating the coming of Christ over the
twelve days of Christmas with banquets of the finest splendour,
the guests enjoying tender meats and pleasant melodies, they are
rudely interrupted by a monstrous knight who is entirely
emerald in colour. A huge man of muscle riding a ginormous
steed rode into the hall, declares a challenge: is any man brave
enough to strike a blow on me and let me return said blow?
Initially stunned into silence, Sir Gawain, Arthur’s noblest knight,
takes up the Christmas jest, in part to save his uncle from the
embarrassment of cowardice. What ensues is a test which will
push Gawain’s moral integrity to its limits.
    In Fitts I and II, that are translated into prose here by the
influential Arthurian scholar Jessie L Weston, the Green Knight’s
challenge and Gawain’s subsequent journey to fulfill his vow. Its
setting is the feasts, games and celebrations of Christmas in
medieval England. An Arthurian Yuletide legend, it joins the
playful and the deadly serious in a magnificent work of poetry.

Fitt I
Of the Making of Britain
    After the siege and the assault of Troy, when that burg was
destroyed and burnt to ashes, and the traitor slain for his treason,
the noble Æneas and his kin sailed forth to become princes and
patrons of well-nigh all the Western Isles. Thus Romulus built
Rome (and gave to the city his own name, which it bears even to
this day); and Ticius turned him to Tuscany; and Langobard
raised him up dwellings in Lombardy; and Felix Brutus sailed far
over the French flood, and founded the kingdom of Britain,
wherein have been war and waste and wonder, and bliss and bale,
oft-times since.
    And in that kingdom of Britain have been wrought more
gallant deeds than in any other; but of all British kings Arthur
was the most valiant, as I have heard tell, therefore will I set forth
a wondrous adventure that fell out in his time. And if ye will
listen to me, but for a little while, I will tell it even as it stands in
story stiff and strong, fixed in the letter, as it hath long been
known in the land.
How Arthur held high feast at Camelot
    King Arthur lay at Camelot upon a Christmas-tide, with many
a gallant lord and lovely lady, and all the noble brotherhood of
the Round Table. There they held rich revels with gay talk and
jest; one while they would ride forth to joust and tourney, and
again back to the court to make carols; for there was the feast
holden fifteen days with all the mirth that men could devise,
song and glee, glorious to hear, in the daytime, and dancing at
night. Halls and chambers were crowded with noble guests, the
bravest of knights and the loveliest of ladies, and Arthur himself
was the comeliest king that ever held a court. For all this fair folk
were in their youth, the fairest and most fortunate under heaven,
and the king himself of such fame that it were hard now to name
so valiant a hero.
New Year’s Day
    Now the New Year had but newly come in, and on that day a
double portion was served on the high table to all the noble
guests, and thither came the king with all his knights, when the
service in the chapel had been sung to an end. And they greeted
each other for the New Year, and gave rich gifts, the one to the  

other (and they that received them were not wroth, that may ye
well believe!), and the maidens laughed and made mirth till it
was time to get them to meat. Then they washed and sat them
down to the feast in fitting rank and order, and Guinevere the
queen, gaily clad, sat on the high daïs. Silken was her seat, with a
fair canopy over her head, of rich tapestries of Tars,
embroidered, and studded with costly gems; fair she was to look
upon, with her shining grey eyes, a fairer woman might no man
boast himself of having seen.
    But Arthur would not eat till all were served, so full of joy and
gladness was he, even as a child; he liked not either to lie long, or
to sit long at meat, so worked upon him his young blood and his
wild brain. And another custom he had also, that came of his
nobility, that he would never eat upon an high day till he had
been advised of some knightly deed, or some strange and
marvellous tale, of his ancestors, or of arms, or of other ventures.
Or till some knight should seek of him leave to joust with
another, that they might set their lives in jeopardy, one against
another, as fortune might favour them. Such was the king’s
custom when he sat in hall at each high feast with his noble
knights, therefore on that New Year tide, he abode, fair of face,
on the throne, and made much mirth withal.
Of the noble knights there present
    Thus the king sat before the high table, and spake of many
things; and there good Sir Gawain was seated by Guinevere the
queen, and on her other side sat Agravain, à la dure main; both
were the king’s sister’s sons and full gallant knights. And at the
end of the table was Bishop Bawdewyn, and Ywain, King Urien’s
son, sat at the other side alone. These were worthily served on
the daïs, and at the lower tables sat many valiant knights. Then
they bare the first course with the blast of trumpets and waving
of banners, with the sound of drums and pipes, of song and lute,
that many a heart was uplifted at the melody. Many were the
dainties, and rare the meats, so great was the plenty they might
scarce find room on the board to set on the dishes. Each helped
himself as he liked best, and to each two were twelve dishes, with
great plenty of beer and wine.
The coming of the Green Knight
    Now I will say no more of the service, but that ye may know
there was no lack, for there drew near a venture that the folk
might well have left their labour to gaze upon. As the sound of
the music ceased, and the first course had been fitly served, there
came in at the hall door one terrible to behold, of stature greater
than any on earth; from neck to loin so strong and thickly made,
and with limbs so long and so great that he seemed even as a
giant. And yet he was but a man, only the mightiest that might
mount a steed; broad of chest and shoulders and slender of waist,
and all his features of like fashion; but men marvelled much at
his colour, for he rode even as a knight, yet was green all over.
The fashion of the knight
    For he was clad all in green, with a straight coat, and a mantle
above; all decked and lined with fur was the cloth and the hood
that was thrown back from his locks and lay on his shoulders.
Hose had he of the same green, and spurs of bright gold with
silken fastenings richly worked; and all his vesture was verily
green. Around his waist and his saddle were bands with fair
stones set upon silken work, ’twere too long to tell of all the trifles
that were embroidered thereon—birds and insects in gay gauds
of green and gold.
Of the knight’s steed
    All the trappings of his steed were of metal of like enamel,
even the stirrups that he stood in stained of the same, and
stirrups and saddle-bow alike gleamed and shone with green
stones. Even the steed on which he rode was of the same hue, a
green horse, great and strong, and hard to hold, with broidered
bridle, meet for the rider.
    The knight was thus gaily dressed in green, his hair falling
around his shoulders, on his breast hung a beard, as thick and
green as a bush, and the beard and the hair of his head were
clipped all round above his elbows. The lower part of his sleeves
were fastened with clasps in the same wise as a king’s mantle. 

Corncrake

6



    The horse’s mane was crisped and plaited with many a knot
folded in with gold thread about the fair green, here a twist of
the hair, here another of gold. The tail was twined in like
manner, and both were bound about with a band of bright green
set with many a precious stone; then they were tied aloft in a
cunning knot, whereon rang many bells of burnished gold. Such
a steed might no other ride, nor had such ever been looked upon
in that hall ere that time; and all who saw that knight spake and
said that a man might scarce abide his stroke.
The arming of the knight
    The knight bore no helm nor hauberk, neither gorget nor
breast-plate, neither shaft nor buckler to smite nor to shield, but
in one hand he had a holly-bough, that is greenest when the
groves are bare, and in his other an axe, huge and uncomely, a
cruel weapon in fashion, if one would picture it. The head was an
ell-yard long, the metal all of green steel and gold, the blade
burnished bright, with a broad edge, as well shapen to shear as a
sharp razor. The steel was set into a strong staff, all bound round
with iron, even to the end, and engraved with green in cunning
work. A lace was twined about it, that looped at the head, and all
adown the handle it was clasped with tassels on buttons of bright
green richly broidered.
    The knight halted in the entrance of the hall, looking to the
high daïs, and greeted no man, but looked ever upwards; and the
first words he spake were, “Where is the ruler of this folk? I
would gladly look upon that hero, and have speech with him.”
He cast his eyes on the knights, and mustered them up and
down, striving ever to see who of them was of most renown.
    Then was there great gazing to behold that chief, for each man
marvelled what it might mean that a knight and his steed should
have even such a hue as the green grass; and that seemed even
greener than green enamel on bright gold. All looked on him as
he stood, and drew near unto him wondering greatly what he
might be; for many marvels had they seen, but none such as this,
and phantasm and faërie did the folk deem it. Therefore were
the gallant knights slow to answer, and gazed astounded, and sat
stone still in a deep silence through that goodly hall, as if a
slumber were fallen upon them. I deem it was not all for doubt,
but some for courtesy that they might give ear unto his errand.
    Then Arthur beheld this adventure before his high daïs, and
knightly he greeted him, for discourteous was he never. “Sir,” he
said, “thou art welcome to this place—lord of this hall am I, and
men call me Arthur. Light thee down, and tarry awhile, and what
thy will is, that shall we learn after.”
Of the knight’s challenge
    “Nay,” quoth the stranger, “so help me He that sitteth on high,
’twas not mine errand to tarry any while in this dwelling; but the
praise of this thy folk and thy city is lifted up on high, and thy
warriors are holden for the best and the most valiant of those
who ride mail-clad to the fight. The wisest and the worthiest of
this world are they, and well proven in all knightly sports. And
here, as I have heard tell, is fairest courtesy, therefore have I
come hither as at this time. Ye may be sure by the branch that I
bear here that I come in peace, seeking no strife. For had I willed
to journey in warlike guise I have at home both hauberk and
helm, shield and shining spear, and other weapons to mine
hand, but since I seek no war my raiment is that of peace. But if
thou be as bold as all men tell thou wilt freely grant me the boon
I ask.”
    And Arthur answered, “Sir Knight, if thou cravest battle here
thou shalt not fail for lack of a foe.”
    And the knight answered, “Nay, I ask no fight, in faith here on
the benches are but beardless children, were I clad in armour on
my steed there is no man here might match me. Therefore I ask
in this court but a Christmas jest, for that it is Yule-tide, and New
Year, and there are many here. If any one in this hall holds
himself so hardy, so bold both of blood and brain, as to dare
strike me one stroke for another, I will give him as a gift this axe,
which is heavy enough, in sooth, to handle as he may list, and I
will abide the first blow, unarmed as I sit. If any knight be so
bold as to prove my words let him come swiftly to me here, 

and take this weapon, I quit claim to it, he may keep it as his own,
and I will abide his stroke, firm on the floor. Then shalt thou give
me the right to deal him another, the respite of a year from to-
day shall he have. Now pledge me thy word, and let see whether
any here dare say aught.”
The silence of the knights
    Now if the knights had been astounded at the first, yet stiller
were they all, high and low, when they had heard his words. The
knight on his steed straightened himself in the saddle, and rolled
his eyes fiercely round the hall, red they gleamed under his
green and bushy brows. He frowned and twisted his beard,
waiting to see who should rise, and when none answered he cried
aloud in mockery, “What, is this Arthur’s hall, and these the
knights whose renown hath run through many realms? Where
are now your pride and your conquests, your wrath, and anger,
and mighty words? Now are the praise and the renown of the
Round Table overthrown by one man’s speech, since all keep
silence for dread ere ever they have seen a blow!”
    With that he laughed so loudly that the blood rushed to the
king’s fair face for very shame; he waxed wroth, as did all his
knights, and sprang to his feet, and drew near to the stranger and
said, “Now by heaven foolish is thine asking, and thy folly shall
find its fitting answer. I know no man aghast at thy great words.
Give me here thine axe and I shall grant thee the boon thou hast
asked.” Lightly he sprang to him and caught at his hand, and the
knight, fierce of aspect, lighted down from his charger.
    Then Arthur took the axe and gripped the haft, and swung it
round, ready to strike. And the knight stood before him, taller by
the head than any in the hall; he stood, and stroked his beard,
and drew down his coat, no more dismayed for the king’s threats
than if one had brought him a drink of wine.
How Sir Gawain dared the venture
    Then Gawain, who sat by the queen, leaned forward to the king
and spake, “I beseech ye, my lord, let this venture be mine.
Would ye but bid me rise from this seat, and stand by your side,
so that my liege lady thought it not ill, then would I come to your
counsel before this goodly court. For I think it not seemly that
such challenge should be made in your hall that ye yourself
should undertake it, while there are many bold knights who sit
beside ye, none are there, methinks, of readier will under heaven,
or more valiant in open field. I am the weakest, I wot, and the
feeblest of wit, and it will be the less loss of my life if ye seek
sooth. For save that ye are mine uncle naught is there in me to
praise, no virtue is there in my body save your blood, and since
this challenge is such folly that it beseems ye not to take it, and I
have asked it from ye first, let it fall to me, and if I bear myself
ungallantly then let all this court blame me.”
    Then they all spake with one voice that the king should leave
this venture and grant it to Gawain.
    Then Arthur commanded the knight to rise, and he rose up
quickly and knelt down before the king, and caught hold of the
weapon; and the king loosed his hold of it, and lifted up his hand,
and gave him his blessing, and bade him be strong both of heart
and hand. “Keep thee well, nephew,” quoth Arthur, “that thou
give him but the one blow, and if thou redest him rightly I trow
thou shalt well abide the stroke he may give thee after.”
The making of the covenant
    Gawain stepped to the stranger, axe in hand, and he, never
fearing, awaited his coming. Then the Green Knight spake to Sir
Gawain, “Make we our covenant ere we go further. First, I ask
thee, knight, what is thy name? Tell me truly, that I may know
thee.”
    “In faith,” quoth the good knight, “Gawain am I, who give thee
this buffet, let what may come of it; and at this time twelvemonth
will I take another at thine hand with whatsoever weapon thou
wilt, and none other.”
    Then the other answered again, “Sir Gawain, so may I thrive as
I am fain to take this buffet at thine hand,” and he quoth further,
“Sir Gawain, it liketh me well that I shall take at thy fist that which
I have asked here, and thou hast readily and truly rehearsed all
the covenant that I asked of the king, save that thou shalt swear
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 me, by thy troth, to seek me thyself wherever thou hopest that I
may be found, and win thee such reward as thou dealest me to-
day, before this folk.”
    “Where shall I seek thee?” quoth Gawain. “Where is thy place?
By Him that made me, I wot never where thou dwellest, nor
know I thee, knight, thy court, nor thy name. But teach me truly
all that pertaineth thereto, and tell me thy name, and I shall use
all my wit to win my way thither, and that I swear thee for sooth,
and by my sure troth.”
    “That is enough in the New Year, it needs no more,” quoth the
Green Knight to the gallant Gawain, “if I tell thee truly when I
have taken the blow, and thou hast smitten me; then will I teach
thee of my house and home, and mine own name, then mayest
thou ask thy road and keep covenant. And if I waste no words
then farest thou the better, for thou canst dwell in thy land, and
seek no further. But take now thy toll, and let see how thy
strikest.”
    “Gladly will I,” quoth Gawain, handling his axe.
The giving of the blow
    Then the Green Knight swiftly made him ready, he bowed
down his head, and laid his long locks on the crown that his bare
neck might be seen. Gawain gripped his axe and raised it on
high, the left foot he set forward on the floor, and let the blow fall
lightly on the bare neck. The sharp edge of the blade sundered
the bones, smote through the neck, and clave it in two, so that the
edge of the steel bit on the ground, and the head rolled even to
the horse’s feet.
The marvel of the Green Knight
    The blood spurted forth, and glistened on the green raiment,
but the knight neither faltered nor fell; he started forward with
out-stretched hand, and caught the head, and lifted it up; then he
turned to his steed, and took hold of the bridle, set his foot in the
stirrup, and mounted. His head he held by the hair, in his hand.
Then he seated himself in his saddle as if naught ailed him, and
he were not headless. He turned his steed about, the grim corpse
bleeding freely the while, and they who looked upon him
doubted them much for the covenant.
    For he held up the head in his hand, and turned the face
towards them that sat on the high daïs, and it lifted up the eye-
lids and looked upon them, and spake as ye shall hear. “Look,
Gawain, that thou art ready to go as thou hast promised, and seek
leally till thou find me, even as thou hast sworn in this hall in the
hearing of these knights. Come thou, I charge thee, to the Green
Chapel, such a stroke as thou hast dealt thou hast deserved, and it
shall be promptly paid thee on New Year’s morn. Many men
know me as the knight of the Green Chapel, and if thou askest
thou shalt not fail to find me. Therefore it behoves thee to come,
or to yield thee as recreant.”
    With that he turned his bridle, and galloped out at the hall
door, his head in his hands, so that the sparks flew from beneath
his horse’s hoofs. Whither he went none knew, no more than
they wist whence he had come; and the king and Gawain they
gazed and laughed, for in sooth this had proved a greater marvel
than any they had known aforetime.
    Though Arthur the king was astonished at his heart, yet he let
no sign of it be seen, but spake in courteous wise to the fair
queen: “Dear lady, be not dismayed, such craft is well suited to
Christmas-tide when we seek jesting, laughter and song, and fair
carols of knights and ladies. But now I may well get me to meat,
for I have seen a marvel I may not forget.” Then he looked on Sir
Gawain, and said gaily, “Now, fair nephew, hang up thine axe,
since it has hewn enough,” and they hung it on the dossal above
the daïs, where all men might look on it for a marvel, and by its
true token tell of the wonder. Then the twain sat them down
together, the king and the good knight, and men served them
with a double portion, as was the share of the noblest, with all
manner of meat and of minstrelsy. And they spent that day in
gladness, but Sir Gawain must well bethink him of the heavy
venture to which he had set his hand. This beginning of
adventures had Arthur at the New Year, for he yearned to hear
gallant tales, though his words were few when he sat at the feast.

But now had they stern work on hand. Gawain was glad to begin
the jest in the hall, but ye need have no marvel if the end be
heavy. For though a man be merry in mind when he has well
drunk, yet a year runs full swiftly, and the beginning but rarely
matches the end.

Fitt II
The waning of the year
    For Yule was now over-past, and the year after, each season in
its turn following the other. For after Christmas comes crabbed
Lent, that will have fish for flesh and simpler cheer. But then the
weather of the world chides with winter; the cold withdraws itself,
the clouds uplift, and the rain falls in warm showers on the fair
plains. Then the flowers come forth, meadows and groves are
clad in green, the birds make ready to build, and sing sweetly for
solace of the soft summer that follows thereafter. The blossoms
bud and blow in the hedgerows rich and rank, and noble notes
enough are heard in the fair woods.
    After the season of summer, with the soft winds, when zephyr
breathes lightly on seeds and herbs, joyous indeed is the growth
that waxes thereout when the dew drips from the leaves beneath
the blissful glance of the bright sun. But then comes harvest and
hardens the grain, warning it to wax ripe ere the winter. The
drought drives the dust on high, flying over the face of the land;
the angry wind of the welkin wrestles with the sun; the leaves fall
from the trees and light upon the ground, and all brown are the
groves that but now were green, and ripe is the fruit that once was
flower. So the year passes into many yesterdays, and winter
comes again, as it needs no sage to tell us.
Sir Gawain bethinks him of his covenant
    When the Michaelmas moon was come in with warnings of
winter, Sir Gawain bethought him full oft of his perilous journey.
Yet till All Hallows Day he lingered with Arthur, and on that day
they made a great feast for the hero’s sake, with much revel and
richness of the Round Table. Courteous knights and comely
ladies, all were in sorrow for the love of that knight, and though
they spake no word of it many were joyless for his sake.
And after meat, sadly Sir Gawain turned to his uncle, and spake of
his journey, and said, “Liege lord of my life, leave from you I
crave. Ye know well how the matter stands without more words,
to-morrow am I bound to set forth in search of the Green
Knight.”
    Then came together all the noblest knights, Ywain and Erec,
and many another. Sir Dodinel le Sauvage, Launcelot and Lionel,
and Lucan the Good, Sir Bors and Sir Bedivere, valiant knights
both, and many another hero, with Sir Mador de la Porte, and
they all drew near, heavy at heart, to take counsel with Sir Gawain.
Much sorrow and weeping was there in the hall to think that so
worthy a knight as Gawain should wend his way to seek a deadly
blow, and should no more wield his sword in fight. But the knight
made ever good cheer, and said, “Nay, wherefore should I shrink?
What may a man do but prove his fate?”
The arming of Sir Gawain
    He dwelt there all that day, and on the morn he arose and asked
betimes for his armour; and they brought it unto him on this
wise: first, a rich carpet was stretched on the floor (and brightly
did the gold gear glitter upon it), then the knight stepped on to it,
and handled the steel; clad he was in a doublet of silk, with a close
hood, lined fairly throughout. Then they set the steel shoes upon
his feet, and wrapped his legs with greaves, with polished knee-
caps fastened with knots of gold. Then they cased his thighs in
cuisses closed with thongs, and brought him the byrny of bright
steel rings sewn upon a fair stuff. Well burnished braces they set
on each arm with good elbow-pieces, and gloves of mail, and all
the goodly gear that should shield him in his need. And they cast
over all a rich surcoat, and set the golden spurs on his heels, and
girt him with a trusty sword fastened with a silken bawdrick.
When he was thus clad his harness was costly, for the least loop or
latchet gleamed with gold. So armed as he was he hearkened
Mass and made his offering at the high altar. Then he came to the
king, and the knights of his court, and courteously  took leave
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of lords and ladies, and they kissed him, and commended him to
Christ.
    With that was Gringalet ready, girt with a saddle that gleamed
gaily with many golden fringes, enriched and decked anew for
the venture. The bridle was all barred about with bright gold
buttons, and all the covertures and trappings of the steed, the
crupper and the rich skirts, accorded with the saddle; spread fair
with the rich red gold that glittered and gleamed in the rays of
the sun.
    Then the knight called for his helmet, which was well lined
throughout, and set it high on his head, and hasped it behind. He
wore a light kerchief over the vintail, that was broidered and
studded with fair gems on a broad silken ribbon, with birds of gay
colour, and many a turtle and true-lover’s knot interlaced thickly,
even as many a maiden had wrought them. But the circlet which
crowned his helmet was yet more precious, being adorned with a
device in diamonds. Then they brought him his shield, which was
of bright red, with the pentangle painted thereon in gleaming
gold. 
    Wherefore Sir Gawain bare the pentangle And why that noble
prince bare the pentangle I am minded to tell you, though my
tale tarry thereby. It is a sign that Solomon set ere-while, as
betokening truth; for it is a figure with five points and each line
overlaps the other, and nowhere hath it beginning or end, so that
in English it is called “the endless knot.” And therefore was it well
suiting to this knight and to his arms, since Gawain was faithful in
five and five-fold, for pure was he as gold, void of all villainy and
endowed with all virtues. Therefore he bare the pentangle on
shield and surcoat as truest of heroes and gentlest of knights.
    For first he was faultless in his five senses; and his five fingers
never failed him; and all his trust upon earth was in the five
wounds that Christ bare on the cross, as the Creed tells. And
wherever this knight found himself in stress of battle he deemed
well that he drew his strength from the five joys which the Queen
of Heaven had of her Child. And for this cause did he bear an
image of Our Lady on the one half of his shield, that whenever he
looked upon it he might not lack for aid. And the fifth five that
the hero used were frankness and fellowship above all, purity and
courtesy that never failed him, and compassion that surpasses all;
and in these five virtues was that hero wrapped and clothed. And
all these, five-fold, were linked one in the other, so that they had
no end, and were fixed on five points that never failed, neither at
any side were they joined or sundered, nor could ye find
beginning or end. And therefore on his shield was the knot
shapen, red-gold upon red, which is the pure pentangle. Now was
Sir Gawain ready, and he took his lance in hand, and bade them
all Farewell, he deemed it had been for ever.
How Sir Gawain went forth
    Then he smote the steed with his spurs, and sprang on his way,
so that sparks flew from the stones after him. All that saw him
were grieved at heart, and said one to the other, “By Christ, ’tis
great pity that one of such noble life should be lost! I’ faith, ’twere
not easy to find his equal upon earth. The king had done better to
have wrought more warily. Yonder knight should have been made
a duke; a gallant leader of men is he, and such a fate had
beseemed him better than to be hewn in pieces at the will of an
elfish man, for mere pride. Who ever knew a king to take such
counsel as to risk his knights on a Christmas jest?” Many were the
tears that flowed from their eyes when that goodly knight rode
from the hall. He made no delaying, but went his way swiftly, and
rode many a wild road, as I heard say in the book.
Of Sir Gawain’s journey
    So rode Sir Gawain through the realm of Logres, on an errand
that he held for no jest. Often he lay companionless at night, and
must lack the fare that he liked. No comrade had he save his
steed, and none save God with whom to take counsel. At length
he drew nigh to North Wales, and left the isles of Anglesey on his
left hand, crossing over the fords by the foreland over at
Holyhead, till he came into the wilderness of Wirral, that is loved 
neither of God nor of man, and there he abode but a little time.
And ever he asked, as he fared, of all whom he met, if they had

 heard any tidings of a Green Knight in the country thereabout, or
of a Green Chapel? And all answered him, Nay, never in their lives
had they seen any man of such a hue. And the knight wended his
way by many a strange road and many a rugged path, and the
fashion of his countenance changed full often ere he saw the
Green Chapel.
    Many a cliff did he climb in that unknown land, where afar
from his friends he rode as a stranger. Never did he come to a
stream or a ford but he found a foe before him, and that one so
marvellous, so foul and fell, that it behoved him to fight. So many
wonders did that knight behold that it were too long to tell the
tenth part of them. Sometimes he fought with dragons and
wolves; sometimes with wild men that dwelt in the rocks; another
while with bulls, and bears, and wild boars, or with giants of the
high moorland that drew near to him. Had he not been a doughty
knight, enduring, and of well-proved valour, doubtless he had
been slain, for he was oft in danger of death. Yet he cared not so
much for the strife, what he deemed worse was when the cold
clear water was shed from the clouds, and froze ere it fell on the
fallow ground. More nights than enough he slept in his harness
on the bare rocks, near slain with the sleet, while the stream leapt
bubbling from the crest of the hills, and hung in hard icicles over
his head.
    Thus in peril and pain, and many a hardship, the knight rode
alone till Christmas Eve, and in that tide he made his prayer to
the Blessed Virgin that she would guide his steps and lead him to
some dwelling. On that morning he rode by a hill, and came into
a thick forest, wild and drear; on each side were high hills, and
thick woods below them of great hoar oaks, a hundred together,
of hazel and hawthorn with their trailing boughs intertwined, and
rough ragged moss spreading everywhere. On the bare twigs the
birds chirped piteously, for pain of the cold. The knight upon
Gringalet rode lonely beneath them, through marsh and mire,
much troubled at heart lest he should fail to see the service of the
Lord, who on that self-same night was born of a Maiden for the
cure of our grief; and therefore he said, sighing, “I beseech Thee,
Lord, and Mary Thy gentle Mother, for some shelter where I may
hear Mass, and Thy mattins at morn. This I ask meekly, and
thereto I pray my Paternoster, Ave, and Credo.” Thus he rode
praying, and lamenting his misdeeds, and he crossed himself, and
said, “May the Cross of Christ speed me.”
How Sir Gawain came to a fair castle on Christmas Eve
    Now that knight had crossed himself but thrice ere he was
aware in the wood of a dwelling within a moat, above a lawn, on a
mound surrounded by many mighty trees that stood round the
moat. ’Twas the fairest castle that ever a knight owned; built in a
meadow with a park all about it, and a spiked palisade, closely
driven, that enclosed the trees for more than two miles. The
knight was ware of the hold from the side, as it shone through the
oaks. Then he lifted off his helmet, and thanked Christ and S.
Julian that they had courteously granted his prayer, and
hearkened to his cry. “Now,” quoth the knight, “I beseech ye, grant
me fair hostel.” Then he pricked Gringalet with his golden spurs,
and rode gaily towards the great gate, and came swiftly to the
bridge end.
    The bridge was drawn up and the gates close shut; the walls
were strong and thick, so that they might fear no tempest. The
knight on his charger abode on the bank of the deep double ditch
that surrounded the castle. The walls were set deep in the water,
and rose aloft to a wondrous height; they were of hard hewn stone
up to the corbels, which were adorned beneath the battlements
with fair carvings, and turrets set in between with many a
loophole; a better barbican Sir Gawain had never looked upon.
And within he beheld the high hall, with its tower and many
windows with carven cornices, and chalk-white chimneys on the
turreted roofs that shone fair in the sun. And everywhere, thickly
scattered on the castle battlements, were pinnacles, so many that
it seemed as if it were all wrought out of paper, so white was it.
    The knight on his steed deemed it fair enough, if he might
come to be sheltered within it to lodge there while that the Holy-
day lasted. He called aloud, and soon there came a porter of
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 kindly countenance, who stood on the wall and greeted this
knight and asked his errand.
    “Good sir,” quoth Gawain, “wilt thou go mine errand to the
high lord of the castle, and crave for me lodging?”
    “Yea, by S. Peter,” quoth the porter. “In sooth I trow that ye be
welcome to dwell here so long as it may like ye.”
How Sir Gawain was welcomed
    Then he went, and came again swiftly, and many folk with him
to receive the knight. They let down the great drawbridge, and
came forth and knelt on their knees on the cold earth to give
him worthy welcome. They held wide open the great gates, and
he greeted them courteously, and rode over the bridge. Then
men came to him and held his stirrup while he dismounted, and
took and stabled his steed. There came down knights and squires
to bring the guest with joy to the hall. When he raised his helmet
there were many to take it from his hand, fain to serve him, and
they took from him sword and shield.
    Sir Gawain gave good greeting to the nobles and the mighty
men who came to do him honour. Clad in his shining armour
they led him to the hall, where a great fire burnt brightly on the
floor; and the lord of the household came forth from his
chamber to meet the hero fitly. He spake to the knight, and said:
“Ye are welcome to do here as it likes ye. All that is here is your
own to have at your will and disposal.”
    “Gramercy!” quote Gawain, “may Christ requite ye.”
    As friends that were fain each embraced the other; and Gawain
looked on the knight who greeted him so kindly, and thought
’twas a bold warrior that owned that burg.
    Of mighty stature he was, and of high age; broad and flowing
was his beard, and of a bright hue. He was stalwart of limb, and
strong in his stride, his face fiery red, and his speech free: in
sooth he seemed one well fitted to be a leader of valiant men.
    Then the lord led Sir Gawain to a chamber, and commanded
folk to wait upon him, and at his bidding there came men
enough who brought the guest to a fair bower. The bedding was
noble, with curtains of pure silk wrought with gold, and
wondrous coverings of fair cloth all embroidered. The curtains
ran on ropes with rings of red gold, and the walls were hung with
carpets of Orient, and the same spread on the floor. There with
mirthful speeches they took from the guest his byrny and all his
shining armour, and brought him rich robes of the choicest in its
stead. They were long and flowing, and became him well, and
when he was clad in them all who looked on the hero thought
that surely God had never made a fairer knight: he seemed as if
he might be a prince without peer in the field where men strive
in battle.
    Then before the hearth-place, whereon the fire burned, they
made ready a chair for Gawain, hung about with cloth and fair
cushions; and there they cast around him a mantle of brown
samite, richly embroidered and furred within with costly skins of
ermine, with a hood of the same, and he seated himself in that
rich seat, and warmed himself at the fire and was cheered at
heart. And while he sat thus the serving men set up a table on
trestles, and covered it with a fair white cloth, and set thereon
salt-cellar, and napkin, and silver spoons; and the knight washed
at his will, and set him down to meat.
    The folk served him courteously with many dishes seasoned of
the best, a double portion. All kinds of fish were there, some
baked in bread, some broiled on the embers, some sodden, some
stewed and savoured with spices, with all sorts of cunning devices
to his taste. And often he called it a feast, when they spake gaily
to him all together, and said, “Now take ye this penance, and it
shall be for your amendment.” Much mirth thereof did Sir
Gawain make.
Sir Gawain tells his name
    Then they questioned that prince courteously of whence he
came; and he told them that he was of the court of Arthur, who is
the rich royal King of the Round Table, and that it was Gawain
himself who was within their walls, and would keep Christmas
with them, as the chance had fallen out. And when the lord of
the castle heard those tidings he laughed aloud for gladness, and 

 all men in that keep were joyful that they should be in the
company of him to whom belonged all fame, and valour, and
courtesy, and whose honour was praised above that of all men on
earth. Each said softly to his fellow, “Now shall we see courteous
bearing, and the manner of speech befitting courts. What charm
lieth in gentle speech shall we learn without asking, since here we
have welcomed the fine father of courtesy. God has surely shewn
us His grace since He sends us such a guest as Gawain! When
men shall sit and sing, blithe for Christ’s birth, this knight shall
bring us to the knowledge of fair manners, and it may be that
hearing him we may learn the cunning speech of love.”
    By the time the knight had risen from dinner it was near
nightfall. Then chaplains took their way to the chapel, and rang
loudly, even as they should, for the solemn evensong of the high
feast. Thither went the lord, and the lady also, and entered with
her maidens into a comely closet, and thither also went Gawain.
Then the lord took him by the sleeve and led him to a seat, and
called him by his name, and told him he was of all men in the
world the most welcome. And Sir Gawain thanked him truly, and
each kissed the other, and they sat gravely together throughout
the service.
The lady of the castle
    Then was the lady fain to look upon that knight; and she came
forth from her closet with many fair maidens. The fairest of
ladies was she in face, and figure, and colouring, fairer even than
Guinevere, so the knight thought. She came through the chancel
to greet the hero, another lady held her by the left hand, older
than she, and seemingly of high estate, with many nobles about
her. But unlike to look upon were those ladies, for if the younger
were fair, the elder was yellow. Rich red were the cheeks of the
one, rough and wrinkled those of the other; the kerchiefs of the
one were broidered with many glistening pearls, her throat and
neck bare, and whiter than the snow that lies on the hills; the
neck of the other was swathed in a gorget, with a white wimple
over her black chin. Her forehead was wrapped in silk with many
folds, worked with knots, so that naught of her was seen save her
black brows, her eyes, her nose, and her lips, and those were
bleared, and ill to look upon. A worshipful lady in sooth one
might call her! In figure was she short and broad, and thickly
made—far fairer to behold was she whom she led by the hand.
    When Gawain beheld that fair lady, who looked at him
graciously, with leave of the lord he went towards them, and,
bowing low, he greeted the elder, but the younger and fairer he
took lightly in his arms, and kissed her courteously, and greeted
her in knightly wise. Then she hailed him as friend, and he
quickly prayed to be counted as her servant, if she so willed.
Then they took him between them, and talking, led him to the
chamber, to the hearth, and bade them bring spices, and they
brought them in plenty with the good wine that was wont to be
drunk at such seasons. Then the lord sprang to his feet and bade
them make merry, and took off his hood, and hung it on a spear,
and bade him win the worship thereof who should make most
mirth that Christmas-tide. “And I shall try, by my faith, to fool it
with the best, by the help of my friends, ere I lose my raiment.”
Thus with gay words the lord made trial to gladden Gawain with
jests that night, till it was time to bid them light the tapers, and
Sir Gawain took leave of them and gat him to rest.
Of the Christmas feast
    In the morn when all men call to mind how Christ our Lord
was born on earth to die for us, there is joy, for His sake, in all
dwellings of the world; and so was there here on that day. For
high feast was held, with many dainties and cunningly cooked
messes. On the daïs sat gallant men, clad in their best. The
ancient dame sat on the high seat, with the lord of the castle
beside her. Gawain and the fair lady sat together, even in the
midst of the board, when the feast was served; and so throughout
all the hall each sat in his degree, and was served in order. There
was meat, there was mirth, there was much joy, so that to tell
thereof would take me too long, though peradventure I might
strive to declare it. But Gawain and that fair lady had much joy of
each other’s company through her sweet words and courteous
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 converse. And there was music made before each prince,
trumpets and drums, and merry piping; each man hearkened his
minstrel, and they too hearkened theirs.
How the feast came to an end but Gawain abode at the castle
    So they held high feast that day and the next, and the third day
thereafter, and the joy on S. John’s Day was fair to hearken, for
’twas the last of the feast, and the guests would depart in the grey
of the morning. Therefore they awoke early, and drank wine, and
danced fair carols, and at last, when it was late, each man took his
leave to wend early on his way. Gawain would bid his host
farewell, but the lord took him by the hand, and led him to his
own chamber beside the hearth, and there he thanked him for
the favour he had shown him in honouring his dwelling at that
high season, and gladdening his castle with his fair countenance.
“I wis, sir, that while I live I shall be held the worthier that Gawain
has been my guest at God’s own feast.”
    “Gramercy, sir,” quoth Gawain, “in good faith, all the honour is
yours, may the High King give it ye, and I am but at your will to
work your behest, inasmuch as I am beholden to ye in great and
small by rights.”
    Then the lord did his best to persuade the knight to tarry with
him, but Gawain answered that he might in no wise do so. Then
the host asked him courteously what stern behest had driven him
at the holy season from the king’s court, to fare all alone, ere yet
the feast was ended?
    “Forsooth,” quoth the knight, “ye say but the truth: ’tis a high
quest and a pressing that hath brought me afield, for I am
summoned myself to a certain place, and I know not whither in
the world I may wend to find it; so help me Christ, I would give
all the kingdom of Logres an I might find it by New Year’s morn.
Therefore, sir, I make request of ye that ye tell me truly if ye ever
heard word of the Green Chapel, where it may be found, and the
Green Knight that keeps it. For I am pledged by solemn compact
sworn between us to meet that knight at the New Year if so I were
on life; and of that same New Year it wants but little—I’ faith, I
would look on that hero more joyfully than on any other fair
sight! Therefore, by your will, it behoves me to leave ye, for I have
but barely three days, and I would as fain fall dead as fail of mine
errand.”
     Then the lord quoth, laughing, “Now must ye needs stay, for I
will show ye your goal, the Green Chapel, ere your term be at an
end, have ye no fear! But ye can take your ease, friend, in your
bed, till the fourth day, and go forth on the first of the year, and
come to that place at mid-morn to do as ye will. Dwell here till
New Year’s Day, and then rise and set forth, and ye shall be set in
the way; ’tis not two miles hence.”
    Then was Gawain glad, and he laughed gaily. “Now I thank ye
for this above all else. Now my quest is achieved I will dwell here
at your will, and otherwise do as ye shall ask.”
    Then the lord took him, and set him beside him, and bade the
ladies be fetched for their greater pleasure, tho’ between
themselves they had solace. The lord, for gladness, made merry
jest, even as one who wist not what to do for joy; and he cried
aloud to the knight, “Ye have promised to do the thing I bid ye:
will ye hold to this behest, here, at once?”
    “Yea, forsooth,” said that true knight, “while I abide in your
burg I am bound by your behest.”
“Ye have travelled from far,” said the host, “and since then ye
have waked with me, ye are not well refreshed by rest and sleep,
as I know. Ye shall therefore abide in your chamber, and lie at
your ease to-morrow at Mass-tide, and go to meat when ye will
with my wife, who shall sit with ye, and comfort ye with her
company till I return; and I shall rise early and go forth to the
chase.” And    Gawain agreed to all this courteously.
Sir Gawain makes a covenant with his host
    “Sir knight,” quoth the host, “we will make a covenant.
Whatsoever I win in the wood shall be yours, and whatever may
fall to your share, that shall ye exchange for it. Let us swear,
friend, to make this exchange, however our hap may be, for worse
or for better.”
 “I grant ye your will,” quoth Gawain the good; “if ye list so to
 

 do, it liketh me well.”
    “Bring hither the wine-cup, the bargain is made,” so said the
lord of that castle. They laughed each one, and drank of the wine,
and made merry, these lords and ladies, as it pleased them. Then
with gay talk and merry jest they arose, and stood, and spoke
softly, and kissed courteously, and took leave of each other. With
burning torches, and many a serving man, was each led to his
couch; yet ere they gat them to bed the old lord oft repeated
their covenant, for he knew well how to make sport.
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Taking Quintus’s book— Signa, by Ouida—under his arm, Miro
scooted under the echoing arcades of the upper gallery. The
smouldering rose of twilight had faded to dark indigo, and a
rapidly ascending moon burned through the columns, casting
pale stripes across the stone walkway. He skipped from one cold
slab of light to the next, as he had once skipped across the dark,
rain-slashed cobbles of Budapest. Like Budai Vár, Miro thought,
the abbey possessed the character of both castle and church: a
walled wilderness of towers, garths, courtyards, cloisters, florid
ramparts, and dungeon keeps—the product of centuries of
paranoia on a grand scale.
     Two at a time, Miro took the white-scoured steps down into
the quadrangle—a handsome little Magyar courtyard, with
rosebushes and wisteria, and the violet recess of an open stable.
Before the stable stood an old cannon, gently transformed by
time into the obliquity of a rotten tree trunk; its branches
pointed cannonwise at the sky, with a plume of canescent leaves
for smoke. Gripping the book, Miro crossed towards the church,
hearing a low, grief-weighted murmur of voices echoing around
the cloisters, which glowed—even in shadow—with the dark
rose-gold of the brick. In this blustery half-light, the abbey
seemed so unnerving to him: all blank sandstone walls with few
lancet windows set too high, shadowy courtyards that dwarfed
him, cressets creaking on ridiculously tall poles, church roofs
pitched steep as praying hands, the outsized donjon looming
over all like a watercolour drawing of a tower whose pigment had
been washed away by the rain. Grey, all melancholy grey, as if
every day were All Saints’ Day.
     A door slammed to his left. Glancing over, Miro saw a band of
brown-cowled monks bustling out of the refectorium, lanterns
held high, their light shining in his eyes. At their head strode
Father Anzelm, encased in his ill-fitting clerical raincoat—jowly
and paunched and Hungarian enough not to give a damn. Beside
him, as if for the sake of contrast, walked a tall, lath-thin man.
His sandals seemed to kiss rather than touch the ground,
retaining the silence of the sanctuary—the gliding step of feet
accustomed to church stone.
     They advanced across the courtyard toward Miro, the wind
dashing the lanterns’ light from tree to tree and face to face. One
gleam illuminated the tall man, and Miro recognised him at
once as Father Gregor Pray. The monks liked to jest that he
resembled a small-town Sacha Distel who thought he was a
small-town Alain Delon—not that Miro had a clue who either of
those were. But he knew that pointlessly handsome face from
the abbey newsfilms: the oleaginous hair, black and shining like
mica, his chill Aquitanian air. Yet with his clean-as-steel eyes,
Pray reminded Miro of none so much as Torquemada, the
Grand Inquisitor, whose portrait hung in the abbey’s archives.
    Suddenly, like a sotnya of Cossacks, the monks were upon
Miro, shouldering past him towards the stairs. He heard Father
Pray drawling in his Wienerisch lilt:
     “What is he playing at? Restoring the Church to prominence?
He should have outgrown all this secrecy and mirrorplay at his
age.”
    “You know our abbot, Father Gregor—inscrutable are his
judgements and unfathomable his ways.”
    “He is a man far gone in years, and no less in folly.”
    “Pray now, Brother Pray—”
    “Then why will he not issue one of his philippics against
Herrut for this disgrace? Or is that too part of his consilium
occultum?”
    “The Holy Abbot,” protested Anzelm with a bearish growl, “is
in an impossible position. A sheep cannot argue with the walls of
his pen, and a goat cannot rub his horns against the clouds. We
are surrounded by unclean rulers and bullying heathens. And
who knows what new devilry Herrut is concocting in his
untutorable Russian brain, with winter on the way—”
    Pray cast a sudden glance over his shoulder, his eyes boring
into Miro like a gimlet.
    “Odi puerulos praecoci ingenio,” he murmured, then resumed:
“Go on, Father—”

    “I was saying, Brother Pray, that Herrut may prove more
dangerous to us than the Tsarevich. Herrut knows the secret of
power: sit long and move fast. Prince Alexei could never sit.
Herrut can sit as any peasant can. I am sure he plans to starve us
out—”
    A sudden burst of explosions assaulted the night—shrill and
intemperate—incarnadining the storm-darkened East. Then, as
certainly as thunder follows lightning, the heavy rumble of
artillery boomed, shaking the cloister stones as in an earthquake.
Pray pivoted midway up the stairs, cast up his eyes, and
apostrophised heaven.
    “Vae victoribus!” With a swish of his cloak, he turned on his
heels and strode towards Quintus’s door. The procession of
monks followed, their footsteps fading into the dark of the abbey.
    Miro stood for a moment, alone, as silence descended on the
courtyard like a benediction, broken only by the spitter-spatter of
a prolix gutter pipe. Rain tattooed down on the stone, the wind
swinging it into strings that reminded Miro of the beaded
curtains hanging over the doors of so many taverns in Hungary.
Consilium occultum… Secret plan? He pulled up his hood, tucked
Quintus’s book under his habit, and paced toward the church.
    Lamps flickered on in the lancet windows above Miro’s head,
lighting the panes a mournful yellow through their diamonds of
lead. The slush of cobbles glistening wet in the misty darkness,
with its promised counterpoint—a mug of hot kakaó and a
roaring fire—formed a harmony Miro somehow knew by heart.
He knew it from those wet Novembers on the farm, when even
daylight could be sodden: the smell of drenched leather and hung
game, of beetroot boiling in the pot, his mother stirring the
goulash over the fire... It had been a November night, too, when
Prince Alexei’s soldiers came: the hammering on the door in the
winter dark, the brutal boots, the cropped heads, the fists...
    The stars shone madly over the abbey now, like pantheistic
glitter, immensely distant in their archaic, blank wilderness.
Shivering with cold, Miro wove between the statues, all of them
already covered—for neither Roman nor Istrian stone endures
the frosts, even of their own country. Only Saint Stephen, the
abbey’s founder, fashioned from Magyar stone, stood with his
lance tilted as in summer. If Anzelm were correct, in just a few
days this courtyard would be filled ten feet high with packed,
hard-rolled snow—the steep roofs icicle-fringed, the great tower
capped in white, and the narrow window-slits shining yellow
through driving sleet. It would fall too on the vast dark plain, on
the Transdanubian forests, and upon every acre of the lonely
farm where his parents lay buried. It had snowed that night, too,
when he was taken away, an orphan, in the back of Terek’s wagon;
it had lain thickly drifted on the makeshift crosses, on the spears
of the wooden gate, on the scorched furrows. Miro never lost the
image. If he compared this abominable memory to a bruise, it
did not fade. It grew darker.
    Head bent against the sneaping wind, Miro climbed the church
steps and wrested open the oak door. It slammed shut behind
him as he slipped inside, leaving him in the darkness of an old
vestibule, built atop an even older narthex. Facing him stood
another arched doorway, its half-moon tympanum decorated
with trumpeting angels.
    He tiptoed through into the nook-shotten church, passing
beneath the mighty tower at the crossing of nave and transepts—
four arches bore its weight, two lengthwise of the church, two
across. The Gothic, almost sylvan vaulted space lay silent as the
tomb, and once again Miro felt that the devil was afoot this night,
that something was going to happen... As yet, he knew not what. It
was all mere foreboding—a gnawing, anticipatory uneasiness.
Was it to do with the fate of the monastery at Cârța? But what
could he do if Herrut attacked this abbey next? He was no Saint
Stephen. He could not drive back the heathens, end the war,
avenge his parents. He couldn’t even fight off that scrawny
blacksmith...
    Feeling the dead eyes of his parents and the all-too-alive eyes
of Father Quintus upon him, Miro tiptoed closer to the choir and
its high altar. What little sound his feet made was barely audible 
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beneath the hiss and drumming of rain on the massive roof,
which hammered loudest upon the half-dome of the apse. Above
the altar, on the inner curve of that dome, the Sermon on the
Mount was painted in soft colours—the blue and red of the
Saviour’s garments against a pale sky, so delicate... Miro caught
himself thinking: Jesus would have lost as many fights at school
as he won. How, he must have wondered, can I be the Son of the
Lord?
    Off to the right of the altar, low arches marked the entrance to
the crypt, which doubled as the repository for Quintus’s archives.
Clutching the book, Miro started down the stone steps. Just then,
something caught his eye: a spear of light, flashing from the left
—from within the narrow, dark tube of a stairway the priest
always disappeared into when the sermon was over. Miro had
always wondered where it led...
    His heart martelling against his chest, Miro’s feet began to
move as if against his will. He knew he should not—Quintus had
given him strict instructions on where to go. But it would not
take long, he told himself—just a minute, just to see... Nerving
himself, he stole across the altar, beneath the dome, and slipped
into the corridor.
    Crossing the threshold brought a turn of mood as precise as
the instant of entering a royal tomb. A barrel-vaulted passage
stretched deep into the gloom, its dark panels worm-eaten, its
close air laden with a dusty ecclesiastical smell. With each echoey
step along the stone, darkness crept over Miro like air on a
wound when the dressing is removed. Soon, all was black as
pitch, except for that ghostly light, flickering beyond the door
ahead, like a sepulchral lamp...
    Nerves wriggling like a cloth sack of worms, Miro eased the
door open and craned his head inside. The first thing he saw was
a monk—Chaucer’s Monk to the life: bald, beardless, no lent-
gaunt spectre—then a young boy in a novice’s robe. The boy
stared fixedly at a projection on the wall: a plate from the
Inferno, Doré’s illustration of the seventh circle. Centaurs
pounded the banks of the river of blood, ready to shoot any
sinners who emerged more than their punishment allowed.
“Aren’t they awful?” the monk sermonised to the child, who had
the vaguely distraught air of a kitten that had seen visions. That
is, his eyes did—the rest of his face, barring the nose and mouth,
was swathed in bandages. “See,” the monk continued, “how
Divine Justice stings that Attila, who upon earth was the world’s
flail...”
    “Aleks!” came a voice from behind Miro—it was Leila’s voice!
“Aleks, the abbot wants you!”
    Aleks? Horror did not give Miro a chance to be puzzled. He
slipped into the shadows, holding his breath as tightly as if he
were clinging to a rope. No, he could not have misheard—she
could not possibly have said... 
    Alexei?



By Elliott O’Donnell

The Phantom
Regiment of
Killiecrankie



Many are the stories that have from time to time been circulated
with regard to the haunting of the Pass of Killiecrankie by
phantom soldiers, but I do not think there is any stranger story
than that related to me, some years ago, by a lady who declared
she had actually witnessed the phenomena. Her account of it I
shall reproduce as far as possible in her own words:—
    Let me commence by stating that I am not a spiritualist, and
that I have the greatest possible aversion to convoking the
earthbound souls of the dead. Neither do I lay any claim to
mediumistic powers (indeed I have always regarded the term
"medium" with the gravest suspicion). I am, on the contrary, a
plain, practical, matter-of-fact woman, and with the exception of
this one occasion, never witnessed any psychic phenomena.
    The incident I am about to relate took place the autumn
before last. I was on a cycle tour in Scotland, and, making
Pitlochry my temporary headquarters, rode over one evening to
view the historic Pass of Killiecrankie. It was late when I arrived
there, and the western sky was one great splash of crimson and
gold—such vivid colouring I had never seen before and never
have seen since. Indeed, I was so entranced at the sublimity of
the spectacle, that I perched myself on a rock at the foot of one
of the great cliffs that form the walls of the Pass, and, throwing
my head back, imagined myself in fairyland. Lost, thus, in a
delicious luxury, I paid no heed to the time, nor did I think of
stirring, until the dark shadows of the night fell across my face. I
then started up in a panic, and was about to pedal off in hot
haste, when a strange notion suddenly seized me: I had a
latchkey, plenty of sandwiches, a warm cape, why should I not
camp out there till early morning—I had long yearned to spend
a night in the open, now was my opportunity. The idea was no
sooner conceived than put into operation. Selecting the most
comfortable-looking boulder I could see, I scrambled on to the
top of it, and, with my cloak drawn tightly over my back and
shoulders, commenced my vigil. The cold mountain air, sweet
with the perfume of gorse and heather, intoxicated me, and I
gradually sank into a heavenly torpor, from which I was abruptly
aroused by a dull boom, that I at once associated with distant
musketry. All was then still, still as the grave, and, on glancing at
the watch I wore strapped on my wrist, I saw it was two o'clock. A
species of nervous dread now laid hold of me, and a thousand
and one vague fancies, all the more distressing because of their
vagueness, oppressed and disconcerted me. Moreover, I was
impressed for the first time with the extraordinary solitude—
solitude that seemed to belong to a period far other than the
present, and, as I glanced around at the solitary pines and
gleaming boulders, I more than half expected to see the wild,
ferocious face of some robber chief—some fierce yet fascinating
hero of Sir Walter Scott's—peering at me from behind them.
This feeling at length became so acute, that, in a panic of fear—
ridiculous, puerile fear, I forcibly withdrew my gaze and
concentrated it abstractedly on the ground at my feet. I then
listened, and in the rustling of a leaf, the humming of some
night insect, the whizzing of a bat, the whispering of the wind as
it moaned softly past me, I fancied—nay, I felt sure I detected
something that was not ordinary. I blew my nose, and had barely
ceased marvelling at the loudness of its reverberations, before
the piercing, ghoulish shriek of an owl sent the blood in torrents
to my heart. I then laughed, and my blood froze as I heard a
chorus, of what I tried to persuade myself could only be echoes,
proceed from every crag and rock in the valley. For some
seconds after this I sat still, hardly daring to breathe, and
pretending to be extremely angry with myself for being such a
fool. With a stupendous effort I turned my attention to the most
material of things. One of the skirt buttons on my hip—they
were much in vogue then—being loose, I endeavoured to occupy
myself in tightening it, and when I could no longer derive any
employment from that, I set to work on my shoes, and tied knots
in the laces, merely to enjoy the task of untying them. But this,
too, ceasing at last to attract me, I was desperately racking my
mind for some other device, when there came again the queer,
booming noise I had heard before, but which I could now no l

onger doubt was the report of firearms. I looked in the direction
of the sound—and—my heart almost stopped. Racing towards
me—as if not merely for his life, but his soul—came the figure of
a Highlander. The wind rustling through his long dishevelled
hair, blew it completely over his forehead, narrowly missing his
eyes, which were fixed ahead of him in a ghastly, agonised stare.
He had not a vestige of colour, and, in the powerful glow of the
moonbeams, his skin shone livid. He ran with huge bounds, and,
what added to my terror and made me double aware he was
nothing mortal, was that each time his feet struck the hard,
smooth road, upon which I could well see there was no sign of a
stone, there came the sound, the unmistakable sound of the
scattering of gravel. On, on he came, with cyclonic swiftness; his
bare sweating elbows pressed into his panting sides; his great,
dirty, coarse, hairy fists screwed up in bony bunches in front of
him; the foam-flakes thick on his clenched, grinning lips; the
blood-drops oozing down his sweating thighs. It was all real,
infernally, hideously real, even to the most minute details: the
flying up and down of his kilt, sporan, and swordless scabbard;
the bursting of the seam of his coat, near the shoulder; and the
absence of one of his clumsy shoe-buckles. I tried hard to shut
my eyes, but was compelled to keep them open, and follow his
every movement as, darting past me, he left the roadway, and,
leaping several of the smaller obstacles that barred his way,
finally disappeared behind some of the bigger boulders. I then
heard the loud rat-tat of drums, accompanied by the shrill voices
of fifes and flutes, and at the farther end of the Pass, their arms
glittering brightly in the silvery moonbeams, appeared a
regiment of scarlet-clad soldiers. At the head rode a mounted
officer, after him came the band, and then, four abreast, a long
line of warriors; in their centre two ensigns, and on their flanks,
officers and non-commissioned officers with swords and pikes;
more mounted men bringing up the rear. On they came, the
fifes and flutes ringing out with a weird clearness in the hushed
mountain air. I could hear the ground vibrate, the gravel crunch
and scatter, as they steadily and mechanically advanced—tall
men, enormously tall men, with set, white faces and livid eyes.
Every instant I expected they would see me, and I became sick
with terror at the thought of meeting all those pale, flashing eyes.
But from this I was happily saved; no one appeared to notice me,
and they all passed me by without as much as a twist or turn of
the head, their feet keeping time to one everlasting and
monotonous tramp, tramp, tramp. I got up and watched until the
last of them had turned the bend of the Pass, and the sheen of his
weapons and trappings could no longer be seen; then I
remounted my boulder and wondered if anything further would
happen. It was now half-past two, and blended with the
moonbeams was a peculiar whiteness, which rendered the whole
aspect of my surroundings indescribably dreary and ghostly.
Feeling cold and hungry, I set to work on my beef sandwiches,
and was religiously separating the fat from the lean, for I am one
of those foolish people who detest fat, when a loud rustling made
me look up. Confronting me, on the opposite side of the road,
was a tree, an ash, and to my surprise, despite the fact that the
breeze had fallen and there was scarcely a breath of wind, the
tree swayed violently to and fro, whilst there proceeded from it
the most dreadful moanings and groanings. I was so terrified that
I caught hold of my bicycle and tried to mount, but I was obliged
to desist as I had not a particle of strength in my limbs. Then to
assure myself the moving of the tree was not an illusion, I rubbed
my eyes, pinched myself, called aloud; but it made no difference
—the rustling, bending, and tossing still continued. Summing up
courage, I stepped into the road to get a closer view, when to my
horror my feet kicked against something, and, on looking down,
I perceived the body of an English soldier, [101]with a ghastly
wound in his chest. I gazed around, and there, on all sides of me,
from one end of the valley to the other, lay dozens of bodies,—
bodies of men and horses,—Highlanders and English, white-
cheeked, lurid eyes, and bloody-browed,—a hotch-potch of livid,
gory awfulness. Here was the writhing, wriggling figure of an
officer with half his face shot away; and there, a horse with no 
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head; and there—but I cannot dwell on such horrors, the very
memory of which makes me feel sick and faint. The air, that
beautiful, fresh mountain air, resounded with their moanings and
groanings, and reeked with the smell of their blood. As I stood
rooted to the ground with horror, not knowing which way to look
or turn, I suddenly saw drop from the ash, the form of a woman,
a Highland girl, with bold, handsome features, raven black hair,
and the whitest of arms and feet. In one hand she carried a wicker
basket, in the other a knife, a broad-bladed, sharp-edged, horn-
handled knife. A gleam of avarice and cruelty came into her large
dark eyes, as, wandering around her, they rested on the rich
facings of the English officers' uniforms. I knew what was in her
mind, and—forgetting she was but a ghost—that they were all
ghosts—I moved heaven and earth to stop her. I could not.
Making straight for a wounded officer that lay moaning piteously
on the ground, some ten feet away from me, she spurned with
her slender, graceful feet, the bodies of the dead and dying
English that came in her way. Then, snatching the officer's sword
and pistol from him, she knelt down, and, with a look of devilish
glee in her glorious eyes, calmly plunged her knife into his heart,
working the blade backwards and forwards to assure herself she
had made a thorough job of it. Anything more hellish I could not
have imagined, and yet it fascinated me—the girl was so fair, so  

wickedly fair and shapely. Her act of cruelty over, she spoiled her
victim of his rings, epaulets, buttons and gold lacing, and, having
placed them in her basket, proceeded elsewhere. In some cases,
unable to remove the rings easily, she chopped off the fingers,
and popped them, just as they were, into her basket. Neither was
her mode of dispatch always the same, for while she put some
men out of their misery in the manner I have described, she cut
the throats of others with as great a nonchalance as if she had
been killing fowls, whilst others again she settled with the butt-
ends of their guns or pistols. In all she murdered a full half-score,
and was decamping with her booty when her gloating eyes
suddenly encountered mine, and with a shrill scream of rage she
rushed towards me. I was an easy victim, for strain and pray how I
would, I could not move an inch. Raising her flashing blade high
over her head, an expression of fiendish glee in her staring eyes,
she made ready to strike me. This was the climax, my
overstrained nerves could stand no more, and ere the blow had
time to descend, I pitched heavily forward and fell at her feet.
When I recovered, every phantom had vanished, and the Pass
glowed with all the cheerful freshness of the early morning sun.
Not a whit the worse for my venture, I cycled swiftly home, and
ate as only one can eat who has spent the night amid the banks
and braes of bonnie Scotland.
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By Algernon Blackwood

Ancient Sorceries



I
There are, it would appear, certain wholly unremarkable persons,
with none of the characteristics that invite adventure, who yet
once or twice in the course of their smooth lives undergo an
experience so strange that the world catches its breath—and
looks the other way! And it was cases of this kind, perhaps, more
than any other, that fell into the wide-spread net of John Silence,
the psychic doctor, and, appealing to his deep humanity, to his
patience, and to his great qualities of spiritual sympathy, led
often to the revelation of problems of the strangest complexity,
and of the profoundest possible human interest.
Matters that seemed almost too curious and fantastic for belief
he loved to trace to their hidden sources. To unravel a tangle in
the very soul of things—and to release a suffering human soul in
the process—was with him a veritable passion. And the knots he
untied were, indeed, after passing strange.
   The world, of course, asks for some plausible basis to which it
can attach credence—something it can, at least, pretend to
explain. The adventurous type it can understand: such people
carry about with them an adequate explanation of their exciting
lives, and their characters obviously drive them into the
circumstances which produce the adventures. It expects nothing
else from them, and is satisfied. But dull, ordinary folk have no
right to out-of-the-way experiences, and the world having been
led to expect otherwise, is disappointed with them, not to say
shocked. Its complacent judgment has been rudely disturbed.
“Such a thing happened to that man!” it cries—“a commonplace
person like that! It is too absurd! There must be something
wrong!”
   Yet there could be no question that something did actually
happen to little Arthur Vezin, something of the curious nature he
described to Dr. Silence. Outwardly or inwardly, it happened
beyond a doubt, and in spite of the jeers of his few friends who
heard the tale, and observed wisely that “such a thing might
perhaps have come to Iszard, that crack-brained Iszard, or to that
odd fish Minski, but it could never have happened to
commonplace little Vezin, who was fore-ordained to live and die
according to scale.”
   But, whatever his method of death was, Vezin certainly did not
“live according to scale” so far as this particular event in his
otherwise uneventful life was concerned; and to hear him
recount it, and watch his pale delicate features change, and hear
his voice grow softer and more hushed as he proceeded, was to
know the conviction that his halting words perhaps failed
sometimes to convey. He lived the thing over again each time he
told it. His whole personality became muffled in the recital. It
subdued him more than ever, so that the tale became a lengthy
apology for an experience that he deprecated. He appeared to
excuse himself and ask your pardon for having dared to take part
in so fantastic an episode. For little Vezin was a timid, gentle,
sensitive soul, rarely able to assert himself, tender to man and
beast, and almost constitutionally unable to say No, or to claim
many things that should rightly have been his. His whole scheme
of life seemed utterly remote from anything more exciting than
missing a train or losing an umbrella on an omnibus. And when
this curious event came upon him he was already more years
beyond forty than his friends suspected or he cared to admit.
   John Silence, who heard him speak of his experience more
than once, said that he sometimes left out certain details and put
in others; yet they were all obviously true. The whole scene was
unforgettably cinematographed on to his mind. None of the
details were imagined or invented. And when he told the story
with them all complete, the effect was undeniable. His appealing
brown eyes shone, and much of the charming personality,
usually so carefully repressed, came forward and revealed itself.
His modesty was always there, of course, but in the telling he
forgot the present and allowed himself to appear almost vividly
as he lived again in the past of his adventure.
He was on the way home when it happened, crossing northern
France from some mountain trip or other where he buried
himself solitary-wise every summer. He had nothing but an
unregistered bag in the rack, and the train was jammed to
suffocation, most of the passengers being unredeemed holiday
English. He disliked them, not because they were his fellow-
countrymen, but because they were noisy and obtrusive,
obliterating with their big limbs and tweed clothing all the
quieter tints of the day that brought him satisfaction and enabled
him to melt into insignificance and forget that he was anybody.
    These English clashed about him like a brass band, making
him feel vaguely that he ought to be more self-assertive and
obstreperous, and that he did not claim insistently enough all 

kinds of things that he didn’t want and that were really valueless,
such as corner seats, windows up or down, and so forth.
So that he felt uncomfortable in the train, and wished the
journey were over and he was back again living with his
unmarried sister in Surbiton.
   And when the train stopped for ten panting minutes at the little
station in northern France, and he got out to stretch his legs on
the platform, and saw to his dismay a further batch of the British
Isles debouching from another train, it suddenly seemed
impossible to him to continue the journey. Even his flabby soul
revolted, and the idea of staying a night in the little town and
going on next day by a slower, emptier train, flashed into his
mind. The guard was already shouting “en voiture” and the
corridor of his compartment was already packed when the
thought came to him. And, for once, he acted with decision and
rushed to snatch his bag.
    Finding the corridor and steps impassable, he tapped at the
window (for he had a corner seat) and begged the Frenchman
who sat opposite to hand his luggage out to him, explaining in
his wretched French that he intended to break the journey there.
And this elderly Frenchman, he declared, gave him a look, half of
warning, half of reproach, that to his dying day he could never
forget; handed the bag through the window of the moving train;
and at the same time poured into his ears a long sentence,
spoken rapidly and low, of which he was able to comprehend
only the last few words: “à cause du sommeil et à cause des chats.”
In reply to Dr. Silence, whose singular psychic acuteness at once
seized upon this Frenchman as a vital point in the adventure,
Vezin admitted that the man had impressed him favourably
from the beginning, though without being able to explain why.
They had sat facing one another during the four hours of the
journey, and though no conversation had passed between them
—Vezin was timid about his stuttering French—he confessed that
his eyes were being continually drawn to his face, almost, he felt,
to rudeness, and that each, by a dozen nameless little politenesses
and attentions, had evinced the desire to be kind. The men liked
each other and their personalities did not clash, or would not
have clashed had they chanced to come to terms of acquaintance.
The Frenchman, indeed, seemed to have exercised a silent
protective influence over the insignificant little Englishman, and
without words or gestures betrayed that he wished him well and
would gladly have been of service to him.
“And this sentence that he hurled at you after the bag?” asked
John Silence, smiling that peculiarly sympathetic smile that
always melted the prejudices of his patient, “were you unable to
follow it exactly?”
    “It was so quick and low and vehement,” explained Vezin, in his
small voice, “that I missed practically the whole of it. I only
caught the few words at the very end, because he spoke them so
clearly, and his face was bent down out of the carriage window so
near to mine.”
    “‘À cause du sommeil et à cause des chats’?” repeated Dr.
Silence, as though half speaking to himself.
    “That’s it exactly,” said Vezin; “which, I take it, means
something like ‘because of sleep and because of the cats,’ doesn’t
it?”
    “Certainly, that’s how I should translate it,” the doctor observed
shortly, evidently not wishing to interrupt more than necessary.
    “And the rest of the sentence—all the first part I couldn’t
understand, I mean—was a warning not to do something—not to
stop in the town, or at some particular place in the town, perhaps.
that was the impression it made on me.”
    Then, of course, the train rushed off, and left Vezin standing
on the platform alone and rather forlorn.
    The little town climbed in straggling fashion up a sharp hill
rising out of the plain at the back of the station, and was crowned
by the twin towers of the ruined cathedral peeping over the
summit. From the station itself it looked uninteresting and
modern, but the fact was that the mediaeval position lay out of
sight just beyond the crest. And once he reached the top and
entered the old streets, he stepped clean out of modern life into a
bygone century. The noise and bustle of the crowded train
seemed days away. The spirit of this silent hill-town, remote
from tourists and motor-cars, dreaming its own quiet life under
the autumn sun, rose up and cast its spell upon him. Long before
he recognised this spell he acted under it. He walked softly,
almost on tiptoe,  down the winding narrow streets where the
gables all but met over his head, and he entered the doorway of
the solitary inn with a deprecating and modest demeanour that
was in itself an apology for intruding upon the place and
disturbing its dream.
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    At first, however, Vezin said, he noticed very little of all this.
The attempt at analysis came much later. What struck him then
was only the delightful contrast of the silence and peace after the
dust and noisy rattle of the train. He felt soothed and stroked like
a cat.
    “Like a cat, you said?” interrupted John Silence, quickly
catching him up.
    “Yes. At the very start I felt that.” He laughed apologetically. “I
felt as though the warmth and the stillness and the comfort made
me purr. It seemed to be the general mood of the whole place—
then.”
    The inn, a rambling ancient house, the atmosphere of the old
coaching days still about it, apparently did not welcome him too
warmly. He felt he was only tolerated, he said. But it was cheap
and comfortable, and the delicious cup of afternoon tea he
ordered at once made him feel really very pleased with himself
for leaving the train in this bold, original way. For to him it had
seemed bold and original. He felt something of a dog. His room,
too, soothed him with its dark panelling and low irregular ceiling,
and the long sloping passage that led to it seemed the natural
pathway to a real Chamber of Sleep—a little dim cubby hole out
of the world where noise could not enter. It looked upon the
courtyard at the back. It was all very charming, and made him
think of himself as dressed in very soft velvet somehow, and the
floors seemed padded, the walls provided with cushions. The
sounds of the streets could not penetrate there. It was an
atmosphere of absolute rest that surrounded him.
    On engaging the two-franc room he had interviewed the only
person who seemed to be about that sleepy afternoon, an elderly
waiter with Dundreary whiskers and a drowsy courtesy, who had
ambled lazily towards him across the stone yard; but on coming
downstairs again for a little promenade in the town before dinner
he encountered the proprietress herself. She was a large woman
whose hands, feet, and features seemed to swim towards him out
of a sea of person. They emerged, so to speak. But she had great
dark, vivacious eyes that counteracted the bulk of her body, and
betrayed the fact that in reality she was both vigorous and alert.
When he first caught sight of her she was knitting in a low chair
against the sunlight of the wall, and something at once made him
see her as a great tabby cat, dozing, yet awake, heavily sleepy, and
yet at the same time prepared for instantaneous action. A great
mouser on the watch occurred to him.
    She took him in with a single comprehensive glance that was
polite without being cordial. Her neck, he noticed, was
extraordinarily supple in spite of its proportions, for it turned so
easily to follow him, and the head it carried bowed so very
flexibly.
    “But when she looked at me, you know,” said Vezin, with that
little apologetic smile in his brown eyes, and that faintly
deprecating gesture of the shoulders that was characteristic of
him, “the odd notion came to me that really she had intended to
make quite a different movement, and that with a single bound
she could have leaped at me across the width of that stone yard
and pounced upon me like some huge cat upon a mouse.”
He laughed a little soft laugh, and Dr. Silence made a note in his
book without interrupting, while Vezin proceeded in a tone as
though he feared he had already told too much and more than
we could believe.
    “Very soft, yet very active she was, for all her size and mass, and
I felt she knew what I was doing even after I had passed and was
behind her back. She spoke to me, and her voice was smooth and
running. She asked if I had my luggage, and was comfortable in
my room, and then added that dinner was at seven o’clock, and
that they were very early people in this little country town.
Clearly, she intended to convey that late hours were not
encouraged.”
    Evidently, she contrived by voice and manner to give him the
impression that here he would be “managed,” that everything
would be arranged and planned for him, and that he had nothing
to do but fall into the groove and obey. No decided action or
sharp personal effort would be looked for from him. It was the
very reverse of the train. He walked quietly out into the street
feeling soothed and peaceful. He realised that he was in a milieu
that suited him and stroked him the right way. It was so much
easier to be obedient. He began to purr again, and to feel that all
the town purred with him.
About the streets of that little town he meandered gently, falling
deeper and deeper into the spirit of repose that characterised it.
With no special aim he wandered up and down, and to and fro.
The September sunshine fell slantingly over the roofs. Down
winding alleyways, fringed with tumbling gables and open 

casements, he caught fairylike glimpses of the great plain below,
and of the meadows and yellow copses lying like a dream-map in
the haze. The spell of the past held very potently here, he felt.
The streets were full of picturesquely garbed men and women,
all busy enough, going their respective ways; but no one took any
notice of him or turned to stare at his obviously English
appearance. He was even able to forget that with his tourist
appearance he was a false note in a charming picture, and he
melted more and more into the scene, feeling delightfully
insignificant and unimportant and unselfconscious. It was like
becoming part of a softly coloured dream which he did not even
realise to be a dream.
    On the eastern side the hill fell away more sharply, and the
plain below ran off rather suddenly into a sea of gathering
shadows in which the little patches of woodland looked like
islands and the stubble fields like deep water. Here he strolled
along the old ramparts of ancient fortifications that once had
been formidable, but now were only vision-like with their
charming mingling of broken grey walls and wayward vine and
ivy. From the broad coping on which he sat for a moment, level
with the rounded tops of clipped plane trees, he saw the
esplanade far below lying in shadow. Here and there a yellow
sunbeam crept in and lay upon the fallen yellow leaves, and from
the height he looked down and saw that the townsfolk were
walking to and fro in the cool of the evening. He could just hear
the sound of their slow footfalls, and the murmur of their voices
floated up to him through the gaps between the trees. The
figures looked like shadows as he caught glimpses of their quiet
movements far below.
    He sat there for some time pondering, bathed in the waves of
murmurs and half-lost echoes that rose to his ears, muffled by
the leaves of the plane trees. The whole town, and the little hill
out of which it grew as naturally as an ancient wood, seemed to
him like a being lying there half asleep on the plain and crooning
to itself as it dozed.
   And, presently, as he sat lazily melting into its dream, a sound
of horns and strings and wood instruments rose to his ears, and
the town band began to play at the far end of the crowded
terrace below to the accompaniment of a very soft, deep-
throated drum. Vezin was very sensitive to music, knew about it
intelligently, and had even ventured, unknown to his friends,
upon the composition of quiet melodies with low-running
chords which he played to himself with the soft pedal when no
one was about. And this music floating up through the trees from
an invisible and doubtless very picturesque band of the
townspeople wholly charmed him. He recognised nothing that
they played, and it sounded as though they were simply
improvising without a conductor. No definitely marked time ran
through the pieces, which ended and began oddly after the
fashion of wind through an Aeolian harp. It was part of the place
and scene, just as the dying sunlight and faintly breathing wind
were part of the scene and hour, and the mellow notes of old-
fashioned plaintive horns, pierced here and there by the sharper
strings, all half smothered by the continuous booming of the
deep drum, touched his soul with a curiously potent spell that
was almost too engrossing to be quite pleasant.
    There was a certain queer sense of bewitchment in it all. The
music seemed to him oddly unartificial. It made him think of
trees swept by the wind, of night breezes singing among wires
and chimney-stacks, or in the rigging of invisible ships; or—and
the simile leaped up in his thoughts with a sudden sharpness of
suggestion—a chorus of animals, of wild creatures, somewhere in
desolate places of the world, crying and singing as animals will,
to the moon. He could fancy he heard the wailing, half-human
cries of cats upon the tiles at night, rising and falling with weird
intervals of sound, and this music, muffled by distance and the
trees, made him think of a queer company of these creatures on
some roof far away in the sky, uttering their solemn music to one
another and the moon in chorus.
    It was, he felt at the time, a singular image to occur to him, yet
it expressed his sensation pictorially better than anything else.
The instruments played such impossibly odd intervals, and the
crescendos and diminuendos were so very suggestive of cat-land
on the tiles at night, rising swiftly, dropping without warning to
deep notes again, and all in such strange confusion of discords
and accords. But, at the same time a plaintive sweetness resulted
on the whole, and the discords of these half-broken instruments
were so singular that they did not distress his musical soul like
fiddles out of tune.
    He listened a long time, wholly surrendering himself as his
character was, and then strolled homewards in the dusk as the air
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 grew chilly.
    “There was nothing to alarm?” put in Dr. Silence briefly.
    “Absolutely nothing,” said Vezin; “but you know it was all so
fantastical and charming that my imagination was profoundly
impressed. Perhaps, too,” he continued, gently explanatory, “it
was this stirring of my imagination that caused other
impressions; for, as I walked back, the spell of the place began to
steal over me in a dozen ways, though all intelligible ways. But
there were other things I could not account for in the least, even
then.”
    “Incidents, you mean?”
    “Hardly incidents, I think. A lot of vivid sensations crowded
themselves upon my mind and I could trace them to no causes. It
was just after sunset and the tumbled old buildings traced
magical outlines against an opalescent sky of gold and red. The
dusk was running down the twisted streets. All round the hill the
plain pressed in like a dim sea, its level rising with the darkness.
The spell of this kind of scene, you know, can be very moving,
and it was so that night. Yet I felt that what came to me had
nothing directly to do with the mystery and wonder of the scene.”
    “Not merely the subtle transformations of the spirit that come
with beauty,” put in the doctor, noticing his hesitation.
     “Exactly,” Vezin went on, duly encouraged and no longer so
fearful of our smiles at his expense. “The impressions came from
somewhere else. For instance, down the busy main street where
men and women were bustling home from work, shopping at
stalls and barrows, idly gossiping in groups, and all the rest of it, I
saw that I aroused no interest and that no one turned to stare at
me as a foreigner and stranger. I was utterly ignored, and my
presence among them excited no special interest or attention.
     “And then, quite suddenly, it dawned upon me with conviction
that all the time this indifference and inattention were merely
feigned. Everybody as a matter of fact was watching me closely.
Every movement I made was known and observed. Ignoring me
was all a pretence—an elaborate pretence.”
    He paused a moment and looked at us to see if we were
smiling, and then continued, reassured—
    “It is useless to ask me how I noticed this, because I simply
cannot explain it. But the discovery gave me something of a
shock. Before I got back to the inn, however, another curious
thing rose up strongly in my mind and forced my recognition of
it as true. And this, too, I may as well say at once, was equally
inexplicable to me. I mean I can only give you the fact, as fact it
was to me.”
    The little man left his chair and stood on the mat before the
fire. His diffidence lessened from now onwards, as he lost himself
again in the magic of the old adventure. His eyes shone a little
already as he talked.
    “Well,” he went on, his soft voice rising somewhat with his
excitement, “I was in a shop when it came to me first—though
the idea must have been at work for a long time subconsciously
to appear in so complete a form all at once. I was buying socks, I
think,” he laughed, “and struggling with my dreadful French,
when it struck me that the woman in the shop did not care two
pins whether I bought anything or not. She was indifferent
whether she made a sale or did not make a sale. She was only
pretending to sell.
    “This sounds a very small and fanciful incident to build upon
what follows. But really it was not small. I mean it was the spark
that lit the line of powder and ran along to the big blaze in my
mind.
    “For the whole town, I suddenly realised, was something other
than I so far saw it. The real activities and interests of the people
were elsewhere and otherwise than appeared. Their true lives lay
somewhere out of sight behind the scenes. Their busy-ness was
but the outward semblance that masked their actual purposes.
They bought and sold, and ate and drank, and walked about the
streets, yet all the while the main stream of their existence lay
somewhere beyond my ken, underground, in secret places. In the
shops and at the stalls they did not care whether I purchased their
articles or not; at the inn, they were indifferent to my staying or
going; their life lay remote from my own, springing from hidden,
mysterious sources, coursing out of sight, unknown. It was all a
great elaborate pretence, assumed possibly for my benefit, or
possibly for purposes of their own. But the main current of their
energies ran elsewhere. I almost felt as an unwelcome foreign
substance might be expected to feel when it has found its way
into the human system and the whole body organises itself to
eject it or to absorb it. The town was doing this very thing to me.
    “This bizarre notion presented itself forcibly to my mind as I
walked home to the inn, and I began busily to wonder wherein 

the true life of this town could lie and what were the actual
interests and activities of its hidden life.
    “And, now that my eyes were partly opened, I noticed other
things too that puzzled me, first of which, I think, was the
extraordinary silence of the whole place. Positively, the town was
muffled. Although the streets were paved with cobbles the people
moved about silently, softly, with padded feet, like cats. Nothing
made noise. All was hushed, subdued, muted. The very voices
were quiet, low-pitched like purring. Nothing clamorous,
vehement or emphatic seemed able to live in the drowsy
atmosphere of soft dreaming that soothed this little hill-town into
its sleep. It was like the woman at the inn—an outward repose
screening intense inner activity and purpose.
    “Yet there was no sign of lethargy or sluggishness anywhere
about it. The people were active and alert. Only a magical and
uncanny softness lay over them all like a spell.”
    Vezin passed his hand across his eyes for a moment as though
the memory had become very vivid. His voice had run off into a
whisper so that we heard the last part with difficulty. He was
telling a true thing obviously, yet something that he both liked
and hated telling.
    “I went back to the inn,” he continued presently in a louder
voice, “and dined. I felt a new strange world about me. My old
world of reality receded. Here, whether I liked it or no, was
something new and incomprehensible. I regretted having left the
train so impulsively. An adventure was upon me, and I loathed
adventures as foreign to my nature. Moreover, this was the
beginning apparently of an adventure somewhere deep within
me, in a region I could not check or measure, and a feeling of
alarm mingled itself with my wonder—alarm for the stability of
what I had for forty years recognised as my ‘personality.’
    “I went upstairs to bed, my mind teeming with thoughts that
were unusual to me, and of rather a haunting description. By way
of relief I kept thinking of that nice, prosaic noisy train and all
those wholesome, blustering passengers. I almost wished I were
with them again. But my dreams took me elsewhere. I dreamed
of cats, and soft-moving creatures, and the silence of life in a dim
muffled world beyond the senses.”

II
Vezin stayed on from day to day, indefinitely, much longer than
he had intended. He felt in a kind of dazed, somnolent condition.
He did nothing in particular, but the place fascinated him and he
could not decide to leave. Decisions were always very difficult for
him and he sometimes wondered how he had ever brought
himself to the point of leaving the train. It seemed as though
some one else must have arranged it for him, and once or twice
his thoughts ran to the swarthy Frenchman who had sat opposite.
If only he could have understood that long sentence ending so
strangely with “à cause du sommeil et à cause des chats.” He
wondered what it all meant.
    Meanwhile the hushed softness of the town held him prisoner
and he sought in his muddling, gentle way to find out where the
mystery lay, and what it was all about. But his limited French and
his constitutional hatred of active investigation made it hard for
him to buttonhole anybody and ask questions. He was content to
observe, and watch, and remain negative.
    The weather held on calm and hazy, and this just suited him.
He wandered about the town till he knew every street and alley.
The people suffered him to come and go without let or
hindrance, though it became clearer to him every day that he was
never free himself from observation. The town watched him as a
cat watches a mouse. And he got no nearer to finding out what
they were all so busy with or where the main stream of their
activities lay. This remained hidden. The people were as soft and
mysterious as cats.
    But that he was continually under observation became more
evident from day to day.
    For instance, when he strolled to the end of the town and
entered a little green public garden beneath the ramparts and
seated himself upon one of the empty benches in the sun, he was
quite alone—at first. Not another seat was occupied; the little park
was empty, the paths deserted. Yet, within ten minutes of his
coming, there must have been fully twenty persons scattered
about him, some strolling aimlessly along the gravel walks, staring
at the flowers, and others seated on the wooden benches enjoying
the sun like himself. None of them appeared to take any notice of
him; yet he understood quite well they had all come there to
watch. They kept him under close observation. In the street they
had seemed busy enough, hurrying upon various errands; yet
these were suddenly all forgotten and they had nothing to do but 
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loll and laze in the sun, their duties unremembered. Five minutes
after he left, the garden was again deserted, the seats vacant. But
in the crowded street it was the same thing again; he was never
alone. He was ever in their thoughts.
    By degrees, too, he began to see how it was he was so cleverly
watched, yet without the appearance of it. The people did
nothing directly. They behaved obliquely. He laughed in his mind
as the thought thus clothed itself in words, but the phrase exactly
described it. They looked at him from angles which naturally
should have led their sight in another direction altogether. Their
movements were oblique, too, so far as these concerned himself.
The straight, direct thing was not their way evidently. They did
nothing obviously. If he entered a shop to buy, the woman walked
instantly away and busied herself with something at the farther
end of the counter, though answering at once when he spoke,
showing that she knew he was there and that this was only her
way of attending to him. It was the fashion of the cat she
followed. Even in the dining-room of the inn, the be-whiskered
and courteous waiter, lithe and silent in all his movements, never
seemed able to come straight to his table for an order or a dish.
He came by zigzags, indirectly, vaguely, so that he appeared to be
going to another table altogether, and only turned suddenly at the
last moment, and was there beside him.
    Vezin smiled curiously to himself as he described how he
began to realize these things. Other tourists there were none in
the hostel, but he recalled the figures of one or two old men,
inhabitants, who took their déjeuner and dinner there, and
remembered how fantastically they entered the room in similar
fashion. First, they paused in the doorway, peering about the
room, and then, after a temporary inspection, they came in, as it
were, sideways, keeping close to the walls so that he wondered
which table they were making for, and at the last minute making
almost a little quick run to their particular seats. And again he
thought of the ways and methods of cats.
    Other small incidents, too, impressed him as all part of this
queer, soft town with its muffled, indirect life, for the way some
of the people appeared and disappeared with extraordinary
swiftness puzzled him exceedingly. It may have been all perfectly
natural, he knew, yet he could not make it out how the alleys
swallowed them up and shot them forth in a second of time when
there were no visible doorways or openings near enough to
explain the phenomenon. Once he followed two elderly women
who, he felt, had been particularly examining him from across
the street—quite near the inn this was—and saw them turn the
corner a few feet only in front of him. Yet when he sharply
followed on their heels he saw nothing but an utterly deserted
alley stretching in front of him with no sign of a living thing. And
the only opening through which they could have escaped was a
porch some fifty yards away, which not the swiftest human
runner could have reached in time.
    And in just such sudden fashion people appeared, when he
never expected them. Once when he heard a great noise of
fighting going on behind a low wall, and hurried up to see what
was going on, what should he see but a group of girls and women
engaged in vociferous conversation which instantly hushed itself
to the normal whispering note of the town when his head
appeared over the wall. And even then none of them turned to
look at him directly, but slunk off with the most unaccountable
rapidity into doors and sheds across the yard. And their voices, he
thought, had sounded so like, so strangely like, the angry snarling
of fighting animals, almost of cats.
    The whole spirit of the town, however, continued to evade him
as something elusive, protean, screened from the outer world,
and at the same time intensely, genuinely vital; and, since he now
formed part of its life, this concealment puzzled and irritated
him; more—it began rather to frighten him.
    Out of the mists that slowly gathered about his ordinary
surface thoughts, there rose again the idea that the inhabitants
were waiting for him to declare himself, to take an attitude, to do
this, or to do that; and that when he had done so they in their
turn would at length make some direct response, accepting or
rejecting him. Yet the vital matter concerning which his decision
was awaited came no nearer to him.
    Once or twice he purposely followed little processions or
groups of the citizens in order to find out, if possible, on what
purpose they were bent; but they always discovered him in time
and dwindled away, each individual going his or her own way. It
was always the same: he never could learn what their main
interest was. The cathedral was ever empty, the old church of St.
Martin, at the other end of the town, deserted. They shopped
because they had to, and not because they wished to. The booths 

stood neglected, the stalls unvisited, the little cafés desolate. Yet
the streets were always full, the townsfolk ever on the bustle.
    “Can it be,” he thought to himself, yet with a deprecating laugh
that he should have dared to think anything so odd, “can it be that
these people are people of the twilight, that they live only at night
their real life, and come out honestly only with the dusk? That
during the day they make a sham though brave pretence, and
after the sun is down their true life begins? Have they the souls of
night-things, and is the whole blessed town in the hands of the
cats?”
    The fancy somehow electrified him with little shocks of
shrinking and dismay. Yet, though he affected to laugh, he knew
that he was beginning to feel more than uneasy, and that strange
forces were tugging with a thousand invisible cords at the very
centre of his being. Something utterly remote from his ordinary
life, something that had not waked for years, began faintly to stir
in his soul, sending feelers abroad into his brain and heart,
shaping queer thoughts and penetrating even into certain of his
minor actions. Something exceedingly vital to himself, to his soul,
hung in the balance.
    And, always when he returned to the inn about the hour of
sunset, he saw the figures of the townsfolk stealing through the
dusk from their shop doors, moving sentry-wise to and fro at the
corners of the streets, yet always vanishing silently like shadows at
his near approach. And as the inn invariably closed its doors at
ten o’clock he had never yet found the opportunity he rather half-
heartedly sought to see for himself what account the town could
give of itself at night.
    “—à cause du sommeil et à cause des chats”—the words now
rang in his ears more and more often, though still as yet without
any definite meaning.
    Moreover, something made him sleep like the dead.

III
It was, I think, on the fifth day—though in this detail his story
sometimes varied—that he made a definite discovery which
increased his alarm and brought him up to a rather sharp climax.
Before that he had already noticed that a change was going
forward and certain subtle transformations being brought about
in his character which modified several of his minor habits. And
he had affected to ignore them. Here, however, was something he
could no longer ignore; and it startled him.
    At the best of times he was never very positive, always negative
rather, compliant and acquiescent; yet, when necessity arose he
was capable of reasonably vigorous action and could take a
strongish decision. The discovery he now made that brought him
up with such a sharp turn was that this power had positively
dwindled to nothing. He found it impossible to make up his
mind. For, on this fifth day, he realised that he had stayed long
enough in the town and that for reasons he could only vaguely
define to himself it was wiser and safer that he should leave.
    And he found that he could not leave!
    This is difficult to describe in words, and it was more by gesture
and the expression of his face that he conveyed to Dr. Silence the
state of impotence he had reached. All this spying and watching,
he said, had as it were spun a net about his feet so that he was
trapped and powerless to escape; he felt like a fly that had
blundered into the intricacies of a great web; he was caught,
imprisoned, and could not get away. It was a distressing sensation.
A numbness had crept over his will till it had become almost
incapable of decision. The mere thought of vigorous action—
action towards escape—began to terrify him. All the currents of
his life had turned inwards upon himself, striving to bring to the
surface something that lay buried almost beyond reach,
determined to force his recognition of something he had long
forgotten—forgotten years upon years, centuries almost ago. It
seemed as though a window deep within his being would
presently open and reveal an entirely new world, yet somehow a
world that was not unfamiliar. Beyond that, again, he fancied a
great curtain hung; and when that too rolled up he would see still
farther into this region and at last understand something of the
secret life of these extraordinary people.
    “Is this why they wait and watch?” he asked himself with rather
a shaking heart, “for the time when I shall join them—or refuse to
join them? Does the decision rest with me after all, and not with
them?”
    And it was at this point that the sinister character of the
adventure first really declared itself, and he became genuinely
alarmed. The stability of his rather fluid little personality was at
stake, he felt, and something in his heart turned coward.
     Why otherwise should he have suddenly taken to walking 
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stealthily, silently, making as little sound as possible, for ever
looking behind him? Why else should he have moved almost on
tiptoe about the passages of the practically deserted inn, and
when he was abroad have found himself deliberately taking
advantage of what cover presented itself? And why, if he was not
afraid, should the wisdom of staying indoors after sundown have
suddenly occurred to him as eminently desirable? Why, indeed?
   And, when John Silence gently pressed him for an explanation
of these things, he admitted apologetically that he had none to
give.
    “It was simply that I feared something might happen to me
unless I kept a sharp look-out. I felt afraid. It was instinctive,” was
all he could say. “I got the impression that the whole town was
after me—wanted me for something; and that if it got me I
should lose myself, or at least the Self I knew, in some unfamiliar
state of consciousness. But I am not a psychologist, you know,” he
added meekly, “and I cannot define it better than that.”
    It was while lounging in the courtyard half an hour before the
evening meal that Vezin made this discovery, and he at once
went upstairs to his quiet room at the end of the winding passage
to think it over alone. In the yard it was empty enough, true, but
there was always the possibility that the big woman whom he
dreaded would come out of some door, with her pretence of
knitting, to sit and watch him. This had happened several times,
and he could not endure the sight of her. He still remembered
his original fancy, bizarre though it was, that she would spring
upon him the moment his back was turned and land with one
single crushing leap upon his neck. Of course it was nonsense,
but then it haunted him, and once an idea begins to do that it
ceases to be nonsense. It has clothed itself in reality.
    He went upstairs accordingly. It was dusk, and the oil lamps
had not yet been lit in the passages. He stumbled over the uneven
surface of the ancient flooring, passing the dim outlines of doors
along the corridor—doors that he had never once seen opened—
rooms that seemed never occupied. He moved, as his habit now
was, stealthily and on tiptoe.
    Half-way down the last passage to his own chamber there was a
sharp turn, and it was just here, while groping round the walls
with outstretched hands, that his fingers touched something that
was not wall—something that moved. It was soft and warm in
texture, indescribably fragrant, and about the height of his
shoulder; and he immediately thought of a furry, sweet-smelling
kitten. The next minute he knew it was something quite
different.
    Instead of investigating, however,—his nerves must have been
too overwrought for that, he said,—he shrank back as closely as
possible against the wall on the other side. The thing, whatever it
was, slipped past him with a sound of rustling and, retreating
with light footsteps down the passage behind him, was gone. A
breath of warm, scented air was wafted to his nostrils.
Vezin caught his breath for an instant and paused, stockstill, half
leaning against the wall—and then almost ran down the
remaining distance and entered his room with a rush, locking the
door hurriedly behind him. Yet it was not fear that made him
run: it was excitement, pleasurable excitement. His nerves were
tingling, and a delicious glow made itself felt all over his body. In
a flash it came to him that this was just what he had felt twenty-
five years ago as a boy when he was in love for the first time.
Warm currents of life ran all over him and mounted to his brain
in a whirl of soft delight. His mood was suddenly become tender,
melting, loving.
    The room was quite dark, and he collapsed upon the sofa by
the window, wondering what had happened to him and what it
all meant. But the only thing he understood clearly in that instant
was that something in him had swiftly, magically changed: he no
longer wished to leave, or to argue with himself about leaving.
The encounter in the passage-way had changed all that. The
strange perfume of it still hung about him, bemusing his heart
and mind. For he knew that it was a girl who had passed him, a
girl’s face that his fingers had brushed in the darkness, and he
felt in some extraordinary way as though he had been actually
kissed by her, kissed full upon the lips.
     Trembling, he sat upon the sofa by the window and struggled
to collect his thoughts. He was utterly unable to understand how
the mere passing of a girl in the darkness of a narrow passage-
way could communicate so electric a thrill to his whole being
that he still shook with the sweetness of it. Yet, there it was! And
he found it as useless to deny as to attempt analysis. Some
ancient fire had entered his veins, and now ran coursing through
his blood; and that he was forty-five instead of twenty did not
matter one little jot. Out of all the inner turmoil and confusion 

emerged the one salient fact that the mere atmosphere, the
merest casual touch, of this girl, unseen, unknown in the
darkness, had been sufficient to stir dormant fires in the centre of
his heart, and rouse his whole being from a state of feeble
sluggishness to one of tearing and tumultuous excitement.
    After a time, however, the number of Vezin’s years began to
assert their cumulative power; he grew calmer, and when a knock
came at length upon his door and he heard the waiter’s voice
suggesting that dinner was nearly over, he pulled himself together
and slowly made his way downstairs into the dining-room.
    Every one looked up as he entered, for he was very late, but he
took his customary seat in the far corner and began to eat. The
trepidation was still in his nerves, but the fact that he had passed
through the courtyard and hall without catching sight of a
petticoat served to calm him a little. He ate so fast that he had
almost caught up with the current stage of the table d’hôte, when
a slight commotion in the room drew his attention.
    His chair was so placed that the door and the greater portion of
the long salle à manger were behind him, yet it was not necessary
to turn round to know that the same person he had passed in the
dark passage had now come into the room. He felt the presence
long before he heard or saw any one. Then he became aware that
the old men, the only other guests, were rising one by one in their
places, and exchanging greetings with some one who passed
among them from table to table. And when at length he turned
with his heart beating furiously to ascertain for himself, he saw
the form of a young girl, lithe and slim, moving down the centre
of the room and making straight for his own table in the corner.
She moved wonderfully, with sinuous grace, like a young panther,
and her approach filled him with such delicious bewilderment
that he was utterly unable to tell at first what her face was like, or
discover what it was about the whole presentment of the creature
that filled him anew with trepidation and delight.
    “Ah, Ma’mselle est de retour!” he heard the old waiter murmur
at his side, and he was just able to take in that she was the
daughter of the proprietress, when she was upon him, and he
heard her voice. She was addressing him. Something of red lips
he saw and laughing white teeth, and stray wisps of fine dark hair
about the temples; but all the rest was a dream in which his own
emotion rose like a thick cloud before his eyes and prevented his
seeing accurately, or knowing exactly what he did. He was aware
that she greeted him with a charming little bow; that her beautiful
large eyes looked searchingly into his own; that the perfume he
had noticed in the dark passage again assailed his nostrils, and
that she was bending a little towards him and leaning with one
hand on the table at this side. She was quite close to him—that
was the chief thing he knew—explaining that she had been asking
after the comfort of her mother’s guests, and now was
introducing herself to the latest arrival—himself.
    “M’sieur has already been here a few days,” he heard the waiter
say; and then her own voice, sweet as singing, replied—
    “Ah, but M’sieur is not going to leave us just yet, I hope. My
mother is too old to look after the comfort of our guests properly,
but now I am here I will remedy all that.” She laughed deliciously.
“M’sieur shall be well looked after.”
    Vezin, struggling with his emotion and desire to be polite, half
rose to acknowledge the pretty speech, and to stammer some sort
of reply, but as he did so his hand by chance touched her own
that was resting upon the table, and a shock that was for all the
world like a shock of electricity, passed from her skin into his
body. His soul wavered and shook deep within him. He caught
her eyes fixed upon his own with a look of most curious
intentness, and the next moment he knew that he had sat down
wordless again on his chair, that the girl was already half-way
across the room, and that he was trying to eat his salad with a
dessert-spoon and a knife.
    Longing for her return, and yet dreading it, he gulped down
the remainder of his dinner, and then went at once to his
bedroom to be alone with his thoughts. This time the passages
were lighted, and he suffered no exciting contretemps; yet the
winding corridor was dim with shadows, and the last portion,
from the bend of the walls onwards, seemed longer than he had
ever known it. It ran downhill like the pathway on a mountain
side, and as he tiptoed softly down it he felt that by rights it ought
to have led him clean out of the house into the heart of a great
forest. The world was singing with him. Strange fancies filled his
brain, and once in the room, with the door securely locked, he
did not light the candles, but sat by the open window thinking
long, long thoughts that came unbidden in troops to his mind.
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IV
This part of the story he told to Dr. Silence, without special
coaxing, it is true, yet with much stammering embarrassment.
He could not in the least understand, he said, how the girl had
managed to affect him so profoundly, and even before he had set
eyes upon her. For her mere proximity in the darkness had been
sufficient to set him on fire. He knew nothing of enchantments,
and for years had been a stranger to anything approaching
tender relations with any member of the opposite sex, for he was
encased in shyness, and realised his overwhelming defects only
too well. Yet this bewitching young creature came to him
deliberately. Her manner was unmistakable, and she sought him
out on every possible occasion. Chaste and sweet she was
undoubtedly, yet frankly inviting; and she won him utterly with
the first glance of her shining eyes, even if she had not already
done so in the dark merely by the magic of her invisible
presence.
    “You felt she was altogether wholesome and good!” queried the
doctor. “You had no reaction of any sort—for instance, of alarm?”
Vezin looked up sharply with one of his inimitable little
apologetic smiles. It was some time before he replied. The mere
memory of the adventure had suffused his shy face with blushes,
and his brown eyes sought the floor again before he answered.
    “I don’t think I can quite say that,” he explained presently. “I
acknowledged certain qualms, sitting up in my room afterwards.
A conviction grew upon me that there was something about her
—how shall I express it?—well, something unholy. It is not
impurity in any sense, physical or mental, that I mean, but
something quite indefinable that gave me a vague sensation of
the creeps. She drew me, and at the same time repelled me,
more than—than—”
    He hesitated, blushing furiously, and unable to finish the
sentence.
    “Nothing like it has ever come to me before or since,” he
concluded, with lame confusion. “I suppose it was, as you
suggested just now, something of an enchantment. At any rate, it
was strong enough to make me feel that I would stay in that
awful little haunted town for years if only I could see her every
day, hear her voice, watch her wonderful movements, and
sometimes, perhaps, touch her hand.”
    “Can you explain to me what you felt was the source of her
power?” John Silence asked, looking purposely anywhere but at
the narrator.
    “I am surprised that you should ask me such a question,”
answered Vezin, with the nearest approach to dignity he could
manage. “I think no man can describe to another convincingly
wherein lies the magic of the woman who ensnares him. I
certainly cannot. I can only say this slip of a girl bewitched me,
and the mere knowledge that she was living and sleeping in the
same house filled me with an extraordinary sense of delight.
    “But there’s one thing I can tell you,” he went on earnestly, his
eyes aglow, “namely, that she seemed to sum up and synthesise
in herself all the strange hidden forces that operated so
mysteriously in the town and its inhabitants. She had the silken
movements of the panther, going smoothly, silently to and fro,
and the same indirect, oblique methods as the townsfolk,
screening, like them, secret purposes of her own—purposes that I
was sure had me for their objective. She kept me, to my terror
and delight, ceaselessly under observation, yet so carelessly, so
consummately, that another man less sensitive, if I may say so”—
he made a deprecating gesture—“or less prepared by what had
gone before, would never have noticed it at all. She was always
still, always reposeful, yet she seemed to be everywhere at once,
so that I never could escape from her. I was continually meeting
the stare and laughter of her great eyes, in the corners of the
rooms, in the passages, calmly looking at me through the
windows, or in the busiest parts of the public streets.”
    Their intimacy, it seems, grew very rapidly after this first
encounter which had so violently disturbed the little man’s
equilibrium. He was naturally very prim, and prim folk live
mostly in so small a world that anything violently unusual may
shake them clean out of it, and they therefore instinctively
distrust originality. But Vezin began to forget his primness after
awhile. The girl was always modestly behaved, and as her
mother’s representative she naturally had to do with the guests in
the hotel. It was not out of the way that a spirit of camaraderie
should spring up. Besides, she was young, she was charmingly
pretty, she was French, and—she obviously liked him.
At the same time, there was something indescribable—a certain
indefinable atmosphere of other places, other times—that made
him try hard to remain on his guard, and sometimes made him 

catch his breath with a sudden start. It was all rather like a
delirious dream, half delight, half dread, he confided in a whisper
to Dr. Silence; and more than once he hardly knew quite what he
was doing or saying, as though he were driven forward by
impulses he scarcely recognised as his own.
    And though the thought of leaving presented itself again and
again to his mind, it was each time with less insistence, so that he
stayed on from day to day, becoming more and more a part of
the sleepy life of this dreamy mediaeval town, losing more and
more of his recognisable personality. Soon, he felt, the Curtain
within would roll up with an awful rush, and he would find
himself suddenly admitted into the secret purposes of the hidden
life that lay behind it all. Only, by that time, he would have
become transformed into an entirely different being.
    And, meanwhile, he noticed various little signs of the intention
to make his stay attractive to him: flowers in his bedroom, a more
comfortable arm-chair in the corner, and even special little extra
dishes on his private table in the dining-room. Conversations,
too, with “Mademoiselle Ilsé” became more and more frequent
and pleasant, and although they seldom travelled beyond the
weather, or the details of the town, the girl, he noticed, was never
in a hurry to bring them to an end, and often contrived to
interject little odd sentences that he never properly understood,
yet felt to be significant.
    And it was these stray remarks, full of a meaning that evaded
him, that pointed to some hidden purpose of her own and made
him feel uneasy. They all had to do, he felt sure, with reasons for
his staying on in the town indefinitely.
    “And has M’sieur not even yet come to a decision?” she said
softly in his ear, sitting beside him in the sunny yard before
déjeuner, the acquaintance having progressed with significant
rapidity. “Because, if it’s so difficult, we must all try together to
help him!”
    The question startled him, following upon his own thoughts. It
was spoken with a pretty laugh, and a stray bit of hair across one
eye, as she turned and peered at him half roguishly. Possibly he
did not quite understand the French of it, for her near presence
always confused his small knowledge of the language
distressingly. Yet the words, and her manner, and something else
that lay behind it all in her mind, frightened him. It gave such
point to his feeling that the town was waiting for him to make his
mind up on some important matter.
    At the same time, her voice, and the fact that she was there so
close beside him in her soft dark dress, thrilled him inexpressibly.
    “It is true I find it difficult to leave,” he stammered, losing his
way deliciously in the depths of her eyes, “and especially now that
Mademoiselle Ilsé has come.”
    He was surprised at the success of his sentence, and quite
delighted with the little gallantry of it. But at the same time he
could have bitten his tongue off for having said it.
    “Then after all you like our little town, or you would not be
pleased to stay on,” she said, ignoring the compliment.
     “I am enchanted with it, and enchanted with you,” he cried,
feeling that his tongue was somehow slipping beyond the control
of his brain. And he was on the verge of saying all manner of
other things of the wildest description, when the girl sprang
lightly up from her chair beside him, and made to go.
    “It is soupe à l’onion to-day!” she cried, laughing back at him
through the sunlight, “and I must go and see about it. Otherwise,
you know, M’sieur will not enjoy his dinner, and then, perhaps, he
will leave us!”
    He watched her cross the courtyard, moving with all the grace
and lightness of the feline race, and her simple black dress
clothed her, he thought, exactly like the fur of the same supple
species. She turned once to laugh at him from the porch with the
glass door, and then stopped a moment to speak to her mother,
who sat knitting as usual in her corner seat just inside the hall-
way.
    But how was it, then, that the moment his eye fell upon this
ungainly woman, the pair of them appeared suddenly as other
than they were? Whence came that transforming dignity and
sense of power that enveloped them both as by magic? What was
it about that massive woman that made her appear instantly regal,
and set her on a throne in some dark and dreadful scenery,
wielding a sceptre over the red glare of some tempestuous orgy?
And why did this slender stripling of a girl, graceful as a willow,
lithe as a young leopard, assume suddenly an air of sinister
majesty, and move with flame and smoke about her head, and the
darkness of night beneath her feet?
    Vezin caught his breath and sat there transfixed. Then, almost
simultaneously with its appearance, the queer notion vanished 
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again, and the sunlight of day caught them both, and he heard
her laughing to her mother about the soupe à l’onion, and saw
her glancing back at him over her dear little shoulder with a
smile that made him think of a dew-kissed rose bending lightly
before summer airs.
    And, indeed, the onion soup was particularly excellent that
day, because he saw another cover laid at his small table, and,
with fluttering heart, heard the waiter murmur by way of
explanation that “Ma’mselle Ilsé would honour M’sieur to-day at
déjeuner, as her custom sometimes is with her mother’s guests.”
    So actually she sat by him all through that delirious meal,
talking quietly to him in easy French, seeing that he was well
looked after, mixing the salad-dressing, and even helping him
with her own hand. And, later in the afternoon, while he was
smoking in the courtyard, longing for a sight of her as soon as
her duties were done, she came again to his side, and when he
rose to meet her, she stood facing him a moment, full of a
perplexing sweet shyness before she spoke—
    “My mother thinks you ought to know more of the beauties of
our little town, and I think so too! Would M’sieur like me to be
his guide, perhaps? I can show him everything, for our family has
lived here for many generations.”
    She had him by the hand, indeed, before he could find a single
word to express his pleasure, and led him, all unresisting, out
into the street, yet in such a way that it seemed perfectly natural
she should do so, and without the faintest suggestion of boldness
or immodesty. Her face glowed with the pleasure and interest of
it, and with her short dress and tumbled hair she looked every bit
the charming child of seventeen that she was, innocent and
playful, proud of her native town, and alive beyond her years to
the sense of its ancient beauty.
    So they went over the town together, and she showed him what
she considered its chief interest: the tumble-down old house
where her forebears had lived; the sombre, aristocratic-looking
mansion where her mother’s family dwelt for centuries, and the
ancient market-place where several hundred years before the
witches had been burnt by the score. She kept up a lively running
stream of talk about it all, of which he understood not a fiftieth
part as he trudged along by her side, cursing his forty-five years
and feeling all the yearnings of his early manhood revive and
jeer at him. And, as she talked, England and Surbiton seemed
very far away indeed, almost in another age of the world’s
history. Her voice touched something immeasurably old in him,
something that slept deep. It lulled the surface parts of his
consciousness to sleep, allowing what was far more ancient to
awaken. Like the town, with its elaborate pretence of modern
active life, the upper layers of his being became dulled, soothed,
muffled, and what lay underneath began to stir in its sleep. That
big Curtain swayed a little to and fro. Presently it might lift
altogether....
    He began to understand a little better at last. The mood of the
town was reproducing itself in him. In proportion as his ordinary
external self became muffled, that inner secret life, that was far
more real and vital, asserted itself. And this girl was surely the
high-priestess of it all, the chief instrument of its
accomplishment. New thoughts, with new interpretations,
flooded his mind as she walked beside him through the winding
streets, while the picturesque old gabled town, softly coloured in
the sunset, had never appeared to him so wholly wonderful and
seductive.
    And only one curious incident came to disturb and puzzle
him, slight in itself, but utterly inexplicable, bringing white terror
into the child’s face and a scream to her laughing lips. He had
merely pointed to a column of blue smoke that rose from the
burning autumn leaves and made a picture against the red roofs,
and had then run to the wall and called her to his side to watch
the flames shooting here and there through the heap of rubbish.
Yet, at the sight of it, as though taken by surprise, her face had
altered dreadfully, and she had turned and run like the wind,
calling out wild sentences to him as she ran, of which he had not
understood a single word, except that the fire apparently
frightened her, and she wanted to get quickly away from it, and
to get him away too.
    Yet five minutes later she was as calm and happy again as
though nothing had happened to alarm or waken troubled
thoughts in her, and they had both forgotten the incident.
They were leaning over the ruined ramparts together listening to
the weird music of the band as he had heard it the first day of his
arrival. It moved him again profoundly as it had done before,
and somehow he managed to find his tongue and his best
French. The girl leaned across the stones close beside him. No 

one was about. Driven by some remorseless engine within he
began to stammer something—he hardly knew what—of his
strange admiration for her. Almost at the first word she sprang
lightly off the wall and came up smiling in front of him, just
touching his knees as he sat there. She was hatless as usual, and
the sun caught her hair and one side of her cheek and throat.
    “Oh, I’m so glad!” she cried, clapping her little hands softly in
his face, “so very glad, because that means that if you like me you
must also like what I do, and what I belong to.”
Already he regretted bitterly having lost control of himself.
Something in the phrasing of her sentence chilled him. He knew
the fear of embarking upon an unknown and dangerous sea.
    “You will take part in our real life, I mean,” she added softly,
with an indescribable coaxing of manner, as though she noticed
his shrinking. “You will come back to us.”
    Already this slip of a child seemed to dominate him; he felt her
power coming over him more and more; something emanated
from her that stole over his senses and made him aware that her
personality, for all its simple grace, held forces that were stately,
imposing, august. He saw her again moving through smoke and
flame amid broken and tempestuous scenery, alarmingly strong,
her terrible mother by her side. Dimly this shone through her
smile and appearance of charming innocence.
    “You will, I know,” she repeated, holding him with her eyes.
    They were quite alone up there on the ramparts, and the
sensation that she was overmastering him stirred a wild
sensuousness in his blood. The mingled abandon and reserve in
her attracted him furiously, and all of him that was man rose up
and resisted the creeping influence, at the same time acclaiming
it with the full delight of his forgotten youth. An irresistible
desire came to him to question her, to summon what still
remained to him of his own little personality in an effort to
retain the right to his normal self.
    The girl had grown quiet again, and was now leaning on the
broad wall close beside him, gazing out across the darkening
plain, her elbows on the coping, motionless as a figure carved in
stone. He took his courage in both hands.
    “Tell me, Ilsé,” he said, unconsciously imitating her own
purring softness of voice, yet aware that he was utterly in earnest,
“what is the meaning of this town, and what is this real life you
speak of? And why is it that the people watch me from morning
to night? Tell me what it all means? And, tell me,” he added more
quickly with passion in his voice, “what you really are—yourself?”
     She turned her head and looked at him through half-closed
eyelids, her growing inner excitement betraying itself by the faint
colour that ran like a shadow across her face.
    “It seems to me,”—he faltered oddly under her gaze—“that I
have some right to know—”
    Suddenly she opened her eyes to the full. “You love me, then?”
she asked softly.
     “I swear,” he cried impetuously, moved as by the force of a
rising tide, “I never felt before—I have never known any other
girl who—”
     “Then you have the right to know,” she calmly interrupted his
confused confession, “for love shares all secrets.”
    She paused, and a thrill like fire ran swiftly through him. Her
words lifted him off the earth, and he felt a radiant happiness,
followed almost the same instant in horrible contrast by the
thought of death. He became aware that she had turned her eyes
upon his own and was speaking again.
    “The real life I speak of,” she whispered, “is the old, old life
within, the life of long ago, the life to which you, too, once
belonged, and to which you still belong.”
    A faint wave of memory troubled the deeps of his soul as her
low voice sank into him. What she was saying he knew
instinctively to be true, even though he could not as yet
understand its full purport. His present life seemed slipping from
him as he listened, merging his personality in one that was far
older and greater. It was this loss of his present self that brought
to him the thought of death.
    “You came here,” she went on, “with the purpose of seeking it,
and the people felt your presence and are waiting to know what
you decide, whether you will leave them without having found it,
or whether—”
    Her eyes remained fixed upon his own, but her face began to
change, growing larger and darker with an expression of age.
    “It is their thoughts constantly playing about your soul that
makes you feel they watch you. They do not watch you with their
eyes. The purposes of their inner life are calling to you, seeking
to claim you. You were all part of the same life long, long ago,
and now they want you back again among them.”
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   Vezin’s timid heart sank with dread as he listened; but the girl’s
eyes held him with a net of joy so that he had no wish to escape.
She fascinated him, as it were, clean out of his normal self.
    “Alone, however, the people could never have caught and held
you,” she resumed. “The motive force was not strong enough; it
has faded through all these years. But I”—she paused a moment
and looked at him with complete confidence in her splendid eyes
—“I possess the spell to conquer you and hold you: the spell of
old love. I can win you back again and make you live the old life
with me, for the force of the ancient tie between us, if I choose to
use it, is irresistible. And I do choose to use it. I still want you.
And you, dear soul of my dim past”—she pressed closer to him so
that her breath passed across his eyes, and her voice positively
sang—“I mean to have you, for you love me and are utterly at my
mercy.”
    Vezin heard, and yet did not hear; understood, yet did not
understand. He had passed into a condition of exaltation. The
world was beneath his feet, made of music and flowers, and he
was flying somewhere far above it through the sunshine of pure
delight. He was breathless and giddy with the wonder of her
words. They intoxicated him. And, still, the terror of it all, the
dreadful thought of death, pressed ever behind her sentences.
For flames shot through her voice out of black smoke and licked
at his soul.
    And they communicated with one another, it seemed to him,
by a process of swift telepathy, for his French could never have
compassed all he said to her. Yet she understood perfectly, and
what she said to him was like the recital of verses long since
known. And the mingled pain and sweetness of it as he listened
were almost more than his little soul could hold.
    “Yet I came here wholly by chance—” he heard himself saying.
    “No,” she cried with passion, “you came here because I called to
you. I have called to you for years, and you came with the whole
force of the past behind you. You had to come, for I own you, and
I claim you.”
    She rose again and moved closer, looking at him with a certain
insolence in the face—the insolence of power.
    The sun had set behind the towers of the old cathedral and the
darkness rose up from the plain and enveloped them. The music
of the band had ceased. The leaves of the plane trees hung
motionless, but the chill of the autumn evening rose about them
and made Vezin shiver. There was no sound but the sound of
their voices and the occasional soft rustle of the girl’s dress. He
could hear the blood rushing in his ears. He scarcely realised
where he was or what he was doing. Some terrible magic of the
imagination drew him deeply down into the tombs of his own
being, telling him in no unfaltering voice that her words
shadowed forth the truth. And this simple little French maid,
speaking beside him with so strange authority, he saw curiously
alter into quite another being. As he stared into her eyes, the
picture in his mind grew and lived, dressing itself vividly to his
inner vision with a degree of reality he was compelled to
acknowledge. As once before, he saw her tall and stately, moving
through wild and broken scenery of forests and mountain
caverns, the glare of flames behind her head and clouds of
shifting smoke about her feet. Dark leaves encircled her hair,
flying loosely in the wind, and her limbs shone through the
merest rags of clothing. Others were about her, too, and ardent
eyes on all sides cast delirious glances upon her, but her own eyes
were always for One only, one whom she held by the hand. For
she was leading the dance in some tempestuous orgy to the
music of chanting voices, and the dance she led circled about a
great and awful Figure on a throne, brooding over the scene
through lurid vapours, while innumerable other wild faces and
forms crowded furiously about her in the dance. But the one she
held by the hand he knew to be himself, and the monstrous
shape upon the throne he knew to be her mother.
The vision rose within him, rushing to him down the long years
of buried time, crying aloud to him with the voice of memory
reawakened.... And then the scene faded away and he saw the
clear circle of the girl’s eyes gazing steadfastly into his own, and
she became once more the pretty little daughter of the
innkeeper, and he found his voice again.
    “And you,” he whispered tremblingly—“you child of visions
and enchantment, how is it that you so bewitch me that I loved
you even before I saw?”
    She drew herself up beside him with an air of rare dignity.
    “The call of the Past,” she said; “and besides,” she added
proudly, “in the real life I am a princess—”
    “A princess!” he cried.
    “—and my mother is a queen!”

    At this, little Vezin utterly lost his head. Delight tore at his
heart and swept him into sheer ecstasy. To hear that sweet
singing voice, and to see those adorable little lips utter such
things, upset his balance beyond all hope of control. He took her
in his arms and covered her unresisting face with kisses.
     But even while he did so, and while the hot passion swept him,
he felt that she was soft and loathsome, and that her answering
kisses stained his very soul.... And when, presently, she had freed
herself and vanished into the darkness, he stood there, leaning
against the wall in a state of collapse, creeping with horror from
the touch of her yielding body, and inwardly raging at the
weakness that he already dimly realised must prove his undoing.
    And from the shadows of the old buildings into which she
disappeared there rose in the stillness of the night a singular,
long-drawn cry, which at first he took for laughter, but which
later he was sure he recognised as the almost human wailing of a
cat.

V
For a long time Vezin leant there against the wall, alone with his
surging thoughts and emotions. He understood at length that he
had done the one thing necessary to call down upon him the
whole force of this ancient Past. For in those passionate kisses he
had acknowledged the tie of olden days, and had revived it. And
the memory of that soft impalpable caress in the darkness of the
inn corridor came back to him with a shudder. The girl had first
mastered him, and then led him to the one act that was necessary
for her purpose. He had been waylaid, after the lapse of centuries
—caught, and conquered.
    Dimly he realised this, and sought to make plans for his
escape. But, for the moment at any rate, he was powerless to
manage his thoughts or will, for the sweet, fantastic madness of
the whole adventure mounted to his brain like a spell, and he
gloried in the feeling that he was utterly enchanted and moving
in a world so much larger and wilder than the one he had ever
been accustomed to.
    The moon, pale and enormous, was just rising over the sea-like
plain, when at last he rose to go. Her slanting rays drew all the
houses into new perspective, so that their roofs, already
glistening with dew, seemed to stretch much higher into the sky
than usual, and their gables and quaint old towers lay far away in
its purple reaches.
    The cathedral appeared unreal in a silver mist. He moved
softly, keeping to the shadows; but the streets were all deserted
and very silent; the doors were closed, the shutters fastened. Not
a soul was astir. The hush of night lay over everything; it was like
a town of the dead, a churchyard with gigantic and grotesque
tombstones.
    Wondering where all the busy life of the day had so utterly
disappeared to, he made his way to a back door that entered the
inn by means of the stables, thinking thus to reach his room
unobserved. He reached the courtyard safely and crossed it by
keeping close to the shadow of the wall. He sidled down it,
mincing along on tiptoe, just as the old men did when they
entered the salle à manger. He was horrified to find himself
doing this instinctively. A strange impulse came to him, catching
him somehow in the centre of his body—an impulse to drop
upon all fours and run swiftly and silently. He glanced upwards
and the idea came to him to leap up upon his window-sill
overhead instead of going round by the stairs. This occurred to
him as the easiest, and most natural way. It was like the
beginning of some horrible transformation of himself into
something else. He was fearfully strung up.
    The moon was higher now, and the shadows very dark along
the side of the street where he moved. He kept among the
deepest of them, and reached the porch with the glass doors.
    But here there was light; the inmates, unfortunately, were still
about. Hoping to slip across the hall unobserved and reach the
stairs, he opened the door carefully and stole in. Then he saw
that the hall was not empty. A large dark thing lay against the wall
on his left. At first he thought it must be household articles. Then
it moved, and he thought it was an immense cat, distorted in
some way by the play of light and shadow. Then it rose straight
up before him and he saw that it was the proprietress.
    What she had been doing in this position he could only
venture a dreadful guess, but the moment she stood up and
faced him he was aware of some terrible dignity clothing her
about that instantly recalled the girl’s strange saying that she was
a queen. Huge and sinister she stood there under the little oil
lamp; alone with him in the empty hall. Awe stirred in his heart,
and the roots of some ancient fear. He felt that he must bow to 
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her and make some kind of obeisance. The impulse was fierce
and irresistible, as of long habit. He glanced quickly about him.
There was no one there. Then he deliberately inclined his head
toward her. He bowed.
    “Enfin! M’sieur s’est donc décidé. C’est bien alors. J’en suis
contente.”
    Her words came to him sonorously as through a great open
space.
    Then the great figure came suddenly across the flagged hall at
him and seized his trembling hands. Some overpowering force
moved with her and caught him.
    “On pourrait faire un p’tit tour ensemble, n’est-ce pas? Nous y
allons cette nuit et il faut s’exercer un peu d’avance pour cela. Ilsé,
Ilsé, viens donc ici. Viens vite!”
    And she whirled him round in the opening steps of some
dance that seemed oddly and horribly familiar. They made no
sound on the stones, this strangely assorted couple. It was all soft
and stealthy. And presently, when the air seemed to thicken like
smoke, and a red glare as of flame shot through it, he was aware
that some one else had joined them and that his hand the mother
had released was now tightly held by the daughter. Ilsé had come
in answer to the call, and he saw her with leaves of vervain twined
in her dark hair, clothed in tattered vestiges of some curious
garment, beautiful as the night, and horribly, odiously,
loathsomely seductive.
    “To the Sabbath! to the Sabbath!” they cried. “On to the
Witches’ Sabbath!”
    Up and down that narrow hall they danced, the women on each
side of him, to the wildest measure he had ever imagined, yet
which he dimly, dreadfully remembered, till the lamp on the wall
flickered and went out, and they were left in total darkness. And
the devil woke in his heart with a thousand vile suggestions and
made him afraid.
    Suddenly they released his hands and he heard the voice of the
mother cry that it was time, and they must go. Which way they
went he did not pause to see. He only realised that he was free,
and he blundered through the darkness till he found the stairs
and then tore up them to his room as though all hell was at his
heels.
    He flung himself on the sofa, with his face in his hands, and
groaned. Swiftly reviewing a dozen ways of immediate escape, all
equally impossible, he finally decided that the only thing to do
for the moment was to sit quiet and wait. He must see what was
going to happen. At least in the privacy of his own bedroom he
would be fairly safe. The door was locked. He crossed over and
softly opened the window which gave upon the courtyard and
also permitted a partial view of the hall through the glass doors.
As he did so the hum and murmur of a great activity reached his
ears from the streets beyond—the sound of footsteps and voices
muffled by distance. He leaned out cautiously and listened. The
moonlight was clear and strong now, but his own window was in
shadow, the silver disc being still behind the house. It came to
him irresistibly that the inhabitants of the town, who a little while
before had all been invisible behind closed doors, were now
issuing forth, busy upon some secret and unholy errand. He
listened intently.
    At first everything about him was silent, but soon he became
aware of movements going on in the house itself. Rustlings and
cheepings came to him across that still, moonlit yard. A
concourse of living beings sent the hum of their activity into the
night. Things were on the move everywhere. A biting, pungent
odour rose through the air, coming he knew not whence.
Presently his eyes became glued to the windows of the opposite
wall where the moonshine fell in a soft blaze. The roof overhead,
and behind him, was reflected clearly in the panes of glass, and
he saw the outlines of dark bodies moving with long footsteps
over the tiles and along the coping. They passed swiftly and
silently, shaped like immense cats, in an endless procession across
the pictured glass, and then appeared to leap down to a lower
level where he lost sight of them. He just caught the soft thudding
of their leaps. Sometimes their shadows fell upon the white wall
opposite, and then he could not make out whether they were the
shadows of human beings or of cats. They seemed to change
swiftly from one to the other. The transformation looked
horribly real, for they leaped like human beings, yet changed
swiftly in the air immediately afterwards, and dropped like
animals.
    The yard, too, beneath him, was now alive with the creeping
movements of dark forms all stealthily drawing towards the
porch with the glass doors. They kept so closely to the wall that he
could not determine their actual shape, but when he saw that they 

passed on to the great congregation that was gathering in the hall,
he understood that these were the creatures whose leaping
shadows he had first seen reflected in the windowpanes opposite.
They were coming from all parts of the town, reaching the
appointed meeting-place across the roofs and tiles, and springing
from level to level till they came to the yard.
    Then a new sound caught his ear, and he saw that the windows
all about him were being softly opened, and that to each window
came a face. A moment later figures began dropping hurriedly
down into the yard. And these figures, as they lowered themselves
down from the windows, were human, he saw; but once safely in
the yard they fell upon all fours and changed in the swiftest
possible second into—cats—huge, silent cats. They ran in streams
to join the main body in the hall beyond.
    So, after all, the rooms in the house had not been empty and
unoccupied.
    Moreover, what he saw no longer filled him with amazement.
For he remembered it all. It was familiar. It had all happened
before just so, hundreds of times, and he himself had taken part
in it and known the wild madness of it all. The outline of the old
building changed, the yard grew larger, and he seemed to be
staring down upon it from a much greater height through smoky
vapours. And, as he looked, half remembering, the old pains of
long ago, fierce and sweet, furiously assailed him, and the blood
stirred horribly as he heard the Call of the Dance again in his
heart and tasted the ancient magic of Ilsé whirling by his side.
    Suddenly he started back. A great lithe cat had leaped softly up
from the shadows below on to the sill close to his face, and was
staring fixedly at him with the eyes of a human. “Come,” it
seemed to say, “come with us to the Dance! Change as of old!
Transform yourself swiftly and come!” Only too well he
understood the creature’s soundless call.
    It was gone again in a flash with scarcely a sound of its padded
feet on the stones, and then others dropped by the score down
the side of the house, past his very eyes, all changing as they fell
and darting away rapidly, softly, towards the gathering point. And
again he felt the dreadful desire to do likewise; to murmur the
old incantation, and then drop upon hands and knees and run
swiftly for the great flying leap into the air. Oh, how the passion
of it rose within him like a flood, twisting his very entrails,
sending his heart’s desire flaming forth into the night for the old,
old Dance of the Sorcerers at the Witches’ Sabbath! The whirl of
the stars was about him; once more he met the magic of the
moon. The power of the wind, rushing from precipice and forest,
leaping from cliff to cliff across the valleys, tore him away.... He
heard the cries of the dancers and their wild laughter, and with
this savage girl in his embrace he danced furiously about the dim
Throne where sat the Figure with the sceptre of majesty....
    Then, suddenly, all became hushed and still, and the fever died
down a little in his heart. The calm moonlight flooded a
courtyard empty and deserted. They had started. The procession
was off into the sky. And he was left behind—alone.
    Vezin tiptoed softly across the room and unlocked the door.
The murmur from the streets, growing momentarily as he
advanced, met his ears. He made his way with the utmost caution
down the corridor. At the head of the stairs he paused and
listened. Below him, the hall where they had gathered was dark
and still, but through opened doors and windows on the far side
of the building came the sound of a great throng moving farther
and farther into the distance.
    He made his way down the creaking wooden stairs, dreading
yet longing to meet some straggler who should point the way, but
finding no one; across the dark hall, so lately thronged with
living, moving things, and out through the opened front doors
into the street. He could not believe that he was really left behind,
really forgotten, that he had been purposely permitted to escape.
It perplexed him.
    Nervously he peered about him, and up and down the street;
then, seeing nothing, advanced slowly down the pavement.
The whole town, as he went, showed itself empty and deserted, as
though a great wind had blown everything alive out of it. The
doors and windows of the houses stood open to the night;
nothing stirred; moonlight and silence lay over all. The night lay
about him like a cloak. The air, soft and cool, caressed his cheek
like the touch of a great furry paw. He gained confidence and
began to walk quickly, though still keeping to the shadowed side.
Nowhere could he discover the faintest sign of the great unholy
exodus he knew had just taken place. The moon sailed high over
all in a sky cloudless and serene.
    Hardly realising where he was going, he crossed the open
market-place and so came to the ramparts, whence he knew a
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pathway descended to the high road and along which he could
make good his escape to one of the other little towns that lay to
the northward, and so to the railway.
    But first he paused and gazed out over the scene at his feet
where the great plain lay like a silver map of some dream
country. The still beauty of it entered his heart, increasing his
sense of bewilderment and unreality. No air stirred, the leaves of
the plane trees stood motionless, the near details were defined
with the sharpness of day against dark shadows, and in the
distance the fields and woods melted away into haze and
shimmering mistiness.
    But the breath caught in his throat and he stood stockstill as
though transfixed when his gaze passed from the horizon and
fell upon the near prospect in the depth of the valley at his feet.
The whole lower slopes of the hill, that lay hid from the
brightness of the moon, were aglow, and through the glare he
saw countless moving forms, shifting thick and fast between the
openings of the trees; while overhead, like leaves driven by the
wind, he discerned flying shapes that hovered darkly one
moment against the sky and then settled down with cries and
weird singing through the branches into the region that was
aflame.
    Spellbound, he stood and stared for a time that he could not
measure. And then, moved by one of the terrible impulses that
seemed to control the whole adventure, he climbed swiftly upon
the top of the broad coping, and balanced a moment where the
valley gaped at his feet. But in that very instant, as he stood
hovering, a sudden movement among the shadows of the houses
caught his eye, and he turned to see the outline of a large animal
dart swiftly across the open space behind him, and land with a
flying leap upon the top of the wall a little lower down. It ran like
the wind to his feet and then rose up beside him upon the
ramparts. A shiver seemed to run through the moonlight, and his
sight trembled for a second. His heart pulsed fearfully. Ilsé stood
beside him, peering into his face.
    Some dark substance, he saw, stained the girl’s face and skin,
shining in the moonlight as she stretched her hands towards
him; she was dressed in wretched tattered garments that yet
became her mightily; rue and vervain twined about her temples;
her eyes glittered with unholy light. He only just controlled the
wild impulse to take her in his arms and leap with her from their
giddy perch into the valley below.
    “See!” she cried, pointing with an arm on which the rags
fluttered in the rising wind towards the forest aglow in the
distance. “See where they await us! The woods are alive! Already
the Great Ones are there, and the dance will soon begin! The
salve is here! Anoint yourself and come!”
    Though a moment before the sky was clear and cloudless, yet
even while she spoke the face of the moon grew dark and the
wind began to toss in the crests of the plane trees at his feet.
Stray gusts brought the sounds of hoarse singing and crying
from the lower slopes of the hill, and the pungent odour he had
already noticed about the courtyard of the inn rose about him in
the air.
    “Transform, transform!” she cried again, her voice rising like a
song. “Rub well your skin before you fly. Come! Come with me
to the Sabbath, to the madness of its furious delight, to the sweet
abandonment of its evil worship! See! the Great Ones are there,
and the terrible Sacraments prepared. The Throne is occupied.
Anoint and come! Anoint and come!”
    She grew to the height of a tree beside him, leaping upon the
wall with flaming eyes and hair strewn upon the night. He too
began to change swiftly. Her hands touched the skin of his face
and neck, streaking him with the burning salve that sent the old
magic into his blood with the power before which fades all that is
good.
    A wild roar came up to his ears from the heart of the wood,
and the girl, when she heard it, leaped upon the wall in the
frenzy of her wicked joy.  
    “Satan is there!” she screamed, rushing upon him and striving
to draw him with her to the edge of the wall. “Satan has come. 
    The Sacraments call us! Come, with your dear apostate soul,
and we will worship and dance till the moon dies and the world is
forgotten!”
    Just saving himself from the dreadful plunge, Vezin struggled
to release himself from her grasp, while the passion tore at his
reins and all but mastered him. He shrieked aloud, not knowing
what he said, and then he shrieked again. It was the old impulses,
the  old awful habits instinctively finding voice; for though it
seemed to him that he merely shrieked nonsense, the words he
uttered really had meaning in them, and were intelligible. It was

the ancient call. And it was heard below. It was answered.
    The wind whistled at the skirts of his coat as the air round him
darkened with many flying forms crowding upwards out of the
valley. The crying of hoarse voices smote upon his ears, coming
closer. Strokes of wind buffeted him, tearing him this way and
that along the crumbling top of the stone wall; and Ilsé clung to
him with her long shining arms, smooth and bare, holding him
fast about the neck. But not Ilsé alone, for a dozen of them
surrounded him, dropping out of the air. The pungent odour of
the anointed bodies stifled him, exciting him to the old madness
of the Sabbath, the dance of the witches and sorcerers doing
honour to the personified Evil of the world.
    “Anoint and away! Anoint and away!” they cried in wild chorus
about him. “To the Dance that never dies! To the sweet and
fearful fantasy of evil!”
    Another moment and he would have yielded and gone, for his
will turned soft and the flood of passionate memory all but
overwhelmed him, when—so can a small thing alter the whole
course of an adventure—he caught his foot upon a loose stone in
the edge of the wall, and then fell with a sudden crash on to the
ground below. But he fell towards the houses, in the open space
of dust and cobblestones, and fortunately not into the gaping
depth of the valley on the farther side.
    And they, too, came in a tumbling heap about him, like flies
upon a piece of food, but as they fell he was released for a
moment from the power of their touch, and in that brief instant
of freedom there flashed into his mind the sudden intuition that
saved him. Before he could regain his feet he saw them
scrabbling awkwardly back upon the wall, as though bat-like they
could only fly by dropping from a height, and had no hold upon
him in the open. Then, seeing them perched there in a row like
cats upon a roof, all dark and singularly shapeless, their eyes like
lamps, the sudden memory came back to him of Ilsé’s terror at
the sight of fire.
    Quick as a flash he found his matches and lit the dead leaves
that lay under the wall.
    Dry and withered, they caught fire at once, and the wind
carried the flame in a long line down the length of the wall,
licking upwards as it ran; and with shrieks and wailings, the
crowded row of forms upon the top melted away into the air on
the other side, and were gone with a great rush and whirring of
their bodies down into the heart of the haunted valley, leaving
Vezin breathless and shaken in the middle of the deserted
ground.
    “Ilsé!” he called feebly; “Ilsé!” for his heart ached to think that
she was really gone to the great Dance without him, and that he
had lost the opportunity of its fearful joy. Yet at the same time his
relief was so great, and he was so dazed and troubled in mind
with the whole thing, that he hardly knew what he was saying,
and only cried aloud in the fierce storm of his emotion....
    The fire under the wall ran its course, and the moonlight came
out again, soft and clear, from its temporary eclipse. With one
last shuddering look at the ruined ramparts, and a feeling of
horrid wonder for the haunted valley beyond, where the shapes
still crowded and flew, he turned his face towards the town and
slowly made his way in the direction of the hotel.
And as he went, a great wailing of cries, and a sound of howling,
followed him from the gleaming forest below, growing fainter
and fainter with the bursts of wind as he disappeared between
the houses.

VI
“It may seem rather abrupt to you, this sudden tame ending,” said
Arthur Vezin, glancing with flushed face and timid eyes at Dr.
Silence sitting there with his notebook, “but the fact is—er—from
that moment my memory seems to have failed rather. I have no
distinct recollection of how I got home or what precisely I did.
“It appears I never went back to the inn at all. I only dimly
recollect racing down a long white road in the moonlight, past
woods and villages, still and deserted, and then the dawn came
up, and I saw the towers of a biggish town and so came to a
station.
    “But, long before that, I remember pausing somewhere on the
road and looking back to where the hill-town of my adventure
stood up in the moonlight, and thinking how exactly like a great
monstrous cat it lay there upon the plain, its huge front paws
lying down the two main streets, and the twin and broken towers
of the cathedral marking its torn ears against the sky. That
picture stays in my mind with the utmost vividness to this day.
    “Another thing remains in my mind from that escape—
namely, the sudden sharp reminder that I had not paid my bill, 
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and the decision I made, standing there on the dusty highroad,
that the small baggage I had left behind would more than settle for
my indebtedness.
    “For the rest, I can only tell you that I got coffee and bread at a
café on the outskirts of this town I had come to, and soon after
found my way to the station and caught a train later in the day.
That same evening I reached London.”
    “And how long altogether,” asked John Silence quietly, “do you
think you stayed in the town of the adventure?”
Vezin looked up sheepishly.
    “I was coming to that,” he resumed, with apologetic wrigglings of
his body. “In London I found that I was a whole week out in my
reckoning of time. I had stayed over a week in the town, and it
ought to have been September 15th,—instead of which it was only
September 10th!”
    “So that, in reality, you had only stayed a night or two in the
inn?” queried the doctor.
    Vezin hesitated before replying. He shuffled upon the mat.
    “I must have gained time somewhere,” he said at length
—“somewhere or somehow. I certainly had a week to my credit. I
can’t explain it. I can only give you the fact.”
    “And this happened to you last year, since when you have never
been back to the place?”
    “Last autumn, yes,” murmured Vezin; “and I have never dared to
go back. I think I never want to.”
    “And, tell me,” asked Dr. Silence at length, when he saw that the
little man had evidently come to the end of his words and had
nothing more to say, “had you ever read up the subject of the old
witchcraft practices during the Middle Ages, or been at all
interested in the subject?”
    “Never!” declared Vezin emphatically. “I had never given a
thought to such matters so far as I know—”
    “Or to the question of reincarnation, perhaps?”
    “Never—before my adventure; but I have since,” he replied
significantly.
    There was, however, something still on the man’s mind that he
wished to relieve himself of by confession, yet could only with
difficulty bring himself to mention; and it was only after the
sympathetic tactfulness of the doctor had provided numerous
openings that he at length availed himself of one of them, and
stammered that he would like to show him the marks he still had
on his neck where, he said, the girl had touched him with her
anointed hands.
    He took off his collar after infinite fumbling hesitation, and
lowered his shirt a little for the doctor to see. And there, on the
surface of the skin, lay a faint reddish line across the shoulder and
extending a little way down the back towards the spine. It certainly
indicated exactly the position an arm might have taken in the act
of embracing. And on the other side of the neck, slightly higher up,
was a similar mark, though not quite so clearly defined.
    “That was where she held me that night on the ramparts,” he
whispered, a strange light coming and going in his eyes.
It was some weeks later when I again found occasion to consult
John Silence concerning another extraordinary case that had come
under my notice, and we fell to discussing Vezin’s story. Since
hearing it, the doctor had made investigations on his own account,
and one of his secretaries had discovered that Vezin’s ancestors had
actually lived for generations in the very town where the adventure
came to him. Two of them, both women, had been tried and
convicted as witches, and had been burned alive at the stake.
Moreover, it had not been difficult to prove that the very inn
where Vezin stayed was built about 1700 upon the spot where the
funeral pyres stood and the executions took place. The town was a
sort of headquarters for all the sorcerers and witches of the entire
region, and after conviction they were burnt there literally by
scores.
    “It seems strange,” continued the doctor, “that Vezin should have
remained ignorant of all this; but, on the other hand, it was not the
kind of history that successive generations would have been
anxious to keep alive, or to repeat to their children.     Therefore I
am inclined to think he still knows nothing about it.
    “The whole adventure seems to have been a very vivid revival of
the memories of an earlier life, caused by coming directly into
contact with the living forces still intense enough to hang about the
place, and, by a most singular chance, too, with the very souls who
had taken part with him in the events of that particular life. For the
mother and daughter who impressed him so strangely must have
been leading actors, with himself, in the scenes and practices of
witchcraft which at that period dominated the imaginations of the
whole country.
    “One has only to read the histories of the times to know that

these witches claimed the power of transforming themselves into
various animals, both for the purposes of disguise and also to
convey themselves swiftly to the scenes of their imaginary orgies.
Lycanthropy, or the power to change themselves into wolves, was
everywhere believed in, and the ability to transform themselves
into cats by rubbing their bodies with a special salve or ointment
provided by Satan himself, found equal credence. The witchcraft
trials abound in evidences of such universal beliefs.”
    Dr. Silence quoted chapter and verse from many writers on the
subject, and showed how every detail of Vezin’s adventure had a
basis in the practices of those dark days.
    “But that the entire affair took place subjectively in the man’s
own consciousness, I have no doubt,” he went on, in reply to my
questions; “for my secretary who has been to the town to
investigate, discovered his signature in the visitors’ book, and
proved by it that he had arrived on September 8th, and left
suddenly without paying his bill. He left two days later, and they
still were in possession of his dirty brown bag and some tourist
clothes. I paid a few francs in settlement of his debt, and have sent
his luggage on to him. The daughter was absent from home, but the
proprietress, a large woman very much as he described her, told my
secretary that he had seemed a very strange, absent-minded kind of
gentleman, and after his disappearance she had feared for a long
time that he had met with a violent end in the neighbouring forest
where he used to roam about alone.
    “I should like to have obtained a personal interview with the
daughter so as to ascertain how much was subjective and how much
actually took place with her as Vezin told it. For her dread of fire
and the sight of burning must, of course, have been the intuitive
memory of her former painful death at the stake, and have thus
explained why he fancied more than once that he saw her through
smoke and flame.”
    “And that mark on his skin, for instance?” I inquired.
    “Merely the marks produced by hysterical brooding,” he replied,
“like the stigmata of the religieuses, and the bruises which appear
on the bodies of hypnotised subjects who have been told to expect
them. This is very common and easily explained. Only it seems
curious that these marks should have remained so long in Vezin’s
case. Usually they disappear quickly.”
    “Obviously he is still thinking about it all, brooding, and living it
all over again,” I ventured.
    “Probably. And this makes me fear that the end of his trouble is
not yet. We shall hear of him again. It is a case, alas! I can do little to
alleviate.”
    Dr. Silence spoke gravely and with sadness in his voice.
“And what do you make of the Frenchman in the train?” I asked
further—“the man who warned him against the place, à cause du
sommeil et à cause des chats? Surely a very singular incident?”
“A very singular incident indeed,” he made answer slowly, “and one
I can only explain on the basis of a highly improbable coincidence
—”
“Namely?”
“That the man was one who had himself stayed in the town and
undergone there a similar experience. I should like to find this man
and ask him. But the crystal is useless here, for I have no slightest
clue to go upon, and I can only conclude that some singular psychic
affinity, some force still active in his being out of the same past life,
drew him thus to the personality of Vezin, and enabled him to fear
what might happen to him, and thus to warn him as he did.
    “Yes,” he presently continued, half talking to himself, “I suspect in
this case that Vezin was swept into the vortex of forces arising out of
the intense activities of a past life, and that he lived over again a
scene in which he had often played a leading part centuries before.
For strong actions set up forces that are so slow to exhaust
themselves, they may be said in a sense never to die. In this case
they were not vital enough to render the illusion complete, so that
the little man found himself caught in a very distressing confusion
of the present and the past; yet he was sufficiently sensitive to
recognise that it was true, and to fight against the degradation of
returning, even in memory, to a former and lower state of
development.
    “Ah yes!” he continued, crossing the floor to gaze at the
darkening sky, and seemingly quite oblivious of my presence,
“subliminal up-rushes of memory like this can be exceedingly
painful, and sometimes exceedingly dangerous. I only trust that this
gentle soul may soon escape from this obsession of a passionate
and tempestuous past. But I doubt it, I doubt it.”
    His voice was hushed with sadness as he spoke, and when he
turned back into the room again there was an expression of
profound yearning upon his face, the yearning of a soul whose
desire to help is sometimes greater than his power.
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Collected by Joseph Jacobs

The Lad with the
Goat-skin



Long ago a poor widow woman lived down near the iron forge,
by Enniscorth, and she was so poor she had no clothes to put on
her son; so she used to fix him in the ash-hole, near the fire, and
pile the warm ashes about him; and according as he grew up, she
sunk the pit deeper. At last, by hook or by crook, she got a goat-
skin, and fastened it round his waist, and he felt quite grand, and
took a walk down the street. So says she to him next morning,
"Tom, you thief, you never done any good yet, and you six foot
high, and past nineteen;—take that rope and bring me a faggot
from the wood."
    "Never say't twice, mother," says Tom—"here goes."
When he had it gathered and tied, what should come up but a big
giant, nine foot high, and made a lick of a club at him. Well
become Tom, he jumped a-one side, and picked up a ram-pike;
and the first crack he gave the big fellow, he made him kiss the
clod.
    "If you have e'er a prayer," says Tom, "now's the time to say it,
before I make fragments of you."
"I have no prayers," says the giant; "but if you spare my life I'll
give you that club; and as long as you keep from sin, you'll win
every battle you ever fight with it."
    Tom made no bones about letting him off; and as soon as he
got the club in his hands, he sat down on the bresna, and gave it a
tap with the kippeen, and says, "Faggot, I had great trouble
gathering you, and run the risk of my life for you, the least you
can do is to carry me home." And sure enough the wind o' the
word was all it wanted. It went off through the wood, groaning
and crackling, till it came to the widow's door.
    Well, when the sticks were all burned, Tom was sent off again
to pick more; and this time he had to fight with a giant that had
two heads on him. Tom had a little more trouble with him—that's
all; and the prayers he said, was to give Tom a fife, that nobody
could help dancing when he was playing it. Begorries, he made
the big faggot dance home, with himself sitting on it. The next
giant was a beautiful boy with three heads on him. He had
neither prayers nor catechism no more nor the others; and so he
gave Tom a bottle of green ointment, that wouldn't let you be
burned, nor scalded, nor wounded. "And now," says he, "there's no
more of us. You may come and gather sticks here till little Lunacy
Day in Harvest, without giant or fairy-man to disturb you."
    Well, now, Tom was prouder nor ten paycock, and used to take
a walk down street in the heel of the evening; but some o' the
little boys had no more manners than if they were Dublin
jackeens, and put out their tongues at Tom's club and Tom's goat-
skin. He didn't like that at all, and it would be mean to give one of
them a clout. At last what should come through the town but a
kind of a bell-man, only it's a big bugle he had, and a huntsman's
cap on his head, and a kind of painted shirt. So this—he wasn't a
bell-man, and I don't know what to call him—bugle-man, maybe,
proclaimed that the king of Dublin's daughter was so melancholy
that she didn't give a laugh for seven years, and that her father
would grant her in marriage to whoever could make her laugh
three times.
    "That's the very thing for me to try," says Tom; and so, without
burning any more daylight, he kissed his mother, curled his club
at the little boys, and off he set along the yalla highroad to the
town of Dublin.
    At last Tom came to one of the city gates, and the guards
laughed and cursed at him instead of letting him in. Tom stood it
all for a little time, but at last one of them—out of fun, as he said,
—drove his bayonet half an inch or so into his side. Tom done
nothing but take the fellow by the scruff o' the neck and the
waistband of his corduroys, and fling him into the canal. Some
run to pull the fellow out, and others to let manners into the
vulgarian with their swords and daggers; but a tap from his club
sent them headlong into the moat or down on the stones, and
they were soon begging him to stay his hands.
    So at last one of them was glad enough to show Tom the way to
the palace-yard; and there was the king, and the queen, and the
princess in a gallery, looking at all sorts of wrestling, and sword-
playing, and long dances, and mumming, all to please the 

princess; but not a smile came over her handsome
face.
    Well, they all stopped when they seen the young
giant, with his boy's face, and long black hair, and
his short curly beard—for his mother couldn't
afford to buy razors—and his great strong arms,
and bare legs, and no covering but the goat-skin
that reached from his waist to his knees. But an
envious wizened bit of a fellow, with a red head,
that wished to be married to the princess, and
didn't like how she opened her eyes at Tom, came
forward and asked his business very snappishly.
"My business," said Tom, says he, "is to make the
beautiful princess, God bless her, laugh three
times."
    "Do you see all them merry fellows and skilful
swordsmen," said the other, "that could eat you up
with a grain of salt, and not a mother's soul of 'em
ever got a laugh from her these seven years?"
    So the fellows gathered round Tom, and the bad
man aggravated him till he told them he didn't
care a pinch o' snuff for the whole bilin' of 'em; let
'em come on, six at a time, and try what they could
do.
    The king, who was too far off to hear what they
were saying, asked what did the stranger want.
"He wants," said the red-headed fellow, "to make
hares of your best men."
    "Oh!" says the king, "if that's the way, let one of
'em turn out and try his mettle."
    So one stood forward, with sword and pot-lid,
and made a cut at Tom. He struck the fellow's
elbow with the club, and up over their heads flew
the sword, and down went the owner of it on the
gravel from a thump he got on the helmet.
Another took his place, and another, and another,
and then half a dozen at once, and Tom sent
swords, helmets, shields, and bodies, rolling over
and over, and themselves bawling out that they
were kilt, and disabled and damaged, and rubbing
their poor elbows and hips, and limping away.
Tom contrived not to kill any one; and the
princess was so amused, that she let a great sweet
laugh out of her that was heard over all the yard.
    "King of Dublin," said Tom, "I've quarter of your
daughter."
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And the king didn't know whether he was glad or sorry, and all
the blood in the princess's heart run into her cheeks.
    So there was no more fighting that day, and Tom was invited to
dine with the royal family. Next day, Redhead told Tom of a wolf,
the size of a yearling heifer, that used to be serenading about the
walls, and eating people and cattle; and said what a pleasure it
would give the king to have it killed.
    "With all my heart," says Tom; "send a jackeen to show me
where he lives, and we'll see how he behaves to a stranger."
    The princess was not well pleased for Tom looked a different
person with fine clothes and a nice green birredh over his long
curly hair; and besides, he'd got one laugh out of her. However,
the king gave his consent; and in an hour and a half the horrible
wolf was walking into the palace-yard, and Tom a step or two
behind, with his club on his shoulder, just as a shepherd would be
walking after a pet lamb.
    The king and queen and princess were safe up in their gallery,
but the officers and people of the court that wor padrowling
about the great bawn, when they saw the big baste coming in,
gave themselves up, and began to make for doors and gates; and
the wolf licked his chops, as if he was saying, "Wouldn't I enjoy a
breakfast off a couple of yez!"
    The king shouted out, "O Tom with the Goat-skin, take away
that terrible wolf, and you must have all my daughter."
    But Tom didn't mind him a bit. He pulled out his flute and
began to play like vengeance; and dickens a man or boy in the
yard but began shovelling away heel and toe, and the wolf himself
was obliged to get on his hind legs and dance "Tatther Jack Walsh,"
along with the rest. A good deal of the people got inside, and shut
the doors, the way the hairy fellow wouldn't pin them; but Tom
kept playing, and the outsiders kept dancing and shouting, and
the wolf kept dancing and roaring with the pain his legs were
giving him; and all the time he had his eyes on Redhead, who was
shut out along with the rest. Wherever Redhead went, the wolf
followed, and kept one eye on him and the other on Tom, to see
if he would give him leave to eat him. But Tom shook his head,
and never stopped the tune, and Redhead never stopped dancing
and bawling, and the wolf dancing and roaring one leg up and the
other down, and he ready to drop out of his standing from fair
tiresomeness.
    When the princess seen that there was no fear of any one being
kilt, she was so divarted by the stew that Redhead was in, that she
gave another great laugh; and well become Tom, out he cried,
"King of Dublin, I have two halves of your daughter."
    "Oh, halves or alls," says the king, "put away that divil of a wolf,
and we'll see about it."
    So Tom put his flute in his pocket, and says he to the baste that
was sittin' on his currabingo ready to faint, "Walk off to your
mountain, my fine fellow, and live like a respectable baste; and if
ever I find you within seven miles of any town, I'll——"
    He said no more, but spit in his fist, and gave a flourish of his
club. It was all the poor divil of a wolf wanted: he put his tail
between his legs, and took to his pumps without looking at man
or mortal, and neither sun, moon, nor stars ever saw him in sight
of Dublin again.
    At dinner every one laughed but the foxy fellow; and sure
enough he was laying out how he'd settle poor Tom next day.
    "Well, to be sure!" says he, "King of Dublin, you are in luck.
There's the Danes moidhering us to no end. Deuce run to Lusk
wid 'em! and if any one can save us from 'em, it is this gentleman
with the goat-skin. There is a flail hangin' on the collar-beam in
hell, and neither Dane nor devil can stand before it."
    "So," says Tom to the king, "will you let me have the other half
of the princess if I bring you the flail?"
    "No, no," says the princess; "I'd rather never be your wife than
see you in that danger."
    But Redhead whispered and nudged Tom about how shabby it
would look to reneague the adventure. So he asked which way he
was to go, and Redhead directed him.
Well, he travelled and travelled, till he came in sight of the walls
of hell; and, bedad, before he knocked at the gates, he rubbed 

himself over with the greenish ointment. When he knocked, a
hundred little imps popped their heads out through the bars, and
axed him what he wanted.
    "I want to speak to the big divil of all," says Tom; "open the gate."
    It wasn't long till the gate was thrune open, and the Ould Boy
received Tom with bows and scrapes, and axed his business.
    "My business isn't much," says Tom. "I only came for the loan of
that flail that I see hanging on the collar-beam, for the king of
Dublin to give a thrashing to the Danes."
    "Well," says the other, "the Danes is much better customers to
me; but since you walked so far I won't refuse. Hand that flail,"
says he to a young imp; and he winked the far-off eye at the same
time. So, while some were barring the gates, the young devil
climbed up, and took down the flail that had the hand-staff and
booltheen both made out of red-hot iron. The little vagabond was
grinning to think how it would burn the hands o' Tom, but the
dickens a burn it made on him, no more nor if it was a good oak
sapling.
    "Thankee," says Tom. "Now would you open the gate for a body,
and I'll give you no more trouble."
    "Oh, tramp!" says Ould Nick; "is that the way? It is easier getting
inside them gates than getting out again. Take that tool from him,
and give him a dose of the oil of stirrup."
So one fellow put out his claws to seize on the flail, but Tom give
him such a welt of it on the side of the head that he broke off one
of his horns, and made him roar like a devil as he was. Well, they
rushed at Tom, but he gave them, little and big, such a thrashing
as they didn't forget for a while. At last says the ould thief of all,
rubbing his elbow, "Let the fool out; and woe to whoever lets him
in again, great or small."
    So out marched Tom, and away with him, without minding the
shouting and cursing they kept up at him from the tops of the
walls; and when he got home to the big bawn of the palace, there
never was such running and racing as to see himself and the flail.
When he had his story told, he laid down the flail on the stone
steps, and bid no one for their lives to touch it. If the king, and
queen, and princess, made much of him before, they made ten
times more of him now; but Redhead, the mean scruff-hound,
stole over, and thought to catch hold of the flail to make an end
of him. His fingers hardly touched it, when he let a roar out of
him as if heaven and earth were coming together, and kept
flinging his arms about and dancing, that it was pitiful to look at
him. Tom ran at him as soon as he could rise, caught his hands in
his own two, and rubbed them this way and that, and the burning
pain left them before you could reckon one. Well, the poor fellow
between the pain that was only just gone, and the comfort he was
in, had the comicalest face that you ever see, it was such a
mixtherum-gatherum of laughing and crying. Everybody burst
out a laughing—the princess could not stop no more than the
rest; and then says Tom, "Now, ma'am, if there were fifty halves of
you, I hope you'll give me them all."
     Well, the princess looked at her father, and by my word, she
came over to Tom, and put her two delicate hands into his two
rough ones, and I wish it was myself was in his shoes that day!
    Tom would not bring the flail into the palace. You may be sure
no other body went near it; and when the early-risers were
passing next morning, they found two long clefts in the stone,
where it was after burning itself an opening downwards, nobody
could tell how far. But a messenger came in at noon, and said that
the Danes were so frightened when they heard of the flail coming
into Dublin that they got into their ships and sailed away.
    Well, I suppose, before they were married, Tom got some man,
like Pat Mara of Tomenine, to learn him the "principles of
politeness," fluxions, gunnery and fortification, decimal fractions,
practice, and the rule of three direct, the way he'd be able to keep
up a conversation with the royal family. Whether he ever lost his
time learning them sciences, I'm not sure, but it's as sure as fate
that his mother never more saw any want till the end of her days.
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By Kenneth Grahame

The Wind in the
Willows

In panic, he began to run.



III THE WILD WOOD

THE Mole had long wanted to make the acquaintance of the
Badger. He seemed, by all accounts, to be such an important
personage and, though rarely visible, to make his unseen
influence felt by everybody about the place. But whenever the
Mole mentioned his wish to the Water Rat, he always found
himself put off. "It's all right," the Rat would say. "Badger'll turn up
some day or other—he's always turning up—and then I'll
introduce you. The best of fellows! But you must not only take
him as you find him, but when you find him."
    "Couldn't you ask him here—dinner or something?" said the
Mole.
    "He wouldn't come," replied the Rat simply. "Badger hates
Society, and invitations, and dinner, and all that sort of thing."
    "Well, then, supposing we go and call on him?" suggested the
Mole.
    "O, I'm sure he wouldn't like that at all," said the Rat, quite
alarmed. "He's so very shy, he'd be sure to be offended. I've never
even ventured to call on him at his own home myself, though I
know him so well. Besides, we can't. It's quite out of the question,
because he lives in the very middle of the Wild Wood."
    "Well, supposing he does," said the Mole. "You told me the Wild
Wood was all right, you know."
    "O, I know, I know, so it is," replied the Rat evasively. "But I
think we won't go there just now. Not just yet. It's a long way, and
he wouldn't be at home at this time of year anyhow, and he'll be
coming along some day, if you'll wait quietly."
    The Mole had to be content with this. But the Badger never
came along, and every day brought its amusements, and it was
not till summer was long over, and cold and frost and miry ways
kept them much indoors, and the swollen river raced past outside
their windows with a speed that mocked at boating of any sort or
kind, that he found his thoughts dwelling again with much
persistence on the solitary grey Badger, who lived his own life by
himself, in his hole in the middle of the Wild Wood.
In the winter time the Rat slept a great deal, retiring early and
rising late. During his short day he sometimes scribbled poetry or
did other small domestic jobs about the house; and, of course,
there were always animals dropping in for a chat, and
consequently there was a good deal of story-telling and
comparing notes on the past summer and all its doings.
    Such a rich chapter it had been, when one came to look back
on it all! With illustrations so numerous and so very highly
coloured! The pageant of the river bank had marched steadily
along, unfolding itself in scene-pictures that succeeded each
other in stately procession. Purple loosestrife arrived early,
shaking luxuriant tangled locks along the edge of the mirror
whence its own face laughed back at it. Willow-herb, tender and
wistful, like a pink sunset cloud, was not slow to follow. Comfrey,
the purple hand-in-hand with the white, crept forth to take its
place in the line; and at last one morning the diffident and
delaying dog-rose stepped delicately on the stage, and one knew,
as if string-music had announced it in stately chords that strayed
into a gavotte, that June at last was here. One member of the
company was still awaited; the shepherd-boy for the nymphs to
woo, the knight for whom the ladies waited at the window, the
prince that was to kiss the sleeping summer back to life and love.
But when meadow-sweet, debonair and odorous in amber jerkin,
moved graciously to his place in the group, then the play was
ready to begin.
    And what a play it had been! Drowsy animals, snug in their
holes while wind and rain were battering at their doors, recalled
still keen mornings, an hour before sunrise, when the white mist,
as yet undispersed, clung closely along the surface of the water;
then the shock of the early plunge, the scamper along the bank,
and the radiant transformation of earth, air, and water, when
suddenly the sun was with them again, and grey was gold and
colour was born and sprang out of the earth once more. They
recalled the languorous siesta of hot mid-day, deep in green
undergrowth, the sun striking through in tiny golden shafts and
spots; the boating and bathing of the afternoon, the rambles
along dusty lanes and through yellow cornfields; and the long,
cool evening at last, when so many threads were gathered up, so
many friendships rounded, and so many adventures planned for
the morrow. There was plenty to talk about on those short winter
days when the animals found themselves round the fire; still, the
Mole had a good deal of spare time on his hands, and so one
afternoon, when the Rat in his arm-chair before the blaze was
alternately dozing and trying over rhymes that wouldn't fit, he
formed the resolution to go out by himself and explore the Wild 

Wood, and perhaps strike up an acquaintance with Mr. Badger.
    It was a cold still afternoon with a hard steely sky overhead,
when he slipped out of the warm parlour into the open air. The
country lay bare and entirely leafless around him, and he thought
that he had never seen so far and so intimately into the insides of
things as on that winter day when Nature was deep in her annual
slumber and seemed to have kicked the clothes off. Copses, dells,
quarries and all hidden places, which had been mysterious mines
for exploration in leafy summer, now exposed themselves and
their secrets pathetically, and seemed to ask him to overlook their
shabby poverty for a while, till they could riot in rich masquerade
as before, and trick and entice him with the old deceptions. It was
pitiful in a way, and yet cheering— even exhilarating. He was glad
that he liked the country undecorated, hard, and stripped of its
finery. He had got down to the bare bones of it, and they were
fine and strong and simple. He did not want the warm clover and
the play of seeding grasses; the screens of quickset, the billowy
drapery of beech and elm seemed best away; and with great
cheerfulness of spirit he pushed on towards the Wild Wood,
which lay before him low and threatening, like a black reef in
some still southern sea. There was nothing to alarm him at first
entry. Twigs crackled under his feet, logs tripped him, funguses
on stumps resembled caricatures, and startled him for the
moment by their likeness to something familiar and far away; but
that was all fun, and exciting. It led him on, and he penetrated to
where the light was less, and trees crouched nearer and nearer,
and holes made ugly mouths at him on either side.
    Everything was very still now. The dusk advanced on him
steadily, rapidly, gathering in behind and before; and the light
seemed to be draining away like flood-water.
    Then the faces began.
    It was over his shoulder, and indistinctly, that he first thought
he saw a face; a little evil wedge-shaped face, looking out at him
from a hole. When he turned and confronted it, the thing had
vanished.
    He quickened his pace, telling himself cheerfully not to begin
imagining things, or there would be simply no end to it. He
passed another hole, and another, and another; and then—yes!—
no!—yes! certainly a little, narrow face, with hard eyes, had
flashed up for an instant from a hole, and was gone. He hesitated
—braced himself up for an effort and strode on. Then suddenly,
and as if it had been so all the time, every hole, far and near, and
there were hundreds of them, seemed to possess its face, coming
and going rapidly, all fixing on him glances of malice and hatred:
all hard-eyed and evil and sharp.
    If he could only get away from the holes in the banks, he
thought, there would be no more faces. He swung off the path
and plunged into the untrodden places of the wood.
    Then the whistling began.
    Very faint and shrill it was, and far behind him, when first he
heard it; but somehow it made him hurry forward. Then, still
very faint and shrill, it sounded far ahead of him, and made him
hesitate and want to go back. As he halted in indecision it broke
out on either side, and seemed to be caught up and passed on
throughout the whole length of the wood to its farthest limit.
They were up and alert and ready, evidently, whoever they were!
And he—he was alone, and unarmed, and far from any help; and
the night was closing in.
    Then the pattering began.
He thought it was only falling leaves at first, so slight and delicate
was the sound of it. Then as it grew it took a regular rhythm, and
he knew it for nothing else but the pat-pat-pat of little feet still a
very long way off. Was it in front or behind? It seemed to be first
one, and then the other, then both. It grew and it multiplied, till
from every quarter as he listened anxiously, leaning this way and
that, it seemed to be closing in on him. As he stood still to
hearken, a rabbit came running hard towards him through the
trees. He waited, expecting it to slacken pace, or to swerve from
him into a different course. Instead, the animal almost brushed
him as it dashed past, his face set and hard, his eyes staring. "Get
out of this, you fool, get out!" the Mole heard him mutter as he
swung round a stump and disappeared down a friendly burrow.
     The pattering increased till it sounded like sudden hail on the
dry leaf-carpet spread around him. The whole wood seemed
running now, running hard, hunting, chasing, closing in round
something or—somebody? In panic, he began to run too,
aimlessly, he knew not whither. He ran up against things, he fell
over things and into things, he darted under things and dodged
round things. At last he took refuge in the deep dark hollow of an
old beech tree, which offered shelter, concealment—perhaps even
safety, but who could tell? Anyhow, he was too tired to run any 
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further, and could only snuggle down into the dry leaves which
had drifted into the hollow and hope he was safe for a time. And
as he lay there panting and trembling, and listened to the
whistlings and the patterings outside, he knew it at last, in all its
fullness, that dread thing which other little dwellers in field and
hedgerow had encountered here, and known as their darkest
moment—that thing which the Rat had vainly tried to shield him
from—the Terror of the Wild Wood!
    Meantime the Rat, warm and comfortable, dozed by his
fireside. His paper of half-finished verses slipped from his knee,
his head fell back, his mouth opened, and he wandered by the
verdant banks of dream-rivers. Then a coal slipped, the fire
crackled and sent up a spurt of flame, and he woke with a start.
Remembering what he had been engaged upon, he reached
down to the floor for his verses, pored over them for a minute,
and then looked round for the Mole to ask him if he knew a good
rhyme for something or other.
    But the Mole was not there.
    He listened for a time. The house seemed very quiet.
    Then he called "Moly!" several times, and, receiving no answer,
got up and went out into the hall.
    The Mole's cap was missing from its accustomed peg. His
goloshes, which always lay by the umbrella-stand, were also gone.
The Rat left the house, and carefully examined the muddy
surface of the ground outside, hoping to find the Mole's tracks.
There they were, sure enough. The goloshes were new, just
bought for the winter, and the pimples on their soles were fresh
and sharp. He could see the imprints of them in the mud,
running along straight and purposeful, leading direct to the Wild
Wood.
    The Rat looked very grave, and stood in deep thought for a
minute or two. Then he re-entered the house, strapped a belt
round his waist, shoved a brace of pistols into it, took up a stout
cudgel that stood in a corner of the hall, and set off for the Wild
Wood at a smart pace.
    It was already getting towards dusk when he reached the first
fringe of trees and plunged without hesitation into the wood,
looking anxiously on either side for any sign of his friend. Here
and there wicked little faces popped out of holes, but vanished
immediately at sight of the valorous animal, his pistols, and the
great ugly cudgel in his grasp; and the whistling and pattering,
which he had heard quite plainly on his first entry, died away and
ceased, and all was very still. He made his way manfully through
the length of the wood, to its furthest edge; then, forsaking all
paths, he set himself to traverse it, laboriously working over the
whole ground, and all the time calling out cheerfully, "Moly,
Moly, Moly! Where are you? It's me—it's old Rat!"
    He had patiently hunted through the wood for an hour or
more, when at last to his joy he heard a little answering cry.
Guiding himself by the sound, he made his way through the
gathering darkness to the foot of an old beech tree, with a hole in
it, and from out of the hole came a feeble voice, saying "Ratty! Is
that really you?"
    The Rat crept into the hollow, and there he found the Mole,
exhausted and still trembling. "O Rat!" he cried, "I've been so
frightened, you can't think!"
    "O, I quite understand," said the Rat soothingly. "You shouldn't
really have gone and done it, Mole. I did my best to keep you
from it. We river-bankers, we hardly ever come here by
ourselves. If we have to come, we come in couples at least; then
we're generally all right. Besides, there are a hundred things one
has to know, which we understand all about and you don't, as yet.
I mean passwords, and signs, and sayings which have power and
effect, and plants you carry in your pocket, and verses you repeat,
and dodges and tricks you practise; all simple enough when you
know them, but they've got to be known if you're small, or you'll
find yourself in trouble. Of course if you were Badger or Otter, it
would be quite another matter."
    "Surely the brave Mr. Toad wouldn't mind coming here by
himself, would he?" inquired the Mole.
    "Old Toad?" said the Rat, laughing heartily. "He wouldn't show 

his face here alone, not for a whole hatful of golden guineas,
Toad wouldn't."
    The Mole was greatly cheered by the sound of the Rat's
careless laughter, as well as by the sight of his stick and his
gleaming pistols, and he stopped shivering and began to feel
bolder and more himself again.
    "Now then," said the Rat presently, "we really must pull
ourselves together and make a start for home while there's still a
little light left. It will never do to spend the night here, you
understand. Too cold, for one thing."
    "Dear Ratty," said the poor Mole, "I'm dreadfully sorry, but I'm
simply dead beat and that's a solid fact. You must let me rest here
a while longer, and get my strength back, if I'm to get home at
all."
    "O, all right," said the good-natured Rat, "rest away. It's pretty
nearly pitch dark now, anyhow; and there ought to be a bit of a
moon later."
    So the Mole got well into the dry leaves and stretched himself
out, and presently dropped off into sleep, though of a broken
and troubled sort; while the Rat covered himself up, too, as best
he might, for warmth, and lay patiently waiting, with a pistol in
his paw.
    When at last the Mole woke up, much refreshed and in his
usual spirits, the Rat said, "Now then! I'll just take a look outside
and see if everything's quiet, and then we really must be off."
He went to the entrance of their retreat and put his head out.
Then the Mole heard him saying quietly to himself, "Hullo! hullo!
here—is—a—go!"
    "What's up, Ratty?" asked the Mole.
    "Snow is up," replied the Rat briefly; "or rather, down. It's
snowing hard."
    The Mole came and crouched beside him, and, looking out,
saw the wood that had been so dreadful to him in quite a
changed aspect. Holes, hollows, pools, pitfalls, and other black
menaces to the wayfarer were vanishing fast, and a gleaming
carpet of faery was springing up everywhere, that looked too
delicate to be trodden upon by rough feet. A fine powder filled
the air and caressed the cheek with a tingle in its touch, and the
black boles of the trees showed up in a light that seemed to come
from below.
    "Well, well, it can't be helped," said the Rat, after pondering.
"We must make a start, and take our chance, I suppose. The worst
of it is, I don't exactly know where we are. And now this snow
makes everything look so very different."
    It did indeed. The Mole would not have known that it was the
same wood. However, they set out bravely, and took the line that
seemed most promising, holding on to each other and
pretending with invincible cheerfulness that they recognized an
old friend in every fresh tree that grimly and silently greeted
them, or saw openings, gaps, or paths with a familiar turn in
them, in the monotony of white space and black tree-trunks that
refused to vary.
    An hour or two later—they had lost all count of time—they
pulled up, dispirited, weary, and hopelessly at sea, and sat down
on a fallen tree-trunk to recover their breath and consider what
was to be done. They were aching with fatigue and bruised with
tumbles; they had fallen into several holes and got wet through;
the snow was getting so deep that they could hardly drag their
little legs through it, and the trees were thicker and more like
each other than ever. There seemed to be no end to this wood,
and no beginning, and no difference in it, and, worst of all, no
way out.
    "We can't sit here very long," said the Rat. "We shall have to
make another push for it, and do something or other. The cold is
too awful for anything, and the snow will soon be too deep for us
to wade through." He peered about him and considered. "Look
here," he went on, "this is what occurs to me. There's a sort of dell
down here in front of us, where the ground seems all hilly and
humpy and hummocky. We'll make our way down into that, and
try and find some sort of shelter, a cave or hole with a dry floor
to it, out of the snow and the wind, and there we'll have a good 
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rest before we try again, for we're both of us pretty dead beat.
Besides, the snow may leave off, or something may turn up."
So once more they got on their feet, and struggled down into the
dell, where they hunted about for a cave or some corner that was
dry and a protection from the keen wind and the whirling snow.
They were investigating one of the hummocky bits the Rat had
spoken of, when suddenly the Mole tripped up and fell forward
on his face with a squeal.
    "O my leg!" he cried. "O my poor shin!" and he sat up on the
snow and nursed his leg in both his front paws. "Poor old Mole!"
said the Rat kindly. "You don't seem to be having much luck to-
day, do you? Let's have a look at the leg. Yes," he went on, going
down on his knees to look, "you've cut your shin, sure enough.
Wait till I get at my handkerchief, and I'll tie it up for you."
    "I must have tripped over a hidden branch or a stump," said the
Mole miserably. "O, my! O, my!"
    "It's a very clean cut," said the Rat, examining it again
attentively. "That was never done by a branch or a stump. Looks
as if it was made by a sharp edge of something in metal. Funny!"
He pondered awhile, and examined the humps and slopes that
surrounded them.
    "Well, never mind what done it," said the Mole, forgetting his
grammar in his pain. "It hurts just the same, whatever done it."
    But the Rat, after carefully tying up the leg with his
handkerchief, had left him and was busy scraping in the snow. He
scratched and shovelled and explored, all four legs working
busily, while the Mole waited impatiently, remarking at intervals,
"O, come on, Rat!"
    Suddenly the Rat cried "Hooray!" and then "Hooray-oo-ray-oo-
ray-oo-ray!" and fell to executing a feeble jig in the snow.
    "What have you found, Ratty?" asked the Mole, still nursing his
leg.
    "Come and see!" said the delighted Rat, as he jigged on.
    The Mole hobbled up to the spot and had a good look.
    "Well," he said at last, slowly, "I see it right enough. Seen the
same sort of thing before, lots of times. Familiar object, I call it. A
door-scraper! Well, what of it? Why dance jigs around a door-
scraper?"
    "But don't you see what it means, you—you dull-witted
animal?" cried the Rat impatiently.
    "Of course I see what it means," replied the Mole. "It simply
means that some very careless and forgetful person has left his
door-scraper lying about in the middle of the Wild Wood, just
where it's sure to trip everybody up. Very thoughtless of him, I
call it. When I get home I shall go and complain about it to—to
somebody or other, see if I don't!"
    "O, dear! O, dear!" cried the Rat, in despair at his obtuseness.
"Here, stop arguing and come and scrape!" And he set to work
again and made the snow fly in all directions around him.
    After some further toil his efforts were rewarded, and a very
shabby door-mat lay exposed to view.
    "There, what did I tell you?" exclaimed the Rat in great
triumph.
    "Absolutely nothing whatever," replied the Mole, with perfect
truthfulness. "Well now," he went on, "you seem to have found
another piece of domestic litter, done for and thrown away, and I
suppose you're perfectly happy. Better go ahead and dance your
jig round that if you've got to, and get it over, and then perhaps
we can go on and not waste any more time over rubbish-heaps.
Can we eat a doormat? Or sleep under a door-mat? Or sit on a
door-mat and sledge home over the snow on it, you exasperating
rodent?"
    "Do—you—mean—to—say," cried the excited Rat, "that this
door-mat doesn't tell you anything?"
    "Really, Rat," said the Mole, quite pettishly, "I think we'd had
enough of this folly. Who ever heard of a door-mat telling
anyone anything? They simply don't do it. They are not that sort
at all. Door-mats know their place."
    "Now look here, you—you thick-headed beast," replied the Rat,
really angry, "this must stop. Not another word, but scrape—
scrape and scratch and dig and hunt round, especially on the 

sides of the hummocks, if you want to sleep dry and warm to-
night, for it's our last chance!"
     The Rat attacked a snow-bank beside them with ardour,
probing with his cudgel everywhere and then digging with fury;
and the Mole scraped busily too, more to oblige the Rat than for
any other reason, for his opinion was that his friend was getting
light-headed.
    Some ten minutes' hard work, and the point of the Rat's cudgel
struck something that sounded hollow. He worked till he could
get a paw through and feel; then called the Mole to come and
help him. Hard at it went the two animals, till at last the result of
their labours stood full in view of the astonished and hitherto
incredulous Mole.
    In the side of what had seemed to be a snow-bank stood a
solid-looking little door, painted a dark green. An iron bell-pull
hung by the side, and below it, on a small brass plate, neatly
engraved in square capital letters, they could read by the aid of
moonlight
    MR. BADGER.
    The Mole fell backwards on the snow from sheer surprise and
delight. "Rat!" he cried in penitence, "you're a wonder! A real
wonder, that's what you are. I see it all now! You argued it out,
step by step, in that wise head of yours, from the very moment
that I fell and cut my shin, and you looked at the cut, and at once
your majestic mind said to itself, 'Door-scraper!' And then you
turned to and found the very door-scraper that done it! Did you
stop there? No. Some people would have been quite satisfied; but
not you. Your intellect went on working. 'Let me only just find a
door-mat,' says you to yourself, 'and my theory is proved!' And of
course you found your door-mat. You're so clever, I believe you
could find anything you liked. 'Now,' says you, 'that door exists, as
plain as if I saw it. There's nothing else remains to be done but to
find it!' Well, I've read about that sort of thing in books, but I've
never come across it before in real life. You ought to go where
you'll be properly appreciated. You're simply wasted here, among
us fellows. If I only had your head, Ratty—"
    "But as you haven't," interrupted the Rat, rather unkindly, "I
suppose you're going to sit on the snow all night and talk? Get up
at once and hang on to that bell-pull you see there, and ring hard,
as hard as you can, while I hammer!"
    While the Rat attacked the door with his stick, the Mole sprang
up at the bell-pull, clutched it and swung there, both feet well off
the ground, and from quite a long way off they could faintly hear
a deep-toned bell respond.
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Barnaby Jones cursed as he read the paper all over again.
    “Let it go, will you?” his wife said across him from the table,
buttering her toast.
    “Let it go?” said Barnaby, and shook the feeble newspaper in
his hands as if he was wringing the collar of a ruffian who owed
him money. “I am not letting go. It’s libel, I tell you, I tell you.”
    “It’s just a few reviews, dear,” said Mrs. Jones while her husband
huffed and puffed and submerged his head behind the wrinkled
paper. She stared at his poor coffee, which had gone cold before
he had even sapped its warmth. But Mr. Jones didn’t need the hot
beverage. He was plenty fired up without it.
    The reason for Barnaby Jones’ distress and rage was the recent
reviews of his new book.
    He had put a lot of effort into it, researching for weeks and
writing for months; the gestation slow, the delivery hard. And
now that it was out, his baby was being savaged by unsensible and
illiterate — his words — “ivory tower dwellers.”
    “They should all jump off from there if this is what they call a
book review,” Mr. Jones said with bile. “Listen to this one,” — he
adjusted in his chair, straightening his back —
    “Barnaby Jones has been a formidable writer in the past. But it
seems the present has caught up to him. His style is eclectic and
delightful as it has always been, and so too his prose has lost
none of its charm and vigor; however, his subject is well-trodden,
or one could say, well-dead.
    Mr. Jones is not saying anything new that others haven’t said.
Sure, it is a tragic little book, but so are many. It is not even in the
‘Jonesian’ irony that he is known to write with that wink that he
gives to the audience. No, Mr. Jones has become somber. No
longer is he drunk with slyness in the celebration of the
insignificance of life; he has become a teetotaler, shy and
shrinking, asking the waiter if they serve orange juice at the orgy.
Bah!”
    Barnaby threw down the paper like a titan hurling down a rock.
It settled softly on the hardwood. Sunlight was pouring in
through the windows on a jocund summer day. The dust was
traveling on the sunbeams that crisscrossed around the kitchen,
especially around Barnaby, which, to Mrs. Jones’ eyes, made him
look like he was perspiring dust like a dragon would snort
flame.
    “I liked it,” put in Mrs. Jones, smiling.
    Mr. Jones gave her a knowing look.
    Mrs. Jones laughed. “At least the parts I understood.”
    Mr. Jones sighed and sulked, elbows and palms supporting his
chin, upon which a few white hairs had started to blossom. Mrs.
Jones thought how young he looked when he did so.
    Thirty years married, and sometimes she wondered if her eyes
were playing tricks on her. Her husband, once the young man,
the fumbling, the asking out, his embarrassed yet proud
admission of wanting to make it as a writer, her yes, his shock,
their life. So much had changed, and yet sometimes the way he
appeared, it was as if he was still the same in some strange
manner, which she could not say the same for her.
    “I think I will go out for a bit, clear my head,” said the old man,
putting on his coat and his hat. “Anything you want me to bring
back?”
    “Bring my husband back to supper, will you please?” she said as
he put on his hat.
    “Yes, ma’am.”

#

June found him strolling down the street, hands buried in his
pockets, with a deep frown on his face. Mischievous, she sent an
errant breeze his way to topple his hat, but Mr. Jones was quick
and held on to it. Thwarted, she settled for stringing beads of
sweat on his exposed nape.
    The world was awashed with light; the golden sun tipped over
in largesse, bright wine pouring down the heavens, flooding a
lightless earth and turning it into a bright moon. However,
one man in the moon, Mr. Jones, carried his rain cloud with him, 

lost in his dark cumulus thoughts on the assessment of his book.
He was caught between two thoughts: one, that they might be
right about it, and the other, that they were a bunch of hacks.
Personally, he favored the latter; professionally, he thought the
former had some merit, albeit very little, and most likely,
ignorable.
    Still, he was troubled in a way he couldn’t make sense of. And
truth to be told, it had started way before the reviews came in.
Lately, he had been unsure of himself and his writing.
    He put effort into it, he always did. But something was missing
in it. And if he was honest with himself, it wasn’t just with the
latest one. He had been feeling it for a long time, but the praise
and prestige that he was getting out of them, not to forget the
money, served as a mental anesthetic. Now that the drug was
gone, he was able to reflect. He didn’t understand what he
saw.
    He walked into the local library, keeping his head down. Maybe
reading a book might help him get out of his funk. His new book
was there; the glossy copies advertised on two metal racks. He
walked past it to the shelves. He eyed the spines, nothing really
taking his fancy. He was just browsing in the end. He sighed and
stopped when he came to a row that contained all his works. He
inspected them. Each one was hard work. That one took him to
go and search for an obscure book. The search had led him to an
out-of-town library in a town that didn’t have electricity. This one
took him to go through decades of correspondence just to find if
a guy had ever kept a monkey named Helen as a pet. One took
him to learn another language entirely. Pity he had forgotten
most of it now. As Mr. Jones looked at them, he suddenly realized
how far back this feeling of missing something had been haunting
him.
    “Excuse me.”
    Mr. Jones looked to his left to see who called him. A man was
looking at him. His inquisitive eyes were searching at him,
alternating between either gleaming in familiarity or clouding in
puzzlement, with his mouth pursed as if it was unsure if it could
break out into a smile or not. Finally, he spoke again.
    “Are you by any chance the writer Barnaby Jones?” he asked
softly
    Mr. Jones was surprised. He nodded. Now, the man did smile,
and his eyes went large as spoons, but Mr. Jones quickly put up
his finger in a shushing gesture before he betrayed his
presence to the whole library.
    “Goodness me, it’s really you,” the man whispered.
    “There’s a cafe nearby,” whispered back Mr. Jones. “Let’s talk
there.”

#

“I am sure you get this a lot, but you are my favorite writer,” said
the man, now named Charlie. He looked to be in his late twenties,
but his demeanor was that of a younger, carefree
guy.
    Mr. Jones couldn’t lie that this made him feel good. Like all
writers, he was a sucker for praise. Even the successful ones were.
They never do forget the time when they didn’t get any.
    And right now he could really use some. He felt good enough
that he was ordering burgers and fries and soda for both of them
— his treat, of course. He conversed as they chewed.
    “But how did you recognize me?” asked Mr. Jones, forgetting
his vanity for a little
moment. “I don’t have any public photographs, so how did you
know it was me?”
    “Oh, but you do,” said Charlie. “Wait a sec.”
    He rummaged through his bag and took out a book. It was an
old, beaten-up thing, the cracked spine all fissures, the cover
wrinkled where it wasn’t torn, the colors faded so much so that
the words blended together with the front illustration rendering
both unrecognizable, and the text block deeply jaundiced. But
something about it made Mr. Jones stop chewing. In his brain, a
key was slowly turning into a rusty lock, straining against the 
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years and years of congealed rust.
    “That book…” he said. “I think I know it.”
    “Of course, you do,” said Charlie, smiling, and turned the cover.
In the first yellowed page was written the words: Silver Pages by
Barnaby Jones.
    The lock broke. Memories gushed in. They came so fast and
came so strong that Mr. Jones found it difficult to focus on any
particular one. So jumbled everything was that the very words
which made all of them come blasting in looked alien to him. His
own name didn’t look like his own. Charlie broke the silence first.
    “And this is how I recognized you,” said Charlie. He flipped to
the last page. On the inside cover was a black and white picture of
a young man, sitting with his right hand under his chin and
smiling at the camera. There was a blurb next to him with the
first two words all in capital: BARNABY JONES.
    Yes, he now remembered. Silver Pages. Silver Pages! It was the
first novel he ever got published. That picture he took with such
excitement and pride. It was so long coming. Three manuscripts
had been rejected before Silver Pages got to the finish line. Those
long years, toiling away, between world-conquering vim and
soul-crushing despair — one moment feeling like a genius,
another moment feeling like an imposter, one second chucking
the sheets in the air and another minute picking them up, cursing
yourself for dirtying them. The sendoff at the post office, the
waiting and stalking the mailman every time he came into sight,
and hoping he would stop at your mailbox and put the
Schrödinger’s envelope in, the mad dash to the tin can, the
anticipation, the dread, the five stages of grief before even
breaking the glue, the letter itself, the words on the page:

Dear Mr. Barnaby Jones,
We would like to publish—

The yell. The barbaric, lungs-puncturing yell. His landlady at his
door, asking what in the world was happening in there. The
neighbors peeking their heads out of their doors, asking who
died, him running down the staircase while everybody staring at
him, and him chasing down the road to shake the mailman’s
hand, the absolute fear in the mailman’s face as he stood there
while he cracked his arm up and down — yes, it was all coming
back to him.
    “Ah, Silver Pages,” said Mr. Jones as he came back to the cafe.
“My first novel. The one that got me in.”
    “Yup, my favorite as well,” said Charlie.
    Mr. Jones cocked an eyebrow. “Really?”
    Silver Pages was the one that got him in, but he would not
think it was his best work. It was pretty juvenile from what he
remembered. The story was about a magical book that would
be a dangerous tool in the hands of the wrong person. It could
even release demons imprisoned in the lowest hell of Tartarus.
So, the book was hidden away right where it was least expected to
be: Tartarus itself. To protect it from being used by the demons,
its pages were gilded with silver, rendering just the act of
touching it with your pinky excruciatingly painful, very much
less open and read it for the book was sealed also with a lock. In
order to get the book, the prince of hell, Satan, decides to have a
child with a mortal woman, so that his half-demon and half-
human hybrid can go into hell and retrieve the book for him.
When Lucian, Lucifer’s son, refuses to help his father, Lucifer
holds his mother’s life hostage in exchange for the book. Having
no other recourse, Lucian starts his journey into the underworld
to find the book and save his mother.
    Pretty cliche, thought Mr. Jones. I felt pretty clever at the time
for keeping the book right where the demons were and the silver
on the leaves to keep away. Though I don’t think I ever clearly
answered why Satan didn’t just bring Lucian to Tartarus instead
of sending him on a journey, or why he even needed a half-
demon, half-human boy to get the book for him. Maybe it was
something about being able to withstand the environment of hell
or something.
    “What about my other books?” asked Mr. Jones. “How did you 

like them?”
    “Well,” began Charlie, but he seemed suddenly more interested
in his fries. “They are good too.”
    “Which one do you think is better?” asked Mr. Jones. “The
Shape of Days or What Remains?”
    “I don’t think I have read What Remains.”
    “I see. What about the Shape of Days?”
    “I think it’s good.”
    “What do you like most about it?”
    “Well,” began Charlie. “The prose.”
    “I see.”
    “Yeah,” said Charlie.
    Mr. Jones smiled, nonplussed. “Charlie, you haven’t read both
of them cause I didn’t write either of them.”
    “Oh,” said Charlie, scratching his temple. “Sorry, Mr. Jones, I
didn’t want to seem rude.”
    Mr. Jones waved it away. “Don’t worry about it. Now, let me ask
you, have you read any of my other works? And answer truthfully
if you haven’t — my wife certainly does.”
    Charlie shook his head with an apologetic smile. “It’s just that I
like Silver Pages a lot. I tried to read your other books, but they
were not like Silver Pages.”
    “So you like fantasy,” said Mr. Jones.
    “No, I wouldn’t say that exactly. I have read other fantasy
books, but I like yours much better.”
    Mr. Jones frowned. Was he making fun of him? It wasn’t that
good at all.
    “Actually, I was in the bookstore looking for another copy of
Silver Pages cause this one is starting to bite the dust. I couldn’t,
but I did find you. Imagine my shock.”
    “Yeah,” said Mr. Jones. “Silver Pages was stated to run for a
thousand copies, but it only sold around ninety or something.
There were no reprints, and I don’t know what happened to the
rest of the unsold ones.”
    Charlie nodded, dismayed. “I suppose that makes mine
something of a collector’s copy.”
    If anybody even wants it, thought Mr. Jones.
    “It’s a bummer, though,” said Charlie. “It’s a really fun read, and
I think you even implied a sequel in the last pages with Lucian
going on another journey to destroy the book. Why
didn’t you write a sequel?”
    Because it was juvenile, Mr. Jones wanted to say. That it was just
some schlock he wrote when he was young and didn’t know
better, that luckily, after publishing it, he grew up and wrote
actual literature, good literature that dealt with actual people and
actual reality, that his books started selling when he did so, that
his name started being known when he did so. But he didn’t
say that. Something in Charlie’s face made him unable to say it.
Something inside his own face made him not say it.
    “Charlie, why do you like Silver Pages?”
    “Where to start, Mr. Jones. The characters, the adventure, the
setting of hell — man, where to start? I suppose, if I have to say
why I like it so much… I think I like Silver Pages because it is
sincere.”
    Mr. Jones successfully suppressed a yell.

#

“Welcome back, dear,” said Mrs. Jones, but for a moment she
thought he was somebody else. He was wearing something of a
mishmash between a grin and a grimace, looking ahead into
nowhere. His head was cocked a little to the right and down, his
index finger was furiously scratching his shaven chin, and then,
he looked like himself again, maybe more than he ever did.
    “Barny, everything alright?”
    “Yes, yes,” said Mr. Jones, hanging his hat and his coat.
“Everything good... or maybe it isn’t.”
    “What do you mean?” she asked.
    “I keep my books, the ones I wrote, in the attic, right?”
    “Right.”
    “Excuse me.”
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“But supper.”
    “It won’t take a moment,” he said as he marched up the stairs.
It was close to an hour when Mrs. Jones got up from the dining
table and followed after her husband. She found him on the attic
floor with cardboard boxes open everywhere and all of his books
scattered around him. He was reading one of them, an old-
looking thing.
    “Silver Pages,” said Mrs. Jones.
    Mr. Jones looked up. “Ah, this one you remember.”
    She leaned against the doorway as memories warmed inside
her head. “Of course, I do. You wooed me with it, saying you
were going to be some bigshot writer now that it was in print.”
    “Well, it worked.”
    Both of them chuckled.
    “Why are you reading it right now?” she asked.
    He gave her an impish smile, and for a moment, Mrs. Jones
thought he looked younger than ever. “Cause now is the right
time to read it.”

#

The common verdict became that Barnaby Jones had given up.
He had given up the craft that he had cultivated and went back to
the realm of potboilers. His critics savaged him in the papers
while his fans were less unsure of how to feel. As for Mr. Jones,
he neatly folded the newspaper and put it away. He ate a hearty
breakfast with his wife, and they talked lightly about this and
that. After the meal, he kissed his wife, took a package from the
mantlepiece, and went out straight to the post office and mailed
it. Outside, snow was starting to fall.
    When Charlie opened the package, he saw there were two
books and a note on top. He
read the note first:

Dear Charlie, I went home that day after we parted from the cafe (and I
am glad I had mind enough to ask where you lived), and searched for my
copy of Silver Pages. The one that you now hold in your hands is that.
And you know, you were right. Silver Pages did promise a sequel, and I
think enough time has passed that I should fulfill it. I have dedicated the
book to you. I hope it is as sincere as the one that preceded it. — Barnaby
Jones

    Charlie held the new book and read the title: Golden Book.
He yelled.



By G K Chesterton

The Perishing of
the Pendragons

The Wisdom of Father Brown Chapter 8



FATHER BROWN was in no mood for adventures. He had lately
fallen ill with over-work, and when he began to recover, his
friend Flambeau had taken him on a cruise in a small yacht with
Sir Cecil Fanshaw, a young Cornish squire and an enthusiast for
Cornish coast scenery. But Brown was still rather weak; he was no
very happy sailor; and though he was never of the sort that either
grumbles or breaks down, his spirits did not rise above patience
and civility. When the other two men praised the ragged violet
sunset or the ragged volcanic crags, he agreed with them. When
Flambeau pointed out a rock shaped like a dragon, he looked at it
and thought it very like a dragon. When Fanshaw more excitedly
indicated a rock that was like Merlin, he looked at it, and
signified assent. When Flambeau asked whether this rocky gate
of the twisted river was not the gate of Fairyland, he said “Yes.”
He heard the most important things and the most trivial with the
same tasteless absorption. He heard that the coast was death to all
but careful seamen; he also heard that the ship’s cat was asleep.
He heard that Fanshaw couldn’t find his cigar-holder anywhere;
he also heard the pilot deliver the oracle “Both eyes bright, she’s
all right; one eye winks, down she sinks.” He heard Flambeau say
to Fanshaw that no doubt this meant the pilot must keep both
eyes open and be spry. And he heard  Fanshaw say to Flambeau
that, oddly enough, it didn’t mean this: it meant that while they
saw two of the coast lights, one near and the other distant, exactly
side by side, they were in the right river-channel; but that if one
light was hidden behind the other, they were going on the rocks.
He heard Fanshaw add that his country was full of such quaint
fables and idioms; it was the very home of romance; he even
pitted this part of Cornwall against Devonshire, as a claimant to
the laurels of Elizabethan seamanship. According to him there
had been captains among these coves and islets compared with
whom Drake was practically a landsman. He heard Flambeau
laugh, and ask if, perhaps, the adventurous title of “Westward
Ho!” only meant that all Devonshire men wished they were living
in Cornwall. He heard Fanshaw say there was no need to be silly;
that not only had Cornish captains been heroes, but that they
were heroes still: that near that very spot there was an old
admiral, now retired, who was scarred by thrilling voyages full of
adventures; and who had in his youth found the last group of
eight Pacific Islands that was added to the chart of the world.
This Cecil Fanshaw was, in person, of the kind that commonly
urges such crude but pleasing enthusiasms; a very young man,
light-haired, high-coloured, with an eager profile; with a boyish
bravado of spirits, but an almost girlish delicacy of tint and type.
The big shoulders, black brows and black mousquetaire swagger
of Flambeau were a great contrast.
    All these trivialities Brown heard and saw; but heard them as a
tired man hears a tune in the railway wheels, or saw them as a
sick man sees the pattern of his wall-paper. No one can calculate
the turns of mood in convalescence: but Father Brown’s
depression must have had a great deal to do with his mere
unfamiliarity with the sea. For as the river mouth narrowed like
the neck of a bottle, and the water grew calmer and the air
warmer and more earthly, he seemed to wake up and take notice
like a baby. They had reached that phase just after sunset when
air and water both look bright, but earth and all its growing
things look almost black by comparison. About this particular
evening, however, there was something exceptional. It was one of
those rare atmospheres in which a smoked-glass slide seems to
have been slid away from between us and Nature; so that even
dark colours on that day look more gorgeous than bright colours
on cloudier days. The trampled earth of the river-banks and the
peaty stain in the pools did not look drab but glowing umber,
and the dark woods astir in the breeze did not look, as usual, dim
blue with mere depth of distance, but more like wind-tumbled
masses of some vivid violet blossom. This magic clearness and
intensity in the colours was further forced on Brown’s slowly
reviving senses by something romantic and even secret in the
very form of the landscape.
    The river was still well wide and deep enough for a pleasure
boat so small as theirs; but the curves of the country-side
suggested that it was closing in on either hand; the woods
seemed to be making broken and flying attempts at bridge-
building—as if the boat were passing from the romance of a
valley to the romance of a hollow and so to the supreme
romance of a tunnel. Beyond this mere look of things there was
little for Brown’s freshening fancy to feed on; he saw no human
beings, except some gipsies trailing along the river bank, with
faggots and osiers cut in the forest; and one sight no longer
unconventional, but in such remote parts still uncommon: a
dark-haired lady, bare-headed, and paddling her own canoe. If
Father Brown ever attached any importance to either of these, he 

certainly forgot them at the next turn of the river which brought
in sight a singular object.
    The water seemed to widen and split, being cloven by the dark
wedge of a fish-shaped and wooded islet. With the rate at which
they went, the islet seemed to swim towards them like a ship; a
ship with a very high prow—or, to speak more strictly, a very high
funnel. For at the extreme point nearest them stood up an odd-
looking building, unlike anything they could remember or
connect with any purpose. It was not specially high, but it was too
high for its breadth to be called anything but a tower. Yet it
appeared to be built entirely of wood, and that in a most unequal
and eccentric way. Some of the planks and beams were of good,
seasoned oak; some of such wood cut raw and recent; some again
of white pinewood, and a great deal more of the same sort of
wood painted black with tar. These black beams were set crooked
or crisscross at all kinds of angles, giving the whole a most patchy
and puzzling appearance. There were one or two windows, which
appeared to be coloured and leaded in an old-fashioned but
more elaborate style. The travellers looked at it with that
paradoxical feeling we have when something reminds us of
something, and yet we are certain it is something very different.
Father Brown, even when he was mystified, was clever in
analysing his own mystification. And he found himself reflecting
that the oddity seemed to consist in a particular shape cut out in
an incongruous material; as if one saw a top-hat made of tin, or a
frock-coat cut out of tartan. He was sure he had seen timbers of
different tints arranged like that somewhere, but never in such
architectural proportions. The next moment a glimpse through
the dark trees told him all he wanted to know and he laughed.
Through a gap in the foliage there appeared for a moment one of
those old wooden houses, faced with black beams, which are still
to be found here and there in England, but which most of us see
imitated in some show called “Old London” or “Shakespeare’s
England’. It was in view only long enough for the priest to see
that, however old-fashioned, it was a comfortable and well-kept
country-house, with flower-beds in front of it. It had none of the
piebald and crazy look of the tower that seemed made out of its
refuse.
    “What on earth’s this?” said Flambeau, who was still staring at
the tower.
    Fanshaw’s eyes were shining, and he spoke triumphantly. “Aha!
you’ve not seen a place quite like this before, I fancy; that’s why
I’ve brought you here, my friend. Now you shall see whether I
exaggerate about the mariners of Cornwall. This place belongs to
Old Pendragon, whom we call the Admiral; though he retired
before getting the rank. The spirit of Raleigh and Hawkins is a
memory with the Devon folk; it’s a modern fact with the
Pendragons. If Queen Elizabeth were to rise from the grave and
come up this river in a gilded barge, she would be received by the
Admiral in a house exactly such as she was accustomed to, in
every corner and casement, in every panel on the wall or plate on
the table. And she would find an English Captain still talking
fiercely of fresh lands to be found in little ships, as much as if she
had dined with Drake.”
    “She’d find a rum sort of thing in the garden,” said Father
Brown, “which would not please her Renaissance eye. That
Elizabethan domestic architecture is charming in its way; but it’s
against the very nature of it to break out into turrets.”
    “And yet,” answered Fanshaw, “that’s the most romantic and
Elizabethan part of the business. It was built by the Pendragons in
the very days of the Spanish wars; and though it’s needed
patching and even rebuilding for another reason, it’s always been
rebuilt in the old way. The story goes that the lady of Sir Peter
Pendragon built it in this place and to this height, because from
the top you can just see the corner where vessels turn into the
river mouth; and she wished to be the first to see her husband’s
ship, as he sailed home from the Spanish Main.”
    “For what other reason,” asked Father Brown, “do you mean
that it has been rebuilt?”
    “Oh, there’s a strange story about that, too,” said the young
squire with relish. “You are really in a land of strange stories. King
Arthur was here and Merlin and the fairies before him. The story
goes that Sir Peter Pendragon, who (I fear) had some of the faults
of the pirates as well as the virtues of the sailor, was bringing
home three Spanish gentlemen in honourable captivity,
intending to escort them to Elizabeth’s court. But he was a man of
flaming and tigerish temper, and coming to high words with one
of them, he caught him by the throat and flung him by accident
or design, into the sea. A second Spaniard, who was the brother of
the first, instantly drew his sword and flew at Pendragon, and
after a short but furious combat in which both got three wounds
in as many minutes, Pendragon drove his blade through the 
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other’s body and the second Spaniard was accounted for. As it
happened the ship had already turned into the river mouth and
was close to comparatively shallow water. The third Spaniard
sprang over the side of the ship, struck out for the shore, and was
soon near enough to it to stand up to his waist in water. And
turning again to face the ship, and holding up both arms to
Heaven—like a prophet calling plagues upon a wicked city—he
called out to Pendragon in a piercing and terrible voice, that he at
least was yet living, that he would go on living, that he would live
for ever; and that generation after generation the house of
Pendragon should never see him or his, but should know by very
certain signs that he and his vengeance were alive. With that he
dived under the wave, and was either drowned or swam so long
under water that no hair of his head was seen afterwards.”
    “There’s that girl in the canoe again,” said Flambeau
irrelevantly, for good-looking young women would call him off
any topic.     “She seems bothered by the queer tower just as we
were.”
Indeed, the black-haired young lady was letting her canoe float
slowly and silently past the strange islet; and was looking intently
up at the strange tower, with a strong glow of curiosity on her
oval and olive face.
    “Never mind girls,” said Fanshaw impatiently, “there are plenty
of them in the world, but not many things like the Pendragon
Tower. As you may easily suppose, plenty of superstitions and
scandals have followed in the track of the Spaniard’s curse; and
no doubt, as you would put it, any accident happening to this
Cornish family would be connected with it by rural credulity. But
it is perfectly true that this tower has been burnt down two or
three times; and the family can’t be called lucky, for more than
two, I think, of the Admiral’s near kin have perished by
shipwreck; and one at least, to my own knowledge, on practically
the same spot where Sir Peter threw the Spaniard overboard.”
    “What a pity!” exclaimed Flambeau. “She’s going.”
    “When did your friend the Admiral tell you this family
history?” asked Father Brown, as the girl in the canoe paddled off,
without showing the least intention of extending her interest
from the tower to the yacht, which Fanshaw had already caused
to lie alongside the island.
    “Many years ago,” replied Fanshaw; “he hasn’t been to sea for
some time now, though he is as keen on it as ever. I believe
there’s a family compact or something. Well, here’s the landing
stage; let’s come ashore and see the old boy.”
    They followed him on to the island, just under the tower, and
Father Brown, whether from the mere touch of dry land, or the
interest of something on the other bank of the river (which he
stared at very hard for some seconds), seemed singularly
improved in briskness. They entered a wooded avenue between
two fences of thin greyish wood, such as often enclose parks or
gardens, and over the top of which the dark trees tossed to and
fro like black and purple plumes upon the hearse of a giant. The
tower, as they left it behind, looked all the quainter, because such
entrances are usually flanked by two towers; and this one looked
lopsided. But for this, the avenue had the usual appearance of the
entrance to a gentleman’s grounds; and, being so curved that the
house was now out of sight, somehow looked a much larger park
than any plantation on such an island could really be. Father
Brown was, perhaps, a little fanciful in his fatigue, but he almost
thought the whole place must be growing larger, as things do in a
nightmare. Anyhow, a mystical monotony was the only character
of their march, until Fanshaw suddenly stopped, and pointed to
something sticking out through the grey fence—something that
looked at first rather like the imprisoned horn of some beast.
Closer observation showed that it was a slightly curved blade of
metal that shone faintly in the fading light.  
    Flambeau, who like all Frenchmen had been a soldier, bent
over it and said in a startled voice: “Why, it’s a sabre! I believe I
know the sort, heavy and curved, but shorter than the cavalry;
they used to have them in artillery and the—”
    As he spoke the blade plucked itself out of the crack it had
made and came down again with a more ponderous slash,
splitting the fissiparous fence to the bottom with a rending noise.
Then it was pulled out again, flashed above the fence some feet
further along, and again split it halfway down with the first
stroke; and after waggling a little to extricate itself (accompanied
with curses in the darkness) split it down to the ground with a
second. Then a kick of devilish energy sent the whole loosened
square of thin wood flying into the pathway, and a great gap of
dark coppice gaped in the paling.
    Fanshaw peered into the dark opening and uttered an
exclamation of astonishment. “My dear Admiral!” he exclaimed, 

“do you—er—do you generally cut out a new front door
whenever you want to go for a walk?”
    The voice in the gloom swore again, and then broke into a
jolly laugh. “No,” it said; “I’ve really got to cut down this fence
somehow; it’s spoiling all the plants, and no one else here can do
it. But I’ll only carve another bit off the front door, and then
come out and welcome you.”
    And sure enough, he heaved up his weapon once more, and,
hacking twice, brought down another and similar strip of fence,
making the opening about fourteen feet wide in all. Then
through this larger forest gateway he came out into the evening
light, with a chip of grey wood sticking to his sword-blade.
    He momentarily fulfilled all Fanshaw’s fable of an old piratical
Admiral; though the details seemed afterwards to decompose
into accidents. For instance, he wore a broad-brimmed hat as
protection against the sun; but the front flap of it was turned up
straight to the sky, and the two corners pulled down lower than
the ears, so that it stood across his forehead in a crescent like the
old cocked hat worn by Nelson. He wore an ordinary dark-blue
jacket, with nothing special about the buttons, but the
combination of it with white linen trousers somehow had a
sailorish look. He was tall and loose, and walked with a sort of
swagger, which was not a sailor’s roll, and yet somehow suggested
it; and he held in his hand a short sabre which was like a navy
cutlass, but about twice as big. Under the bridge of the hat his
eagle face looked eager, all the more because it was not only
clean-shaven, but without eyebrows. It seemed almost as if all the
hair had come off his face from his thrusting it through a throng
of elements. His eyes were prominent and piercing. His colour
was curiously attractive, while partly tropical; it reminded one
vaguely of a blood-orange. That is, that while it was ruddy and
sanguine, there was a yellow in it that was in no way sickly, but
seemed rather to glow like gold apples of the Hesperides—Father
Brown thought he had never seen a figure so expressive of all the
romances about the countries of the Sun.
    When Fanshaw had presented his two friends to their host he
fell again into a tone of rallying the latter about his wreckage of
the fence and his apparent rage of profanity. The Admiral pooh-
poohed it at first as a piece of necessary but annoying garden
work; but at length the ring of real energy came back into his
laughter, and he cried with a mixture of impatience and good
humour:
    “Well, perhaps I do go at it a bit rabidly, and feel a kind of
pleasure in smashing anything. So would you if your only
pleasure was in cruising about to find some new Cannibal
Islands, and you had to stick on this muddy little rockery in a
sort of rustic pond. When I remember how I’ve cut down a mile
and a half of green poisonous jungle with an old cutlass half as
sharp as this; and then remember I must stop here and chop this
matchwood, because of some confounded old bargain scribbled
in a family Bible, why, I—”
    He swung up the heavy steel again; and this time sundered the
wall of wood from top to bottom at one stroke.
    “I feel like that,” he said laughing, but furiously flinging the
sword some yards down the path, “and now let’s go up to the
house; you must have some dinner.”
    The semicircle of lawn in front of the house was varied by
three circular garden beds, one of red tulips, a second of yellow
tulips, and the third of some white, waxen-looking blossoms that
the visitors did not know and presumed to be exotic. A heavy,
hairy and rather sullen-looking gardener was hanging up a heavy
coil of garden hose. The corners of the expiring sunset which
seemed to cling about the corners of the house gave glimpses
here and there of the colours of remoter flowerbeds; and in a
treeless space on one side of the house opening upon the river
stood a tall brass tripod on which was tilted a big brass telescope.
Just outside the steps of the porch stood a little painted green
garden table, as if someone had just had tea there. The entrance
was flanked with two of those half-featured lumps of stone with
holes for eyes that are said to be South Sea idols; and on the
brown oak beam across the doorway were some confused
carvings that looked almost as barbaric.
    As they passed indoors, the little cleric hopped suddenly on to
the table, and standing on it peered unaffectedly through his
spectacles at the mouldings in the oak. Admiral Pendragon
looked very much astonished, though not particularly annoyed;
while Fanshaw was so amused with what looked like a
performing pigmy on his little stand, that he could not control
his laughter. But Father Brown was not likely to notice either the
laughter or the astonishment.
    He was gazing at three carved symbols, which, though very 
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worn and obscure, seemed still to convey some sense to him.
The first seemed to be the outline of some tower or other
building, crowned with what looked like curly-pointed ribbons.
The second was clearer: an old Elizabethan galley with
decorative waves beneath it, but interrupted in the middle by a
curious jagged rock, which was either a fault in the wood or some
conventional representation of the water coming in. The third
represented the upper half of a human figure, ending in an
escalloped line like the waves; the face was rubbed and
featureless, and both arms were held very stiffly up in the air.
    “Well,” muttered Father Brown, blinking, “here is the legend of
the Spaniard plain enough. Here he is holding up his arms and
cursing in the sea; and here are the two curses: the wrecked ship
and the burning of Pendragon Tower.”
    Pendragon shook his head with a kind of venerable
amusement. “And how many other things might it not be?” he
said. “Don’t you know that that sort of half-man, like a half-lion
or half-stag, is quite common in heraldry? Might not that line
through the ship be one of those parti-per-pale lines, indented, I
think they call it? And though the third thing isn’t so very
heraldic, it would be more heraldic to suppose it a tower
crowned with laurel than with fire; and it looks just as like it.”
    “But it seems rather odd,” said Flambeau, “that it should
exactly confirm the old legend.”
    “Ah,” replied the sceptical traveller, “but you don’t know how
much of the old legend may have been made up from the old
figures. Besides, it isn’t the only old legend. Fanshaw, here, who
is fond of such things, will tell you there are other versions of the
tale, and much more horrible ones. One story credits my
unfortunate ancestor with having had the Spaniard cut in two;
and that will fit the pretty picture also. Another obligingly credits
our family with the possession of a tower full of snakes and
explains those little, wriggly things in that way. And a third
theory supposes the crooked line on the ship to be a
conventionalized thunderbolt; but that alone, if seriously
examined, would show what a very little way these unhappy
coincidences really go.”
    “Why, how do you mean?” asked Fanshaw.
    “It so happens,” replied his host coolly, “that there was no
thunder and lightning at all in the two or three shipwrecks I
know of in our family.”
    “Oh!” said Father Brown, and jumped down from the little
table.
There was another silence in which they heard the continuous
murmur of the river; then Fanshaw said, in a doubtful and
perhaps disappointed tone: “Then you don’t think there is
anything in the tales of the tower in flames?”
    “There are the tales, of course,” said the Admiral, shrugging his
shoulders; “and some of them, I don’t deny, on evidence as
decent as one ever gets for such things. Someone saw a blaze
hereabout, don’t you know, as he walked home through a wood;
someone keeping sheep on the uplands inland thought he saw a
flame hovering over Pendragon Tower. Well, a damp dab of mud
like this confounded island seems the last place where one would
think of fires.”
    “What is that fire over there?” asked Father Brown with a
gentle suddenness, pointing to the woods on the left river-bank.
They were all thrown a little off their balance, and the more
fanciful Fanshaw had even some difficulty in recovering his, as
they saw a long, thin stream of blue smoke ascending silently
into the end of the evening light.
    Then Pendragon broke into a scornful laugh again. “Gipsies!”
he said; “they’ve been camping about here for about a week.
Gentlemen, you want your dinner,” and he turned as if to enter
the house.
    But the antiquarian superstition in Fanshaw was still quivering,
and he said hastily: “But, Admiral, what’s that hissing noise quite
near the island? It’s very like fire.”
    “It’s more like what it is,” said the Admiral, laughing as he led
the way; “it’s only some canoe going by.”
    Almost as he spoke, the butler, a lean man in black, with very
black hair and a very long, yellow face, appeared in the doorway
and told him that dinner was served.
    The dining-room was as nautical as the cabin of a ship; but its
note was rather that of the modern than the Elizabethan captain.
There were, indeed, three antiquated cutlasses in a trophy over
the fireplace, and one brown sixteenth-century map with Tritons
and little ships dotted about a curly sea. But such things were less
prominent on the white panelling than some cases of quaint-
coloured South American birds, very scientifically stuffed,
fantastic shells from the Pacific, and several instruments so rude 

and queer in shape that savages might have used them either to
kill their enemies or to cook them. But the alien colour
culminated in the fact that, besides the butler, the Admiral’s only
servants were two negroes, somewhat quaintly clad in tight
uniforms of yellow. The priest’s instinctive trick of analysing his
own impressions told him that the colour and the little neat coat-
tails of these bipeds had suggested the word “Canary,” and so by a
mere pun connected them with southward travel. Towards the
end of the dinner they took their yellow clothes and black faces
out of the room, leaving only the black clothes and yellow face of
the butler.
    “I’m rather sorry you take this so lightly,” said Fanshaw to the
host; “for the truth is, I’ve brought these friends of mine with the
idea of their helping you, as they know a good deal of these
things. Don’t you really believe in the family story at all?”
    “I don’t believe in anything,” answered Pendragon very briskly,
with a bright eye cocked at a red tropical bird. “I’m a man of
science.”
    Rather to Flambeau’s surprise, his clerical friend, who seemed
to have entirely woken up, took up the digression and talked
natural history with his host with a flow of words and much
unexpected information, until the dessert and decanters were set
down and the last of the servants vanished. Then he said, without
altering his tone.
    “Please don’t think me impertinent, Admiral Pendragon. I
don’t ask for curiosity, but really for my guidance and your
convenience. Have I made a bad shot if I guess you don’t want
these old things talked of before your butler?”
    The Admiral lifted the hairless arches over his eyes and
exclaimed: “Well, I don’t know where you got it, but the truth is I
can’t stand the fellow, though I’ve no excuse for discharging a
family servant. Fanshaw, with his fairy tales, would say my blood
moved against men with that black, Spanish-looking hair.”
Flambeau struck the table with his heavy fist. “By Jove!” he cried;
“and so had that girl!”
    “I hope it’ll all end tonight,” continued the Admiral, “when my
nephew comes back safe from his ship. You looked surprised. You
won’t understand, I suppose, unless I tell you the story. You see,
my father had two sons; I remained a bachelor, but my elder
brother married, and had a son who became a sailor like all the
rest of us, and will inherit the proper estate. Well, my father was a
strange man; he somehow combined Fanshaw’s superstition with
a good deal of my scepticism—they were always fighting in him;
and after my first voyages, he developed a notion which he
thought somehow would settle finally whether the curse was
truth or trash. If all the Pendragons sailed about anyhow, he
thought there would be too much chance of natural catastrophes
to prove anything. But if we went to sea one at a time in strict
order of succession to the property, he thought it might show
whether any connected fate followed the family as a family. It
was a silly notion, I think, and I quarrelled with my father pretty
heartily; for I was an ambitious man and was left to the last,
coming, by succession, after my own nephew.”
   “And your father and brother,” said the priest, very gently, “died
at sea, I fear.”
    “Yes,” groaned the Admiral; “by one of those brutal accidents
on which are built all the lying mythologies of mankind, they
were both shipwrecked. My father, coming up this coast out of
the Atlantic, was washed up on these Cornish rocks. My brother’s
ship was sunk, no one knows where, on the voyage home from
Tasmania. His body was never found. I tell you it was from
perfectly natural mishap; lots of other people besides Pendragons
were drowned; and both disasters are discussed in a normal way
by navigators. But, of course, it set this forest of superstition on
fire; and men saw the flaming tower everywhere. That’s why I say
it will be all right when Walter returns. The girl he’s engaged to
was coming today; but I was so afraid of some chance delay
frightening her that I wired her not to come till she heard from
me. But he’s practically sure to be here some time tonight, and
then it’ll all end in smoke—tobacco smoke. We’ll crack that old lie
when we crack a bottle of this wine.”
    “Very good wine,” said Father Brown, gravely lifting his glass,
“but, as you see, a very bad wine-bibber. I most sincerely beg
your pardon”: for he had spilt a small spot of wine on the table-
cloth. He drank and put down the glass with a composed face; but
his hand had started at the exact moment when he became
conscious of a face looking in through the garden window just
behind the Admiral—the face of a woman, swarthy, with
southern hair and eyes, and young, but like a mask of tragedy.
After a pause the priest spoke again in his mild manner.
“Admiral,” he said, “will you do me a favour? Let me, and my 
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friends if they like, stop in that tower of yours just for tonight? Do
you know that in my business you’re an exorcist almost before
anything else?”
    Pendragon sprang to his feet and paced swiftly to and fro
across the window, from which the face had instantly vanished. “I
tell you there is nothing in it,” he cried, with ringing violence.
“There is one thing I know about this matter. You may call me an
atheist. I am an atheist.” Here he swung round and fixed Father
Brown with a face of frightful concentration. “This business is
perfectly natural. There is no curse in it at all.”
    Father Brown smiled. “In that case,” he said, “there can’t be any
objection to my sleeping in your delightful summer-house.”
“The idea is utterly ridiculous,” replied the Admiral, beating a
tattoo on the back of his chair.
    “Please forgive me for everything,” said Brown in his most
sympathetic tone, “including spilling the wine. But it seems to me
you are not quite so easy about the flaming tower as you try to
be.”
    Admiral Pendragon sat down again as abruptly as he had risen;
but he sat quite still, and when he spoke again it was in a lower
voice. “You do it at your own peril,” he said; “but wouldn’t you be
an atheist to keep sane in all this devilry?”
Some three hours afterwards Fanshaw, Flambeau and the priest
were still dawdling about the garden in the dark; and it began to
dawn on the other two that Father Brown had no intention of
going to bed either in the tower or the house.
    “I think the lawn wants weeding,” said he dreamily. “If I could
find a spud or something I’d do it myself.”
    They followed him, laughing and half remonstrating; but he
replied with the utmost solemnity, explaining to them, in a
maddening little sermon, that one can always find some small
occupation that is helpful to others. He did not find a spud; but
he found an old broom made of twigs, with which he began
energetically to brush the fallen leaves off the grass.
    “Always some little thing to be done,” he said with idiotic
cheerfulness; “as George Herbert says: ‘Who sweeps an Admiral’s
garden in Cornwall as for Thy laws makes that and the action
fine.’ And now,” he added, suddenly slinging the broom away,
“Let’s go and water the flowers.”
    With the same mixed emotions they watched him uncoil some
considerable lengths of the large garden hose, saying with an air
of wistful discrimination: “The red tulips before the yellow, I
think. Look a bit dry, don’t you think?”
    He turned the little tap on the instrument, and the water shot
out straight and solid as a long rod of steel.
    “Look out, Samson,” cried Flambeau; “why, you’ve cut off the
tulip’s head.”
    Father Brown stood ruefully contemplating the decapitated
plant.
    “Mine does seem to be a rather kill or cure sort of watering,” he
admitted, scratching his head. “I suppose it’s a pity I didn’t find
the spud. You should have seen me with the spud! Talking of
tools, you’ve got that swordstick, Flambeau, you always carry?
That’s right; and Sir Cecil could have that sword the Admiral
threw away by the fence here. How grey everything looks!”
    “The mist’s rising from the river,” said the staring Flambeau.
    Almost as he spoke the huge figure of the hairy gardener
appeared on a higher ridge of the trenched and terraced lawn,
hailing them with a brandished rake and a horribly bellowing
voice. “Put down that hose,” he shouted; “put down that hose and
go to your—”
    “I am fearfully clumsy,” replied the reverend gentleman
weakly; “do you know, I upset some wine at dinner.” He made a
wavering half-turn of apology towards the gardener, with the
hose still spouting in his hand. The gardener caught the cold
crash of the water full in his face like the crash of a cannon-ball;
staggered, slipped and went sprawling with his boots in the air.
    “How very dreadful!” said Father Brown, looking round in a
sort of wonder. “Why, I’ve hit a man!”
    He stood with his head forward for a moment as if looking or
listening; and then set off at a trot towards the tower, still trailing
the hose behind him. The tower was quite close, but its outline
was curiously dim.
    “Your river mist,” he said, “has a rum smell.”
    “By the Lord it has,” cried Fanshaw, who was very white. “But
you can’t mean—”
    “I mean,” said Father Brown, “that one of the Admiral’s
scientific predictions is coming true tonight. This story is going
to end in smoke.”
    As he spoke a most beautiful rose-red light seemed to burst
into blossom like a gigantic rose; but accompanied with a 

crackling and rattling noise that was like the laughter of devils.
    “My God! what is this?” cried Sir Cecil Fanshaw.
    “The sign of the flaming tower,” said Father Brown, and sent
the driving water from his hose into the heart of the red patch.
    “Lucky we hadn’t gone to bed!” ejaculated Fanshaw. “I suppose
it can’t spread to the house.”
    “You may remember,” said the priest quietly, “that the wooden
fence that might have carried it was cut away.”
    Flambeau turned electrified eyes upon his friend, but Fanshaw
only said rather absently: “Well, nobody can be killed, anyhow.”
    “This is rather a curious kind of tower,” observed Father Brown,
“when it takes to killing people, it always kills people who are
somewhere else.”
    At the same instant the monstrous figure of the gardener with
the streaming beard stood again on the green ridge against the
sky, waving others to come on; but now waving not a rake but a
cutlass. Behind him came the two negroes, also with the old
crooked cutlasses out of the trophy. But in the blood-red glare,
with their black faces and yellow figures, they looked like devils
carrying instruments of torture. In the dim garden behind them a
distant voice was heard calling out brief directions. When the
priest heard the voice, a terrible change came over his
countenance.
    But he remained composed; and never took his eye off the
patch of flame which had begun by spreading, but now seemed to
shrink a little as it hissed under the torch of the long silver spear
of water. He kept his finger along the nozzle of the pipe to ensure
the aim, and attended to no other business, knowing only by the
noise and that semi-conscious corner of the eye, the exciting
incidents that began to tumble themselves about the island
garden. He gave two brief directions to his friends. One was:
“Knock these fellows down somehow and tie them up, whoever
they are; there’s rope down by those faggots. They want to take
away my nice hose.” The other was: “As soon as you get a chance,
call out to that canoeing girl; she’s over on the bank with the
gipsies. Ask her if they could get some buckets across and fill
them from the river.” Then he closed his mouth and continued to
water the new red flower as ruthlessly as he had watered the red
tulip.
    He never turned his head to look at the strange fight that
followed between the foes and friends of the mysterious fire. He
almost felt the island shake when Flambeau collided with the
huge gardener; he merely imagined how it would whirl round
them as they wrestled. He heard the crashing fall; and his friend’s
gasp of triumph as he dashed on to the first negro; and the cries
of both the blacks as Flambeau and Fanshaw bound them.
Flambeau’s enormous strength more than redressed the odds in
the fight, especially as the fourth man still hovered near the
house, only a shadow and a voice. He heard also the water broken
by the paddles of a canoe; the girl’s voice giving orders, the voices
of gipsies answering and coming nearer, the plumping and
sucking noise of empty buckets plunged into a full stream; and
finally the sound of many feet around the fire. But all this was less
to him than the fact that the red rent, which had lately once more
increased, had once more slightly diminished.
    Then came a cry that very nearly made him turn his head.
Flambeau and Fanshaw, now reinforced by some of the gipsies,
had rushed after the mysterious man by the house; and he heard
from the other end of the garden the Frenchman’s cry of horror
and astonishment. It was echoed by a howl not to be called
human, as the being broke from their hold and ran along the
garden. Three times at least it raced round the whole island, in a
way that was as horrible as the chase of a lunatic, both in the cries
of the pursued and the ropes carried by the pursuers; but was
more horrible still, because it somehow suggested one of the
chasing games of children in a garden. Then, finding them
closing in on every side, the figure sprang upon one of the higher
river banks and disappeared with a splash into the dark and
driving river.
    “You can do no more, I fear,” said Brown in a voice cold with
pain. “He has been washed down to the rocks by now, where he
has sent so many others. He knew the use of a family legend.”
    “Oh, don’t talk in these parables,” cried Flambeau impatiently.
“Can’t you put it simply in words of one syllable?”
    “Yes,” answered Brown, with his eye on the hose. “‘Both eyes
bright, she’s all right; one eye blinks, down she sinks.’”
The fire hissed and shrieked more and more, like a strangled
thing, as it grew narrower and narrower under the flood from the
pipe and buckets, but Father Brown still kept his eye on it as he
went on speaking:
    “I thought of asking this young lady, if it were morning yet, to 
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look through that telescope at the river mouth and the river. She
might have seen something to interest her: the sign of the ship,
or Mr Walter Pendragon coming home, and perhaps even the
sign of the half-man, for though he is certainly safe by now, he
may very well have waded ashore. He has been within a shave of
another shipwreck; and would never have escaped it, if the lady
hadn’t had the sense to suspect the old Admiral’s telegram and
come down to watch him. Don’t let’s talk about the old Admiral.
Don’t let’s talk about anything. It’s enough to say that whenever
this tower, with its pitch and resin-wood, really caught fire, the
spark on the horizon always looked like the twin light to the
coast light-house.”
    “And that,” said Flambeau, “is how the father and brother died.
The wicked uncle of the legends very nearly got his estate after
all.”
    Father Brown did not answer; indeed, he did not speak again,
save for civilities, till they were all safe round a cigar-box in the
cabin of the yacht. He saw that the frustrated fire was
extinguished; and then refused to linger, though he actually
heard young Pendragon, escorted by an enthusiastic crowd,
come tramping up the river bank; and might (had he been
moved by romantic curiosities) have received the combined
thanks of the man from the ship and the girl from the canoe. But
his fatigue had fallen on him once more, and he only started
once, when Flambeau abruptly told him he had dropped cigar-
ash on his trousers. 
    “That’s no cigar-ash,” he said rather wearily. “That’s from the
fire, but you don’t think so because you’re all smoking cigars.
That’s just the way I got my first faint suspicion about the chart.”
    “Do you mean Pendragon’s chart of his Pacific Islands?” asked
Fanshaw.
   “You thought it was a chart of the Pacific Islands,” answered
Brown. “Put a feather with a fossil and a bit of coral and everyone
will think it’s a specimen. Put the same feather with a ribbon and
an artificial flower and everyone will think it’s for a lady’s hat.
Put the same feather with an ink-bottle, a book and a stack of
writing-paper, and most men will swear they’ve seen a quill pen.
So you saw that map among tropic birds and shells and thought
it was a map of Pacific Islands. It was the map of this river.”
    “But how do you know?” asked Fanshaw.
    “I saw the rock you thought was like a dragon, and the one like
Merlin, and—”
    “You seem to have noticed a lot as we came in,” cried Fanshaw.
“We thought you were rather abstracted.”
    “I was sea-sick,” said Father Brown simply. “I felt simply
horrible. But feeling horrible has nothing to do with not seeing
things.” And he closed his eyes.
    “Do you think most men would have seen that?” asked
Flambeau. He received no answer: Father Brown was asleep.

If you can keep your head when all about you 
Are losing theirs and blaming it on you, 
If you can trust yourself when all men doubt you,
But make allowance for their doubting too; 

If you can wait and not be tired by waiting,
Or being lied about, don’t deal in lies,
Or being hated, don’t give way to hating,
And yet don’t look too good, nor talk too wise:

If you can dream—and not make dreams your master; 
If you can think—and not make thoughts your aim; 
If you can meet with Triumph and Disaster
And treat those two impostors just the same; 

If you can bear to hear the truth you’ve spoken
Twisted by knaves to make a trap for fools,
Or watch the things you gave your life to, broken,
And stoop and build ’em up with worn-out tools:

If you can make one heap of all your winnings
And risk it on one turn of pitch-and-toss,
And lose, and start again at your beginnings
And never breathe a word about your loss;

If you can force your heart and nerve and sinew
To serve your turn long after they are gone, 
And so hold on when there is nothing in you
Except the Will which says to them: ‘Hold on!’

If you can talk with crowds and keep your virtue, 
Or walk with Kings—nor lose the common touch,
If neither foes nor loving friends can hurt you,
If all men count with you, but none too much;

If you can fill the unforgiving minute
With sixty seconds’ worth of distance run, 
Yours is the Earth and everything that’s in it, 
And—which is more—you’ll be a Man, my son!

If—
Rudyard Kipling
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Love is enough: though the World be a-waning,
And the woods have no voice but the voice of complaining,
Though the sky be too dark for dim eyes to discover
The gold-cups and daisies fair blooming thereunder,
Though the hills be held shadows, and the sea a dark wonder
And this day draw a veil over all deeds pass'd over,
Yet their hands shall not tremble, their feet shall not falter;
The void shall not weary, the fear shall not alter
These lips and these eyes of the loved and the lover.

From Love is Enough by William Morris
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	Sir Gawain and the Green Knight Part 1
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	Foreward by Nathan CJ Hood

	Corncrake
	Foreword Of the telling of tales concerning King Arthur there are many, but the finest one in the (Middle) English language was Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. Written by a contemporary of Chaucer’s probably living in the West Midlands (as indicated by his geographical references), it is a Medieval Romance of the highest order. An arresting narrative, it revolves around a dramatic challenge and a test of character. The story is conveyed in luscious verse, rich with earthy and vibrant description. The anonymous 14th century author was a man who loved life in all its vagaries, which one detects from the relish with which he describes the joys of the feast, the change of the seasons and the drama at Camelot.     For great consternation does Arthur’s court face during their Christmas carousing. Celebrating the coming of Christ over the twelve days of Christmas with banquets of the finest splendour, the guests enjoying tender meats and pleasant melodies, they are rudely interrupted by a monstrous knight who is entirely emerald in colour. A huge man of muscle riding a ginormous steed rode into the hall, declares a challenge: is any man brave enough to strike a blow on me and let me return said blow? Initially stunned into silence, Sir Gawain, Arthur’s noblest knight, takes up the Christmas jest, in part to save his uncle from the embarrassment of cowardice. What ensues is a test which will push Gawain’s moral integrity to its limits.     In Fitts I and II, that are translated into prose here by the influential Arthurian scholar Jessie L Weston, the Green Knight’s challenge and Gawain’s subsequent journey to fulfill his vow. Its setting is the feasts, games and celebrations of Christmas in medieval England. An Arthurian Yuletide legend, it joins the playful and the deadly serious in a magnificent work of poetry.
	Fitt I Of the Making of Britain     After the siege and the assault of Troy, when that burg was destroyed and burnt to ashes, and the traitor slain for his treason, the noble Æneas and his kin sailed forth to become princes and patrons of well-nigh all the Western Isles. Thus Romulus built Rome (and gave to the city his own name, which it bears even to this day); and Ticius turned him to Tuscany; and Langobard raised him up dwellings in Lombardy; and Felix Brutus sailed far over the French flood, and founded the kingdom of Britain, wherein have been war and waste and wonder, and bliss and bale, oft-times since.     And in that kingdom of Britain have been wrought more gallant deeds than in any other; but of all British kings Arthur was the most valiant, as I have heard tell, therefore will I set forth a wondrous adventure that fell out in his time. And if ye will listen to me, but for a little while, I will tell it even as it stands in story stiff and strong, fixed in the letter, as it hath long been known in the land. How Arthur held high feast at Camelot     King Arthur lay at Camelot upon a Christmas-tide, with many a gallant lord and lovely lady, and all the noble brotherhood of the Round Table. There they held rich revels with gay talk and jest; one while they would ride forth to joust and tourney, and again back to the court to make carols; for there was the feast holden fifteen days with all the mirth that men could devise, song and glee, glorious to hear, in the daytime, and dancing at night. Halls and chambers were crowded with noble guests, the bravest of knights and the loveliest of ladies, and Arthur himself was the comeliest king that ever held a court. For all this fair folk were in their youth, the fairest and most fortunate under heaven, and the king himself of such fame that it were hard now to name so valiant a hero. New Year’s Day     Now the New Year had but newly come in, and on that day a double portion was served on the high table to all the noble guests, and thither came the king with all his knights, when the service in the chapel had been sung to an end. And they greeted each other for the New Year, and gave rich gifts, the one to the
	other (and they that received them were not wroth, that may ye well believe!), and the maidens laughed and made mirth till it was time to get them to meat. Then they washed and sat them down to the feast in fitting rank and order, and Guinevere the queen, gaily clad, sat on the high daïs. Silken was her seat, with a fair canopy over her head, of rich tapestries of Tars, embroidered, and studded with costly gems; fair she was to look upon, with her shining grey eyes, a fairer woman might no man boast himself of having seen.     But Arthur would not eat till all were served, so full of joy and gladness was he, even as a child; he liked not either to lie long, or to sit long at meat, so worked upon him his young blood and his wild brain. And another custom he had also, that came of his nobility, that he would never eat upon an high day till he had been advised of some knightly deed, or some strange and marvellous tale, of his ancestors, or of arms, or of other ventures.   Or till some knight should seek of him leave to joust with another, that they might set their lives in jeopardy, one against another, as fortune might favour them. Such was the king’s custom when he sat in hall at each high feast with his noble knights, therefore on that New Year tide, he abode, fair of face, on the throne, and made much mirth withal. Of the noble knights there present     Thus the king sat before the high table, and spake of many things; and there good Sir Gawain was seated by Guinevere the queen, and on her other side sat Agravain, à la dure main; both were the king’s sister’s sons and full gallant knights. And at the end of the table was Bishop Bawdewyn, and Ywain, King Urien’s son, sat at the other side alone. These were worthily served on the daïs, and at the lower tables sat many valiant knights. Then they bare the first course with the blast of trumpets and waving of banners, with the sound of drums and pipes, of song and lute, that many a heart was uplifted at the melody. Many were the dainties, and rare the meats, so great was the plenty they might scarce find room on the board to set on the dishes. Each helped himself as he liked best, and to each two were twelve dishes, with great plenty of beer and wine. The coming of the Green Knight     Now I will say no more of the service, but that ye may know there was no lack, for there drew near a venture that the folk might well have left their labour to gaze upon. As the sound of the music ceased, and the first course had been fitly served, there came in at the hall door one terrible to behold, of stature greater than any on earth; from neck to loin so strong and thickly made, and with limbs so long and so great that he seemed even as a giant. And yet he was but a man, only the mightiest that might mount a steed; broad of chest and shoulders and slender of waist, and all his features of like fashion; but men marvelled much at his colour, for he rode even as a knight, yet was green all over. The fashion of the knight     For he was clad all in green, with a straight coat, and a mantle above; all decked and lined with fur was the cloth and the hood that was thrown back from his locks and lay on his shoulders. Hose had he of the same green, and spurs of bright gold with silken fastenings richly worked; and all his vesture was verily green. Around his waist and his saddle were bands with fair stones set upon silken work, ’twere too long to tell of all the trifles that were embroidered thereon—birds and insects in gay gauds of green and gold. Of the knight’s steed     All the trappings of his steed were of metal of like enamel, even the stirrups that he stood in stained of the same, and stirrups and saddle-bow alike gleamed and shone with green stones. Even the steed on which he rode was of the same hue, a green horse, great and strong, and hard to hold, with broidered bridle, meet for the rider.     The knight was thus gaily dressed in green, his hair falling around his shoulders, on his breast hung a beard, as thick and green as a bush, and the beard and the hair of his head were clipped all round above his elbows. The lower part of his sleeves were fastened with clasps in the same wise as a king’s mantle.
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	The horse’s mane was crisped and plaited with many a knot folded in with gold thread about the fair green, here a twist of the hair, here another of gold. The tail was twined in like manner, and both were bound about with a band of bright green set with many a precious stone; then they were tied aloft in a cunning knot, whereon rang many bells of burnished gold. Such a steed might no other ride, nor had such ever been looked upon in that hall ere that time; and all who saw that knight spake and said that a man might scarce abide his stroke. The arming of the knight     The knight bore no helm nor hauberk, neither gorget nor breast-plate, neither shaft nor buckler to smite nor to shield, but in one hand he had a holly-bough, that is greenest when the groves are bare, and in his other an axe, huge and uncomely, a cruel weapon in fashion, if one would picture it. The head was an ell-yard long, the metal all of green steel and gold, the blade burnished bright, with a broad edge, as well shapen to shear as a sharp razor. The steel was set into a strong staff, all bound round with iron, even to the end, and engraved with green in cunning work. A lace was twined about it, that looped at the head, and all adown the handle it was clasped with tassels on buttons of bright green richly broidered.     The knight halted in the entrance of the hall, looking to the high daïs, and greeted no man, but looked ever upwards; and the first words he spake were, “Where is the ruler of this folk? I would gladly look upon that hero, and have speech with him.” He cast his eyes on the knights, and mustered them up and down, striving ever to see who of them was of most renown.     Then was there great gazing to behold that chief, for each man marvelled what it might mean that a knight and his steed should have even such a hue as the green grass; and that seemed even greener than green enamel on bright gold. All looked on him as he stood, and drew near unto him wondering greatly what he might be; for many marvels had they seen, but none such as this, and phantasm and faërie did the folk deem it. Therefore were the gallant knights slow to answer, and gazed astounded, and sat stone still in a deep silence through that goodly hall, as if a slumber were fallen upon them. I deem it was not all for doubt, but some for courtesy that they might give ear unto his errand.     Then Arthur beheld this adventure before his high daïs, and knightly he greeted him, for discourteous was he never. “Sir,” he said, “thou art welcome to this place—lord of this hall am I, and men call me Arthur. Light thee down, and tarry awhile, and what thy will is, that shall we learn after.” Of the knight’s challenge     “Nay,” quoth the stranger, “so help me He that sitteth on high, ’twas not mine errand to tarry any while in this dwelling; but the praise of this thy folk and thy city is lifted up on high, and thy warriors are holden for the best and the most valiant of those who ride mail-clad to the fight. The wisest and the worthiest of this world are they, and well proven in all knightly sports. And here, as I have heard tell, is fairest courtesy, therefore have I come hither as at this time. Ye may be sure by the branch that I bear here that I come in peace, seeking no strife. For had I willed to journey in warlike guise I have at home both hauberk and helm, shield and shining spear, and other weapons to mine hand, but since I seek no war my raiment is that of peace. But if thou be as bold as all men tell thou wilt freely grant me the boon I ask.”     And Arthur answered, “Sir Knight, if thou cravest battle here thou shalt not fail for lack of a foe.”     And the knight answered, “Nay, I ask no fight, in faith here on the benches are but beardless children, were I clad in armour on my steed there is no man here might match me. Therefore I ask in this court but a Christmas jest, for that it is Yule-tide, and New Year, and there are many here. If any one in this hall holds himself so hardy, so bold both of blood and brain, as to dare strike me one stroke for another, I will give him as a gift this axe, which is heavy enough, in sooth, to handle as he may list, and I will abide the first blow, unarmed as I sit. If any knight be so bold as to prove my words let him come swiftly to me here,
	and take this weapon, I quit claim to it, he may keep it as his own, and I will abide his stroke, firm on the floor. Then shalt thou give me the right to deal him another, the respite of a year from to-day shall he have. Now pledge me thy word, and let see whether any here dare say aught.” The silence of the knights     Now if the knights had been astounded at the first, yet stiller were they all, high and low, when they had heard his words. The knight on his steed straightened himself in the saddle, and rolled his eyes fiercely round the hall, red they gleamed under his green and bushy brows. He frowned and twisted his beard, waiting to see who should rise, and when none answered he cried aloud in mockery, “What, is this Arthur’s hall, and these the knights whose renown hath run through many realms? Where are now your pride and your conquests, your wrath, and anger, and mighty words? Now are the praise and the renown of the Round Table overthrown by one man’s speech, since all keep silence for dread ere ever they have seen a blow!”     With that he laughed so loudly that the blood rushed to the king’s fair face for very shame; he waxed wroth, as did all his knights, and sprang to his feet, and drew near to the stranger and said, “Now by heaven foolish is thine asking, and thy folly shall find its fitting answer. I know no man aghast at thy great words.     Give me here thine axe and I shall grant thee the boon thou hast asked.” Lightly he sprang to him and caught at his hand, and the knight, fierce of aspect, lighted down from his charger.     Then Arthur took the axe and gripped the haft, and swung it round, ready to strike. And the knight stood before him, taller by the head than any in the hall; he stood, and stroked his beard, and drew down his coat, no more dismayed for the king’s threats than if one had brought him a drink of wine. How Sir Gawain dared the venture     Then Gawain, who sat by the queen, leaned forward to the king and spake, “I beseech ye, my lord, let this venture be mine.    Would ye but bid me rise from this seat, and stand by your side, so that my liege lady thought it not ill, then would I come to your counsel before this goodly court. For I think it not seemly that such challenge should be made in your hall that ye yourself should undertake it, while there are many bold knights who sit beside ye, none are there, methinks, of readier will under heaven, or more valiant in open field. I am the weakest, I wot, and the feeblest of wit, and it will be the less loss of my life if ye seek sooth. For save that ye are mine uncle naught is there in me to praise, no virtue is there in my body save your blood, and since this challenge is such folly that it beseems ye not to take it, and I have asked it from ye first, let it fall to me, and if I bear myself ungallantly then let all this court blame me.”     Then they all spake with one voice that the king should leave this venture and grant it to Gawain.     Then Arthur commanded the knight to rise, and he rose up quickly and knelt down before the king, and caught hold of the weapon; and the king loosed his hold of it, and lifted up his hand, and gave him his blessing, and bade him be strong both of heart and hand. “Keep thee well, nephew,” quoth Arthur, “that thou give him but the one blow, and if thou redest him rightly I trow thou shalt well abide the stroke he may give thee after.” The making of the covenant     Gawain stepped to the stranger, axe in hand, and he, never fearing, awaited his coming. Then the Green Knight spake to Sir Gawain, “Make we our covenant ere we go further. First, I ask thee, knight, what is thy name? Tell me truly, that I may know thee.”     “In faith,” quoth the good knight, “Gawain am I, who give thee this buffet, let what may come of it; and at this time twelvemonth will I take another at thine hand with whatsoever weapon thou wilt, and none other.”     Then the other answered again, “Sir Gawain, so may I thrive as I am fain to take this buffet at thine hand,” and he quoth further, “Sir Gawain, it liketh me well that I shall take at thy fist that which I have asked here, and thou hast readily and truly rehearsed all the covenant that I asked of the king, save that thou shalt swear
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	me, by thy troth, to seek me thyself wherever thou hopest that I may be found, and win thee such reward as thou dealest me to-day, before this folk.”     “Where shall I seek thee?” quoth Gawain. “Where is thy place? By Him that made me, I wot never where thou dwellest, nor know I thee, knight, thy court, nor thy name. But teach me truly all that pertaineth thereto, and tell me thy name, and I shall use all my wit to win my way thither, and that I swear thee for sooth, and by my sure troth.”     “That is enough in the New Year, it needs no more,” quoth the Green Knight to the gallant Gawain, “if I tell thee truly when I have taken the blow, and thou hast smitten me; then will I teach thee of my house and home, and mine own name, then mayest thou ask thy road and keep covenant. And if I waste no words then farest thou the better, for thou canst dwell in thy land, and seek no further. But take now thy toll, and let see how thy strikest.”     “Gladly will I,” quoth Gawain, handling his axe. The giving of the blow     Then the Green Knight swiftly made him ready, he bowed down his head, and laid his long locks on the crown that his bare neck might be seen. Gawain gripped his axe and raised it on high, the left foot he set forward on the floor, and let the blow fall lightly on the bare neck. The sharp edge of the blade sundered the bones, smote through the neck, and clave it in two, so that the edge of the steel bit on the ground, and the head rolled even to the horse’s feet. The marvel of the Green Knight     The blood spurted forth, and glistened on the green raiment, but the knight neither faltered nor fell; he started forward with out-stretched hand, and caught the head, and lifted it up; then he turned to his steed, and took hold of the bridle, set his foot in the stirrup, and mounted. His head he held by the hair, in his hand.     Then he seated himself in his saddle as if naught ailed him, and he were not headless. He turned his steed about, the grim corpse bleeding freely the while, and they who looked upon him doubted them much for the covenant.     For he held up the head in his hand, and turned the face towards them that sat on the high daïs, and it lifted up the eye-lids and looked upon them, and spake as ye shall hear. “Look, Gawain, that thou art ready to go as thou hast promised, and seek leally till thou find me, even as thou hast sworn in this hall in the hearing of these knights. Come thou, I charge thee, to the Green Chapel, such a stroke as thou hast dealt thou hast deserved, and it shall be promptly paid thee on New Year’s morn. Many men know me as the knight of the Green Chapel, and if thou askest thou shalt not fail to find me. Therefore it behoves thee to come, or to yield thee as recreant.”     With that he turned his bridle, and galloped out at the hall door, his head in his hands, so that the sparks flew from beneath his horse’s hoofs. Whither he went none knew, no more than they wist whence he had come; and the king and Gawain they gazed and laughed, for in sooth this had proved a greater marvel than any they had known aforetime.     Though Arthur the king was astonished at his heart, yet he let no sign of it be seen, but spake in courteous wise to the fair queen: “Dear lady, be not dismayed, such craft is well suited to Christmas-tide when we seek jesting, laughter and song, and fair carols of knights and ladies. But now I may well get me to meat, for I have seen a marvel I may not forget.” Then he looked on Sir Gawain, and said gaily, “Now, fair nephew, hang up thine axe, since it has hewn enough,” and they hung it on the dossal above the daïs, where all men might look on it for a marvel, and by its true token tell of the wonder. Then the twain sat them down together, the king and the good knight, and men served them with a double portion, as was the share of the noblest, with all manner of meat and of minstrelsy. And they spent that day in gladness, but Sir Gawain must well bethink him of the heavy venture to which he had set his hand. This beginning of adventures had Arthur at the New Year, for he yearned to hear gallant tales, though his words were few when he sat at the feast.
	But now had they stern work on hand. Gawain was glad to begin the jest in the hall, but ye need have no marvel if the end be heavy. For though a man be merry in mind when he has well drunk, yet a year runs full swiftly, and the beginning but rarely matches the end.
	Fitt II The waning of the year     For Yule was now over-past, and the year after, each season in its turn following the other. For after Christmas comes crabbed Lent, that will have fish for flesh and simpler cheer. But then the weather of the world chides with winter; the cold withdraws itself, the clouds uplift, and the rain falls in warm showers on the fair plains. Then the flowers come forth, meadows and groves are clad in green, the birds make ready to build, and sing sweetly for solace of the soft summer that follows thereafter. The blossoms bud and blow in the hedgerows rich and rank, and noble notes enough are heard in the fair woods.     After the season of summer, with the soft winds, when zephyr breathes lightly on seeds and herbs, joyous indeed is the growth that waxes thereout when the dew drips from the leaves beneath the blissful glance of the bright sun. But then comes harvest and hardens the grain, warning it to wax ripe ere the winter. The drought drives the dust on high, flying over the face of the land; the angry wind of the welkin wrestles with the sun; the leaves fall from the trees and light upon the ground, and all brown are the groves that but now were green, and ripe is the fruit that once was flower. So the year passes into many yesterdays, and winter comes again, as it needs no sage to tell us. Sir Gawain bethinks him of his covenant     When the Michaelmas moon was come in with warnings of winter, Sir Gawain bethought him full oft of his perilous journey. Yet till All Hallows Day he lingered with Arthur, and on that day they made a great feast for the hero’s sake, with much revel and richness of the Round Table. Courteous knights and comely ladies, all were in sorrow for the love of that knight, and though they spake no word of it many were joyless for his sake. And after meat, sadly Sir Gawain turned to his uncle, and spake of his journey, and said, “Liege lord of my life, leave from you I crave. Ye know well how the matter stands without more words, to-morrow am I bound to set forth in search of the Green Knight.”     Then came together all the noblest knights, Ywain and Erec, and many another. Sir Dodinel le Sauvage, Launcelot and Lionel, and Lucan the Good, Sir Bors and Sir Bedivere, valiant knights both, and many another hero, with Sir Mador de la Porte, and they all drew near, heavy at heart, to take counsel with Sir Gawain. Much sorrow and weeping was there in the hall to think that so worthy a knight as Gawain should wend his way to seek a deadly blow, and should no more wield his sword in fight. But the knight made ever good cheer, and said, “Nay, wherefore should I shrink? What may a man do but prove his fate?” The arming of Sir Gawain     He dwelt there all that day, and on the morn he arose and asked betimes for his armour; and they brought it unto him on this wise: first, a rich carpet was stretched on the floor (and brightly did the gold gear glitter upon it), then the knight stepped on to it, and handled the steel; clad he was in a doublet of silk, with a close hood, lined fairly throughout. Then they set the steel shoes upon his feet, and wrapped his legs with greaves, with polished knee-caps fastened with knots of gold. Then they cased his thighs in cuisses closed with thongs, and brought him the byrny of bright steel rings sewn upon a fair stuff. Well burnished braces they set on each arm with good elbow-pieces, and gloves of mail, and all the goodly gear that should shield him in his need. And they cast over all a rich surcoat, and set the golden spurs on his heels, and girt him with a trusty sword fastened with a silken bawdrick.    When he was thus clad his harness was costly, for the least loop or latchet gleamed with gold. So armed as he was he hearkened Mass and made his offering at the high altar. Then he came to the king, and the knights of his court, and courteously  took leave
	Edmund Leighton, God Speed! (1900)
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	of lords and ladies, and they kissed him, and commended him to Christ.     With that was Gringalet ready, girt with a saddle that gleamed gaily with many golden fringes, enriched and decked anew for the venture. The bridle was all barred about with bright gold buttons, and all the covertures and trappings of the steed, the crupper and the rich skirts, accorded with the saddle; spread fair with the rich red gold that glittered and gleamed in the rays of the sun.     Then the knight called for his helmet, which was well lined throughout, and set it high on his head, and hasped it behind. He wore a light kerchief over the vintail, that was broidered and studded with fair gems on a broad silken ribbon, with birds of gay colour, and many a turtle and true-lover’s knot interlaced thickly, even as many a maiden had wrought them. But the circlet which crowned his helmet was yet more precious, being adorned with a device in diamonds. Then they brought him his shield, which was of bright red, with the pentangle painted thereon in gleaming gold.      Wherefore Sir Gawain bare the pentangle And why that noble prince bare the pentangle I am minded to tell you, though my tale tarry thereby. It is a sign that Solomon set ere-while, as betokening truth; for it is a figure with five points and each line overlaps the other, and nowhere hath it beginning or end, so that in English it is called “the endless knot.” And therefore was it well suiting to this knight and to his arms, since Gawain was faithful in five and five-fold, for pure was he as gold, void of all villainy and endowed with all virtues. Therefore he bare the pentangle on shield and surcoat as truest of heroes and gentlest of knights.     For first he was faultless in his five senses; and his five fingers never failed him; and all his trust upon earth was in the five wounds that Christ bare on the cross, as the Creed tells. And wherever this knight found himself in stress of battle he deemed well that he drew his strength from the five joys which the Queen of Heaven had of her Child. And for this cause did he bear an image of Our Lady on the one half of his shield, that whenever he looked upon it he might not lack for aid. And the fifth five that the hero used were frankness and fellowship above all, purity and courtesy that never failed him, and compassion that surpasses all; and in these five virtues was that hero wrapped and clothed. And all these, five-fold, were linked one in the other, so that they had no end, and were fixed on five points that never failed, neither at any side were they joined or sundered, nor could ye find beginning or end. And therefore on his shield was the knot shapen, red-gold upon red, which is the pure pentangle. Now was    Sir Gawain ready, and he took his lance in hand, and bade them all Farewell, he deemed it had been for ever. How Sir Gawain went forth     Then he smote the steed with his spurs, and sprang on his way, so that sparks flew from the stones after him. All that saw him were grieved at heart, and said one to the other, “By Christ, ’tis great pity that one of such noble life should be lost! I’ faith, ’twere not easy to find his equal upon earth. The king had done better to have wrought more warily. Yonder knight should have been made a duke; a gallant leader of men is he, and such a fate had beseemed him better than to be hewn in pieces at the will of an elfish man, for mere pride. Who ever knew a king to take such counsel as to risk his knights on a Christmas jest?” Many were the tears that flowed from their eyes when that goodly knight rode from the hall. He made no delaying, but went his way swiftly, and rode many a wild road, as I heard say in the book. Of Sir Gawain’s journey     So rode Sir Gawain through the realm of Logres, on an errand that he held for no jest. Often he lay companionless at night, and must lack the fare that he liked. No comrade had he save his steed, and none save God with whom to take counsel. At length he drew nigh to North Wales, and left the isles of Anglesey on his left hand, crossing over the fords by the foreland over at Holyhead, till he came into the wilderness of Wirral, that is loved  neither of God nor of man, and there he abode but a little time. And ever he asked, as he fared, of all whom he met, if they had
	heard any tidings of a Green Knight in the country thereabout, or of a Green Chapel? And all answered him, Nay, never in their lives had they seen any man of such a hue. And the knight wended his way by many a strange road and many a rugged path, and the fashion of his countenance changed full often ere he saw the Green Chapel.     Many a cliff did he climb in that unknown land, where afar from his friends he rode as a stranger. Never did he come to a stream or a ford but he found a foe before him, and that one so marvellous, so foul and fell, that it behoved him to fight. So many wonders did that knight behold that it were too long to tell the tenth part of them. Sometimes he fought with dragons and wolves; sometimes with wild men that dwelt in the rocks; another while with bulls, and bears, and wild boars, or with giants of the high moorland that drew near to him. Had he not been a doughty knight, enduring, and of well-proved valour, doubtless he had been slain, for he was oft in danger of death. Yet he cared not so much for the strife, what he deemed worse was when the cold clear water was shed from the clouds, and froze ere it fell on the fallow ground. More nights than enough he slept in his harness on the bare rocks, near slain with the sleet, while the stream leapt bubbling from the crest of the hills, and hung in hard icicles over his head.     Thus in peril and pain, and many a hardship, the knight rode alone till Christmas Eve, and in that tide he made his prayer to the Blessed Virgin that she would guide his steps and lead him to some dwelling. On that morning he rode by a hill, and came into a thick forest, wild and drear; on each side were high hills, and thick woods below them of great hoar oaks, a hundred together, of hazel and hawthorn with their trailing boughs intertwined, and rough ragged moss spreading everywhere. On the bare twigs the birds chirped piteously, for pain of the cold. The knight upon  Gringalet rode lonely beneath them, through marsh and mire, much troubled at heart lest he should fail to see the service of the Lord, who on that self-same night was born of a Maiden for the cure of our grief; and therefore he said, sighing, “I beseech Thee, Lord, and Mary Thy gentle Mother, for some shelter where I may hear Mass, and Thy mattins at morn. This I ask meekly, and thereto I pray my Paternoster, Ave, and Credo.” Thus he rode praying, and lamenting his misdeeds, and he crossed himself, and said, “May the Cross of Christ speed me.” How Sir Gawain came to a fair castle on Christmas Eve     Now that knight had crossed himself but thrice ere he was aware in the wood of a dwelling within a moat, above a lawn, on a mound surrounded by many mighty trees that stood round the moat. ’Twas the fairest castle that ever a knight owned; built in a meadow with a park all about it, and a spiked palisade, closely driven, that enclosed the trees for more than two miles. The knight was ware of the hold from the side, as it shone through the oaks. Then he lifted off his helmet, and thanked Christ and S. Julian that they had courteously granted his prayer, and hearkened to his cry. “Now,” quoth the knight, “I beseech ye, grant me fair hostel.” Then he pricked Gringalet with his golden spurs, and rode gaily towards the great gate, and came swiftly to the bridge end.     The bridge was drawn up and the gates close shut; the walls were strong and thick, so that they might fear no tempest. The knight on his charger abode on the bank of the deep double ditch that surrounded the castle. The walls were set deep in the water, and rose aloft to a wondrous height; they were of hard hewn stone up to the corbels, which were adorned beneath the battlements with fair carvings, and turrets set in between with many a loophole; a better barbican Sir Gawain had never looked upon. And within he beheld the high hall, with its tower and many windows with carven cornices, and chalk-white chimneys on the turreted roofs that shone fair in the sun. And everywhere, thickly scattered on the castle battlements, were pinnacles, so many that it seemed as if it were all wrought out of paper, so white was it.     The knight on his steed deemed it fair enough, if he might come to be sheltered within it to lodge there while that the Holy-day lasted. He called aloud, and soon there came a porter of
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	kindly countenance, who stood on the wall and greeted this knight and asked his errand.     “Good sir,” quoth Gawain, “wilt thou go mine errand to the high lord of the castle, and crave for me lodging?”     “Yea, by S. Peter,” quoth the porter. “In sooth I trow that ye be welcome to dwell here so long as it may like ye.” How Sir Gawain was welcomed     Then he went, and came again swiftly, and many folk with him to receive the knight. They let down the great drawbridge, and came forth and knelt on their knees on the cold earth to give him worthy welcome. They held wide open the great gates, and he greeted them courteously, and rode over the bridge. Then men came to him and held his stirrup while he dismounted, and took and stabled his steed. There came down knights and squires to bring the guest with joy to the hall. When he raised his helmet there were many to take it from his hand, fain to serve him, and they took from him sword and shield.     Sir Gawain gave good greeting to the nobles and the mighty men who came to do him honour. Clad in his shining armour they led him to the hall, where a great fire burnt brightly on the floor; and the lord of the household came forth from his chamber to meet the hero fitly. He spake to the knight, and said: “Ye are welcome to do here as it likes ye. All that is here is your own to have at your will and disposal.”     “Gramercy!” quote Gawain, “may Christ requite ye.”     As friends that were fain each embraced the other; and Gawain looked on the knight who greeted him so kindly, and thought ’twas a bold warrior that owned that burg.     Of mighty stature he was, and of high age; broad and flowing was his beard, and of a bright hue. He was stalwart of limb, and strong in his stride, his face fiery red, and his speech free: in sooth he seemed one well fitted to be a leader of valiant men.     Then the lord led Sir Gawain to a chamber, and commanded folk to wait upon him, and at his bidding there came men enough who brought the guest to a fair bower. The bedding was noble, with curtains of pure silk wrought with gold, and wondrous coverings of fair cloth all embroidered. The curtains ran on ropes with rings of red gold, and the walls were hung with carpets of Orient, and the same spread on the floor. There with mirthful speeches they took from the guest his byrny and all his shining armour, and brought him rich robes of the choicest in its stead. They were long and flowing, and became him well, and when he was clad in them all who looked on the hero thought that surely God had never made a fairer knight: he seemed as if he might be a prince without peer in the field where men strive in battle.     Then before the hearth-place, whereon the fire burned, they made ready a chair for Gawain, hung about with cloth and fair cushions; and there they cast around him a mantle of brown samite, richly embroidered and furred within with costly skins of ermine, with a hood of the same, and he seated himself in that rich seat, and warmed himself at the fire and was cheered at heart. And while he sat thus the serving men set up a table on trestles, and covered it with a fair white cloth, and set thereon salt-cellar, and napkin, and silver spoons; and the knight washed at his will, and set him down to meat.     The folk served him courteously with many dishes seasoned of the best, a double portion. All kinds of fish were there, some baked in bread, some broiled on the embers, some sodden, some stewed and savoured with spices, with all sorts of cunning devices to his taste. And often he called it a feast, when they spake gaily to him all together, and said, “Now take ye this penance, and it shall be for your amendment.” Much mirth thereof did Sir Gawain make. Sir Gawain tells his name     Then they questioned that prince courteously of whence he came; and he told them that he was of the court of Arthur, who is the rich royal King of the Round Table, and that it was Gawain himself who was within their walls, and would keep Christmas with them, as the chance had fallen out. And when the lord of the castle heard those tidings he laughed aloud for gladness, and
	all men in that keep were joyful that they should be in the company of him to whom belonged all fame, and valour, and courtesy, and whose honour was praised above that of all men on earth. Each said softly to his fellow, “Now shall we see courteous bearing, and the manner of speech befitting courts. What charm lieth in gentle speech shall we learn without asking, since here we have welcomed the fine father of courtesy. God has surely shewn us His grace since He sends us such a guest as Gawain! When men shall sit and sing, blithe for Christ’s birth, this knight shall bring us to the knowledge of fair manners, and it may be that hearing him we may learn the cunning speech of love.”     By the time the knight had risen from dinner it was near nightfall. Then chaplains took their way to the chapel, and rang loudly, even as they should, for the solemn evensong of the high feast. Thither went the lord, and the lady also, and entered with her maidens into a comely closet, and thither also went Gawain.     Then the lord took him by the sleeve and led him to a seat, and called him by his name, and told him he was of all men in the world the most welcome. And Sir Gawain thanked him truly, and each kissed the other, and they sat gravely together throughout the service. The lady of the castle     Then was the lady fain to look upon that knight; and she came forth from her closet with many fair maidens. The fairest of ladies was she in face, and figure, and colouring, fairer even than Guinevere, so the knight thought. She came through the chancel to greet the hero, another lady held her by the left hand, older than she, and seemingly of high estate, with many nobles about her. But unlike to look upon were those ladies, for if the younger were fair, the elder was yellow. Rich red were the cheeks of the one, rough and wrinkled those of the other; the kerchiefs of the one were broidered with many glistening pearls, her throat and neck bare, and whiter than the snow that lies on the hills; the neck of the other was swathed in a gorget, with a white wimple over her black chin. Her forehead was wrapped in silk with many folds, worked with knots, so that naught of her was seen save her black brows, her eyes, her nose, and her lips, and those were bleared, and ill to look upon. A worshipful lady in sooth one might call her! In figure was she short and broad, and thickly made—far fairer to behold was she whom she led by the hand.     When Gawain beheld that fair lady, who looked at him graciously, with leave of the lord he went towards them, and, bowing low, he greeted the elder, but the younger and fairer he took lightly in his arms, and kissed her courteously, and greeted her in knightly wise. Then she hailed him as friend, and he quickly prayed to be counted as her servant, if she so willed.      Then they took him between them, and talking, led him to the chamber, to the hearth, and bade them bring spices, and they brought them in plenty with the good wine that was wont to be drunk at such seasons. Then the lord sprang to his feet and bade them make merry, and took off his hood, and hung it on a spear, and bade him win the worship thereof who should make most mirth that Christmas-tide. “And I shall try, by my faith, to fool it with the best, by the help of my friends, ere I lose my raiment.” Thus with gay words the lord made trial to gladden Gawain with jests that night, till it was time to bid them light the tapers, and Sir Gawain took leave of them and gat him to rest. Of the Christmas feast     In the morn when all men call to mind how Christ our Lord was born on earth to die for us, there is joy, for His sake, in all dwellings of the world; and so was there here on that day. For high feast was held, with many dainties and cunningly cooked messes. On the daïs sat gallant men, clad in their best. The ancient dame sat on the high seat, with the lord of the castle beside her. Gawain and the fair lady sat together, even in the midst of the board, when the feast was served; and so throughout all the hall each sat in his degree, and was served in order. There was meat, there was mirth, there was much joy, so that to tell thereof would take me too long, though peradventure I might strive to declare it. But Gawain and that fair lady had much joy of each other’s company through her sweet words and courteous
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	converse. And there was music made before each prince, trumpets and drums, and merry piping; each man hearkened his minstrel, and they too hearkened theirs. How the feast came to an end but Gawain abode at the castle     So they held high feast that day and the next, and the third day thereafter, and the joy on S. John’s Day was fair to hearken, for ’twas the last of the feast, and the guests would depart in the grey of the morning. Therefore they awoke early, and drank wine, and danced fair carols, and at last, when it was late, each man took his leave to wend early on his way. Gawain would bid his host farewell, but the lord took him by the hand, and led him to his own chamber beside the hearth, and there he thanked him for the favour he had shown him in honouring his dwelling at that high season, and gladdening his castle with his fair countenance.      “I wis, sir, that while I live I shall be held the worthier that Gawain has been my guest at God’s own feast.”     “Gramercy, sir,” quoth Gawain, “in good faith, all the honour is yours, may the High King give it ye, and I am but at your will to work your behest, inasmuch as I am beholden to ye in great and small by rights.”     Then the lord did his best to persuade the knight to tarry with him, but Gawain answered that he might in no wise do so. Then the host asked him courteously what stern behest had driven him at the holy season from the king’s court, to fare all alone, ere yet the feast was ended?     “Forsooth,” quoth the knight, “ye say but the truth: ’tis a high quest and a pressing that hath brought me afield, for I am summoned myself to a certain place, and I know not whither in the world I may wend to find it; so help me Christ, I would give all the kingdom of Logres an I might find it by New Year’s morn.    Therefore, sir, I make request of ye that ye tell me truly if ye ever heard word of the Green Chapel, where it may be found, and the  Green Knight that keeps it. For I am pledged by solemn compact sworn between us to meet that knight at the New Year if so I were on life; and of that same New Year it wants but little—I’ faith, I would look on that hero more joyfully than on any other fair sight! Therefore, by your will, it behoves me to leave ye, for I have but barely three days, and I would as fain fall dead as fail of mine errand.”      Then the lord quoth, laughing, “Now must ye needs stay, for I will show ye your goal, the Green Chapel, ere your term be at an end, have ye no fear! But ye can take your ease, friend, in your bed, till the fourth day, and go forth on the first of the year, and come to that place at mid-morn to do as ye will. Dwell here till New Year’s Day, and then rise and set forth, and ye shall be set in the way; ’tis not two miles hence.”     Then was Gawain glad, and he laughed gaily. “Now I thank ye for this above all else. Now my quest is achieved I will dwell here at your will, and otherwise do as ye shall ask.”     Then the lord took him, and set him beside him, and bade the ladies be fetched for their greater pleasure, tho’ between themselves they had solace. The lord, for gladness, made merry jest, even as one who wist not what to do for joy; and he cried aloud to the knight, “Ye have promised to do the thing I bid ye: will ye hold to this behest, here, at once?”     “Yea, forsooth,” said that true knight, “while I abide in your burg I am bound by your behest.” “Ye have travelled from far,” said the host, “and since then ye have waked with me, ye are not well refreshed by rest and sleep, as I know. Ye shall therefore abide in your chamber, and lie at your ease to-morrow at Mass-tide, and go to meat when ye will with my wife, who shall sit with ye, and comfort ye with her company till I return; and I shall rise early and go forth to the chase.” And    Gawain agreed to all this courteously. Sir Gawain makes a covenant with his host     “Sir knight,” quoth the host, “we will make a covenant.     Whatsoever I win in the wood shall be yours, and whatever may fall to your share, that shall ye exchange for it. Let us swear, friend, to make this exchange, however our hap may be, for worse or for better.”  “I grant ye your will,” quoth Gawain the good; “if ye list so to
	do, it liketh me well.”     “Bring hither the wine-cup, the bargain is made,” so said the lord of that castle. They laughed each one, and drank of the wine, and made merry, these lords and ladies, as it pleased them. Then with gay talk and merry jest they arose, and stood, and spoke softly, and kissed courteously, and took leave of each other. With burning torches, and many a serving man, was each led to his couch; yet ere they gat them to bed the old lord oft repeated their covenant, for he knew well how to make sport.
	Roses of Shadow
	Chapter III: Dante-Pillled
	Luke Gilfedder
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	Taking Quintus’s book— Signa, by Ouida—under his arm, Miro scooted under the echoing arcades of the upper gallery. The smouldering rose of twilight had faded to dark indigo, and a rapidly ascending moon burned through the columns, casting pale stripes across the stone walkway. He skipped from one cold slab of light to the next, as he had once skipped across the dark, rain-slashed cobbles of Budapest. Like Budai Vár, Miro thought, the abbey possessed the character of both castle and church: a walled wilderness of towers, garths, courtyards, cloisters, florid ramparts, and dungeon keeps—the product of centuries of paranoia on a grand scale.      Two at a time, Miro took the white-scoured steps down into the quadrangle—a handsome little Magyar courtyard, with rosebushes and wisteria, and the violet recess of an open stable.   Before the stable stood an old cannon, gently transformed by time into the obliquity of a rotten tree trunk; its branches pointed cannonwise at the sky, with a plume of canescent leaves for smoke. Gripping the book, Miro crossed towards the church, hearing a low, grief-weighted murmur of voices echoing around the cloisters, which glowed—even in shadow—with the dark rose-gold of the brick. In this blustery half-light, the abbey seemed so unnerving to him: all blank sandstone walls with few lancet windows set too high, shadowy courtyards that dwarfed him, cressets creaking on ridiculously tall poles, church roofs pitched steep as praying hands, the outsized donjon looming over all like a watercolour drawing of a tower whose pigment had been washed away by the rain. Grey, all melancholy grey, as if every day were All Saints’ Day.      A door slammed to his left. Glancing over, Miro saw a band of brown-cowled monks bustling out of the refectorium, lanterns held high, their light shining in his eyes. At their head strode Father Anzelm, encased in his ill-fitting clerical raincoat—jowly and paunched and Hungarian enough not to give a damn. Beside him, as if for the sake of contrast, walked a tall, lath-thin man. His sandals seemed to kiss rather than touch the ground, retaining the silence of the sanctuary—the gliding step of feet accustomed to church stone.      They advanced across the courtyard toward Miro, the wind dashing the lanterns’ light from tree to tree and face to face. One gleam illuminated the tall man, and Miro recognised him at once as Father Gregor Pray. The monks liked to jest that he resembled a small-town Sacha Distel who thought he was a small-town Alain Delon—not that Miro had a clue who either of those were. But he knew that pointlessly handsome face from the abbey newsfilms: the oleaginous hair, black and shining like mica, his chill Aquitanian air. Yet with his clean-as-steel eyes,  Pray reminded Miro of none so much as Torquemada, the Grand Inquisitor, whose portrait hung in the abbey’s archives.     Suddenly, like a sotnya of Cossacks, the monks were upon Miro, shouldering past him towards the stairs. He heard Father Pray drawling in his Wienerisch lilt:      “What is he playing at? Restoring the Church to prominence? He should have outgrown all this secrecy and mirrorplay at his age.”     “You know our abbot, Father Gregor—inscrutable are his judgements and unfathomable his ways.”     “He is a man far gone in years, and no less in folly.”     “Pray now, Brother Pray—”     “Then why will he not issue one of his philippics against Herrut for this disgrace? Or is that too part of his consilium occultum?”     “The Holy Abbot,” protested Anzelm with a bearish growl, “is in an impossible position. A sheep cannot argue with the walls of his pen, and a goat cannot rub his horns against the clouds. We are surrounded by unclean rulers and bullying heathens. And who knows what new devilry Herrut is concocting in his untutorable Russian brain, with winter on the way—”     Pray cast a sudden glance over his shoulder, his eyes boring into Miro like a gimlet.     “Odi puerulos praecoci ingenio,” he murmured, then resumed:      “Go on, Father—”
	“I was saying, Brother Pray, that Herrut may prove more dangerous to us than the Tsarevich. Herrut knows the secret of power: sit long and move fast. Prince Alexei could never sit.     Herrut can sit as any peasant can. I am sure he plans to starve us out—”     A sudden burst of explosions assaulted the night—shrill and intemperate—incarnadining the storm-darkened East. Then, as certainly as thunder follows lightning, the heavy rumble of artillery boomed, shaking the cloister stones as in an earthquake.  Pray pivoted midway up the stairs, cast up his eyes, and apostrophised heaven.     “Vae victoribus!” With a swish of his cloak, he turned on his heels and strode towards Quintus’s door. The procession of monks followed, their footsteps fading into the dark of the abbey.     Miro stood for a moment, alone, as silence descended on the courtyard like a benediction, broken only by the spitter-spatter of a prolix gutter pipe. Rain tattooed down on the stone, the wind swinging it into strings that reminded Miro of the beaded curtains hanging over the doors of so many taverns in Hungary.   Consilium occultum… Secret plan? He pulled up his hood, tucked Quintus’s book under his habit, and paced toward the church.     Lamps flickered on in the lancet windows above Miro’s head, lighting the panes a mournful yellow through their diamonds of lead. The slush of cobbles glistening wet in the misty darkness, with its promised counterpoint—a mug of hot kakaó and a roaring fire—formed a harmony Miro somehow knew by heart.      He knew it from those wet Novembers on the farm, when even daylight could be sodden: the smell of drenched leather and hung game, of beetroot boiling in the pot, his mother stirring the goulash over the fire... It had been a November night, too, when Prince Alexei’s soldiers came: the hammering on the door in the winter dark, the brutal boots, the cropped heads, the fists...     The stars shone madly over the abbey now, like pantheistic glitter, immensely distant in their archaic, blank wilderness.   Shivering with cold, Miro wove between the statues, all of them already covered—for neither Roman nor Istrian stone endures the frosts, even of their own country. Only Saint Stephen, the abbey’s founder, fashioned from Magyar stone, stood with his lance tilted as in summer. If Anzelm were correct, in just a few days this courtyard would be filled ten feet high with packed, hard-rolled snow—the steep roofs icicle-fringed, the great tower capped in white, and the narrow window-slits shining yellow through driving sleet. It would fall too on the vast dark plain, on the Transdanubian forests, and upon every acre of the lonely farm where his parents lay buried. It had snowed that night, too, when he was taken away, an orphan, in the back of Terek’s wagon; it had lain thickly drifted on the makeshift crosses, on the spears of the wooden gate, on the scorched furrows. Miro never lost the image. If he compared this abominable memory to a bruise, it did not fade. It grew darker.     Head bent against the sneaping wind, Miro climbed the church steps and wrested open the oak door. It slammed shut behind him as he slipped inside, leaving him in the darkness of an old vestibule, built atop an even older narthex. Facing him stood another arched doorway, its half-moon tympanum decorated with trumpeting angels.     He tiptoed through into the nook-shotten church, passing beneath the mighty tower at the crossing of nave and transepts—four arches bore its weight, two lengthwise of the church, two across. The Gothic, almost sylvan vaulted space lay silent as the tomb, and once again Miro felt that the devil was afoot this night, that something was going to happen... As yet, he knew not what. It was all mere foreboding—a gnawing, anticipatory uneasiness.  Was it to do with the fate of the monastery at Cârța? But what could he do if Herrut attacked this abbey next? He was no Saint Stephen. He could not drive back the heathens, end the war, avenge his parents. He couldn’t even fight off that scrawny blacksmith...     Feeling the dead eyes of his parents and the all-too-alive eyes of Father Quintus upon him, Miro tiptoed closer to the choir and its high altar. What little sound his feet made was barely audible
	beneath the hiss and drumming of rain on the massive roof, which hammered loudest upon the half-dome of the apse. Above the altar, on the inner curve of that dome, the Sermon on the Mount was painted in soft colours—the blue and red of the Saviour’s garments against a pale sky, so delicate... Miro caught himself thinking: Jesus would have lost as many fights at school as he won. How, he must have wondered, can I be the Son of the Lord?     Off to the right of the altar, low arches marked the entrance to the crypt, which doubled as the repository for Quintus’s archives. Clutching the book, Miro started down the stone steps. Just then, something caught his eye: a spear of light, flashing from the left—from within the narrow, dark tube of a stairway the priest always disappeared into when the sermon was over. Miro had always wondered where it led...     His heart martelling against his chest, Miro’s feet began to move as if against his will. He knew he should not—Quintus had given him strict instructions on where to go. But it would not take long, he told himself—just a minute, just to see... Nerving himself, he stole across the altar, beneath the dome, and slipped into the corridor.     Crossing the threshold brought a turn of mood as precise as the instant of entering a royal tomb. A barrel-vaulted passage stretched deep into the gloom, its dark panels worm-eaten, its close air laden with a dusty ecclesiastical smell. With each echoey step along the stone, darkness crept over Miro like air on a wound when the dressing is removed. Soon, all was black as pitch, except for that ghostly light, flickering beyond the door ahead, like a sepulchral lamp...     Nerves wriggling like a cloth sack of worms, Miro eased the door open and craned his head inside. The first thing he saw was a monk—Chaucer’s Monk to the life: bald, beardless, no lent-gaunt spectre—then a young boy in a novice’s robe. The boy stared fixedly at a projection on the wall: a plate from the Inferno, Doré’s illustration of the seventh circle. Centaurs pounded the banks of the river of blood, ready to shoot any sinners who emerged more than their punishment allowed. “Aren’t they awful?” the monk sermonised to the child, who had the vaguely distraught air of a kitten that had seen visions. That is, his eyes did—the rest of his face, barring the nose and mouth, was swathed in bandages. “See,” the monk continued, “how Divine Justice stings that Attila, who upon earth was the world’s flail...”     “Aleks!” came a voice from behind Miro—it was Leila’s voice! “Aleks, the abbot wants you!”     Aleks? Horror did not give Miro a chance to be puzzled. He slipped into the shadows, holding his breath as tightly as if he were clinging to a rope. No, he could not have misheard—she could not possibly have said...      Alexei?
	The Phantom Regiment of Killiecrankie
	Corncrake
	Many are the stories that have from time to time been circulated with regard to the haunting of the Pass of Killiecrankie by phantom soldiers, but I do not think there is any stranger story than that related to me, some years ago, by a lady who declared she had actually witnessed the phenomena. Her account of it I shall reproduce as far as possible in her own words:—     Let me commence by stating that I am not a spiritualist, and that I have the greatest possible aversion to convoking the earthbound souls of the dead. Neither do I lay any claim to mediumistic powers (indeed I have always regarded the term "medium" with the gravest suspicion). I am, on the contrary, a plain, practical, matter-of-fact woman, and with the exception of this one occasion, never witnessed any psychic phenomena.     The incident I am about to relate took place the autumn before last. I was on a cycle tour in Scotland, and, making Pitlochry my temporary headquarters, rode over one evening to view the historic Pass of Killiecrankie. It was late when I arrived there, and the western sky was one great splash of crimson and gold—such vivid colouring I had never seen before and never have seen since. Indeed, I was so entranced at the sublimity of the spectacle, that I perched myself on a rock at the foot of one of the great cliffs that form the walls of the Pass, and, throwing my head back, imagined myself in fairyland. Lost, thus, in a delicious luxury, I paid no heed to the time, nor did I think of stirring, until the dark shadows of the night fell across my face. I then started up in a panic, and was about to pedal off in hot haste, when a strange notion suddenly seized me: I had a latchkey, plenty of sandwiches, a warm cape, why should I not camp out there till early morning—I had long yearned to spend a night in the open, now was my opportunity. The idea was no sooner conceived than put into operation. Selecting the most comfortable-looking boulder I could see, I scrambled on to the top of it, and, with my cloak drawn tightly over my back and shoulders, commenced my vigil. The cold mountain air, sweet with the perfume of gorse and heather, intoxicated me, and I gradually sank into a heavenly torpor, from which I was abruptly aroused by a dull boom, that I at once associated with distant musketry. All was then still, still as the grave, and, on glancing at the watch I wore strapped on my wrist, I saw it was two o'clock. A species of nervous dread now laid hold of me, and a thousand and one vague fancies, all the more distressing because of their vagueness, oppressed and disconcerted me. Moreover, I was impressed for the first time with the extraordinary solitude—solitude that seemed to belong to a period far other than the present, and, as I glanced around at the solitary pines and gleaming boulders, I more than half expected to see the wild, ferocious face of some robber chief—some fierce yet fascinating hero of Sir Walter Scott's—peering at me from behind them.     This feeling at length became so acute, that, in a panic of fear—ridiculous, puerile fear, I forcibly withdrew my gaze and concentrated it abstractedly on the ground at my feet. I then listened, and in the rustling of a leaf, the humming of some night insect, the whizzing of a bat, the whispering of the wind as it moaned softly past me, I fancied—nay, I felt sure I detected something that was not ordinary. I blew my nose, and had barely ceased marvelling at the loudness of its reverberations, before the piercing, ghoulish shriek of an owl sent the blood in torrents to my heart. I then laughed, and my blood froze as I heard a chorus, of what I tried to persuade myself could only be echoes, proceed from every crag and rock in the valley. For some seconds after this I sat still, hardly daring to breathe, and pretending to be extremely angry with myself for being such a fool. With a stupendous effort I turned my attention to the most material of things. One of the skirt buttons on my hip—they were much in vogue then—being loose, I endeavoured to occupy myself in tightening it, and when I could no longer derive any employment from that, I set to work on my shoes, and tied knots in the laces, merely to enjoy the task of untying them. But this, too, ceasing at last to attract me, I was desperately racking my mind for some other device, when there came again the queer, booming noise I had heard before, but which I could now no l
	onger doubt was the report of firearms. I looked in the direction of the sound—and—my heart almost stopped. Racing towards me—as if not merely for his life, but his soul—came the figure of a Highlander. The wind rustling through his long dishevelled hair, blew it completely over his forehead, narrowly missing his eyes, which were fixed ahead of him in a ghastly, agonised stare.     He had not a vestige of colour, and, in the powerful glow of the moonbeams, his skin shone livid. He ran with huge bounds, and, what added to my terror and made me double aware he was nothing mortal, was that each time his feet struck the hard, smooth road, upon which I could well see there was no sign of a stone, there came the sound, the unmistakable sound of the scattering of gravel. On, on he came, with cyclonic swiftness; his bare sweating elbows pressed into his panting sides; his great, dirty, coarse, hairy fists screwed up in bony bunches in front of him; the foam-flakes thick on his clenched, grinning lips; the blood-drops oozing down his sweating thighs. It was all real, infernally, hideously real, even to the most minute details: the flying up and down of his kilt, sporan, and swordless scabbard; the bursting of the seam of his coat, near the shoulder; and the absence of one of his clumsy shoe-buckles. I tried hard to shut my eyes, but was compelled to keep them open, and follow his every movement as, darting past me, he left the roadway, and, leaping several of the smaller obstacles that barred his way, finally disappeared behind some of the bigger boulders. I then heard the loud rat-tat of drums, accompanied by the shrill voices of fifes and flutes, and at the farther end of the Pass, their arms glittering brightly in the silvery moonbeams, appeared a regiment of scarlet-clad soldiers. At the head rode a mounted officer, after him came the band, and then, four abreast, a long line of warriors; in their centre two ensigns, and on their flanks, officers and non-commissioned officers with swords and pikes; more mounted men bringing up the rear. On they came, the fifes and flutes ringing out with a weird clearness in the hushed mountain air. I could hear the ground vibrate, the gravel crunch and scatter, as they steadily and mechanically advanced—tall men, enormously tall men, with set, white faces and livid eyes. Every instant I expected they would see me, and I became sick with terror at the thought of meeting all those pale, flashing eyes.   But from this I was happily saved; no one appeared to notice me, and they all passed me by without as much as a twist or turn of the head, their feet keeping time to one everlasting and monotonous tramp, tramp, tramp. I got up and watched until the last of them had turned the bend of the Pass, and the sheen of his weapons and trappings could no longer be seen; then I remounted my boulder and wondered if anything further would happen. It was now half-past two, and blended with the moonbeams was a peculiar whiteness, which rendered the whole aspect of my surroundings indescribably dreary and ghostly. Feeling cold and hungry, I set to work on my beef sandwiches, and was religiously separating the fat from the lean, for I am one of those foolish people who detest fat, when a loud rustling made me look up. Confronting me, on the opposite side of the road, was a tree, an ash, and to my surprise, despite the fact that the breeze had fallen and there was scarcely a breath of wind, the tree swayed violently to and fro, whilst there proceeded from it the most dreadful moanings and groanings. I was so terrified that  I caught hold of my bicycle and tried to mount, but I was obliged to desist as I had not a particle of strength in my limbs. Then to assure myself the moving of the tree was not an illusion, I rubbed my eyes, pinched myself, called aloud; but it made no difference—the rustling, bending, and tossing still continued. Summing up courage, I stepped into the road to get a closer view, when to my horror my feet kicked against something, and, on looking down, I perceived the body of an English soldier, [101]with a ghastly wound in his chest. I gazed around, and there, on all sides of me, from one end of the valley to the other, lay dozens of bodies,—bodies of men and horses,—Highlanders and English, white-cheeked, lurid eyes, and bloody-browed,—a hotch-potch of livid, gory awfulness. Here was the writhing, wriggling figure of an officer with half his face shot away; and there, a horse with no
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	head; and there—but I cannot dwell on such horrors, the very memory of which makes me feel sick and faint. The air, that beautiful, fresh mountain air, resounded with their moanings and groanings, and reeked with the smell of their blood. As I stood rooted to the ground with horror, not knowing which way to look or turn, I suddenly saw drop from the ash, the form of a woman, a Highland girl, with bold, handsome features, raven black hair, and the whitest of arms and feet. In one hand she carried a wicker basket, in the other a knife, a broad-bladed, sharp-edged, horn-handled knife. A gleam of avarice and cruelty came into her large dark eyes, as, wandering around her, they rested on the rich facings of the English officers' uniforms. I knew what was in her mind, and—forgetting she was but a ghost—that they were all ghosts—I moved heaven and earth to stop her. I could not. Making straight for a wounded officer that lay moaning piteously on the ground, some ten feet away from me, she spurned with her slender, graceful feet, the bodies of the dead and dying English that came in her way. Then, snatching the officer's sword and pistol from him, she knelt down, and, with a look of devilish glee in her glorious eyes, calmly plunged her knife into his heart, working the blade backwards and forwards to assure herself she had made a thorough job of it. Anything more hellish I could not have imagined, and yet it fascinated me—the girl was so fair, so
	wickedly fair and shapely. Her act of cruelty over, she spoiled her victim of his rings, epaulets, buttons and gold lacing, and, having placed them in her basket, proceeded elsewhere. In some cases,  unable to remove the rings easily, she chopped off the fingers, and popped them, just as they were, into her basket. Neither was her mode of dispatch always the same, for while she put some men out of their misery in the manner I have described, she cut the throats of others with as great a nonchalance as if she had been killing fowls, whilst others again she settled with the butt-ends of their guns or pistols. In all she murdered a full half-score, and was decamping with her booty when her gloating eyes suddenly encountered mine, and with a shrill scream of rage she rushed towards me. I was an easy victim, for strain and pray how I would, I could not move an inch. Raising her flashing blade high over her head, an expression of fiendish glee in her staring eyes, she made ready to strike me. This was the climax, my overstrained nerves could stand no more, and ere the blow had time to descend, I pitched heavily forward and fell at her feet. When I recovered, every phantom had vanished, and the Pass glowed with all the cheerful freshness of the early morning sun. Not a whit the worse for my venture, I cycled swiftly home, and ate as only one can eat who has spent the night amid the banks and braes of bonnie Scotland.
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	I There are, it would appear, certain wholly unremarkable persons, with none of the characteristics that invite adventure, who yet once or twice in the course of their smooth lives undergo an experience so strange that the world catches its breath—and looks the other way! And it was cases of this kind, perhaps, more than any other, that fell into the wide-spread net of John Silence, the psychic doctor, and, appealing to his deep humanity, to his patience, and to his great qualities of spiritual sympathy, led often to the revelation of problems of the strangest complexity, and of the profoundest possible human interest. Matters that seemed almost too curious and fantastic for belief he loved to trace to their hidden sources. To unravel a tangle in the very soul of things—and to release a suffering human soul in the process—was with him a veritable passion. And the knots he untied were, indeed, after passing strange.    The world, of course, asks for some plausible basis to which it can attach credence—something it can, at least, pretend to explain. The adventurous type it can understand: such people carry about with them an adequate explanation of their exciting lives, and their characters obviously drive them into the circumstances which produce the adventures. It expects nothing else from them, and is satisfied. But dull, ordinary folk have no right to out-of-the-way experiences, and the world having been led to expect otherwise, is disappointed with them, not to say shocked. Its complacent judgment has been rudely disturbed. “Such a thing happened to that man!” it cries—“a commonplace person like that! It is too absurd! There must be something wrong!”    Yet there could be no question that something did actually happen to little Arthur Vezin, something of the curious nature he described to Dr. Silence. Outwardly or inwardly, it happened beyond a doubt, and in spite of the jeers of his few friends who heard the tale, and observed wisely that “such a thing might perhaps have come to Iszard, that crack-brained Iszard, or to that odd fish Minski, but it could never have happened to commonplace little Vezin, who was fore-ordained to live and die according to scale.”    But, whatever his method of death was, Vezin certainly did not “live according to scale” so far as this particular event in his otherwise uneventful life was concerned; and to hear him recount it, and watch his pale delicate features change, and hear his voice grow softer and more hushed as he proceeded, was to know the conviction that his halting words perhaps failed sometimes to convey. He lived the thing over again each time he told it. His whole personality became muffled in the recital. It subdued him more than ever, so that the tale became a lengthy apology for an experience that he deprecated. He appeared to excuse himself and ask your pardon for having dared to take part in so fantastic an episode. For little Vezin was a timid, gentle, sensitive soul, rarely able to assert himself, tender to man and beast, and almost constitutionally unable to say No, or to claim many things that should rightly have been his. His whole scheme of life seemed utterly remote from anything more exciting than missing a train or losing an umbrella on an omnibus. And when this curious event came upon him he was already more years beyond forty than his friends suspected or he cared to admit.    John Silence, who heard him speak of his experience more than once, said that he sometimes left out certain details and put in others; yet they were all obviously true. The whole scene was unforgettably cinematographed on to his mind. None of the details were imagined or invented. And when he told the story with them all complete, the effect was undeniable. His appealing brown eyes shone, and much of the charming personality, usually so carefully repressed, came forward and revealed itself.    His modesty was always there, of course, but in the telling he forgot the present and allowed himself to appear almost vividly as he lived again in the past of his adventure. He was on the way home when it happened, crossing northern France from some mountain trip or other where he buried himself solitary-wise every summer. He had nothing but an unregistered bag in the rack, and the train was jammed to suffocation, most of the passengers being unredeemed holiday English. He disliked them, not because they were his fellow-countrymen, but because they were noisy and obtrusive, obliterating with their big limbs and tweed clothing all the quieter tints of the day that brought him satisfaction and enabled him to melt into insignificance and forget that he was anybody.     These English clashed about him like a brass band, making him feel vaguely that he ought to be more self-assertive and obstreperous, and that he did not claim insistently enough all
	kinds of things that he didn’t want and that were really valueless, such as corner seats, windows up or down, and so forth. So that he felt uncomfortable in the train, and wished the journey were over and he was back again living with his unmarried sister in Surbiton.    And when the train stopped for ten panting minutes at the little station in northern France, and he got out to stretch his legs on the platform, and saw to his dismay a further batch of the British Isles debouching from another train, it suddenly seemed impossible to him to continue the journey. Even his flabby soul revolted, and the idea of staying a night in the little town and going on next day by a slower, emptier train, flashed into his mind. The guard was already shouting “en voiture” and the corridor of his compartment was already packed when the thought came to him. And, for once, he acted with decision and rushed to snatch his bag.     Finding the corridor and steps impassable, he tapped at the window (for he had a corner seat) and begged the Frenchman who sat opposite to hand his luggage out to him, explaining in his wretched French that he intended to break the journey there. And this elderly Frenchman, he declared, gave him a look, half of warning, half of reproach, that to his dying day he could never forget; handed the bag through the window of the moving train; and at the same time poured into his ears a long sentence, spoken rapidly and low, of which he was able to comprehend only the last few words: “à cause du sommeil et à cause des chats.” In reply to Dr. Silence, whose singular psychic acuteness at once seized upon this Frenchman as a vital point in the adventure,  Vezin admitted that the man had impressed him favourably from the beginning, though without being able to explain why. They had sat facing one another during the four hours of the journey, and though no conversation had passed between them—Vezin was timid about his stuttering French—he confessed that his eyes were being continually drawn to his face, almost, he felt, to rudeness, and that each, by a dozen nameless little politenesses and attentions, had evinced the desire to be kind. The men liked each other and their personalities did not clash, or would not have clashed had they chanced to come to terms of acquaintance.     The Frenchman, indeed, seemed to have exercised a silent protective influence over the insignificant little Englishman, and without words or gestures betrayed that he wished him well and would gladly have been of service to him. “And this sentence that he hurled at you after the bag?” asked John Silence, smiling that peculiarly sympathetic smile that always melted the prejudices of his patient, “were you unable to follow it exactly?”     “It was so quick and low and vehement,” explained Vezin, in his small voice, “that I missed practically the whole of it. I only caught the few words at the very end, because he spoke them so clearly, and his face was bent down out of the carriage window so near to mine.”     “‘À cause du sommeil et à cause des chats’?” repeated Dr. Silence, as though half speaking to himself.     “That’s it exactly,” said Vezin; “which, I take it, means something like ‘because of sleep and because of the cats,’ doesn’t it?”     “Certainly, that’s how I should translate it,” the doctor observed shortly, evidently not wishing to interrupt more than necessary.     “And the rest of the sentence—all the first part I couldn’t understand, I mean—was a warning not to do something—not to stop in the town, or at some particular place in the town, perhaps. that was the impression it made on me.”     Then, of course, the train rushed off, and left Vezin standing on the platform alone and rather forlorn.     The little town climbed in straggling fashion up a sharp hill rising out of the plain at the back of the station, and was crowned by the twin towers of the ruined cathedral peeping over the summit. From the station itself it looked uninteresting and modern, but the fact was that the mediaeval position lay out of sight just beyond the crest. And once he reached the top and entered the old streets, he stepped clean out of modern life into a bygone century. The noise and bustle of the crowded train seemed days away. The spirit of this silent hill-town, remote from tourists and motor-cars, dreaming its own quiet life under the autumn sun, rose up and cast its spell upon him. Long before he recognised this spell he acted under it. He walked softly, almost on tiptoe,  down the winding narrow streets where the gables all but met over his head, and he entered the doorway of the solitary inn with a deprecating and modest demeanour that was in itself an apology for intruding upon the place and disturbing its dream.
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	At first, however, Vezin said, he noticed very little of all this. The attempt at analysis came much later. What struck him then was only the delightful contrast of the silence and peace after the dust and noisy rattle of the train. He felt soothed and stroked like a cat.     “Like a cat, you said?” interrupted John Silence, quickly catching him up.     “Yes. At the very start I felt that.” He laughed apologetically. “I felt as though the warmth and the stillness and the comfort made me purr. It seemed to be the general mood of the whole place—then.”     The inn, a rambling ancient house, the atmosphere of the old coaching days still about it, apparently did not welcome him too warmly. He felt he was only tolerated, he said. But it was cheap and comfortable, and the delicious cup of afternoon tea he ordered at once made him feel really very pleased with himself for leaving the train in this bold, original way. For to him it had seemed bold and original. He felt something of a dog. His room, too, soothed him with its dark panelling and low irregular ceiling, and the long sloping passage that led to it seemed the natural pathway to a real Chamber of Sleep—a little dim cubby hole out of the world where noise could not enter. It looked upon the courtyard at the back. It was all very charming, and made him think of himself as dressed in very soft velvet somehow, and the floors seemed padded, the walls provided with cushions. The sounds of the streets could not penetrate there. It was an atmosphere of absolute rest that surrounded him.     On engaging the two-franc room he had interviewed the only person who seemed to be about that sleepy afternoon, an elderly waiter with Dundreary whiskers and a drowsy courtesy, who had ambled lazily towards him across the stone yard; but on coming downstairs again for a little promenade in the town before dinner he encountered the proprietress herself. She was a large woman whose hands, feet, and features seemed to swim towards him out of a sea of person. They emerged, so to speak. But she had great dark, vivacious eyes that counteracted the bulk of her body, and betrayed the fact that in reality she was both vigorous and alert. When he first caught sight of her she was knitting in a low chair against the sunlight of the wall, and something at once made him see her as a great tabby cat, dozing, yet awake, heavily sleepy, and yet at the same time prepared for instantaneous action. A great mouser on the watch occurred to him.     She took him in with a single comprehensive glance that was polite without being cordial. Her neck, he noticed, was extraordinarily supple in spite of its proportions, for it turned so easily to follow him, and the head it carried bowed so very flexibly.     “But when she looked at me, you know,” said Vezin, with that little apologetic smile in his brown eyes, and that faintly deprecating gesture of the shoulders that was characteristic of him, “the odd notion came to me that really she had intended to make quite a different movement, and that with a single bound she could have leaped at me across the width of that stone yard and pounced upon me like some huge cat upon a mouse.” He laughed a little soft laugh, and Dr. Silence made a note in his book without interrupting, while Vezin proceeded in a tone as though he feared he had already told too much and more than we could believe.     “Very soft, yet very active she was, for all her size and mass, and I felt she knew what I was doing even after I had passed and was behind her back. She spoke to me, and her voice was smooth and running. She asked if I had my luggage, and was comfortable in my room, and then added that dinner was at seven o’clock, and that they were very early people in this little country town.        Clearly, she intended to convey that late hours were not encouraged.”     Evidently, she contrived by voice and manner to give him the impression that here he would be “managed,” that everything would be arranged and planned for him, and that he had nothing to do but fall into the groove and obey. No decided action or sharp personal effort would be looked for from him. It was the very reverse of the train. He walked quietly out into the street feeling soothed and peaceful. He realised that he was in a milieu that suited him and stroked him the right way. It was so much easier to be obedient. He began to purr again, and to feel that all the town purred with him. About the streets of that little town he meandered gently, falling deeper and deeper into the spirit of repose that characterised it.    With no special aim he wandered up and down, and to and fro.    The September sunshine fell slantingly over the roofs. Down winding alleyways, fringed with tumbling gables and open
	casements, he caught fairylike glimpses of the great plain below, and of the meadows and yellow copses lying like a dream-map in the haze. The spell of the past held very potently here, he felt. The streets were full of picturesquely garbed men and women, all busy enough, going their respective ways; but no one took any notice of him or turned to stare at his obviously English appearance. He was even able to forget that with his tourist appearance he was a false note in a charming picture, and he melted more and more into the scene, feeling delightfully insignificant and unimportant and unselfconscious. It was like becoming part of a softly coloured dream which he did not even realise to be a dream.     On the eastern side the hill fell away more sharply, and the plain below ran off rather suddenly into a sea of gathering shadows in which the little patches of woodland looked like islands and the stubble fields like deep water. Here he strolled along the old ramparts of ancient fortifications that once had been formidable, but now were only vision-like with their charming mingling of broken grey walls and wayward vine and ivy. From the broad coping on which he sat for a moment, level with the rounded tops of clipped plane trees, he saw the esplanade far below lying in shadow. Here and there a yellow sunbeam crept in and lay upon the fallen yellow leaves, and from the height he looked down and saw that the townsfolk were walking to and fro in the cool of the evening. He could just hear the sound of their slow footfalls, and the murmur of their voices floated up to him through the gaps between the trees. The figures looked like shadows as he caught glimpses of their quiet movements far below.     He sat there for some time pondering, bathed in the waves of murmurs and half-lost echoes that rose to his ears, muffled by the leaves of the plane trees. The whole town, and the little hill out of which it grew as naturally as an ancient wood, seemed to him like a being lying there half asleep on the plain and crooning to itself as it dozed.    And, presently, as he sat lazily melting into its dream, a sound of horns and strings and wood instruments rose to his ears, and the town band began to play at the far end of the crowded terrace below to the accompaniment of a very soft, deep-throated drum. Vezin was very sensitive to music, knew about it intelligently, and had even ventured, unknown to his friends, upon the composition of quiet melodies with low-running chords which he played to himself with the soft pedal when no one was about. And this music floating up through the trees from an invisible and doubtless very picturesque band of the townspeople wholly charmed him. He recognised nothing that they played, and it sounded as though they were simply improvising without a conductor. No definitely marked time ran through the pieces, which ended and began oddly after the fashion of wind through an Aeolian harp. It was part of the place and scene, just as the dying sunlight and faintly breathing wind were part of the scene and hour, and the mellow notes of old-fashioned plaintive horns, pierced here and there by the sharper strings, all half smothered by the continuous booming of the deep drum, touched his soul with a curiously potent spell that was almost too engrossing to be quite pleasant.     There was a certain queer sense of bewitchment in it all. The music seemed to him oddly unartificial. It made him think of trees swept by the wind, of night breezes singing among wires and chimney-stacks, or in the rigging of invisible ships; or—and the simile leaped up in his thoughts with a sudden sharpness of suggestion—a chorus of animals, of wild creatures, somewhere in desolate places of the world, crying and singing as animals will, to the moon. He could fancy he heard the wailing, half-human cries of cats upon the tiles at night, rising and falling with weird intervals of sound, and this music, muffled by distance and the trees, made him think of a queer company of these creatures on some roof far away in the sky, uttering their solemn music to one another and the moon in chorus.     It was, he felt at the time, a singular image to occur to him, yet it expressed his sensation pictorially better than anything else. The instruments played such impossibly odd intervals, and the crescendos and diminuendos were so very suggestive of cat-land on the tiles at night, rising swiftly, dropping without warning to deep notes again, and all in such strange confusion of discords and accords. But, at the same time a plaintive sweetness resulted on the whole, and the discords of these half-broken instruments were so singular that they did not distress his musical soul like fiddles out of tune.     He listened a long time, wholly surrendering himself as his character was, and then strolled homewards in the dusk as the air
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	grew chilly.     “There was nothing to alarm?” put in Dr. Silence briefly.     “Absolutely nothing,” said Vezin; “but you know it was all so fantastical and charming that my imagination was profoundly impressed. Perhaps, too,” he continued, gently explanatory, “it was this stirring of my imagination that caused other impressions; for, as I walked back, the spell of the place began to steal over me in a dozen ways, though all intelligible ways. But there were other things I could not account for in the least, even then.”     “Incidents, you mean?”     “Hardly incidents, I think. A lot of vivid sensations crowded themselves upon my mind and I could trace them to no causes. It was just after sunset and the tumbled old buildings traced magical outlines against an opalescent sky of gold and red. The dusk was running down the twisted streets. All round the hill the plain pressed in like a dim sea, its level rising with the darkness.     The spell of this kind of scene, you know, can be very moving, and it was so that night. Yet I felt that what came to me had nothing directly to do with the mystery and wonder of the scene.”     “Not merely the subtle transformations of the spirit that come with beauty,” put in the doctor, noticing his hesitation.      “Exactly,” Vezin went on, duly encouraged and no longer so fearful of our smiles at his expense. “The impressions came from somewhere else. For instance, down the busy main street where men and women were bustling home from work, shopping at stalls and barrows, idly gossiping in groups, and all the rest of it, I saw that I aroused no interest and that no one turned to stare at me as a foreigner and stranger. I was utterly ignored, and my presence among them excited no special interest or attention.      “And then, quite suddenly, it dawned upon me with conviction that all the time this indifference and inattention were merely feigned. Everybody as a matter of fact was watching me closely. Every movement I made was known and observed. Ignoring me was all a pretence—an elaborate pretence.”     He paused a moment and looked at us to see if we were smiling, and then continued, reassured—     “It is useless to ask me how I noticed this, because I simply cannot explain it. But the discovery gave me something of a shock. Before I got back to the inn, however, another curious thing rose up strongly in my mind and forced my recognition of it as true. And this, too, I may as well say at once, was equally inexplicable to me. I mean I can only give you the fact, as fact it was to me.”     The little man left his chair and stood on the mat before the fire. His diffidence lessened from now onwards, as he lost himself again in the magic of the old adventure. His eyes shone a little already as he talked.     “Well,” he went on, his soft voice rising somewhat with his excitement, “I was in a shop when it came to me first—though the idea must have been at work for a long time subconsciously to appear in so complete a form all at once. I was buying socks, I think,” he laughed, “and struggling with my dreadful French, when it struck me that the woman in the shop did not care two pins whether I bought anything or not. She was indifferent whether she made a sale or did not make a sale. She was only pretending to sell.     “This sounds a very small and fanciful incident to build upon what follows. But really it was not small. I mean it was the spark that lit the line of powder and ran along to the big blaze in my mind.     “For the whole town, I suddenly realised, was something other than I so far saw it. The real activities and interests of the people were elsewhere and otherwise than appeared. Their true lives lay somewhere out of sight behind the scenes. Their busy-ness was but the outward semblance that masked their actual purposes.     They bought and sold, and ate and drank, and walked about the streets, yet all the while the main stream of their existence lay somewhere beyond my ken, underground, in secret places. In the shops and at the stalls they did not care whether I purchased their articles or not; at the inn, they were indifferent to my staying or going; their life lay remote from my own, springing from hidden, mysterious sources, coursing out of sight, unknown. It was all a great elaborate pretence, assumed possibly for my benefit, or possibly for purposes of their own. But the main current of their energies ran elsewhere. I almost felt as an unwelcome foreign substance might be expected to feel when it has found its way into the human system and the whole body organises itself to eject it or to absorb it. The town was doing this very thing to me.     “This bizarre notion presented itself forcibly to my mind as I walked home to the inn, and I began busily to wonder wherein
	the true life of this town could lie and what were the actual interests and activities of its hidden life.     “And, now that my eyes were partly opened, I noticed other things too that puzzled me, first of which, I think, was the extraordinary silence of the whole place. Positively, the town was muffled. Although the streets were paved with cobbles the people moved about silently, softly, with padded feet, like cats. Nothing made noise. All was hushed, subdued, muted. The very voices were quiet, low-pitched like purring. Nothing clamorous, vehement or emphatic seemed able to live in the drowsy atmosphere of soft dreaming that soothed this little hill-town into its sleep. It was like the woman at the inn—an outward repose screening intense inner activity and purpose.     “Yet there was no sign of lethargy or sluggishness anywhere about it. The people were active and alert. Only a magical and uncanny softness lay over them all like a spell.”     Vezin passed his hand across his eyes for a moment as though the memory had become very vivid. His voice had run off into a whisper so that we heard the last part with difficulty. He was telling a true thing obviously, yet something that he both liked and hated telling.     “I went back to the inn,” he continued presently in a louder voice, “and dined. I felt a new strange world about me. My old world of reality receded. Here, whether I liked it or no, was something new and incomprehensible. I regretted having left the train so impulsively. An adventure was upon me, and I loathed adventures as foreign to my nature. Moreover, this was the beginning apparently of an adventure somewhere deep within me, in a region I could not check or measure, and a feeling of alarm mingled itself with my wonder—alarm for the stability of what I had for forty years recognised as my ‘personality.’     “I went upstairs to bed, my mind teeming with thoughts that were unusual to me, and of rather a haunting description. By way of relief I kept thinking of that nice, prosaic noisy train and all those wholesome, blustering passengers. I almost wished I were with them again. But my dreams took me elsewhere. I dreamed of cats, and soft-moving creatures, and the silence of life in a dim muffled world beyond the senses.”
	II Vezin stayed on from day to day, indefinitely, much longer than he had intended. He felt in a kind of dazed, somnolent condition. He did nothing in particular, but the place fascinated him and he could not decide to leave. Decisions were always very difficult for him and he sometimes wondered how he had ever brought himself to the point of leaving the train. It seemed as though some one else must have arranged it for him, and once or twice his thoughts ran to the swarthy Frenchman who had sat opposite. If only he could have understood that long sentence ending so strangely with “à cause du sommeil et à cause des chats.” He wondered what it all meant.     Meanwhile the hushed softness of the town held him prisoner and he sought in his muddling, gentle way to find out where the mystery lay, and what it was all about. But his limited French and his constitutional hatred of active investigation made it hard for him to buttonhole anybody and ask questions. He was content to observe, and watch, and remain negative.     The weather held on calm and hazy, and this just suited him. He wandered about the town till he knew every street and alley. The people suffered him to come and go without let or hindrance, though it became clearer to him every day that he was never free himself from observation. The town watched him as a cat watches a mouse. And he got no nearer to finding out what they were all so busy with or where the main stream of their activities lay. This remained hidden. The people were as soft and mysterious as cats.     But that he was continually under observation became more evident from day to day.     For instance, when he strolled to the end of the town and entered a little green public garden beneath the ramparts and seated himself upon one of the empty benches in the sun, he was quite alone—at first. Not another seat was occupied; the little park was empty, the paths deserted. Yet, within ten minutes of his coming, there must have been fully twenty persons scattered about him, some strolling aimlessly along the gravel walks, staring at the flowers, and others seated on the wooden benches enjoying the sun like himself. None of them appeared to take any notice of him; yet he understood quite well they had all come there to watch. They kept him under close observation. In the street they had seemed busy enough, hurrying upon various errands; yet these were suddenly all forgotten and they had nothing to do but
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	loll and laze in the sun, their duties unremembered. Five minutes after he left, the garden was again deserted, the seats vacant. But in the crowded street it was the same thing again; he was never alone. He was ever in their thoughts.     By degrees, too, he began to see how it was he was so cleverly watched, yet without the appearance of it. The people did nothing directly. They behaved obliquely. He laughed in his mind as the thought thus clothed itself in words, but the phrase exactly described it. They looked at him from angles which naturally should have led their sight in another direction altogether. Their movements were oblique, too, so far as these concerned himself.       The straight, direct thing was not their way evidently. They did nothing obviously. If he entered a shop to buy, the woman walked instantly away and busied herself with something at the farther end of the counter, though answering at once when he spoke, showing that she knew he was there and that this was only her way of attending to him. It was the fashion of the cat she followed. Even in the dining-room of the inn, the be-whiskered and courteous waiter, lithe and silent in all his movements, never seemed able to come straight to his table for an order or a dish.    He came by zigzags, indirectly, vaguely, so that he appeared to be going to another table altogether, and only turned suddenly at the last moment, and was there beside him.     Vezin smiled curiously to himself as he described how he began to realize these things. Other tourists there were none in the hostel, but he recalled the figures of one or two old men, inhabitants, who took their déjeuner and dinner there, and remembered how fantastically they entered the room in similar fashion. First, they paused in the doorway, peering about the room, and then, after a temporary inspection, they came in, as it were, sideways, keeping close to the walls so that he wondered which table they were making for, and at the last minute making almost a little quick run to their particular seats. And again he thought of the ways and methods of cats.     Other small incidents, too, impressed him as all part of this queer, soft town with its muffled, indirect life, for the way some of the people appeared and disappeared with extraordinary swiftness puzzled him exceedingly. It may have been all perfectly natural, he knew, yet he could not make it out how the alleys swallowed them up and shot them forth in a second of time when there were no visible doorways or openings near enough to explain the phenomenon. Once he followed two elderly women who, he felt, had been particularly examining him from across the street—quite near the inn this was—and saw them turn the corner a few feet only in front of him. Yet when he sharply followed on their heels he saw nothing but an utterly deserted alley stretching in front of him with no sign of a living thing. And the only opening through which they could have escaped was a porch some fifty yards away, which not the swiftest human runner could have reached in time.     And in just such sudden fashion people appeared, when he never expected them. Once when he heard a great noise of fighting going on behind a low wall, and hurried up to see what was going on, what should he see but a group of girls and women engaged in vociferous conversation which instantly hushed itself to the normal whispering note of the town when his head appeared over the wall. And even then none of them turned to look at him directly, but slunk off with the most unaccountable rapidity into doors and sheds across the yard. And their voices, he thought, had sounded so like, so strangely like, the angry snarling of fighting animals, almost of cats.     The whole spirit of the town, however, continued to evade him as something elusive, protean, screened from the outer world, and at the same time intensely, genuinely vital; and, since he now formed part of its life, this concealment puzzled and irritated him; more—it began rather to frighten him.     Out of the mists that slowly gathered about his ordinary surface thoughts, there rose again the idea that the inhabitants were waiting for him to declare himself, to take an attitude, to do this, or to do that; and that when he had done so they in their turn would at length make some direct response, accepting or rejecting him. Yet the vital matter concerning which his decision was awaited came no nearer to him.     Once or twice he purposely followed little processions or groups of the citizens in order to find out, if possible, on what purpose they were bent; but they always discovered him in time and dwindled away, each individual going his or her own way. It was always the same: he never could learn what their main interest was. The cathedral was ever empty, the old church of St. Martin, at the other end of the town, deserted. They shopped because they had to, and not because they wished to. The booths
	stood neglected, the stalls unvisited, the little cafés desolate. Yet the streets were always full, the townsfolk ever on the bustle.     “Can it be,” he thought to himself, yet with a deprecating laugh that he should have dared to think anything so odd, “can it be that these people are people of the twilight, that they live only at night their real life, and come out honestly only with the dusk? That during the day they make a sham though brave pretence, and after the sun is down their true life begins? Have they the souls of night-things, and is the whole blessed town in the hands of the cats?”     The fancy somehow electrified him with little shocks of shrinking and dismay. Yet, though he affected to laugh, he knew that he was beginning to feel more than uneasy, and that strange forces were tugging with a thousand invisible cords at the very centre of his being. Something utterly remote from his ordinary life, something that had not waked for years, began faintly to stir in his soul, sending feelers abroad into his brain and heart, shaping queer thoughts and penetrating even into certain of his minor actions. Something exceedingly vital to himself, to his soul, hung in the balance.     And, always when he returned to the inn about the hour of sunset, he saw the figures of the townsfolk stealing through the dusk from their shop doors, moving sentry-wise to and fro at the corners of the streets, yet always vanishing silently like shadows at his near approach. And as the inn invariably closed its doors at ten o’clock he had never yet found the opportunity he rather half-heartedly sought to see for himself what account the town could give of itself at night.     “—à cause du sommeil et à cause des chats”—the words now rang in his ears more and more often, though still as yet without any definite meaning.     Moreover, something made him sleep like the dead.
	III It was, I think, on the fifth day—though in this detail his story sometimes varied—that he made a definite discovery which increased his alarm and brought him up to a rather sharp climax.     Before that he had already noticed that a change was going forward and certain subtle transformations being brought about in his character which modified several of his minor habits. And he had affected to ignore them. Here, however, was something he could no longer ignore; and it startled him.     At the best of times he was never very positive, always negative rather, compliant and acquiescent; yet, when necessity arose he was capable of reasonably vigorous action and could take a strongish decision. The discovery he now made that brought him up with such a sharp turn was that this power had positively dwindled to nothing. He found it impossible to make up his mind. For, on this fifth day, he realised that he had stayed long enough in the town and that for reasons he could only vaguely define to himself it was wiser and safer that he should leave.     And he found that he could not leave!     This is difficult to describe in words, and it was more by gesture and the expression of his face that he conveyed to Dr. Silence the state of impotence he had reached. All this spying and watching, he said, had as it were spun a net about his feet so that he was trapped and powerless to escape; he felt like a fly that had blundered into the intricacies of a great web; he was caught, imprisoned, and could not get away. It was a distressing sensation.       A numbness had crept over his will till it had become almost incapable of decision. The mere thought of vigorous action—action towards escape—began to terrify him. All the currents of his life had turned inwards upon himself, striving to bring to the surface something that lay buried almost beyond reach, determined to force his recognition of something he had long forgotten—forgotten years upon years, centuries almost ago. It seemed as though a window deep within his being would presently open and reveal an entirely new world, yet somehow a world that was not unfamiliar. Beyond that, again, he fancied a great curtain hung; and when that too rolled up he would see still farther into this region and at last understand something of the secret life of these extraordinary people.     “Is this why they wait and watch?” he asked himself with rather a shaking heart, “for the time when I shall join them—or refuse to join them? Does the decision rest with me after all, and not with them?”     And it was at this point that the sinister character of the adventure first really declared itself, and he became genuinely alarmed. The stability of his rather fluid little personality was at stake, he felt, and something in his heart turned coward.      Why otherwise should he have suddenly taken to walking
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	stealthily, silently, making as little sound as possible, for ever looking behind him? Why else should he have moved almost on tiptoe about the passages of the practically deserted inn, and when he was abroad have found himself deliberately taking advantage of what cover presented itself? And why, if he was not afraid, should the wisdom of staying indoors after sundown have suddenly occurred to him as eminently desirable? Why, indeed?    And, when John Silence gently pressed him for an explanation of these things, he admitted apologetically that he had none to give.     “It was simply that I feared something might happen to me unless I kept a sharp look-out. I felt afraid. It was instinctive,” was all he could say. “I got the impression that the whole town was after me—wanted me for something; and that if it got me I should lose myself, or at least the Self I knew, in some unfamiliar state of consciousness. But I am not a psychologist, you know,” he added meekly, “and I cannot define it better than that.”     It was while lounging in the courtyard half an hour before the evening meal that Vezin made this discovery, and he at once went upstairs to his quiet room at the end of the winding passage to think it over alone. In the yard it was empty enough, true, but there was always the possibility that the big woman whom he dreaded would come out of some door, with her pretence of knitting, to sit and watch him. This had happened several times, and he could not endure the sight of her. He still remembered his original fancy, bizarre though it was, that she would spring upon him the moment his back was turned and land with one single crushing leap upon his neck. Of course it was nonsense, but then it haunted him, and once an idea begins to do that it ceases to be nonsense. It has clothed itself in reality.     He went upstairs accordingly. It was dusk, and the oil lamps had not yet been lit in the passages. He stumbled over the uneven surface of the ancient flooring, passing the dim outlines of doors along the corridor—doors that he had never once seen opened—rooms that seemed never occupied. He moved, as his habit now was, stealthily and on tiptoe.     Half-way down the last passage to his own chamber there was a sharp turn, and it was just here, while groping round the walls with outstretched hands, that his fingers touched something that was not wall—something that moved. It was soft and warm in texture, indescribably fragrant, and about the height of his shoulder; and he immediately thought of a furry, sweet-smelling kitten. The next minute he knew it was something quite different.     Instead of investigating, however,—his nerves must have been too overwrought for that, he said,—he shrank back as closely as possible against the wall on the other side. The thing, whatever it was, slipped past him with a sound of rustling and, retreating with light footsteps down the passage behind him, was gone. A breath of warm, scented air was wafted to his nostrils. Vezin caught his breath for an instant and paused, stockstill, half leaning against the wall—and then almost ran down the remaining distance and entered his room with a rush, locking the door hurriedly behind him. Yet it was not fear that made him run: it was excitement, pleasurable excitement. His nerves were tingling, and a delicious glow made itself felt all over his body. In a flash it came to him that this was just what he had felt twenty-five years ago as a boy when he was in love for the first time.  Warm currents of life ran all over him and mounted to his brain in a whirl of soft delight. His mood was suddenly become tender, melting, loving.     The room was quite dark, and he collapsed upon the sofa by the window, wondering what had happened to him and what it all meant. But the only thing he understood clearly in that instant was that something in him had swiftly, magically changed: he no longer wished to leave, or to argue with himself about leaving.     The encounter in the passage-way had changed all that. The strange perfume of it still hung about him, bemusing his heart and mind. For he knew that it was a girl who had passed him, a girl’s face that his fingers had brushed in the darkness, and he felt in some extraordinary way as though he had been actually kissed by her, kissed full upon the lips.      Trembling, he sat upon the sofa by the window and struggled to collect his thoughts. He was utterly unable to understand how the mere passing of a girl in the darkness of a narrow passage-way could communicate so electric a thrill to his whole being that he still shook with the sweetness of it. Yet, there it was! And he found it as useless to deny as to attempt analysis. Some ancient fire had entered his veins, and now ran coursing through his blood; and that he was forty-five instead of twenty did not matter one little jot. Out of all the inner turmoil and confusion
	emerged the one salient fact that the mere atmosphere, the merest casual touch, of this girl, unseen, unknown in the darkness, had been sufficient to stir dormant fires in the centre of his heart, and rouse his whole being from a state of feeble sluggishness to one of tearing and tumultuous excitement.     After a time, however, the number of Vezin’s years began to assert their cumulative power; he grew calmer, and when a knock came at length upon his door and he heard the waiter’s voice suggesting that dinner was nearly over, he pulled himself together and slowly made his way downstairs into the dining-room.     Every one looked up as he entered, for he was very late, but he took his customary seat in the far corner and began to eat. The trepidation was still in his nerves, but the fact that he had passed through the courtyard and hall without catching sight of a petticoat served to calm him a little. He ate so fast that he had almost caught up with the current stage of the table d’hôte, when a slight commotion in the room drew his attention.     His chair was so placed that the door and the greater portion of the long salle à manger were behind him, yet it was not necessary to turn round to know that the same person he had passed in the dark passage had now come into the room. He felt the presence long before he heard or saw any one. Then he became aware that the old men, the only other guests, were rising one by one in their places, and exchanging greetings with some one who passed among them from table to table. And when at length he turned with his heart beating furiously to ascertain for himself, he saw the form of a young girl, lithe and slim, moving down the centre of the room and making straight for his own table in the corner.     She moved wonderfully, with sinuous grace, like a young panther, and her approach filled him with such delicious bewilderment that he was utterly unable to tell at first what her face was like, or discover what it was about the whole presentment of the creature that filled him anew with trepidation and delight.     “Ah, Ma’mselle est de retour!” he heard the old waiter murmur at his side, and he was just able to take in that she was the daughter of the proprietress, when she was upon him, and he heard her voice. She was addressing him. Something of red lips he saw and laughing white teeth, and stray wisps of fine dark hair about the temples; but all the rest was a dream in which his own emotion rose like a thick cloud before his eyes and prevented his seeing accurately, or knowing exactly what he did. He was aware that she greeted him with a charming little bow; that her beautiful large eyes looked searchingly into his own; that the perfume he had noticed in the dark passage again assailed his nostrils, and that she was bending a little towards him and leaning with one hand on the table at this side. She was quite close to him—that was the chief thing he knew—explaining that she had been asking after the comfort of her mother’s guests, and now was introducing herself to the latest arrival—himself.     “M’sieur has already been here a few days,” he heard the waiter say; and then her own voice, sweet as singing, replied—     “Ah, but M’sieur is not going to leave us just yet, I hope. My mother is too old to look after the comfort of our guests properly, but now I am here I will remedy all that.” She laughed deliciously.     “M’sieur shall be well looked after.”     Vezin, struggling with his emotion and desire to be polite, half rose to acknowledge the pretty speech, and to stammer some sort of reply, but as he did so his hand by chance touched her own that was resting upon the table, and a shock that was for all the world like a shock of electricity, passed from her skin into his body. His soul wavered and shook deep within him. He caught her eyes fixed upon his own with a look of most curious intentness, and the next moment he knew that he had sat down wordless again on his chair, that the girl was already half-way across the room, and that he was trying to eat his salad with a dessert-spoon and a knife.     Longing for her return, and yet dreading it, he gulped down the remainder of his dinner, and then went at once to his bedroom to be alone with his thoughts. This time the passages were lighted, and he suffered no exciting contretemps; yet the winding corridor was dim with shadows, and the last portion, from the bend of the walls onwards, seemed longer than he had ever known it. It ran downhill like the pathway on a mountain side, and as he tiptoed softly down it he felt that by rights it ought to have led him clean out of the house into the heart of a great forest. The world was singing with him. Strange fancies filled his brain, and once in the room, with the door securely locked, he did not light the candles, but sat by the open window thinking long, long thoughts that came unbidden in troops to his mind.
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	IV This part of the story he told to Dr. Silence, without special coaxing, it is true, yet with much stammering embarrassment. He could not in the least understand, he said, how the girl had managed to affect him so profoundly, and even before he had set eyes upon her. For her mere proximity in the darkness had been sufficient to set him on fire. He knew nothing of enchantments, and for years had been a stranger to anything approaching tender relations with any member of the opposite sex, for he was encased in shyness, and realised his overwhelming defects only too well. Yet this bewitching young creature came to him deliberately. Her manner was unmistakable, and she sought him out on every possible occasion. Chaste and sweet she was undoubtedly, yet frankly inviting; and she won him utterly with the first glance of her shining eyes, even if she had not already done so in the dark merely by the magic of her invisible presence.     “You felt she was altogether wholesome and good!” queried the doctor. “You had no reaction of any sort—for instance, of alarm?” Vezin looked up sharply with one of his inimitable little apologetic smiles. It was some time before he replied. The mere memory of the adventure had suffused his shy face with blushes, and his brown eyes sought the floor again before he answered.     “I don’t think I can quite say that,” he explained presently. “I acknowledged certain qualms, sitting up in my room afterwards.     A conviction grew upon me that there was something about her—how shall I express it?—well, something unholy. It is not impurity in any sense, physical or mental, that I mean, but something quite indefinable that gave me a vague sensation of the creeps. She drew me, and at the same time repelled me, more than—than—”     He hesitated, blushing furiously, and unable to finish the sentence.     “Nothing like it has ever come to me before or since,” he concluded, with lame confusion. “I suppose it was, as you suggested just now, something of an enchantment. At any rate, it was strong enough to make me feel that I would stay in that awful little haunted town for years if only I could see her every day, hear her voice, watch her wonderful movements, and sometimes, perhaps, touch her hand.”     “Can you explain to me what you felt was the source of her power?” John Silence asked, looking purposely anywhere but at the narrator.     “I am surprised that you should ask me such a question,” answered Vezin, with the nearest approach to dignity he could manage. “I think no man can describe to another convincingly wherein lies the magic of the woman who ensnares him. I certainly cannot. I can only say this slip of a girl bewitched me, and the mere knowledge that she was living and sleeping in the same house filled me with an extraordinary sense of delight.     “But there’s one thing I can tell you,” he went on earnestly, his eyes aglow, “namely, that she seemed to sum up and synthesise in herself all the strange hidden forces that operated so mysteriously in the town and its inhabitants. She had the silken movements of the panther, going smoothly, silently to and fro, and the same indirect, oblique methods as the townsfolk, screening, like them, secret purposes of her own—purposes that I was sure had me for their objective. She kept me, to my terror and delight, ceaselessly under observation, yet so carelessly, so consummately, that another man less sensitive, if I may say so”—he made a deprecating gesture—“or less prepared by what had gone before, would never have noticed it at all. She was always still, always reposeful, yet she seemed to be everywhere at once, so that I never could escape from her. I was continually meeting the stare and laughter of her great eyes, in the corners of the rooms, in the passages, calmly looking at me through the windows, or in the busiest parts of the public streets.”     Their intimacy, it seems, grew very rapidly after this first encounter which had so violently disturbed the little man’s equilibrium. He was naturally very prim, and prim folk live mostly in so small a world that anything violently unusual may shake them clean out of it, and they therefore instinctively distrust originality. But Vezin began to forget his primness after awhile. The girl was always modestly behaved, and as her mother’s representative she naturally had to do with the guests in the hotel. It was not out of the way that a spirit of camaraderie should spring up. Besides, she was young, she was charmingly pretty, she was French, and—she obviously liked him. At the same time, there was something indescribable—a certain indefinable atmosphere of other places, other times—that made him try hard to remain on his guard, and sometimes made him
	catch his breath with a sudden start. It was all rather like a delirious dream, half delight, half dread, he confided in a whisper to Dr. Silence; and more than once he hardly knew quite what he was doing or saying, as though he were driven forward by impulses he scarcely recognised as his own.     And though the thought of leaving presented itself again and again to his mind, it was each time with less insistence, so that he stayed on from day to day, becoming more and more a part of the sleepy life of this dreamy mediaeval town, losing more and more of his recognisable personality. Soon, he felt, the Curtain within would roll up with an awful rush, and he would find himself suddenly admitted into the secret purposes of the hidden life that lay behind it all. Only, by that time, he would have become transformed into an entirely different being.     And, meanwhile, he noticed various little signs of the intention to make his stay attractive to him: flowers in his bedroom, a more comfortable arm-chair in the corner, and even special little extra dishes on his private table in the dining-room. Conversations, too, with “Mademoiselle Ilsé” became more and more frequent and pleasant, and although they seldom travelled beyond the weather, or the details of the town, the girl, he noticed, was never in a hurry to bring them to an end, and often contrived to interject little odd sentences that he never properly understood, yet felt to be significant.     And it was these stray remarks, full of a meaning that evaded him, that pointed to some hidden purpose of her own and made him feel uneasy. They all had to do, he felt sure, with reasons for his staying on in the town indefinitely.     “And has M’sieur not even yet come to a decision?” she said softly in his ear, sitting beside him in the sunny yard before déjeuner, the acquaintance having progressed with significant rapidity. “Because, if it’s so difficult, we must all try together to help him!”     The question startled him, following upon his own thoughts. It was spoken with a pretty laugh, and a stray bit of hair across one eye, as she turned and peered at him half roguishly. Possibly he did not quite understand the French of it, for her near presence always confused his small knowledge of the language distressingly. Yet the words, and her manner, and something else that lay behind it all in her mind, frightened him. It gave such point to his feeling that the town was waiting for him to make his mind up on some important matter.     At the same time, her voice, and the fact that she was there so close beside him in her soft dark dress, thrilled him inexpressibly.     “It is true I find it difficult to leave,” he stammered, losing his way deliciously in the depths of her eyes, “and especially now that Mademoiselle Ilsé has come.”     He was surprised at the success of his sentence, and quite delighted with the little gallantry of it. But at the same time he could have bitten his tongue off for having said it.     “Then after all you like our little town, or you would not be pleased to stay on,” she said, ignoring the compliment.      “I am enchanted with it, and enchanted with you,” he cried, feeling that his tongue was somehow slipping beyond the control of his brain. And he was on the verge of saying all manner of other things of the wildest description, when the girl sprang lightly up from her chair beside him, and made to go.     “It is soupe à l’onion to-day!” she cried, laughing back at him through the sunlight, “and I must go and see about it. Otherwise, you know, M’sieur will not enjoy his dinner, and then, perhaps, he will leave us!”     He watched her cross the courtyard, moving with all the grace and lightness of the feline race, and her simple black dress clothed her, he thought, exactly like the fur of the same supple species. She turned once to laugh at him from the porch with the glass door, and then stopped a moment to speak to her mother, who sat knitting as usual in her corner seat just inside the hall-way.     But how was it, then, that the moment his eye fell upon this ungainly woman, the pair of them appeared suddenly as other than they were? Whence came that transforming dignity and sense of power that enveloped them both as by magic? What was it about that massive woman that made her appear instantly regal, and set her on a throne in some dark and dreadful scenery, wielding a sceptre over the red glare of some tempestuous orgy?     And why did this slender stripling of a girl, graceful as a willow, lithe as a young leopard, assume suddenly an air of sinister majesty, and move with flame and smoke about her head, and the darkness of night beneath her feet?     Vezin caught his breath and sat there transfixed. Then, almost simultaneously with its appearance, the queer notion vanished
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	again, and the sunlight of day caught them both, and he heard her laughing to her mother about the soupe à l’onion, and saw her glancing back at him over her dear little shoulder with a smile that made him think of a dew-kissed rose bending lightly before summer airs.     And, indeed, the onion soup was particularly excellent that day, because he saw another cover laid at his small table, and, with fluttering heart, heard the waiter murmur by way of explanation that “Ma’mselle Ilsé would honour M’sieur to-day at déjeuner, as her custom sometimes is with her mother’s guests.”     So actually she sat by him all through that delirious meal, talking quietly to him in easy French, seeing that he was well looked after, mixing the salad-dressing, and even helping him with her own hand. And, later in the afternoon, while he was smoking in the courtyard, longing for a sight of her as soon as her duties were done, she came again to his side, and when he rose to meet her, she stood facing him a moment, full of a perplexing sweet shyness before she spoke—     “My mother thinks you ought to know more of the beauties of our little town, and I think so too! Would M’sieur like me to be his guide, perhaps? I can show him everything, for our family has lived here for many generations.”     She had him by the hand, indeed, before he could find a single word to express his pleasure, and led him, all unresisting, out into the street, yet in such a way that it seemed perfectly natural she should do so, and without the faintest suggestion of boldness or immodesty. Her face glowed with the pleasure and interest of it, and with her short dress and tumbled hair she looked every bit the charming child of seventeen that she was, innocent and playful, proud of her native town, and alive beyond her years to the sense of its ancient beauty.     So they went over the town together, and she showed him what she considered its chief interest: the tumble-down old house where her forebears had lived; the sombre, aristocratic-looking mansion where her mother’s family dwelt for centuries, and the ancient market-place where several hundred years before the witches had been burnt by the score. She kept up a lively running stream of talk about it all, of which he understood not a fiftieth part as he trudged along by her side, cursing his forty-five years and feeling all the yearnings of his early manhood revive and jeer at him. And, as she talked, England and Surbiton seemed very far away indeed, almost in another age of the world’s history. Her voice touched something immeasurably old in him, something that slept deep. It lulled the surface parts of his consciousness to sleep, allowing what was far more ancient to awaken. Like the town, with its elaborate pretence of modern active life, the upper layers of his being became dulled, soothed, muffled, and what lay underneath began to stir in its sleep. That big Curtain swayed a little to and fro. Presently it might lift altogether....     He began to understand a little better at last. The mood of the town was reproducing itself in him. In proportion as his ordinary external self became muffled, that inner secret life, that was far more real and vital, asserted itself. And this girl was surely the high-priestess of it all, the chief instrument of its accomplishment. New thoughts, with new interpretations, flooded his mind as she walked beside him through the winding streets, while the picturesque old gabled town, softly coloured in the sunset, had never appeared to him so wholly wonderful and seductive.     And only one curious incident came to disturb and puzzle him, slight in itself, but utterly inexplicable, bringing white terror into the child’s face and a scream to her laughing lips. He had merely pointed to a column of blue smoke that rose from the burning autumn leaves and made a picture against the red roofs, and had then run to the wall and called her to his side to watch the flames shooting here and there through the heap of rubbish. Yet, at the sight of it, as though taken by surprise, her face had altered dreadfully, and she had turned and run like the wind, calling out wild sentences to him as she ran, of which he had not understood a single word, except that the fire apparently frightened her, and she wanted to get quickly away from it, and to get him away too.     Yet five minutes later she was as calm and happy again as though nothing had happened to alarm or waken troubled thoughts in her, and they had both forgotten the incident. They were leaning over the ruined ramparts together listening to the weird music of the band as he had heard it the first day of his arrival. It moved him again profoundly as it had done before, and somehow he managed to find his tongue and his best French. The girl leaned across the stones close beside him. No
	one was about. Driven by some remorseless engine within he began to stammer something—he hardly knew what—of his strange admiration for her. Almost at the first word she sprang lightly off the wall and came up smiling in front of him, just touching his knees as he sat there. She was hatless as usual, and the sun caught her hair and one side of her cheek and throat.     “Oh, I’m so glad!” she cried, clapping her little hands softly in his face, “so very glad, because that means that if you like me you must also like what I do, and what I belong to.” Already he regretted bitterly having lost control of himself. Something in the phrasing of her sentence chilled him. He knew the fear of embarking upon an unknown and dangerous sea.     “You will take part in our real life, I mean,” she added softly, with an indescribable coaxing of manner, as though she noticed his shrinking. “You will come back to us.”     Already this slip of a child seemed to dominate him; he felt her power coming over him more and more; something emanated from her that stole over his senses and made him aware that her personality, for all its simple grace, held forces that were stately, imposing, august. He saw her again moving through smoke and flame amid broken and tempestuous scenery, alarmingly strong, her terrible mother by her side. Dimly this shone through her smile and appearance of charming innocence.     “You will, I know,” she repeated, holding him with her eyes.     They were quite alone up there on the ramparts, and the sensation that she was overmastering him stirred a wild sensuousness in his blood. The mingled abandon and reserve in her attracted him furiously, and all of him that was man rose up and resisted the creeping influence, at the same time acclaiming it with the full delight of his forgotten youth. An irresistible desire came to him to question her, to summon what still remained to him of his own little personality in an effort to retain the right to his normal self.     The girl had grown quiet again, and was now leaning on the broad wall close beside him, gazing out across the darkening plain, her elbows on the coping, motionless as a figure carved in stone. He took his courage in both hands.     “Tell me, Ilsé,” he said, unconsciously imitating her own purring softness of voice, yet aware that he was utterly in earnest, “what is the meaning of this town, and what is this real life you speak of? And why is it that the people watch me from morning to night? Tell me what it all means? And, tell me,” he added more quickly with passion in his voice, “what you really are—yourself?”      She turned her head and looked at him through half-closed eyelids, her growing inner excitement betraying itself by the faint colour that ran like a shadow across her face.     “It seems to me,”—he faltered oddly under her gaze—“that I have some right to know—”     Suddenly she opened her eyes to the full. “You love me, then?” she asked softly.      “I swear,” he cried impetuously, moved as by the force of a rising tide, “I never felt before—I have never known any other girl who—”      “Then you have the right to know,” she calmly interrupted his confused confession, “for love shares all secrets.”     She paused, and a thrill like fire ran swiftly through him. Her words lifted him off the earth, and he felt a radiant happiness, followed almost the same instant in horrible contrast by the thought of death. He became aware that she had turned her eyes upon his own and was speaking again.     “The real life I speak of,” she whispered, “is the old, old life within, the life of long ago, the life to which you, too, once belonged, and to which you still belong.”     A faint wave of memory troubled the deeps of his soul as her low voice sank into him. What she was saying he knew instinctively to be true, even though he could not as yet understand its full purport. His present life seemed slipping from him as he listened, merging his personality in one that was far older and greater. It was this loss of his present self that brought to him the thought of death.     “You came here,” she went on, “with the purpose of seeking it, and the people felt your presence and are waiting to know what you decide, whether you will leave them without having found it, or whether—”     Her eyes remained fixed upon his own, but her face began to change, growing larger and darker with an expression of age.     “It is their thoughts constantly playing about your soul that makes you feel they watch you. They do not watch you with their eyes. The purposes of their inner life are calling to you, seeking to claim you. You were all part of the same life long, long ago, and now they want you back again among them.”
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	Vezin’s timid heart sank with dread as he listened; but the girl’s eyes held him with a net of joy so that he had no wish to escape. She fascinated him, as it were, clean out of his normal self.     “Alone, however, the people could never have caught and held you,” she resumed. “The motive force was not strong enough; it has faded through all these years. But I”—she paused a moment and looked at him with complete confidence in her splendid eyes—“I possess the spell to conquer you and hold you: the spell of old love. I can win you back again and make you live the old life with me, for the force of the ancient tie between us, if I choose to use it, is irresistible. And I do choose to use it. I still want you. And you, dear soul of my dim past”—she pressed closer to him so that her breath passed across his eyes, and her voice positively sang—“I mean to have you, for you love me and are utterly at my mercy.”     Vezin heard, and yet did not hear; understood, yet did not understand. He had passed into a condition of exaltation. The world was beneath his feet, made of music and flowers, and he was flying somewhere far above it through the sunshine of pure delight. He was breathless and giddy with the wonder of her words. They intoxicated him. And, still, the terror of it all, the dreadful thought of death, pressed ever behind her sentences. For flames shot through her voice out of black smoke and licked at his soul.     And they communicated with one another, it seemed to him, by a process of swift telepathy, for his French could never have compassed all he said to her. Yet she understood perfectly, and what she said to him was like the recital of verses long since known. And the mingled pain and sweetness of it as he listened were almost more than his little soul could hold.     “Yet I came here wholly by chance—” he heard himself saying.     “No,” she cried with passion, “you came here because I called to you. I have called to you for years, and you came with the whole force of the past behind you. You had to come, for I own you, and I claim you.”     She rose again and moved closer, looking at him with a certain insolence in the face—the insolence of power.     The sun had set behind the towers of the old cathedral and the darkness rose up from the plain and enveloped them. The music of the band had ceased. The leaves of the plane trees hung motionless, but the chill of the autumn evening rose about them and made Vezin shiver. There was no sound but the sound of their voices and the occasional soft rustle of the girl’s dress. He could hear the blood rushing in his ears. He scarcely realised where he was or what he was doing. Some terrible magic of the imagination drew him deeply down into the tombs of his own being, telling him in no unfaltering voice that her words shadowed forth the truth. And this simple little French maid, speaking beside him with so strange authority, he saw curiously alter into quite another being. As he stared into her eyes, the picture in his mind grew and lived, dressing itself vividly to his inner vision with a degree of reality he was compelled to acknowledge. As once before, he saw her tall and stately, moving through wild and broken scenery of forests and mountain caverns, the glare of flames behind her head and clouds of shifting smoke about her feet. Dark leaves encircled her hair, flying loosely in the wind, and her limbs shone through the merest rags of clothing. Others were about her, too, and ardent eyes on all sides cast delirious glances upon her, but her own eyes were always for One only, one whom she held by the hand. For she was leading the dance in some tempestuous orgy to the music of chanting voices, and the dance she led circled about a great and awful Figure on a throne, brooding over the scene through lurid vapours, while innumerable other wild faces and forms crowded furiously about her in the dance. But the one she held by the hand he knew to be himself, and the monstrous shape upon the throne he knew to be her mother. The vision rose within him, rushing to him down the long years of buried time, crying aloud to him with the voice of memory reawakened.... And then the scene faded away and he saw the clear circle of the girl’s eyes gazing steadfastly into his own, and she became once more the pretty little daughter of the innkeeper, and he found his voice again.     “And you,” he whispered tremblingly—“you child of visions and enchantment, how is it that you so bewitch me that I loved you even before I saw?”     She drew herself up beside him with an air of rare dignity.     “The call of the Past,” she said; “and besides,” she added proudly, “in the real life I am a princess—”     “A princess!” he cried.     “—and my mother is a queen!”
	At this, little Vezin utterly lost his head. Delight tore at his heart and swept him into sheer ecstasy. To hear that sweet singing voice, and to see those adorable little lips utter such things, upset his balance beyond all hope of control. He took her in his arms and covered her unresisting face with kisses.      But even while he did so, and while the hot passion swept him, he felt that she was soft and loathsome, and that her answering kisses stained his very soul.... And when, presently, she had freed herself and vanished into the darkness, he stood there, leaning against the wall in a state of collapse, creeping with horror from the touch of her yielding body, and inwardly raging at the weakness that he already dimly realised must prove his undoing.     And from the shadows of the old buildings into which she disappeared there rose in the stillness of the night a singular, long-drawn cry, which at first he took for laughter, but which later he was sure he recognised as the almost human wailing of a cat.
	V For a long time Vezin leant there against the wall, alone with his surging thoughts and emotions. He understood at length that he had done the one thing necessary to call down upon him the whole force of this ancient Past. For in those passionate kisses he had acknowledged the tie of olden days, and had revived it. And the memory of that soft impalpable caress in the darkness of the inn corridor came back to him with a shudder. The girl had first mastered him, and then led him to the one act that was necessary for her purpose. He had been waylaid, after the lapse of centuries—caught, and conquered.     Dimly he realised this, and sought to make plans for his escape. But, for the moment at any rate, he was powerless to manage his thoughts or will, for the sweet, fantastic madness of the whole adventure mounted to his brain like a spell, and he gloried in the feeling that he was utterly enchanted and moving in a world so much larger and wilder than the one he had ever been accustomed to.     The moon, pale and enormous, was just rising over the sea-like plain, when at last he rose to go. Her slanting rays drew all the houses into new perspective, so that their roofs, already glistening with dew, seemed to stretch much higher into the sky than usual, and their gables and quaint old towers lay far away in its purple reaches.     The cathedral appeared unreal in a silver mist. He moved softly, keeping to the shadows; but the streets were all deserted and very silent; the doors were closed, the shutters fastened. Not a soul was astir. The hush of night lay over everything; it was like a town of the dead, a churchyard with gigantic and grotesque tombstones.     Wondering where all the busy life of the day had so utterly disappeared to, he made his way to a back door that entered the inn by means of the stables, thinking thus to reach his room unobserved. He reached the courtyard safely and crossed it by keeping close to the shadow of the wall. He sidled down it, mincing along on tiptoe, just as the old men did when they entered the salle à manger. He was horrified to find himself doing this instinctively. A strange impulse came to him, catching him somehow in the centre of his body—an impulse to drop upon all fours and run swiftly and silently. He glanced upwards and the idea came to him to leap up upon his window-sill overhead instead of going round by the stairs. This occurred to him as the easiest, and most natural way. It was like the beginning of some horrible transformation of himself into something else. He was fearfully strung up.     The moon was higher now, and the shadows very dark along the side of the street where he moved. He kept among the deepest of them, and reached the porch with the glass doors.     But here there was light; the inmates, unfortunately, were still about. Hoping to slip across the hall unobserved and reach the stairs, he opened the door carefully and stole in. Then he saw that the hall was not empty. A large dark thing lay against the wall on his left. At first he thought it must be household articles. Then it moved, and he thought it was an immense cat, distorted in some way by the play of light and shadow. Then it rose straight up before him and he saw that it was the proprietress.     What she had been doing in this position he could only venture a dreadful guess, but the moment she stood up and faced him he was aware of some terrible dignity clothing her about that instantly recalled the girl’s strange saying that she was a queen. Huge and sinister she stood there under the little oil lamp; alone with him in the empty hall. Awe stirred in his heart, and the roots of some ancient fear. He felt that he must bow to
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	her and make some kind of obeisance. The impulse was fierce and irresistible, as of long habit. He glanced quickly about him. There was no one there. Then he deliberately inclined his head toward her. He bowed.     “Enfin! M’sieur s’est donc décidé. C’est bien alors. J’en suis contente.”     Her words came to him sonorously as through a great open space.     Then the great figure came suddenly across the flagged hall at him and seized his trembling hands. Some overpowering force moved with her and caught him.     “On pourrait faire un p’tit tour ensemble, n’est-ce pas? Nous y allons cette nuit et il faut s’exercer un peu d’avance pour cela. Ilsé, Ilsé, viens donc ici. Viens vite!”     And she whirled him round in the opening steps of some dance that seemed oddly and horribly familiar. They made no sound on the stones, this strangely assorted couple. It was all soft and stealthy. And presently, when the air seemed to thicken like smoke, and a red glare as of flame shot through it, he was aware that some one else had joined them and that his hand the mother had released was now tightly held by the daughter. Ilsé had come in answer to the call, and he saw her with leaves of vervain twined in her dark hair, clothed in tattered vestiges of some curious garment, beautiful as the night, and horribly, odiously, loathsomely seductive.     “To the Sabbath! to the Sabbath!” they cried. “On to the Witches’ Sabbath!”     Up and down that narrow hall they danced, the women on each side of him, to the wildest measure he had ever imagined, yet which he dimly, dreadfully remembered, till the lamp on the wall flickered and went out, and they were left in total darkness. And the devil woke in his heart with a thousand vile suggestions and made him afraid.     Suddenly they released his hands and he heard the voice of the mother cry that it was time, and they must go. Which way they went he did not pause to see. He only realised that he was free, and he blundered through the darkness till he found the stairs and then tore up them to his room as though all hell was at his heels.     He flung himself on the sofa, with his face in his hands, and groaned. Swiftly reviewing a dozen ways of immediate escape, all equally impossible, he finally decided that the only thing to do for the moment was to sit quiet and wait. He must see what was going to happen. At least in the privacy of his own bedroom he would be fairly safe. The door was locked. He crossed over and softly opened the window which gave upon the courtyard and also permitted a partial view of the hall through the glass doors. As he did so the hum and murmur of a great activity reached his ears from the streets beyond—the sound of footsteps and voices muffled by distance. He leaned out cautiously and listened. The moonlight was clear and strong now, but his own window was in shadow, the silver disc being still behind the house. It came to him irresistibly that the inhabitants of the town, who a little while before had all been invisible behind closed doors, were now issuing forth, busy upon some secret and unholy errand. He listened intently.     At first everything about him was silent, but soon he became aware of movements going on in the house itself. Rustlings and cheepings came to him across that still, moonlit yard. A concourse of living beings sent the hum of their activity into the night. Things were on the move everywhere. A biting, pungent odour rose through the air, coming he knew not whence.    Presently his eyes became glued to the windows of the opposite wall where the moonshine fell in a soft blaze. The roof overhead, and behind him, was reflected clearly in the panes of glass, and he saw the outlines of dark bodies moving with long footsteps over the tiles and along the coping. They passed swiftly and silently, shaped like immense cats, in an endless procession across the pictured glass, and then appeared to leap down to a lower level where he lost sight of them. He just caught the soft thudding of their leaps. Sometimes their shadows fell upon the white wall opposite, and then he could not make out whether they were the shadows of human beings or of cats. They seemed to change swiftly from one to the other. The transformation looked horribly real, for they leaped like human beings, yet changed swiftly in the air immediately afterwards, and dropped like animals.     The yard, too, beneath him, was now alive with the creeping movements of dark forms all stealthily drawing towards the porch with the glass doors. They kept so closely to the wall that he could not determine their actual shape, but when he saw that they
	passed on to the great congregation that was gathering in the hall, he understood that these were the creatures whose leaping shadows he had first seen reflected in the windowpanes opposite.         They were coming from all parts of the town, reaching the appointed meeting-place across the roofs and tiles, and springing from level to level till they came to the yard.     Then a new sound caught his ear, and he saw that the windows all about him were being softly opened, and that to each window came a face. A moment later figures began dropping hurriedly down into the yard. And these figures, as they lowered themselves down from the windows, were human, he saw; but once safely in the yard they fell upon all fours and changed in the swiftest possible second into—cats—huge, silent cats. They ran in streams to join the main body in the hall beyond.     So, after all, the rooms in the house had not been empty and unoccupied.     Moreover, what he saw no longer filled him with amazement. For he remembered it all. It was familiar. It had all happened before just so, hundreds of times, and he himself had taken part in it and known the wild madness of it all. The outline of the old building changed, the yard grew larger, and he seemed to be staring down upon it from a much greater height through smoky vapours. And, as he looked, half remembering, the old pains of long ago, fierce and sweet, furiously assailed him, and the blood stirred horribly as he heard the Call of the Dance again in his heart and tasted the ancient magic of Ilsé whirling by his side.     Suddenly he started back. A great lithe cat had leaped softly up from the shadows below on to the sill close to his face, and was staring fixedly at him with the eyes of a human. “Come,” it seemed to say, “come with us to the Dance! Change as of old!   Transform yourself swiftly and come!” Only too well he understood the creature’s soundless call.     It was gone again in a flash with scarcely a sound of its padded feet on the stones, and then others dropped by the score down the side of the house, past his very eyes, all changing as they fell and darting away rapidly, softly, towards the gathering point. And again he felt the dreadful desire to do likewise; to murmur the old incantation, and then drop upon hands and knees and run swiftly for the great flying leap into the air. Oh, how the passion of it rose within him like a flood, twisting his very entrails, sending his heart’s desire flaming forth into the night for the old, old Dance of the Sorcerers at the Witches’ Sabbath! The whirl of the stars was about him; once more he met the magic of the moon. The power of the wind, rushing from precipice and forest, leaping from cliff to cliff across the valleys, tore him away.... He heard the cries of the dancers and their wild laughter, and with this savage girl in his embrace he danced furiously about the dim Throne where sat the Figure with the sceptre of majesty....     Then, suddenly, all became hushed and still, and the fever died down a little in his heart. The calm moonlight flooded a courtyard empty and deserted. They had started. The procession was off into the sky. And he was left behind—alone.     Vezin tiptoed softly across the room and unlocked the door. The murmur from the streets, growing momentarily as he advanced, met his ears. He made his way with the utmost caution down the corridor. At the head of the stairs he paused and listened. Below him, the hall where they had gathered was dark and still, but through opened doors and windows on the far side of the building came the sound of a great throng moving farther and farther into the distance.     He made his way down the creaking wooden stairs, dreading yet longing to meet some straggler who should point the way, but finding no one; across the dark hall, so lately thronged with living, moving things, and out through the opened front doors into the street. He could not believe that he was really left behind, really forgotten, that he had been purposely permitted to escape.    It perplexed him.     Nervously he peered about him, and up and down the street; then, seeing nothing, advanced slowly down the pavement. The whole town, as he went, showed itself empty and deserted, as though a great wind had blown everything alive out of it. The doors and windows of the houses stood open to the night; nothing stirred; moonlight and silence lay over all. The night lay about him like a cloak. The air, soft and cool, caressed his cheek like the touch of a great furry paw. He gained confidence and began to walk quickly, though still keeping to the shadowed side.     Nowhere could he discover the faintest sign of the great unholy exodus he knew had just taken place. The moon sailed high over all in a sky cloudless and serene.     Hardly realising where he was going, he crossed the open market-place and so came to the ramparts, whence he knew a
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	pathway descended to the high road and along which he could make good his escape to one of the other little towns that lay to the northward, and so to the railway.     But first he paused and gazed out over the scene at his feet where the great plain lay like a silver map of some dream country. The still beauty of it entered his heart, increasing his sense of bewilderment and unreality. No air stirred, the leaves of the plane trees stood motionless, the near details were defined with the sharpness of day against dark shadows, and in the distance the fields and woods melted away into haze and shimmering mistiness.     But the breath caught in his throat and he stood stockstill as though transfixed when his gaze passed from the horizon and fell upon the near prospect in the depth of the valley at his feet.     The whole lower slopes of the hill, that lay hid from the brightness of the moon, were aglow, and through the glare he saw countless moving forms, shifting thick and fast between the openings of the trees; while overhead, like leaves driven by the wind, he discerned flying shapes that hovered darkly one moment against the sky and then settled down with cries and weird singing through the branches into the region that was aflame.     Spellbound, he stood and stared for a time that he could not measure. And then, moved by one of the terrible impulses that seemed to control the whole adventure, he climbed swiftly upon the top of the broad coping, and balanced a moment where the valley gaped at his feet. But in that very instant, as he stood hovering, a sudden movement among the shadows of the houses caught his eye, and he turned to see the outline of a large animal dart swiftly across the open space behind him, and land with a flying leap upon the top of the wall a little lower down. It ran like the wind to his feet and then rose up beside him upon the ramparts. A shiver seemed to run through the moonlight, and his sight trembled for a second. His heart pulsed fearfully. Ilsé stood beside him, peering into his face.     Some dark substance, he saw, stained the girl’s face and skin, shining in the moonlight as she stretched her hands towards him; she was dressed in wretched tattered garments that yet became her mightily; rue and vervain twined about her temples; her eyes glittered with unholy light. He only just controlled the wild impulse to take her in his arms and leap with her from their giddy perch into the valley below.     “See!” she cried, pointing with an arm on which the rags fluttered in the rising wind towards the forest aglow in the distance. “See where they await us! The woods are alive! Already the Great Ones are there, and the dance will soon begin! The salve is here! Anoint yourself and come!”     Though a moment before the sky was clear and cloudless, yet even while she spoke the face of the moon grew dark and the wind began to toss in the crests of the plane trees at his feet. Stray gusts brought the sounds of hoarse singing and crying from the lower slopes of the hill, and the pungent odour he had already noticed about the courtyard of the inn rose about him in the air.     “Transform, transform!” she cried again, her voice rising like a song. “Rub well your skin before you fly. Come! Come with me to the Sabbath, to the madness of its furious delight, to the sweet abandonment of its evil worship! See! the Great Ones are there, and the terrible Sacraments prepared. The Throne is occupied. Anoint and come! Anoint and come!”     She grew to the height of a tree beside him, leaping upon the wall with flaming eyes and hair strewn upon the night. He too began to change swiftly. Her hands touched the skin of his face and neck, streaking him with the burning salve that sent the old magic into his blood with the power before which fades all that is good.     A wild roar came up to his ears from the heart of the wood, and the girl, when she heard it, leaped upon the wall in the frenzy of her wicked joy.       “Satan is there!” she screamed, rushing upon him and striving to draw him with her to the edge of the wall. “Satan has come.      The Sacraments call us! Come, with your dear apostate soul, and we will worship and dance till the moon dies and the world is forgotten!”     Just saving himself from the dreadful plunge, Vezin struggled to release himself from her grasp, while the passion tore at his reins and all but mastered him. He shrieked aloud, not knowing what he said, and then he shrieked again. It was the old impulses, the  old awful habits instinctively finding voice; for though it seemed to him that he merely shrieked nonsense, the words he uttered really had meaning in them, and were intelligible. It was
	the ancient call. And it was heard below. It was answered.     The wind whistled at the skirts of his coat as the air round him darkened with many flying forms crowding upwards out of the valley. The crying of hoarse voices smote upon his ears, coming closer. Strokes of wind buffeted him, tearing him this way and that along the crumbling top of the stone wall; and Ilsé clung to him with her long shining arms, smooth and bare, holding him fast about the neck. But not Ilsé alone, for a dozen of them surrounded him, dropping out of the air. The pungent odour of the anointed bodies stifled him, exciting him to the old madness of the Sabbath, the dance of the witches and sorcerers doing honour to the personified Evil of the world.     “Anoint and away! Anoint and away!” they cried in wild chorus about him. “To the Dance that never dies! To the sweet and fearful fantasy of evil!”     Another moment and he would have yielded and gone, for his will turned soft and the flood of passionate memory all but overwhelmed him, when—so can a small thing alter the whole course of an adventure—he caught his foot upon a loose stone in the edge of the wall, and then fell with a sudden crash on to the ground below. But he fell towards the houses, in the open space of dust and cobblestones, and fortunately not into the gaping depth of the valley on the farther side.     And they, too, came in a tumbling heap about him, like flies upon a piece of food, but as they fell he was released for a moment from the power of their touch, and in that brief instant of freedom there flashed into his mind the sudden intuition that saved him. Before he could regain his feet he saw them scrabbling awkwardly back upon the wall, as though bat-like they could only fly by dropping from a height, and had no hold upon him in the open. Then, seeing them perched there in a row like cats upon a roof, all dark and singularly shapeless, their eyes like lamps, the sudden memory came back to him of Ilsé’s terror at the sight of fire.     Quick as a flash he found his matches and lit the dead leaves that lay under the wall.     Dry and withered, they caught fire at once, and the wind carried the flame in a long line down the length of the wall, licking upwards as it ran; and with shrieks and wailings, the crowded row of forms upon the top melted away into the air on the other side, and were gone with a great rush and whirring of their bodies down into the heart of the haunted valley, leaving Vezin breathless and shaken in the middle of the deserted ground.     “Ilsé!” he called feebly; “Ilsé!” for his heart ached to think that she was really gone to the great Dance without him, and that he had lost the opportunity of its fearful joy. Yet at the same time his relief was so great, and he was so dazed and troubled in mind with the whole thing, that he hardly knew what he was saying, and only cried aloud in the fierce storm of his emotion....     The fire under the wall ran its course, and the moonlight came out again, soft and clear, from its temporary eclipse. With one last shuddering look at the ruined ramparts, and a feeling of horrid wonder for the haunted valley beyond, where the shapes still crowded and flew, he turned his face towards the town and slowly made his way in the direction of the hotel. And as he went, a great wailing of cries, and a sound of howling, followed him from the gleaming forest below, growing fainter and fainter with the bursts of wind as he disappeared between the houses.
	VI “It may seem rather abrupt to you, this sudden tame ending,” said Arthur Vezin, glancing with flushed face and timid eyes at Dr. Silence sitting there with his notebook, “but the fact is—er—from that moment my memory seems to have failed rather. I have no distinct recollection of how I got home or what precisely I did. “It appears I never went back to the inn at all. I only dimly recollect racing down a long white road in the moonlight, past woods and villages, still and deserted, and then the dawn came up, and I saw the towers of a biggish town and so came to a station.     “But, long before that, I remember pausing somewhere on the road and looking back to where the hill-town of my adventure stood up in the moonlight, and thinking how exactly like a great monstrous cat it lay there upon the plain, its huge front paws lying down the two main streets, and the twin and broken towers of the cathedral marking its torn ears against the sky. That picture stays in my mind with the utmost vividness to this day.     “Another thing remains in my mind from that escape—namely, the sudden sharp reminder that I had not paid my bill,
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	and the decision I made, standing there on the dusty highroad, that the small baggage I had left behind would more than settle for my indebtedness.     “For the rest, I can only tell you that I got coffee and bread at a café on the outskirts of this town I had come to, and soon after found my way to the station and caught a train later in the day. That same evening I reached London.”     “And how long altogether,” asked John Silence quietly, “do you think you stayed in the town of the adventure?” Vezin looked up sheepishly.     “I was coming to that,” he resumed, with apologetic wrigglings of his body. “In London I found that I was a whole week out in my reckoning of time. I had stayed over a week in the town, and it ought to have been September 15th,—instead of which it was only September 10th!”     “So that, in reality, you had only stayed a night or two in the inn?” queried the doctor.     Vezin hesitated before replying. He shuffled upon the mat.     “I must have gained time somewhere,” he said at length—“somewhere or somehow. I certainly had a week to my credit. I can’t explain it. I can only give you the fact.”     “And this happened to you last year, since when you have never been back to the place?”     “Last autumn, yes,” murmured Vezin; “and I have never dared to go back. I think I never want to.”     “And, tell me,” asked Dr. Silence at length, when he saw that the little man had evidently come to the end of his words and had nothing more to say, “had you ever read up the subject of the old witchcraft practices during the Middle Ages, or been at all interested in the subject?”     “Never!” declared Vezin emphatically. “I had never given a thought to such matters so far as I know—”     “Or to the question of reincarnation, perhaps?”     “Never—before my adventure; but I have since,” he replied significantly.     There was, however, something still on the man’s mind that he wished to relieve himself of by confession, yet could only with difficulty bring himself to mention; and it was only after the sympathetic tactfulness of the doctor had provided numerous openings that he at length availed himself of one of them, and stammered that he would like to show him the marks he still had on his neck where, he said, the girl had touched him with her anointed hands.     He took off his collar after infinite fumbling hesitation, and lowered his shirt a little for the doctor to see. And there, on the surface of the skin, lay a faint reddish line across the shoulder and extending a little way down the back towards the spine. It certainly indicated exactly the position an arm might have taken in the act of embracing. And on the other side of the neck, slightly higher up, was a similar mark, though not quite so clearly defined.     “That was where she held me that night on the ramparts,” he whispered, a strange light coming and going in his eyes. It was some weeks later when I again found occasion to consult     John Silence concerning another extraordinary case that had come under my notice, and we fell to discussing Vezin’s story. Since hearing it, the doctor had made investigations on his own account, and one of his secretaries had discovered that Vezin’s ancestors had actually lived for generations in the very town where the adventure came to him. Two of them, both women, had been tried and convicted as witches, and had been burned alive at the stake. Moreover, it had not been difficult to prove that the very inn where Vezin stayed was built about 1700 upon the spot where the funeral pyres stood and the executions took place. The town was a sort of headquarters for all the sorcerers and witches of the entire region, and after conviction they were burnt there literally by scores.     “It seems strange,” continued the doctor, “that Vezin should have remained ignorant of all this; but, on the other hand, it was not the kind of history that successive generations would have been anxious to keep alive, or to repeat to their children.     Therefore I am inclined to think he still knows nothing about it.     “The whole adventure seems to have been a very vivid revival of the memories of an earlier life, caused by coming directly into contact with the living forces still intense enough to hang about the place, and, by a most singular chance, too, with the very souls who had taken part with him in the events of that particular life. For the mother and daughter who impressed him so strangely must have been leading actors, with himself, in the scenes and practices of witchcraft which at that period dominated the imaginations of the whole country.     “One has only to read the histories of the times to know that
	these witches claimed the power of transforming themselves into various animals, both for the purposes of disguise and also to convey themselves swiftly to the scenes of their imaginary orgies. Lycanthropy, or the power to change themselves into wolves, was everywhere believed in, and the ability to transform themselves into cats by rubbing their bodies with a special salve or ointment provided by Satan himself, found equal credence. The witchcraft trials abound in evidences of such universal beliefs.”     Dr. Silence quoted chapter and verse from many writers on the subject, and showed how every detail of Vezin’s adventure had a basis in the practices of those dark days.     “But that the entire affair took place subjectively in the man’s own consciousness, I have no doubt,” he went on, in reply to my questions; “for my secretary who has been to the town to investigate, discovered his signature in the visitors’ book, and proved by it that he had arrived on September 8th, and left suddenly without paying his bill. He left two days later, and they still were in possession of his dirty brown bag and some tourist clothes. I paid a few francs in settlement of his debt, and have sent his luggage on to him. The daughter was absent from home, but the proprietress, a large woman very much as he described her, told my secretary that he had seemed a very strange, absent-minded kind of gentleman, and after his disappearance she had feared for a long time that he had met with a violent end in the neighbouring forest where he used to roam about alone.     “I should like to have obtained a personal interview with the daughter so as to ascertain how much was subjective and how much actually took place with her as Vezin told it. For her dread of fire and the sight of burning must, of course, have been the intuitive memory of her former painful death at the stake, and have thus explained why he fancied more than once that he saw her through smoke and flame.”     “And that mark on his skin, for instance?” I inquired.     “Merely the marks produced by hysterical brooding,” he replied, “like the stigmata of the religieuses, and the bruises which appear on the bodies of hypnotised subjects who have been told to expect them. This is very common and easily explained. Only it seems curious that these marks should have remained so long in Vezin’s case. Usually they disappear quickly.”     “Obviously he is still thinking about it all, brooding, and living it all over again,” I ventured.     “Probably. And this makes me fear that the end of his trouble is not yet. We shall hear of him again. It is a case, alas! I can do little to alleviate.”     Dr. Silence spoke gravely and with sadness in his voice. “And what do you make of the Frenchman in the train?” I asked further—“the man who warned him against the place, à cause du sommeil et à cause des chats? Surely a very singular incident?” “A very singular incident indeed,” he made answer slowly, “and one I can only explain on the basis of a highly improbable coincidence—” “Namely?” “That the man was one who had himself stayed in the town and undergone there a similar experience. I should like to find this man and ask him. But the crystal is useless here, for I have no slightest clue to go upon, and I can only conclude that some singular psychic affinity, some force still active in his being out of the same past life, drew him thus to the personality of Vezin, and enabled him to fear what might happen to him, and thus to warn him as he did.     “Yes,” he presently continued, half talking to himself, “I suspect in this case that Vezin was swept into the vortex of forces arising out of the intense activities of a past life, and that he lived over again a scene in which he had often played a leading part centuries before. For strong actions set up forces that are so slow to exhaust themselves, they may be said in a sense never to die. In this case they were not vital enough to render the illusion complete, so that the little man found himself caught in a very distressing confusion of the present and the past; yet he was sufficiently sensitive to recognise that it was true, and to fight against the degradation of returning, even in memory, to a former and lower state of development.     “Ah yes!” he continued, crossing the floor to gaze at the darkening sky, and seemingly quite oblivious of my presence,     “subliminal up-rushes of memory like this can be exceedingly painful, and sometimes exceedingly dangerous. I only trust that this gentle soul may soon escape from this obsession of a passionate and tempestuous past. But I doubt it, I doubt it.”     His voice was hushed with sadness as he spoke, and when he turned back into the room again there was an expression of profound yearning upon his face, the yearning of a soul whose desire to help is sometimes greater than his power.
	The Lad with the Goat-skin
	Long ago a poor widow woman lived down near the iron forge, by Enniscorth, and she was so poor she had no clothes to put on her son; so she used to fix him in the ash-hole, near the fire, and pile the warm ashes about him; and according as he grew up, she sunk the pit deeper. At last, by hook or by crook, she got a goat-skin, and fastened it round his waist, and he felt quite grand, and took a walk down the street. So says she to him next morning, "Tom, you thief, you never done any good yet, and you six foot high, and past nineteen;—take that rope and bring me a faggot from the wood."     "Never say't twice, mother," says Tom—"here goes." When he had it gathered and tied, what should come up but a big giant, nine foot high, and made a lick of a club at him. Well become Tom, he jumped a-one side, and picked up a ram-pike; and the first crack he gave the big fellow, he made him kiss the clod.     "If you have e'er a prayer," says Tom, "now's the time to say it, before I make fragments of you." "I have no prayers," says the giant; "but if you spare my life I'll give you that club; and as long as you keep from sin, you'll win every battle you ever fight with it."     Tom made no bones about letting him off; and as soon as he got the club in his hands, he sat down on the bresna, and gave it a tap with the kippeen, and says, "Faggot, I had great trouble gathering you, and run the risk of my life for you, the least you can do is to carry me home." And sure enough the wind o' the word was all it wanted. It went off through the wood, groaning and crackling, till it came to the widow's door.     Well, when the sticks were all burned, Tom was sent off again to pick more; and this time he had to fight with a giant that had two heads on him. Tom had a little more trouble with him—that's all; and the prayers he said, was to give Tom a fife, that nobody could help dancing when he was playing it. Begorries, he made the big faggot dance home, with himself sitting on it. The next giant was a beautiful boy with three heads on him. He had neither prayers nor catechism no more nor the others; and so he gave Tom a bottle of green ointment, that wouldn't let you be burned, nor scalded, nor wounded. "And now," says he, "there's no more of us. You may come and gather sticks here till little Lunacy Day in Harvest, without giant or fairy-man to disturb you."     Well, now, Tom was prouder nor ten paycock, and used to take a walk down street in the heel of the evening; but some o' the little boys had no more manners than if they were Dublin jackeens, and put out their tongues at Tom's club and Tom's goat-skin. He didn't like that at all, and it would be mean to give one of them a clout. At last what should come through the town but a kind of a bell-man, only it's a big bugle he had, and a huntsman's cap on his head, and a kind of painted shirt. So this—he wasn't a bell-man, and I don't know what to call him—bugle-man, maybe, proclaimed that the king of Dublin's daughter was so melancholy that she didn't give a laugh for seven years, and that her father would grant her in marriage to whoever could make her laugh three times.     "That's the very thing for me to try," says Tom; and so, without burning any more daylight, he kissed his mother, curled his club at the little boys, and off he set along the yalla highroad to the town of Dublin.     At last Tom came to one of the city gates, and the guards laughed and cursed at him instead of letting him in. Tom stood it all for a little time, but at last one of them—out of fun, as he said,—drove his bayonet half an inch or so into his side. Tom done nothing but take the fellow by the scruff o' the neck and the waistband of his corduroys, and fling him into the canal. Some run to pull the fellow out, and others to let manners into the vulgarian with their swords and daggers; but a tap from his club sent them headlong into the moat or down on the stones, and they were soon begging him to stay his hands.     So at last one of them was glad enough to show Tom the way to the palace-yard; and there was the king, and the queen, and the princess in a gallery, looking at all sorts of wrestling, and sword-playing, and long dances, and mumming, all to please the
	princess; but not a smile came over her handsome face.     Well, they all stopped when they seen the young giant, with his boy's face, and long black hair, and his short curly beard—for his mother couldn't afford to buy razors—and his great strong arms, and bare legs, and no covering but the goat-skin that reached from his waist to his knees. But an envious wizened bit of a fellow, with a red head, that wished to be married to the princess, and didn't like how she opened her eyes at Tom, came forward and asked his business very snappishly. "My business," said Tom, says he, "is to make the beautiful princess, God bless her, laugh three times."     "Do you see all them merry fellows and skilful swordsmen," said the other, "that could eat you up with a grain of salt, and not a mother's soul of 'em ever got a laugh from her these seven years?"     So the fellows gathered round Tom, and the bad man aggravated him till he told them he didn't care a pinch o' snuff for the whole bilin' of 'em; let 'em come on, six at a time, and try what they could do.     The king, who was too far off to hear what they were saying, asked what did the stranger want. "He wants," said the red-headed fellow, "to make hares of your best men."     "Oh!" says the king, "if that's the way, let one of 'em turn out and try his mettle."     So one stood forward, with sword and pot-lid, and made a cut at Tom. He struck the fellow's elbow with the club, and up over their heads flew the sword, and down went the owner of it on the gravel from a thump he got on the helmet.       Another took his place, and another, and another, and then half a dozen at once, and Tom sent swords, helmets, shields, and bodies, rolling over and over, and themselves bawling out that they were kilt, and disabled and damaged, and rubbing their poor elbows and hips, and limping away.    Tom contrived not to kill any one; and the princess was so amused, that she let a great sweet laugh out of her that was heard over all the yard.     "King of Dublin," said Tom, "I've quarter of your daughter."
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	himself over with the greenish ointment. When he knocked, a hundred little imps popped their heads out through the bars, and axed him what he wanted.     "I want to speak to the big divil of all," says Tom; "open the gate."     It wasn't long till the gate was thrune open, and the Ould Boy received Tom with bows and scrapes, and axed his business.     "My business isn't much," says Tom. "I only came for the loan of that flail that I see hanging on the collar-beam, for the king of Dublin to give a thrashing to the Danes."     "Well," says the other, "the Danes is much better customers to me; but since you walked so far I won't refuse. Hand that flail," says he to a young imp; and he winked the far-off eye at the same time. So, while some were barring the gates, the young devil climbed up, and took down the flail that had the hand-staff and booltheen both made out of red-hot iron. The little vagabond was grinning to think how it would burn the hands o' Tom, but the dickens a burn it made on him, no more nor if it was a good oak sapling.     "Thankee," says Tom. "Now would you open the gate for a body, and I'll give you no more trouble."     "Oh, tramp!" says Ould Nick; "is that the way? It is easier getting inside them gates than getting out again. Take that tool from him, and give him a dose of the oil of stirrup." So one fellow put out his claws to seize on the flail, but Tom give him such a welt of it on the side of the head that he broke off one of his horns, and made him roar like a devil as he was. Well, they rushed at Tom, but he gave them, little and big, such a thrashing as they didn't forget for a while. At last says the ould thief of all, rubbing his elbow, "Let the fool out; and woe to whoever lets him in again, great or small."     So out marched Tom, and away with him, without minding the shouting and cursing they kept up at him from the tops of the walls; and when he got home to the big bawn of the palace, there never was such running and racing as to see himself and the flail.     When he had his story told, he laid down the flail on the stone steps, and bid no one for their lives to touch it. If the king, and queen, and princess, made much of him before, they made ten times more of him now; but Redhead, the mean scruff-hound, stole over, and thought to catch hold of the flail to make an end of him. His fingers hardly touched it, when he let a roar out of him as if heaven and earth were coming together, and kept flinging his arms about and dancing, that it was pitiful to look at him. Tom ran at him as soon as he could rise, caught his hands in his own two, and rubbed them this way and that, and the burning pain left them before you could reckon one. Well, the poor fellow between the pain that was only just gone, and the comfort he was in, had the comicalest face that you ever see, it was such a mixtherum-gatherum of laughing and crying. Everybody burst out a laughing—the princess could not stop no more than the rest; and then says Tom, "Now, ma'am, if there were fifty halves of you, I hope you'll give me them all."      Well, the princess looked at her father, and by my word, she came over to Tom, and put her two delicate hands into his two rough ones, and I wish it was myself was in his shoes that day!     Tom would not bring the flail into the palace. You may be sure no other body went near it; and when the early-risers were passing next morning, they found two long clefts in the stone, where it was after burning itself an opening downwards, nobody could tell how far. But a messenger came in at noon, and said that the Danes were so frightened when they heard of the flail coming into Dublin that they got into their ships and sailed away.     Well, I suppose, before they were married, Tom got some man, like Pat Mara of Tomenine, to learn him the "principles of politeness," fluxions, gunnery and fortification, decimal fractions, practice, and the rule of three direct, the way he'd be able to keep up a conversation with the royal family. Whether he ever lost his time learning them sciences, I'm not sure, but it's as sure as fate that his mother never more saw any want till the end of her days.
	And the king didn't know whether he was glad or sorry, and all the blood in the princess's heart run into her cheeks.     So there was no more fighting that day, and Tom was invited to dine with the royal family. Next day, Redhead told Tom of a wolf, the size of a yearling heifer, that used to be serenading about the walls, and eating people and cattle; and said what a pleasure it would give the king to have it killed.     "With all my heart," says Tom; "send a jackeen to show me where he lives, and we'll see how he behaves to a stranger."     The princess was not well pleased for Tom looked a different person with fine clothes and a nice green birredh over his long curly hair; and besides, he'd got one laugh out of her. However, the king gave his consent; and in an hour and a half the horrible wolf was walking into the palace-yard, and Tom a step or two behind, with his club on his shoulder, just as a shepherd would be walking after a pet lamb.     The king and queen and princess were safe up in their gallery, but the officers and people of the court that wor padrowling about the great bawn, when they saw the big baste coming in, gave themselves up, and began to make for doors and gates; and the wolf licked his chops, as if he was saying, "Wouldn't I enjoy a breakfast off a couple of yez!"     The king shouted out, "O Tom with the Goat-skin, take away that terrible wolf, and you must have all my daughter."     But Tom didn't mind him a bit. He pulled out his flute and began to play like vengeance; and dickens a man or boy in the yard but began shovelling away heel and toe, and the wolf himself was obliged to get on his hind legs and dance "Tatther Jack Walsh," along with the rest. A good deal of the people got inside, and shut the doors, the way the hairy fellow wouldn't pin them; but Tom kept playing, and the outsiders kept dancing and shouting, and the wolf kept dancing and roaring with the pain his legs were giving him; and all the time he had his eyes on Redhead, who was shut out along with the rest. Wherever Redhead went, the wolf followed, and kept one eye on him and the other on Tom, to see if he would give him leave to eat him. But Tom shook his head, and never stopped the tune, and Redhead never stopped dancing and bawling, and the wolf dancing and roaring one leg up and the other down, and he ready to drop out of his standing from fair tiresomeness.     When the princess seen that there was no fear of any one being kilt, she was so divarted by the stew that Redhead was in, that she gave another great laugh; and well become Tom, out he cried,     "King of Dublin, I have two halves of your daughter."     "Oh, halves or alls," says the king, "put away that divil of a wolf, and we'll see about it."     So Tom put his flute in his pocket, and says he to the baste that was sittin' on his currabingo ready to faint, "Walk off to your mountain, my fine fellow, and live like a respectable baste; and if ever I find you within seven miles of any town, I'll——"     He said no more, but spit in his fist, and gave a flourish of his club. It was all the poor divil of a wolf wanted: he put his tail between his legs, and took to his pumps without looking at man or mortal, and neither sun, moon, nor stars ever saw him in sight of Dublin again.     At dinner every one laughed but the foxy fellow; and sure enough he was laying out how he'd settle poor Tom next day.     "Well, to be sure!" says he, "King of Dublin, you are in luck.   There's the Danes moidhering us to no end. Deuce run to Lusk wid 'em! and if any one can save us from 'em, it is this gentleman with the goat-skin. There is a flail hangin' on the collar-beam in hell, and neither Dane nor devil can stand before it."     "So," says Tom to the king, "will you let me have the other half of the princess if I bring you the flail?"     "No, no," says the princess; "I'd rather never be your wife than see you in that danger."     But Redhead whispered and nudged Tom about how shabby it would look to reneague the adventure. So he asked which way he was to go, and Redhead directed him. Well, he travelled and travelled, till he came in sight of the walls of hell; and, bedad, before he knocked at the gates, he rubbed
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	III THE WILD WOOD
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	further, and could only snuggle down into the dry leaves which had drifted into the hollow and hope he was safe for a time. And as he lay there panting and trembling, and listened to the whistlings and the patterings outside, he knew it at last, in all its fullness, that dread thing which other little dwellers in field and hedgerow had encountered here, and known as their darkest moment—that thing which the Rat had vainly tried to shield him from—the Terror of the Wild Wood!     Meantime the Rat, warm and comfortable, dozed by his fireside. His paper of half-finished verses slipped from his knee, his head fell back, his mouth opened, and he wandered by the verdant banks of dream-rivers. Then a coal slipped, the fire crackled and sent up a spurt of flame, and he woke with a start.    Remembering what he had been engaged upon, he reached down to the floor for his verses, pored over them for a minute, and then looked round for the Mole to ask him if he knew a good rhyme for something or other.     But the Mole was not there.     He listened for a time. The house seemed very quiet.     Then he called "Moly!" several times, and, receiving no answer, got up and went out into the hall.     The Mole's cap was missing from its accustomed peg. His goloshes, which always lay by the umbrella-stand, were also gone. The Rat left the house, and carefully examined the muddy surface of the ground outside, hoping to find the Mole's tracks.  There they were, sure enough. The goloshes were new, just bought for the winter, and the pimples on their soles were fresh and sharp. He could see the imprints of them in the mud, running along straight and purposeful, leading direct to the Wild Wood.     The Rat looked very grave, and stood in deep thought for a minute or two. Then he re-entered the house, strapped a belt round his waist, shoved a brace of pistols into it, took up a stout cudgel that stood in a corner of the hall, and set off for the Wild Wood at a smart pace.     It was already getting towards dusk when he reached the first fringe of trees and plunged without hesitation into the wood, looking anxiously on either side for any sign of his friend. Here and there wicked little faces popped out of holes, but vanished immediately at sight of the valorous animal, his pistols, and the great ugly cudgel in his grasp; and the whistling and pattering, which he had heard quite plainly on his first entry, died away and ceased, and all was very still. He made his way manfully through the length of the wood, to its furthest edge; then, forsaking all paths, he set himself to traverse it, laboriously working over the whole ground, and all the time calling out cheerfully, "Moly, Moly, Moly! Where are you? It's me—it's old Rat!"     He had patiently hunted through the wood for an hour or more, when at last to his joy he heard a little answering cry. Guiding himself by the sound, he made his way through the gathering darkness to the foot of an old beech tree, with a hole in it, and from out of the hole came a feeble voice, saying "Ratty! Is that really you?"     The Rat crept into the hollow, and there he found the Mole, exhausted and still trembling. "O Rat!" he cried, "I've been so frightened, you can't think!"     "O, I quite understand," said the Rat soothingly. "You shouldn't really have gone and done it, Mole. I did my best to keep you from it. We river-bankers, we hardly ever come here by ourselves. If we have to come, we come in couples at least; then we're generally all right. Besides, there are a hundred things one has to know, which we understand all about and you don't, as yet.  I mean passwords, and signs, and sayings which have power and effect, and plants you carry in your pocket, and verses you repeat, and dodges and tricks you practise; all simple enough when you know them, but they've got to be known if you're small, or you'll find yourself in trouble. Of course if you were Badger or Otter, it would be quite another matter."     "Surely the brave Mr. Toad wouldn't mind coming here by himself, would he?" inquired the Mole.     "Old Toad?" said the Rat, laughing heartily. "He wouldn't show
	his face here alone, not for a whole hatful of golden guineas, Toad wouldn't."     The Mole was greatly cheered by the sound of the Rat's careless laughter, as well as by the sight of his stick and his gleaming pistols, and he stopped shivering and began to feel bolder and more himself again.     "Now then," said the Rat presently, "we really must pull ourselves together and make a start for home while there's still a little light left. It will never do to spend the night here, you understand. Too cold, for one thing."     "Dear Ratty," said the poor Mole, "I'm dreadfully sorry, but I'm simply dead beat and that's a solid fact. You must let me rest here a while longer, and get my strength back, if I'm to get home at all."     "O, all right," said the good-natured Rat, "rest away. It's pretty nearly pitch dark now, anyhow; and there ought to be a bit of a moon later."     So the Mole got well into the dry leaves and stretched himself out, and presently dropped off into sleep, though of a broken and troubled sort; while the Rat covered himself up, too, as best he might, for warmth, and lay patiently waiting, with a pistol in his paw.     When at last the Mole woke up, much refreshed and in his usual spirits, the Rat said, "Now then! I'll just take a look outside and see if everything's quiet, and then we really must be off." He went to the entrance of their retreat and put his head out. Then the Mole heard him saying quietly to himself, "Hullo! hullo! here—is—a—go!"     "What's up, Ratty?" asked the Mole.     "Snow is up," replied the Rat briefly; "or rather, down. It's snowing hard."     The Mole came and crouched beside him, and, looking out, saw the wood that had been so dreadful to him in quite a changed aspect. Holes, hollows, pools, pitfalls, and other black menaces to the wayfarer were vanishing fast, and a gleaming carpet of faery was springing up everywhere, that looked too delicate to be trodden upon by rough feet. A fine powder filled the air and caressed the cheek with a tingle in its touch, and the black boles of the trees showed up in a light that seemed to come from below.     "Well, well, it can't be helped," said the Rat, after pondering. "We must make a start, and take our chance, I suppose. The worst of it is, I don't exactly know where we are. And now this snow makes everything look so very different."     It did indeed. The Mole would not have known that it was the same wood. However, they set out bravely, and took the line that seemed most promising, holding on to each other and pretending with invincible cheerfulness that they recognized an old friend in every fresh tree that grimly and silently greeted them, or saw openings, gaps, or paths with a familiar turn in them, in the monotony of white space and black tree-trunks that refused to vary.     An hour or two later—they had lost all count of time—they pulled up, dispirited, weary, and hopelessly at sea, and sat down on a fallen tree-trunk to recover their breath and consider what was to be done. They were aching with fatigue and bruised with tumbles; they had fallen into several holes and got wet through; the snow was getting so deep that they could hardly drag their little legs through it, and the trees were thicker and more like each other than ever. There seemed to be no end to this wood, and no beginning, and no difference in it, and, worst of all, no way out.     "We can't sit here very long," said the Rat. "We shall have to make another push for it, and do something or other. The cold is too awful for anything, and the snow will soon be too deep for us to wade through." He peered about him and considered. "Look here," he went on, "this is what occurs to me. There's a sort of dell down here in front of us, where the ground seems all hilly and humpy and hummocky. We'll make our way down into that, and try and find some sort of shelter, a cave or hole with a dry floor to it, out of the snow and the wind, and there we'll have a good
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	rest before we try again, for we're both of us pretty dead beat.     Besides, the snow may leave off, or something may turn up." So once more they got on their feet, and struggled down into the dell, where they hunted about for a cave or some corner that was dry and a protection from the keen wind and the whirling snow.     They were investigating one of the hummocky bits the Rat had spoken of, when suddenly the Mole tripped up and fell forward on his face with a squeal.     "O my leg!" he cried. "O my poor shin!" and he sat up on the snow and nursed his leg in both his front paws. "Poor old Mole!" said the Rat kindly. "You don't seem to be having much luck to-day, do you? Let's have a look at the leg. Yes," he went on, going down on his knees to look, "you've cut your shin, sure enough. Wait till I get at my handkerchief, and I'll tie it up for you."     "I must have tripped over a hidden branch or a stump," said the Mole miserably. "O, my! O, my!"     "It's a very clean cut," said the Rat, examining it again attentively. "That was never done by a branch or a stump. Looks as if it was made by a sharp edge of something in metal. Funny!" He pondered awhile, and examined the humps and slopes that surrounded them.     "Well, never mind what done it," said the Mole, forgetting his grammar in his pain. "It hurts just the same, whatever done it."     But the Rat, after carefully tying up the leg with his handkerchief, had left him and was busy scraping in the snow. He scratched and shovelled and explored, all four legs working busily, while the Mole waited impatiently, remarking at intervals, "O, come on, Rat!"     Suddenly the Rat cried "Hooray!" and then "Hooray-oo-ray-oo-ray-oo-ray!" and fell to executing a feeble jig in the snow.     "What have you found, Ratty?" asked the Mole, still nursing his leg.     "Come and see!" said the delighted Rat, as he jigged on.     The Mole hobbled up to the spot and had a good look.     "Well," he said at last, slowly, "I see it right enough. Seen the same sort of thing before, lots of times. Familiar object, I call it. A door-scraper! Well, what of it? Why dance jigs around a door-scraper?"     "But don't you see what it means, you—you dull-witted animal?" cried the Rat impatiently.     "Of course I see what it means," replied the Mole. "It simply means that some very careless and forgetful person has left his door-scraper lying about in the middle of the Wild Wood, just where it's sure to trip everybody up. Very thoughtless of him, I call it. When I get home I shall go and complain about it to—to somebody or other, see if I don't!"     "O, dear! O, dear!" cried the Rat, in despair at his obtuseness.    "Here, stop arguing and come and scrape!" And he set to work again and made the snow fly in all directions around him.     After some further toil his efforts were rewarded, and a very shabby door-mat lay exposed to view.     "There, what did I tell you?" exclaimed the Rat in great triumph.     "Absolutely nothing whatever," replied the Mole, with perfect truthfulness. "Well now," he went on, "you seem to have found another piece of domestic litter, done for and thrown away, and I suppose you're perfectly happy. Better go ahead and dance your jig round that if you've got to, and get it over, and then perhaps we can go on and not waste any more time over rubbish-heaps. Can we eat a doormat? Or sleep under a door-mat? Or sit on a door-mat and sledge home over the snow on it, you exasperating rodent?"     "Do—you—mean—to—say," cried the excited Rat, "that this door-mat doesn't tell you anything?"     "Really, Rat," said the Mole, quite pettishly, "I think we'd had enough of this folly. Who ever heard of a door-mat telling anyone anything? They simply don't do it. They are not that sort at all. Door-mats know their place."     "Now look here, you—you thick-headed beast," replied the Rat, really angry, "this must stop. Not another word, but scrape—scrape and scratch and dig and hunt round, especially on the
	sides of the hummocks, if you want to sleep dry and warm to-night, for it's our last chance!"      The Rat attacked a snow-bank beside them with ardour, probing with his cudgel everywhere and then digging with fury; and the Mole scraped busily too, more to oblige the Rat than for any other reason, for his opinion was that his friend was getting light-headed.     Some ten minutes' hard work, and the point of the Rat's cudgel struck something that sounded hollow. He worked till he could get a paw through and feel; then called the Mole to come and help him. Hard at it went the two animals, till at last the result of their labours stood full in view of the astonished and hitherto incredulous Mole.     In the side of what had seemed to be a snow-bank stood a solid-looking little door, painted a dark green. An iron bell-pull hung by the side, and below it, on a small brass plate, neatly engraved in square capital letters, they could read by the aid of moonlight     MR. BADGER.     The Mole fell backwards on the snow from sheer surprise and delight. "Rat!" he cried in penitence, "you're a wonder! A real wonder, that's what you are. I see it all now! You argued it out, step by step, in that wise head of yours, from the very moment that I fell and cut my shin, and you looked at the cut, and at once your majestic mind said to itself, 'Door-scraper!' And then you turned to and found the very door-scraper that done it! Did you stop there? No. Some people would have been quite satisfied; but not you. Your intellect went on working. 'Let me only just find a door-mat,' says you to yourself, 'and my theory is proved!' And of course you found your door-mat. You're so clever, I believe you could find anything you liked. 'Now,' says you, 'that door exists, as plain as if I saw it. There's nothing else remains to be done but to find it!' Well, I've read about that sort of thing in books, but I've never come across it before in real life. You ought to go where you'll be properly appreciated. You're simply wasted here, among us fellows. If I only had your head, Ratty—"     "But as you haven't," interrupted the Rat, rather unkindly, "I suppose you're going to sit on the snow all night and talk? Get up at once and hang on to that bell-pull you see there, and ring hard, as hard as you can, while I hammer!"     While the Rat attacked the door with his stick, the Mole sprang up at the bell-pull, clutched it and swung there, both feet well off the ground, and from quite a long way off they could faintly hear a deep-toned bell respond.
	Silver Pages
	Corncrake
	Barnaby Jones cursed as he read the paper all over again.     “Let it go, will you?” his wife said across him from the table, buttering her toast.     “Let it go?” said Barnaby, and shook the feeble newspaper in his hands as if he was wringing the collar of a ruffian who owed him money. “I am not letting go. It’s libel, I tell you, I tell you.”     “It’s just a few reviews, dear,” said Mrs. Jones while her husband huffed and puffed and submerged his head behind the wrinkled paper. She stared at his poor coffee, which had gone cold before he had even sapped its warmth. But Mr. Jones didn’t need the hot beverage. He was plenty fired up without it.     The reason for Barnaby Jones’ distress and rage was the recent reviews of his new book.     He had put a lot of effort into it, researching for weeks and writing for months; the gestation slow, the delivery hard. And now that it was out, his baby was being savaged by unsensible and illiterate — his words — “ivory tower dwellers.”     “They should all jump off from there if this is what they call a book review,” Mr. Jones said with bile. “Listen to this one,” — he adjusted in his chair, straightening his back —     “Barnaby Jones has been a formidable writer in the past. But it seems the present has caught up to him. His style is eclectic and delightful as it has always been, and so too his prose has lost none of its charm and vigor; however, his subject is well-trodden, or one could say, well-dead.     Mr. Jones is not saying anything new that others haven’t said. Sure, it is a tragic little book, but so are many. It is not even in the ‘Jonesian’ irony that he is known to write with that wink that he gives to the audience. No, Mr. Jones has become somber. No longer is he drunk with slyness in the celebration of the insignificance of life; he has become a teetotaler, shy and shrinking, asking the waiter if they serve orange juice at the orgy. Bah!”     Barnaby threw down the paper like a titan hurling down a rock. It settled softly on the hardwood. Sunlight was pouring in through the windows on a jocund summer day. The dust was traveling on the sunbeams that crisscrossed around the kitchen, especially around Barnaby, which, to Mrs. Jones’ eyes, made him look like he was perspiring dust like a dragon would snort flame.     “I liked it,” put in Mrs. Jones, smiling.     Mr. Jones gave her a knowing look.     Mrs. Jones laughed. “At least the parts I understood.”     Mr. Jones sighed and sulked, elbows and palms supporting his chin, upon which a few white hairs had started to blossom. Mrs. Jones thought how young he looked when he did so.     Thirty years married, and sometimes she wondered if her eyes were playing tricks on her. Her husband, once the young man, the fumbling, the asking out, his embarrassed yet proud admission of wanting to make it as a writer, her yes, his shock, their life. So much had changed, and yet sometimes the way he appeared, it was as if he was still the same in some strange manner, which she could not say the same for her.     “I think I will go out for a bit, clear my head,” said the old man, putting on his coat and his hat. “Anything you want me to bring back?”     “Bring my husband back to supper, will you please?” she said as he put on his hat.     “Yes, ma’am.”
	#
	June found him strolling down the street, hands buried in his pockets, with a deep frown on his face. Mischievous, she sent an errant breeze his way to topple his hat, but Mr. Jones was quick and held on to it. Thwarted, she settled for stringing beads of sweat on his exposed nape.     The world was awashed with light; the golden sun tipped over in largesse, bright wine pouring down the heavens, flooding a lightless earth and turning it into a bright moon. However, one man in the moon, Mr. Jones, carried his rain cloud with him,
	lost in his dark cumulus thoughts on the assessment of his book. He was caught between two thoughts: one, that they might be right about it, and the other, that they were a bunch of hacks. Personally, he favored the latter; professionally, he thought the former had some merit, albeit very little, and most likely, ignorable.     Still, he was troubled in a way he couldn’t make sense of. And truth to be told, it had started way before the reviews came in. Lately, he had been unsure of himself and his writing.     He put effort into it, he always did. But something was missing in it. And if he was honest with himself, it wasn’t just with the latest one. He had been feeling it for a long time, but the praise and prestige that he was getting out of them, not to forget the money, served as a mental anesthetic. Now that the drug was gone, he was able to reflect. He didn’t understand what he saw.     He walked into the local library, keeping his head down. Maybe reading a book might help him get out of his funk. His new book was there; the glossy copies advertised on two metal racks. He walked past it to the shelves. He eyed the spines, nothing really taking his fancy. He was just browsing in the end. He sighed and stopped when he came to a row that contained all his works. He inspected them. Each one was hard work. That one took him to go and search for an obscure book. The search had led him to an out-of-town library in a town that didn’t have electricity. This one took him to go through decades of correspondence just to find if a guy had ever kept a monkey named Helen as a pet. One took him to learn another language entirely. Pity he had forgotten most of it now. As Mr. Jones looked at them, he suddenly realized how far back this feeling of missing something had been haunting him.     “Excuse me.”     Mr. Jones looked to his left to see who called him. A man was looking at him. His inquisitive eyes were searching at him, alternating between either gleaming in familiarity or clouding in puzzlement, with his mouth pursed as if it was unsure if it could break out into a smile or not. Finally, he spoke again.     “Are you by any chance the writer Barnaby Jones?” he asked softly     Mr. Jones was surprised. He nodded. Now, the man did smile, and his eyes went large as spoons, but Mr. Jones quickly put up his finger in a shushing gesture before he betrayed his presence to the whole library.     “Goodness me, it’s really you,” the man whispered.     “There’s a cafe nearby,” whispered back Mr. Jones. “Let’s talk there.”
	#
	“I am sure you get this a lot, but you are my favorite writer,” said the man, now named Charlie. He looked to be in his late twenties, but his demeanor was that of a younger, carefree guy.     Mr. Jones couldn’t lie that this made him feel good. Like all writers, he was a sucker for praise. Even the successful ones were. They never do forget the time when they didn’t get any.     And right now he could really use some. He felt good enough that he was ordering burgers and fries and soda for both of them — his treat, of course. He conversed as they chewed.     “But how did you recognize me?” asked Mr. Jones, forgetting his vanity for a little moment. “I don’t have any public photographs, so how did you know it was me?”     “Oh, but you do,” said Charlie. “Wait a sec.”     He rummaged through his bag and took out a book. It was an old, beaten-up thing, the cracked spine all fissures, the cover wrinkled where it wasn’t torn, the colors faded so much so that the words blended together with the front illustration rendering both unrecognizable, and the text block deeply jaundiced. But something about it made Mr. Jones stop chewing. In his brain, a key was slowly turning into a rusty lock, straining against the
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	like them?”     “Well,” began Charlie, but he seemed suddenly more interested in his fries. “They are good too.”     “Which one do you think is better?” asked Mr. Jones. “The Shape of Days or What Remains?”     “I don’t think I have read What Remains.”     “I see. What about the Shape of Days?”     “I think it’s good.”     “What do you like most about it?”     “Well,” began Charlie. “The prose.”     “I see.”     “Yeah,” said Charlie.     Mr. Jones smiled, nonplussed. “Charlie, you haven’t read both of them cause I didn’t write either of them.”     “Oh,” said Charlie, scratching his temple. “Sorry, Mr. Jones, I didn’t want to seem rude.”     Mr. Jones waved it away. “Don’t worry about it. Now, let me ask you, have you read any of my other works? And answer truthfully if you haven’t — my wife certainly does.”     Charlie shook his head with an apologetic smile. “It’s just that I like Silver Pages a lot. I tried to read your other books, but they were not like Silver Pages.”     “So you like fantasy,” said Mr. Jones.     “No, I wouldn’t say that exactly. I have read other fantasy books, but I like yours much better.”     Mr. Jones frowned. Was he making fun of him? It wasn’t that good at all.     “Actually, I was in the bookstore looking for another copy of Silver Pages cause this one is starting to bite the dust. I couldn’t, but I did find you. Imagine my shock.”     “Yeah,” said Mr. Jones. “Silver Pages was stated to run for a thousand copies, but it only sold around ninety or something. There were no reprints, and I don’t know what happened to the rest of the unsold ones.”     Charlie nodded, dismayed. “I suppose that makes mine something of a collector’s copy.”     If anybody even wants it, thought Mr. Jones.     “It’s a bummer, though,” said Charlie. “It’s a really fun read, and I think you even implied a sequel in the last pages with Lucian going on another journey to destroy the book. Why didn’t you write a sequel?”     Because it was juvenile, Mr. Jones wanted to say. That it was just some schlock he wrote when he was young and didn’t know better, that luckily, after publishing it, he grew up and wrote actual literature, good literature that dealt with actual people and actual reality, that his books started selling when he did so, that his name started being known when he did so. But he didn’t say that. Something in Charlie’s face made him unable to say it. Something inside his own face made him not say it.     “Charlie, why do you like Silver Pages?”     “Where to start, Mr. Jones. The characters, the adventure, the setting of hell — man, where to start? I suppose, if I have to say why I like it so much… I think I like Silver Pages because it is sincere.”     Mr. Jones successfully suppressed a yell.
	#
	“Welcome back, dear,” said Mrs. Jones, but for a moment she thought he was somebody else. He was wearing something of a mishmash between a grin and a grimace, looking ahead into nowhere. His head was cocked a little to the right and down, his index finger was furiously scratching his shaven chin, and then, he looked like himself again, maybe more than he ever did.     “Barny, everything alright?”     “Yes, yes,” said Mr. Jones, hanging his hat and his coat. “Everything good... or maybe it isn’t.”     “What do you mean?” she asked.     “I keep my books, the ones I wrote, in the attic, right?”     “Right.”     “Excuse me.”
	years and years of congealed rust.     “That book…” he said. “I think I know it.”     “Of course, you do,” said Charlie, smiling, and turned the cover. In the first yellowed page was written the words: Silver Pages by Barnaby Jones.     The lock broke. Memories gushed in. They came so fast and came so strong that Mr. Jones found it difficult to focus on any particular one. So jumbled everything was that the very words which made all of them come blasting in looked alien to him. His own name didn’t look like his own. Charlie broke the silence first.     “And this is how I recognized you,” said Charlie. He flipped to the last page. On the inside cover was a black and white picture of a young man, sitting with his right hand under his chin and smiling at the camera. There was a blurb next to him with the first two words all in capital: BARNABY JONES.     Yes, he now remembered. Silver Pages. Silver Pages! It was the first novel he ever got published. That picture he took with such excitement and pride. It was so long coming. Three manuscripts had been rejected before Silver Pages got to the finish line. Those long years, toiling away, between world-conquering vim and soul-crushing despair — one moment feeling like a genius, another moment feeling like an imposter, one second chucking the sheets in the air and another minute picking them up, cursing yourself for dirtying them. The sendoff at the post office, the waiting and stalking the mailman every time he came into sight, and hoping he would stop at your mailbox and put the Schrödinger’s envelope in, the mad dash to the tin can, the anticipation, the dread, the five stages of grief before even breaking the glue, the letter itself, the words on the page:
	Dear Mr. Barnaby Jones, We would like to publish—
	The yell. The barbaric, lungs-puncturing yell. His landlady at his door, asking what in the world was happening in there. The neighbors peeking their heads out of their doors, asking who died, him running down the staircase while everybody staring at him, and him chasing down the road to shake the mailman’s hand, the absolute fear in the mailman’s face as he stood there while he cracked his arm up and down — yes, it was all coming back to him.     “Ah, Silver Pages,” said Mr. Jones as he came back to the cafe. “My first novel. The one that got me in.”     “Yup, my favorite as well,” said Charlie.     Mr. Jones cocked an eyebrow. “Really?”     Silver Pages was the one that got him in, but he would not think it was his best work. It was pretty juvenile from what he remembered. The story was about a magical book that would be a dangerous tool in the hands of the wrong person. It could even release demons imprisoned in the lowest hell of Tartarus. So, the book was hidden away right where it was least expected to be: Tartarus itself. To protect it from being used by the demons, its pages were gilded with silver, rendering just the act of touching it with your pinky excruciatingly painful, very much less open and read it for the book was sealed also with a lock. In order to get the book, the prince of hell, Satan, decides to have a child with a mortal woman, so that his half-demon and half-human hybrid can go into hell and retrieve the book for him.     When Lucian, Lucifer’s son, refuses to help his father, Lucifer holds his mother’s life hostage in exchange for the book. Having no other recourse, Lucian starts his journey into the underworld to find the book and save his mother.     Pretty cliche, thought Mr. Jones. I felt pretty clever at the time for keeping the book right where the demons were and the silver on the leaves to keep away. Though I don’t think I ever clearly answered why Satan didn’t just bring Lucian to Tartarus instead of sending him on a journey, or why he even needed a half-demon, half-human boy to get the book for him. Maybe it was something about being able to withstand the environment of hell or something.     “What about my other books?” asked Mr. Jones. “How did you
	“But supper.”     “It won’t take a moment,” he said as he marched up the stairs. It was close to an hour when Mrs. Jones got up from the dining table and followed after her husband. She found him on the attic floor with cardboard boxes open everywhere and all of his books scattered around him. He was reading one of them, an old-looking thing.     “Silver Pages,” said Mrs. Jones.     Mr. Jones looked up. “Ah, this one you remember.”     She leaned against the doorway as memories warmed inside her head. “Of course, I do. You wooed me with it, saying you were going to be some bigshot writer now that it was in print.”     “Well, it worked.”     Both of them chuckled.     “Why are you reading it right now?” she asked.     He gave her an impish smile, and for a moment, Mrs. Jones thought he looked younger than ever. “Cause now is the right time to read it.”
	#
	The common verdict became that Barnaby Jones had given up.  He had given up the craft that he had cultivated and went back to the realm of potboilers. His critics savaged him in the papers while his fans were less unsure of how to feel. As for Mr. Jones, he neatly folded the newspaper and put it away. He ate a hearty breakfast with his wife, and they talked lightly about this and that. After the meal, he kissed his wife, took a package from the mantlepiece, and went out straight to the post office and mailed it. Outside, snow was starting to fall.     When Charlie opened the package, he saw there were two books and a note on top. He read the note first:
	Dear Charlie, I went home that day after we parted from the cafe (and I am glad I had mind enough to ask where you lived), and searched for my copy of Silver Pages. The one that you now hold in your hands is that. And you know, you were right. Silver Pages did promise a sequel, and I think enough time has passed that I should fulfill it. I have dedicated the book to you. I hope it is as sincere as the one that preceded it. — Barnaby Jones
	Charlie held the new book and read the title: Golden Book. He yelled.
	The Perishing of the Pendragons
	Corncrake
	FATHER BROWN was in no mood for adventures. He had lately fallen ill with over-work, and when he began to recover, his friend Flambeau had taken him on a cruise in a small yacht with Sir Cecil Fanshaw, a young Cornish squire and an enthusiast for Cornish coast scenery. But Brown was still rather weak; he was no very happy sailor; and though he was never of the sort that either grumbles or breaks down, his spirits did not rise above patience and civility. When the other two men praised the ragged violet sunset or the ragged volcanic crags, he agreed with them. When Flambeau pointed out a rock shaped like a dragon, he looked at it and thought it very like a dragon. When Fanshaw more excitedly indicated a rock that was like Merlin, he looked at it, and signified assent. When Flambeau asked whether this rocky gate of the twisted river was not the gate of Fairyland, he said “Yes.”   He heard the most important things and the most trivial with the same tasteless absorption. He heard that the coast was death to all but careful seamen; he also heard that the ship’s cat was asleep. He heard that Fanshaw couldn’t find his cigar-holder anywhere; he also heard the pilot deliver the oracle “Both eyes bright, she’s all right; one eye winks, down she sinks.” He heard Flambeau say to Fanshaw that no doubt this meant the pilot must keep both eyes open and be spry. And he heard  Fanshaw say to Flambeau that, oddly enough, it didn’t mean this: it meant that while they saw two of the coast lights, one near and the other distant, exactly side by side, they were in the right river-channel; but that if one light was hidden behind the other, they were going on the rocks.  He heard Fanshaw add that his country was full of such quaint fables and idioms; it was the very home of romance; he even pitted this part of Cornwall against Devonshire, as a claimant to the laurels of Elizabethan seamanship. According to him there had been captains among these coves and islets compared with whom Drake was practically a landsman. He heard Flambeau laugh, and ask if, perhaps, the adventurous title of “Westward Ho!” only meant that all Devonshire men wished they were living in Cornwall. He heard Fanshaw say there was no need to be silly; that not only had Cornish captains been heroes, but that they were heroes still: that near that very spot there was an old admiral, now retired, who was scarred by thrilling voyages full of adventures; and who had in his youth found the last group of eight Pacific Islands that was added to the chart of the world. This Cecil Fanshaw was, in person, of the kind that commonly urges such crude but pleasing enthusiasms; a very young man, light-haired, high-coloured, with an eager profile; with a boyish bravado of spirits, but an almost girlish delicacy of tint and type. The big shoulders, black brows and black mousquetaire swagger of Flambeau were a great contrast.     All these trivialities Brown heard and saw; but heard them as a tired man hears a tune in the railway wheels, or saw them as a sick man sees the pattern of his wall-paper. No one can calculate the turns of mood in convalescence: but Father Brown’s depression must have had a great deal to do with his mere unfamiliarity with the sea. For as the river mouth narrowed like the neck of a bottle, and the water grew calmer and the air warmer and more earthly, he seemed to wake up and take notice like a baby. They had reached that phase just after sunset when air and water both look bright, but earth and all its growing things look almost black by comparison. About this particular evening, however, there was something exceptional. It was one of those rare atmospheres in which a smoked-glass slide seems to have been slid away from between us and Nature; so that even dark colours on that day look more gorgeous than bright colours on cloudier days. The trampled earth of the river-banks and the peaty stain in the pools did not look drab but glowing umber, and the dark woods astir in the breeze did not look, as usual, dim blue with mere depth of distance, but more like wind-tumbled masses of some vivid violet blossom. This magic clearness and intensity in the colours was further forced on Brown’s slowly reviving senses by something romantic and even secret in the very form of the landscape.     The river was still well wide and deep enough for a pleasure boat so small as theirs; but the curves of the country-side suggested that it was closing in on either hand; the woods seemed to be making broken and flying attempts at bridge-building—as if the boat were passing from the romance of a valley to the romance of a hollow and so to the supreme romance of a tunnel. Beyond this mere look of things there was little for Brown’s freshening fancy to feed on; he saw no human beings, except some gipsies trailing along the river bank, with faggots and osiers cut in the forest; and one sight no longer unconventional, but in such remote parts still uncommon: a dark-haired lady, bare-headed, and paddling her own canoe. If Father Brown ever attached any importance to either of these, he
	certainly forgot them at the next turn of the river which brought in sight a singular object.     The water seemed to widen and split, being cloven by the dark wedge of a fish-shaped and wooded islet. With the rate at which they went, the islet seemed to swim towards them like a ship; a ship with a very high prow—or, to speak more strictly, a very high funnel. For at the extreme point nearest them stood up an odd-looking building, unlike anything they could remember or connect with any purpose. It was not specially high, but it was too high for its breadth to be called anything but a tower. Yet it appeared to be built entirely of wood, and that in a most unequal and eccentric way. Some of the planks and beams were of good, seasoned oak; some of such wood cut raw and recent; some again of white pinewood, and a great deal more of the same sort of wood painted black with tar. These black beams were set crooked or crisscross at all kinds of angles, giving the whole a most patchy and puzzling appearance. There were one or two windows, which appeared to be coloured and leaded in an old-fashioned but more elaborate style. The travellers looked at it with that paradoxical feeling we have when something reminds us of something, and yet we are certain it is something very different. Father Brown, even when he was mystified, was clever in analysing his own mystification. And he found himself reflecting that the oddity seemed to consist in a particular shape cut out in an incongruous material; as if one saw a top-hat made of tin, or a frock-coat cut out of tartan. He was sure he had seen timbers of different tints arranged like that somewhere, but never in such architectural proportions. The next moment a glimpse through the dark trees told him all he wanted to know and he laughed. Through a gap in the foliage there appeared for a moment one of those old wooden houses, faced with black beams, which are still to be found here and there in England, but which most of us see imitated in some show called “Old London” or “Shakespeare’s England’. It was in view only long enough for the priest to see that, however old-fashioned, it was a comfortable and well-kept country-house, with flower-beds in front of it. It had none of the piebald and crazy look of the tower that seemed made out of its refuse.     “What on earth’s this?” said Flambeau, who was still staring at the tower.     Fanshaw’s eyes were shining, and he spoke triumphantly. “Aha! you’ve not seen a place quite like this before, I fancy; that’s why I’ve brought you here, my friend. Now you shall see whether I exaggerate about the mariners of Cornwall. This place belongs to Old Pendragon, whom we call the Admiral; though he retired before getting the rank. The spirit of Raleigh and Hawkins is a memory with the Devon folk; it’s a modern fact with the Pendragons. If Queen Elizabeth were to rise from the grave and come up this river in a gilded barge, she would be received by the Admiral in a house exactly such as she was accustomed to, in every corner and casement, in every panel on the wall or plate on the table. And she would find an English Captain still talking fiercely of fresh lands to be found in little ships, as much as if she had dined with Drake.”     “She’d find a rum sort of thing in the garden,” said Father Brown, “which would not please her Renaissance eye. That Elizabethan domestic architecture is charming in its way; but it’s against the very nature of it to break out into turrets.”     “And yet,” answered Fanshaw, “that’s the most romantic and Elizabethan part of the business. It was built by the Pendragons in the very days of the Spanish wars; and though it’s needed patching and even rebuilding for another reason, it’s always been rebuilt in the old way. The story goes that the lady of Sir Peter Pendragon built it in this place and to this height, because from the top you can just see the corner where vessels turn into the river mouth; and she wished to be the first to see her husband’s ship, as he sailed home from the Spanish Main.”     “For what other reason,” asked Father Brown, “do you mean that it has been rebuilt?”     “Oh, there’s a strange story about that, too,” said the young squire with relish. “You are really in a land of strange stories. King  Arthur was here and Merlin and the fairies before him. The story goes that Sir Peter Pendragon, who (I fear) had some of the faults of the pirates as well as the virtues of the sailor, was bringing home three Spanish gentlemen in honourable captivity, intending to escort them to Elizabeth’s court. But he was a man of flaming and tigerish temper, and coming to high words with one of them, he caught him by the throat and flung him by accident or design, into the sea. A second Spaniard, who was the brother of the first, instantly drew his sword and flew at Pendragon, and after a short but furious combat in which both got three wounds in as many minutes, Pendragon drove his blade through the
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	other’s body and the second Spaniard was accounted for. As it happened the ship had already turned into the river mouth and was close to comparatively shallow water. The third Spaniard sprang over the side of the ship, struck out for the shore, and was soon near enough to it to stand up to his waist in water. And turning again to face the ship, and holding up both arms to Heaven—like a prophet calling plagues upon a wicked city—he called out to Pendragon in a piercing and terrible voice, that he at least was yet living, that he would go on living, that he would live for ever; and that generation after generation the house of Pendragon should never see him or his, but should know by very certain signs that he and his vengeance were alive. With that he dived under the wave, and was either drowned or swam so long under water that no hair of his head was seen afterwards.”     “There’s that girl in the canoe again,” said Flambeau irrelevantly, for good-looking young women would call him off any topic.     “She seems bothered by the queer tower just as we were.” Indeed, the black-haired young lady was letting her canoe float slowly and silently past the strange islet; and was looking intently up at the strange tower, with a strong glow of curiosity on her oval and olive face.     “Never mind girls,” said Fanshaw impatiently, “there are plenty of them in the world, but not many things like the Pendragon Tower. As you may easily suppose, plenty of superstitions and scandals have followed in the track of the Spaniard’s curse; and no doubt, as you would put it, any accident happening to this Cornish family would be connected with it by rural credulity. But it is perfectly true that this tower has been burnt down two or three times; and the family can’t be called lucky, for more than two, I think, of the Admiral’s near kin have perished by shipwreck; and one at least, to my own knowledge, on practically the same spot where Sir Peter threw the Spaniard overboard.”     “What a pity!” exclaimed Flambeau. “She’s going.”     “When did your friend the Admiral tell you this family history?” asked Father Brown, as the girl in the canoe paddled off, without showing the least intention of extending her interest from the tower to the yacht, which Fanshaw had already caused to lie alongside the island.     “Many years ago,” replied Fanshaw; “he hasn’t been to sea for some time now, though he is as keen on it as ever. I believe there’s a family compact or something. Well, here’s the landing stage; let’s come ashore and see the old boy.”     They followed him on to the island, just under the tower, and Father Brown, whether from the mere touch of dry land, or the interest of something on the other bank of the river (which he stared at very hard for some seconds), seemed singularly improved in briskness. They entered a wooded avenue between two fences of thin greyish wood, such as often enclose parks or gardens, and over the top of which the dark trees tossed to and fro like black and purple plumes upon the hearse of a giant. The tower, as they left it behind, looked all the quainter, because such entrances are usually flanked by two towers; and this one looked lopsided. But for this, the avenue had the usual appearance of the entrance to a gentleman’s grounds; and, being so curved that the house was now out of sight, somehow looked a much larger park than any plantation on such an island could really be. Father Brown was, perhaps, a little fanciful in his fatigue, but he almost thought the whole place must be growing larger, as things do in a nightmare. Anyhow, a mystical monotony was the only character of their march, until Fanshaw suddenly stopped, and pointed to something sticking out through the grey fence—something that looked at first rather like the imprisoned horn of some beast. Closer observation showed that it was a slightly curved blade of metal that shone faintly in the fading light.       Flambeau, who like all Frenchmen had been a soldier, bent over it and said in a startled voice: “Why, it’s a sabre! I believe I know the sort, heavy and curved, but shorter than the cavalry; they used to have them in artillery and the—”     As he spoke the blade plucked itself out of the crack it had made and came down again with a more ponderous slash, splitting the fissiparous fence to the bottom with a rending noise.     Then it was pulled out again, flashed above the fence some feet further along, and again split it halfway down with the first stroke; and after waggling a little to extricate itself (accompanied with curses in the darkness) split it down to the ground with a second. Then a kick of devilish energy sent the whole loosened square of thin wood flying into the pathway, and a great gap of dark coppice gaped in the paling.     Fanshaw peered into the dark opening and uttered an exclamation of astonishment. “My dear Admiral!” he exclaimed,
	“do you—er—do you generally cut out a new front door whenever you want to go for a walk?”     The voice in the gloom swore again, and then broke into a jolly laugh. “No,” it said; “I’ve really got to cut down this fence somehow; it’s spoiling all the plants, and no one else here can do it. But I’ll only carve another bit off the front door, and then come out and welcome you.”     And sure enough, he heaved up his weapon once more, and, hacking twice, brought down another and similar strip of fence, making the opening about fourteen feet wide in all. Then through this larger forest gateway he came out into the evening light, with a chip of grey wood sticking to his sword-blade.     He momentarily fulfilled all Fanshaw’s fable of an old piratical Admiral; though the details seemed afterwards to decompose into accidents. For instance, he wore a broad-brimmed hat as protection against the sun; but the front flap of it was turned up straight to the sky, and the two corners pulled down lower than the ears, so that it stood across his forehead in a crescent like the old cocked hat worn by Nelson. He wore an ordinary dark-blue jacket, with nothing special about the buttons, but the combination of it with white linen trousers somehow had a sailorish look. He was tall and loose, and walked with a sort of swagger, which was not a sailor’s roll, and yet somehow suggested it; and he held in his hand a short sabre which was like a navy cutlass, but about twice as big. Under the bridge of the hat his eagle face looked eager, all the more because it was not only clean-shaven, but without eyebrows. It seemed almost as if all the hair had come off his face from his thrusting it through a throng of elements. His eyes were prominent and piercing. His colour was curiously attractive, while partly tropical; it reminded one vaguely of a blood-orange. That is, that while it was ruddy and sanguine, there was a yellow in it that was in no way sickly, but seemed rather to glow like gold apples of the Hesperides—Father Brown thought he had never seen a figure so expressive of all the romances about the countries of the Sun.     When Fanshaw had presented his two friends to their host he fell again into a tone of rallying the latter about his wreckage of the fence and his apparent rage of profanity. The Admiral pooh-poohed it at first as a piece of necessary but annoying garden work; but at length the ring of real energy came back into his laughter, and he cried with a mixture of impatience and good humour:     “Well, perhaps I do go at it a bit rabidly, and feel a kind of pleasure in smashing anything. So would you if your only pleasure was in cruising about to find some new Cannibal Islands, and you had to stick on this muddy little rockery in a sort of rustic pond. When I remember how I’ve cut down a mile and a half of green poisonous jungle with an old cutlass half as sharp as this; and then remember I must stop here and chop this matchwood, because of some confounded old bargain scribbled in a family Bible, why, I—”     He swung up the heavy steel again; and this time sundered the wall of wood from top to bottom at one stroke.     “I feel like that,” he said laughing, but furiously flinging the sword some yards down the path, “and now let’s go up to the house; you must have some dinner.”     The semicircle of lawn in front of the house was varied by three circular garden beds, one of red tulips, a second of yellow tulips, and the third of some white, waxen-looking blossoms that the visitors did not know and presumed to be exotic. A heavy, hairy and rather sullen-looking gardener was hanging up a heavy coil of garden hose. The corners of the expiring sunset which seemed to cling about the corners of the house gave glimpses here and there of the colours of remoter flowerbeds; and in a treeless space on one side of the house opening upon the river stood a tall brass tripod on which was tilted a big brass telescope.   Just outside the steps of the porch stood a little painted green garden table, as if someone had just had tea there. The entrance was flanked with two of those half-featured lumps of stone with holes for eyes that are said to be South Sea idols; and on the brown oak beam across the doorway were some confused carvings that looked almost as barbaric.     As they passed indoors, the little cleric hopped suddenly on to the table, and standing on it peered unaffectedly through his spectacles at the mouldings in the oak. Admiral Pendragon looked very much astonished, though not particularly annoyed; while Fanshaw was so amused with what looked like a performing pigmy on his little stand, that he could not control his laughter. But Father Brown was not likely to notice either the laughter or the astonishment.     He was gazing at three carved symbols, which, though very
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	worn and obscure, seemed still to convey some sense to him. The first seemed to be the outline of some tower or other building, crowned with what looked like curly-pointed ribbons.    The second was clearer: an old Elizabethan galley with decorative waves beneath it, but interrupted in the middle by a curious jagged rock, which was either a fault in the wood or some conventional representation of the water coming in. The third represented the upper half of a human figure, ending in an escalloped line like the waves; the face was rubbed and featureless, and both arms were held very stiffly up in the air.     “Well,” muttered Father Brown, blinking, “here is the legend of the Spaniard plain enough. Here he is holding up his arms and cursing in the sea; and here are the two curses: the wrecked ship and the burning of Pendragon Tower.”     Pendragon shook his head with a kind of venerable amusement. “And how many other things might it not be?” he said. “Don’t you know that that sort of half-man, like a half-lion or half-stag, is quite common in heraldry? Might not that line through the ship be one of those parti-per-pale lines, indented, I think they call it? And though the third thing isn’t so very heraldic, it would be more heraldic to suppose it a tower crowned with laurel than with fire; and it looks just as like it.”     “But it seems rather odd,” said Flambeau, “that it should exactly confirm the old legend.”     “Ah,” replied the sceptical traveller, “but you don’t know how much of the old legend may have been made up from the old figures. Besides, it isn’t the only old legend. Fanshaw, here, who is fond of such things, will tell you there are other versions of the tale, and much more horrible ones. One story credits my unfortunate ancestor with having had the Spaniard cut in two; and that will fit the pretty picture also. Another obligingly credits our family with the possession of a tower full of snakes and explains those little, wriggly things in that way. And a third theory supposes the crooked line on the ship to be a conventionalized thunderbolt; but that alone, if seriously examined, would show what a very little way these unhappy coincidences really go.”     “Why, how do you mean?” asked Fanshaw.     “It so happens,” replied his host coolly, “that there was no thunder and lightning at all in the two or three shipwrecks I know of in our family.”     “Oh!” said Father Brown, and jumped down from the little table. There was another silence in which they heard the continuous murmur of the river; then Fanshaw said, in a doubtful and perhaps disappointed tone: “Then you don’t think there is anything in the tales of the tower in flames?”     “There are the tales, of course,” said the Admiral, shrugging his shoulders; “and some of them, I don’t deny, on evidence as decent as one ever gets for such things. Someone saw a blaze hereabout, don’t you know, as he walked home through a wood; someone keeping sheep on the uplands inland thought he saw a flame hovering over Pendragon Tower. Well, a damp dab of mud like this confounded island seems the last place where one would think of fires.”     “What is that fire over there?” asked Father Brown with a gentle suddenness, pointing to the woods on the left river-bank.     They were all thrown a little off their balance, and the more fanciful Fanshaw had even some difficulty in recovering his, as they saw a long, thin stream of blue smoke ascending silently into the end of the evening light.     Then Pendragon broke into a scornful laugh again. “Gipsies!” he said; “they’ve been camping about here for about a week. Gentlemen, you want your dinner,” and he turned as if to enter the house.     But the antiquarian superstition in Fanshaw was still quivering, and he said hastily: “But, Admiral, what’s that hissing noise quite near the island? It’s very like fire.”     “It’s more like what it is,” said the Admiral, laughing as he led the way; “it’s only some canoe going by.”     Almost as he spoke, the butler, a lean man in black, with very black hair and a very long, yellow face, appeared in the doorway and told him that dinner was served.     The dining-room was as nautical as the cabin of a ship; but its note was rather that of the modern than the Elizabethan captain.     There were, indeed, three antiquated cutlasses in a trophy over the fireplace, and one brown sixteenth-century map with Tritons and little ships dotted about a curly sea. But such things were less prominent on the white panelling than some cases of quaint-coloured South American birds, very scientifically stuffed, fantastic shells from the Pacific, and several instruments so rude
	and queer in shape that savages might have used them either to kill their enemies or to cook them. But the alien colour culminated in the fact that, besides the butler, the Admiral’s only servants were two negroes, somewhat quaintly clad in tight uniforms of yellow. The priest’s instinctive trick of analysing his own impressions told him that the colour and the little neat coat-tails of these bipeds had suggested the word “Canary,” and so by a mere pun connected them with southward travel. Towards the end of the dinner they took their yellow clothes and black faces out of the room, leaving only the black clothes and yellow face of the butler.     “I’m rather sorry you take this so lightly,” said Fanshaw to the host; “for the truth is, I’ve brought these friends of mine with the idea of their helping you, as they know a good deal of these things. Don’t you really believe in the family story at all?”     “I don’t believe in anything,” answered Pendragon very briskly, with a bright eye cocked at a red tropical bird. “I’m a man of science.”     Rather to Flambeau’s surprise, his clerical friend, who seemed to have entirely woken up, took up the digression and talked natural history with his host with a flow of words and much unexpected information, until the dessert and decanters were set down and the last of the servants vanished. Then he said, without altering his tone.     “Please don’t think me impertinent, Admiral Pendragon. I don’t ask for curiosity, but really for my guidance and your convenience. Have I made a bad shot if I guess you don’t want these old things talked of before your butler?”     The Admiral lifted the hairless arches over his eyes and exclaimed: “Well, I don’t know where you got it, but the truth is I can’t stand the fellow, though I’ve no excuse for discharging a family servant. Fanshaw, with his fairy tales, would say my blood moved against men with that black, Spanish-looking hair.” Flambeau struck the table with his heavy fist. “By Jove!” he cried; “and so had that girl!”     “I hope it’ll all end tonight,” continued the Admiral, “when my nephew comes back safe from his ship. You looked surprised. You won’t understand, I suppose, unless I tell you the story. You see, my father had two sons; I remained a bachelor, but my elder brother married, and had a son who became a sailor like all the rest of us, and will inherit the proper estate. Well, my father was a strange man; he somehow combined Fanshaw’s superstition with a good deal of my scepticism—they were always fighting in him; and after my first voyages, he developed a notion which he thought somehow would settle finally whether the curse was truth or trash. If all the Pendragons sailed about anyhow, he thought there would be too much chance of natural catastrophes to prove anything. But if we went to sea one at a time in strict order of succession to the property, he thought it might show whether any connected fate followed the family as a family. It was a silly notion, I think, and I quarrelled with my father pretty heartily; for I was an ambitious man and was left to the last, coming, by succession, after my own nephew.”    “And your father and brother,” said the priest, very gently, “died at sea, I fear.”     “Yes,” groaned the Admiral; “by one of those brutal accidents on which are built all the lying mythologies of mankind, they were both shipwrecked. My father, coming up this coast out of the Atlantic, was washed up on these Cornish rocks. My brother’s ship was sunk, no one knows where, on the voyage home from Tasmania. His body was never found. I tell you it was from perfectly natural mishap; lots of other people besides Pendragons were drowned; and both disasters are discussed in a normal way by navigators. But, of course, it set this forest of superstition on fire; and men saw the flaming tower everywhere. That’s why I say it will be all right when Walter returns. The girl he’s engaged to was coming today; but I was so afraid of some chance delay frightening her that I wired her not to come till she heard from me. But he’s practically sure to be here some time tonight, and then it’ll all end in smoke—tobacco smoke. We’ll crack that old lie when we crack a bottle of this wine.”     “Very good wine,” said Father Brown, gravely lifting his glass, “but, as you see, a very bad wine-bibber. I most sincerely beg your pardon”: for he had spilt a small spot of wine on the table-cloth. He drank and put down the glass with a composed face; but his hand had started at the exact moment when he became conscious of a face looking in through the garden window just behind the Admiral—the face of a woman, swarthy, with southern hair and eyes, and young, but like a mask of tragedy. After a pause the priest spoke again in his mild manner.  “Admiral,” he said, “will you do me a favour? Let me, and my
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	friends if they like, stop in that tower of yours just for tonight? Do you know that in my business you’re an exorcist almost before anything else?”     Pendragon sprang to his feet and paced swiftly to and fro across the window, from which the face had instantly vanished. “I tell you there is nothing in it,” he cried, with ringing violence.    “There is one thing I know about this matter. You may call me an atheist. I am an atheist.” Here he swung round and fixed Father Brown with a face of frightful concentration. “This business is perfectly natural. There is no curse in it at all.”     Father Brown smiled. “In that case,” he said, “there can’t be any objection to my sleeping in your delightful summer-house.” “The idea is utterly ridiculous,” replied the Admiral, beating a tattoo on the back of his chair.     “Please forgive me for everything,” said Brown in his most sympathetic tone, “including spilling the wine. But it seems to me you are not quite so easy about the flaming tower as you try to be.”     Admiral Pendragon sat down again as abruptly as he had risen; but he sat quite still, and when he spoke again it was in a lower voice. “You do it at your own peril,” he said; “but wouldn’t you be an atheist to keep sane in all this devilry?” Some three hours afterwards Fanshaw, Flambeau and the priest were still dawdling about the garden in the dark; and it began to dawn on the other two that Father Brown had no intention of going to bed either in the tower or the house.     “I think the lawn wants weeding,” said he dreamily. “If I could find a spud or something I’d do it myself.”     They followed him, laughing and half remonstrating; but he replied with the utmost solemnity, explaining to them, in a maddening little sermon, that one can always find some small occupation that is helpful to others. He did not find a spud; but he found an old broom made of twigs, with which he began energetically to brush the fallen leaves off the grass.     “Always some little thing to be done,” he said with idiotic cheerfulness; “as George Herbert says: ‘Who sweeps an Admiral’s garden in Cornwall as for Thy laws makes that and the action fine.’ And now,” he added, suddenly slinging the broom away, “Let’s go and water the flowers.”     With the same mixed emotions they watched him uncoil some considerable lengths of the large garden hose, saying with an air of wistful discrimination: “The red tulips before the yellow, I think. Look a bit dry, don’t you think?”     He turned the little tap on the instrument, and the water shot out straight and solid as a long rod of steel.     “Look out, Samson,” cried Flambeau; “why, you’ve cut off the tulip’s head.”     Father Brown stood ruefully contemplating the decapitated plant.     “Mine does seem to be a rather kill or cure sort of watering,” he admitted, scratching his head. “I suppose it’s a pity I didn’t find the spud. You should have seen me with the spud! Talking of tools, you’ve got that swordstick, Flambeau, you always carry?    That’s right; and Sir Cecil could have that sword the Admiral threw away by the fence here. How grey everything looks!”     “The mist’s rising from the river,” said the staring Flambeau.     Almost as he spoke the huge figure of the hairy gardener appeared on a higher ridge of the trenched and terraced lawn, hailing them with a brandished rake and a horribly bellowing voice. “Put down that hose,” he shouted; “put down that hose and go to your—”     “I am fearfully clumsy,” replied the reverend gentleman weakly; “do you know, I upset some wine at dinner.” He made a wavering half-turn of apology towards the gardener, with the hose still spouting in his hand. The gardener caught the cold crash of the water full in his face like the crash of a cannon-ball; staggered, slipped and went sprawling with his boots in the air.     “How very dreadful!” said Father Brown, looking round in a sort of wonder. “Why, I’ve hit a man!”     He stood with his head forward for a moment as if looking or listening; and then set off at a trot towards the tower, still trailing the hose behind him. The tower was quite close, but its outline was curiously dim.     “Your river mist,” he said, “has a rum smell.”     “By the Lord it has,” cried Fanshaw, who was very white. “But you can’t mean—”     “I mean,” said Father Brown, “that one of the Admiral’s scientific predictions is coming true tonight. This story is going to end in smoke.”     As he spoke a most beautiful rose-red light seemed to burst into blossom like a gigantic rose; but accompanied with a
	crackling and rattling noise that was like the laughter of devils.     “My God! what is this?” cried Sir Cecil Fanshaw.     “The sign of the flaming tower,” said Father Brown, and sent the driving water from his hose into the heart of the red patch.     “Lucky we hadn’t gone to bed!” ejaculated Fanshaw. “I suppose it can’t spread to the house.”     “You may remember,” said the priest quietly, “that the wooden fence that might have carried it was cut away.”     Flambeau turned electrified eyes upon his friend, but Fanshaw only said rather absently: “Well, nobody can be killed, anyhow.”     “This is rather a curious kind of tower,” observed Father Brown, “when it takes to killing people, it always kills people who are somewhere else.”     At the same instant the monstrous figure of the gardener with the streaming beard stood again on the green ridge against the sky, waving others to come on; but now waving not a rake but a cutlass. Behind him came the two negroes, also with the old crooked cutlasses out of the trophy. But in the blood-red glare, with their black faces and yellow figures, they looked like devils carrying instruments of torture. In the dim garden behind them a distant voice was heard calling out brief directions. When the priest heard the voice, a terrible change came over his countenance.     But he remained composed; and never took his eye off the patch of flame which had begun by spreading, but now seemed to shrink a little as it hissed under the torch of the long silver spear of water. He kept his finger along the nozzle of the pipe to ensure the aim, and attended to no other business, knowing only by the noise and that semi-conscious corner of the eye, the exciting incidents that began to tumble themselves about the island garden. He gave two brief directions to his friends. One was:     “Knock these fellows down somehow and tie them up, whoever they are; there’s rope down by those faggots. They want to take away my nice hose.” The other was: “As soon as you get a chance, call out to that canoeing girl; she’s over on the bank with the gipsies. Ask her if they could get some buckets across and fill them from the river.” Then he closed his mouth and continued to water the new red flower as ruthlessly as he had watered the red tulip.     He never turned his head to look at the strange fight that followed between the foes and friends of the mysterious fire. He almost felt the island shake when Flambeau collided with the huge gardener; he merely imagined how it would whirl round them as they wrestled. He heard the crashing fall; and his friend’s gasp of triumph as he dashed on to the first negro; and the cries of both the blacks as Flambeau and Fanshaw bound them. Flambeau’s enormous strength more than redressed the odds in the fight, especially as the fourth man still hovered near the house, only a shadow and a voice. He heard also the water broken by the paddles of a canoe; the girl’s voice giving orders, the voices of gipsies answering and coming nearer, the plumping and sucking noise of empty buckets plunged into a full stream; and finally the sound of many feet around the fire. But all this was less to him than the fact that the red rent, which had lately once more increased, had once more slightly diminished.     Then came a cry that very nearly made him turn his head. Flambeau and Fanshaw, now reinforced by some of the gipsies, had rushed after the mysterious man by the house; and he heard from the other end of the garden the Frenchman’s cry of horror and astonishment. It was echoed by a howl not to be called human, as the being broke from their hold and ran along the garden. Three times at least it raced round the whole island, in a way that was as horrible as the chase of a lunatic, both in the cries of the pursued and the ropes carried by the pursuers; but was more horrible still, because it somehow suggested one of the chasing games of children in a garden. Then, finding them closing in on every side, the figure sprang upon one of the higher river banks and disappeared with a splash into the dark and driving river.     “You can do no more, I fear,” said Brown in a voice cold with pain. “He has been washed down to the rocks by now, where he has sent so many others. He knew the use of a family legend.”     “Oh, don’t talk in these parables,” cried Flambeau impatiently.     “Can’t you put it simply in words of one syllable?”     “Yes,” answered Brown, with his eye on the hose. “‘Both eyes bright, she’s all right; one eye blinks, down she sinks.’” The fire hissed and shrieked more and more, like a strangled thing, as it grew narrower and narrower under the flood from the pipe and buckets, but Father Brown still kept his eye on it as he went on speaking:     “I thought of asking this young lady, if it were morning yet, to
	If— Rudyard Kipling
	If you can keep your head when all about you  Are losing theirs and blaming it on you,  If you can trust yourself when all men doubt you, But make allowance for their doubting too;
	If you can wait and not be tired by waiting, Or being lied about, don’t deal in lies, Or being hated, don’t give way to hating, And yet don’t look too good, nor talk too wise:
	If you can dream—and not make dreams your master;  If you can think—and not make thoughts your aim;  If you can meet with Triumph and Disaster And treat those two impostors just the same;
	If you can bear to hear the truth you’ve spoken Twisted by knaves to make a trap for fools, Or watch the things you gave your life to, broken, And stoop and build ’em up with worn-out tools:
	If you can make one heap of all your winnings And risk it on one turn of pitch-and-toss, And lose, and start again at your beginnings And never breathe a word about your loss;
	If you can force your heart and nerve and sinew To serve your turn long after they are gone,  And so hold on when there is nothing in you Except the Will which says to them: ‘Hold on!’
	If you can talk with crowds and keep your virtue,  Or walk with Kings—nor lose the common touch, If neither foes nor loving friends can hurt you, If all men count with you, but none too much;
	If you can fill the unforgiving minute With sixty seconds’ worth of distance run,  Yours is the Earth and everything that’s in it,  And—which is more—you’ll be a Man, my son!
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	Love is enough: though the World be a-waning, And the woods have no voice but the voice of complaining, Though the sky be too dark for dim eyes to discover The gold-cups and daisies fair blooming thereunder, Though the hills be held shadows, and the sea a dark wonder And this day draw a veil over all deeds pass'd over, Yet their hands shall not tremble, their feet shall not falter; The void shall not weary, the fear shall not alter These lips and these eyes of the loved and the lover.



